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Touched

verb, transitive

to cause or permit a part of the body, especially the hand
or yngers, to come in contact with so as to feel: reached
out and touched the smooth stone.

adjective

slightly crazy; unbalanced: touched in the head.



Part One

Tuesday, October 24, 1995
Tucson, Arizona

Amber McKenzie sipped a glass of orange juice while
she divided her attention between the trafyc report on the
radio and her calculus homework. The compact radio was
across the dining room, sitting atop the buffet table on
the right wall. Her calculus homework was scattered out
across the dining room table.

Beside her, Daniel, her father, read the paper while
he ynished the last of his breakfast. Dressed in dark grey
slacks and a white dress shirt, he would still need to pull
on his blue paisley tie and grey jacket before he could
leave for work at his law ofyce downtown. Both his tie
and jacket were draped over the back of another chair on
the other side of the dining room table.

Daniel was sixty-two, and while he still had a
full head of hair, it was no secret that he’d been dying it
chestnut-brown to match his old, natural color. The deep
lines around his brown eyes and the crevices around his
mouth were more telling of his age.



He sat sideways in his chair. His left arm rested
over the seatback, holding the folded paper. His right
hand patted the edge of his plate for the last cold slice
of toast, raised it partway to his mouth to take a bite, and
then froze as he ynished reading an article.

Amber heard him sigh and turned to give him a
curious look. “Bad news?” she asked.

“Last night was another bloodbath,” Daniel said.
Setting aside his toast, he turned the paper toward her to
point out a story. “Five people are dead this time, and the
cops claim to have already caught the killer.”

Amber glanced at the article, though she didn’t bother
reading anything beyond the headline before she offered a
bored half shrug. “The killer knew most of the victims, right?”

“Yes, it’s the same story every time.”

“So why are you still being a skeptic?” Amber
asked. She leaned over to keep working on an equation
while she said, “The story is always the same. Someone
just goes crazy and starts killing people.”

“Yes, but that’s why 1I’'m skeptical,” Daniel said.
“There’s only a few days between each of these stories. No
matter what the police say, it isn’t typical to see multiple
serial killings in the same city like this.”

He set the paper aside and grabbed his slice of toast.
Biting into it, his expression became thoughtful as he had
a random idea. “Maybe it’s some new kind of drug on the
market.”



“Sure, that would be very popular,” Amber
remarked. “I can see lots of people buying a drug that
would make them kill their family and friends.”

“Well, maybe it’s a tainted drug, like—"

“No, you’re grasping at straws again, Dad,” Amber
said. She waved her pen to point at the newspaper. “The
police have said almost all of the people who have been
captured came up clean for drugs. The few who didn’t
were smoking grass or popping pain pills.”

Amber glanced up as her mother, Rachel, walked
into the dining room. She was dressed in her usual way,
with baggy, faded denim pants, and a blue quarter-sleeve
top. Her dark brown hair was pulled back in a tight
ponytail, giving her a square, almost masculine hairline.

Rachel was Amber’s mother, and Daniel’s second
wife. His yrst wife, Camilla, had died from pneumonia in
her late twenties, leaving Daniel with three young boys to
look after, and a full-time job to worry about.

Daniel had hired Rachel from a childcare referral
service to watch over the boys, but over the course of the
next three years, he and she drifted together and became
a couple. When Daniel announced to his sons that he was
marrying Rachel, not one of them was surprised, nor did
they have any objections. Two years later, Amber was
born.

Waving her hand to get her mother’s attention,
Amber asked, “Hey, Mom, help me out here, please?”



Rachel’s pale, round face tensed in a look of dread
that was almost sincere. “What are we discussing?”

Amber said, “Dad thinks that drugs are what made
all those people go crazy and start killing.”

Rachel shook her head, making her braided ponytail
sway like a weighted pendulum. “Oh, I’m not getting into
that. When he talks about bodies, | tune him out.”

Daniel chuckled and grabbed Rachel’s arm as she
tried to pass behind his chair. He pulled her down for a
quick kiss, though he still tried to fake a look of irritation.
“I thought it was my job to smile and nod when you’re
talking.”

“l only do it a few times.” Rachel leaned over the
table gather dishes. “I have to whenever you try to make
up theories for these killers. It’s just too morbid a topic for
me to think about.”

“I wouldn’t mind if any of his theories made sense,
but he’s just guessing.” Amber feigned a disappointed
expression. “Even Jobe could—"

“Amber!” Daniel shouted. “What have I told you?”

“I’m sorry, | must have forgot myself.” Amber shut
her book, and then her notebook as she got up from the
table. She stacked and crammed them into her backpack
before her temper overrode her common sense. “Remind
me who was put in the hospital again?”

“That’s why you should know better,” Daniel
insisted.



“Why? Because it makes you mad that I still care
for him?” Amber zipped her backpack shut and turned to
glare at her father. “You can skip the lecture. I’ve already
heard it before.”

Daniel sighed and tried to reach out for her arm.
“Amber, will you—"

She stepped back and away from him as she slid her
bag over her shoulder. “Back off already.”

“Where are you going?” Rachel asked.

“I’m going to school.” Amber walked out of the
dining room to grab her cell phone from the table in the
hall. Turning around, she shouted over her shoulder, “If |
stay here, | wonft be getting my homework ynished.o

Before she got outside, she was already berating
herself for mentioning her brother. Bringing up Jobe
always upset her father, and she did it anyway.

Though she couldn’t admit it, the real reason why
she kept bringing up the subject was that she had a hole
in her memory. Amber wanted to remember exactly what
Jobe had said just before he’d attacked her, but her every
effort to recall the memory failed.

Jobe ran away from home at the age of fourteen, and
Amber, who was nine at the time, had tracked him down
on her own. When she found her brother, he pleaded with
her to keep her distance, and she wouldn’t listen. She had
moved to take hold of him, and then...nothing.

Amber had a strong impression that Jobe had said



something immediately after that point, but when she tried
to focus on the moment, her mental image of her brother
became hazy and indistinct. Further efforts to recall Jobe
back into the scene caused the rest of the memory to blur
into obscurity too.

As she crossed the front yard to her car, Amber was
still trying to prevent the blurry memory from falling apart
when something cold touched her face. The sensation
started under her chin, a peeting tingle, like having a
cotton swab dipped in alcohol on her skin.

The patch of cold rose over Amber’s round chin
and slid up to her lips. The feeling faded before she could
cover her mouth with her hand. Her skin was dry, even if
she believed otherwise.

Amber’s body loosened in a shudder of repulsion,
and she froze in place a few feet away from her car in the
driveway. Her skin prickled, and she curled her lips to bite
down on them.

She cast a nervous glance over her shoulder at the
front door. But no, she didn’t want to go back into the house
to deal with the storm she’d just stirred up with her typical
passive-aggressive ways. It would be better to drive to
school, where she could ynish up her homework in peace.

Amber walked with a much faster pace to her car.
The thought came to her that perhaps she was being
watched by some crazy person, and her senses had made
up the odd feeling as a warning.



But it was a ridiculous notion, and she pushed the
idea aside as she dug her keys out of her bag. Nobody is
watching you, she thought. Just chill out.

*kx

“Rough morning?”

Amber looked up at Rochelle Turner, who had been
Amber’s best friend since middle school. Tall, dark, and
gracefully thin, Rochelle’s appearance was an extreme
contrast to Amber, who was short, pale, and painfully plain.

Despite the cool autumn weather, Rochelle wore a
short black skirt that showed off most of her lithe legs. She
wore a sweater, but the deep plunging V neck of her light
purple sweater left the upper half of her chest exposed. But,
being athletically yt, Rochelle rarely noticed cold weather.

Her silky black hair was pulled into a simple bun on
the back of her head, and she wore only light cosmetics.
After years of slumber parties, Amber knew for certain that
Rochelle didn’t need the makeup to look good. She woke
up looking pretty. To even compete with her, Amber had to
pile on a pound of foundation to yll in the rough spots.

Amber didn’t hear Rochelle’s question, so Rochelle
asked, “Did you have a rough morning?”

Shaking her head, Amber said, “No, not really. Dad
was trying to spin another theory about the killers, and |
mentioned my brother.”



Rochelle sighed as she dropped her bag on the table and
sat down. Though Amber had three brothers, Rochelle didn’t
need to ask which one she’d been referring to. Only one of
her brothers could provoke an angry reaction in Daniel.

Rochelle asked, “If you know it makes him mad,
why do you keep doing it?”

“l guess it’s because | still want to talk about what
happened,” Amber said. “The way my family sees it, he just
attacked me. But that’s not what happened at all. Jobe told
me that he was starting to have problems yguring out what
was real or not, and | still wanted to take him back home.”

“Yeah, | know. You told me a dozen times, and |
still don’t see why you would forgive him. He almost
killed you, and all you did was grab his arm.”

“Rochelle, you’re missing the point. He ran away
from us. Jobe knew that he’d become dangerous, and
he left to protect us.” Amber frowned at a stray thought.
“Maybe he caught whatever kind of crazy that people
around here keep getting.”

“Or maybe it was just the plain old kind of crazy.”
Rochelle smiled and leaned over to pat Amber’s hand. “I know
just the thing to get your head away from morbid thoughts. e
can head over to the gym and watch Derrick work out.”

Amber laughed and gestured down at her book.
fiNo, l6ve got to ynish this last problem. Besides, watching
Derrick is what would cheer you up. I could only be mildly
amused by the things you say while you watch him.”



Rochelle glanced at the open notebook ylled with
equations, and she winced with a look of genuine disgust.
“I’d offer my help, but I’m just barely passing.”

“I’m okay. | just need some time to work without
distractions.” Amber smiled at her friend’s silence and
went back to work. She gave a nod as she ynished and
checked the time on her cell phone. “Great, | still have
twenty minutes until class.”

Giggling, Rochelle asked, “So, now we can watch
Derrick?”

Amber shook her head as she got up. “No, I’ve still
got to yx up my face.o

Rochelle groaned, pouting with instant disapproval.
“You shouldn’t say it like that. You aren’t that bad.”

Amber shouldered her bag and started to walk away
from the cafeteria table. “You’re just being nice, but let’s
be honest. When we go out to the bars, you like to invite
me because | make you look good.”

She glanced at Rochelle, smirking over her friend’s
guilty expression. “There is a reason why you always end
up going home with a guy, and | go back to my house
alone. I’m buck-toothed, pale, and I’ve got brown hair
that people call mousy no matter what style I use on it.”
She heaved a sigh. “I have this dreadful feeling that I’m
going to grab the yrst guy who stares at me, and heéll end
up being a whack job.”

fiveah...0 Rochelle looked ahead, poundering for



something positive to say. “But there are good and bad
kinds of whack jobs, you know.”

Amber snickered. “Really.”

“No, really.” Rochelle laughed. “You could meet
one of those comic book or anime whackos. The worst
that could happen there is that they ask you to dress up
like their favorite heroine.”

“That could work. I am a member of the anime
club, and I’ve already got a Lum costume.”

Rochelle asked, “Sorry?”

Amber shook her head. “Forget | said anything.”
She open the bathroom door, and turned her head to grin
sheepishly at Rochelle. “Actually, I’ve been skipping
some of the anime club meetings, because the only guys
who pay attention to me are the ones who smell funny.”

“Okay, see? That right there proves you have standards.
You wonjt just take the yrst thing that comes along.o

“You’re missing the point, again. There are cute, normal
guys at the anime club. They just never seem to notice me.”
Laughing in a self-mocking way, Amber went to the counter
and set down her bag. “Only the stinky guys do.”

She glanced up at her repection and made a face,
bulging out her round cheeks while she opened her eyes
wide to fake a look of shock. She let her breath out, but
to her, her cheeks were still too round. She either looked
like a chipmunk, or an old porcelain doll. And not one of
the cute ones.



No, she thought, I look like a creepy Victorian-era
doll.

Like her mother, Amber had bulging cheeks. But
while Rachel’s face was pretty for being round, the sum
of Amber’s features made hers plain.

She a bow-shaped mouth that was too small, and
she’d inherited her big, crooked teeth from her father. Her
nose was a hybrid from both parents, and it turned up at the
tip, almost giving her a snout. Her brown eyes were too big,
and her eyebrows were too thick. If all of that wasn’t bad
enough, there was her lifeless and short chestnut-brown hair.
Or, as it had often been called by others, mousy-brown.

Dropping her head to look through her bag for her
makeup, she offered a short opinion of her appearance by
muttering, “Bleh.”

“Oh, hush.” Lightly slapping Amber’sarm, Rochelle
walked away from the counter. She headed into one of
the stalls and closed the door before she started talking
through it. “You aren’t ugly. You’re just plain.”

Amber ignored her, leaning over the counter to push
down the tip of her nose with her ynger. iMaybe a nose
job might help.”

“You’re hopeless.”

“Or, maybe just a boob job.” Amber smirked at her
repection and then leaned over to dig through her bag
again. “Maybe if | had something for guys to stare at, they
could ignore my face.”



Her smile faltered when something cold brushed
over her shoulder and moved up the side of her neck.

Another involuntary shiver rippled out across her
body, and her gaze snapped up to the mirror. Amber spun her
head around to glance over her shoulder. “What is that?”

Rochelle asked, “What is what?”

“It’s weird, but twice now, I’ve had this weird
feeling like...” Amber hesitated, looking around while she
tried to sum up the sensation. “It’s like something was
touching me.”

Rochelle made a short, spiteful laugh. “Was it a
good touch or—”"

Amber turned at the sound of Rochelle coughing. “Are
you okay?”” There was no answer. Amber walked to the stall
and knocked on the door. “Rochelle? Hey, are you okay?”

She was moving to lean her head on the door when it
swung open suddenly, almost sending her falling forward.
Amber steadied herself on the dividing wall and took a
step back. “Don’t do that! You—"

She couldn’t look up once she’d realized that
Rochelle was peeing on herself. Rochelle’s skirt was wet,
and her panties were stretched around her knees.

Amber forced herself to look up, and her heart began
to hammer in her chest at the sight of Rochelle’s eyes.
Her pupils were dilated out so wide that her eyes almost
appeared black. More unsettling was the look of malice in
her expression, a look that Amber had never seen before.



Rochelle hissed, “Freak.”

Amber took a step back. “What? Rochelle, what’s
wrong with your voice?”

“Why do | keep running into little freaks like you?”
Rochelle asked.

There was a rasp to her voice, and it sounded lower
in pitch, almost masculine.

Rochelle took a step toward Amber, and her panties
fell to her ankles. She dropped her head as she kicked her
underwear off. When she looked back up, her lips were
thinned in a wide, unnatural grin. It seemed impossibly
wide, yet her lips continued stretching until her upper lip
split and began to bleed.

She leaned her head over until italmost touched her left
shoulder, and her expression shifted to a mocking caricature
of sympathy. “What’s wrong, freak? You look scared.”

Amber tried to take another step back before she
bumped into the counter. She barely had time to utter a
short scream before Rochelle leapt at her.

Amber threw her arms in front of her face, expecting
to be punched or slapped. Instead hands clamped over her
throat with an impossible strength.

Thinking desperately for a way to escape, Amber
slipped her thumbs into the crooks of Rochelle’s elbows.
She pressed down hard enough to break the skin, and blood
poured around the edges of the wounds. But Rochelle’s grip
on her throat tightened further, and her vision began to blur.



Amber leaned back onto the counter and wedged
her leg up to plant her foot in Rochelle’s stomach.
Straining to piston her leg out, Amber felt nails raking
deep, burning scratches across the sides of her neck. The
pain was intense, and as soon as she could draw a breath,
she began to scream.

Rochelle stumbled back away from the counter,
but she recovered a split second later and moved in for
another attack. With nowhere to run, Amber hopped to
sit on the counter and raised both of her legs to mule kick
Rochelle back into the dividing wall between the stalls.

Though the impact was strong enough to break the
dividing wall, Amber had a sick feeling that it still wasn’t
enough to keep Rochelle down. She didn’t bother waiting to
ynd out, and she slid off of the counter to run for the door.

She was halfway across the room when Rochelle
grabbed a ystful of her hair close to her scalp and
yanked her back. Forward momentum carried Amber’s
legs out from under her, and she fell to the poor with a
jarring force.

The air was knocked out of her, and she didn’t have
a chance to open her eyes before hands clamped over her
throat again. She struggled to free herself, but she was
pinned with no way to escape.

The pneumatic door pump hissed as the bathroom
door was shoved back too quickly, and all at once Amber
was released.



Amber opened her eyes, and Rochelle stared at her
with a look of genuine confusion. Amber scrabbled back
across the poor, but even in her panicked state, the change
in Rochelle’s expression and posture were obvious.

They gaped in disbelief at each other, both of them
looking like complete strangers who were recovering
from a random assault.

Rochelle became aware of her injuries, and once
she noticed the holes in her arms, she began to shake. She
collapsed on the poor on her side, her hands clamping
over the leaking punctures.

Amber looked up when a professor took hold of her
shoulder to lift her. Pulling away, she crawled to Rochelle
and laid a hand on her friend’s arm. “What happened?”

“l...1 don’t know,” Rochelle whispered. “There was
something inside me...” She raised her hand to wipe blood
from her lip. She stared at it blankly, shaking her head. “I
didn’t really do that, did 1?”

Amber glanced over her shoulder at the sound of
someone running through the hall outside the bathroom. It
was only then that she noticed the large crowd of gawkers
just outside the open door.

The crowd parted reluctantly for a pair of campus
police ofycers. iWhatbs going on?0 the leaner of the two
ofycers asked as he stepped into the bathroom.

“I’m not sure yet,” Amber said and got to her feet,
wincing as her hip and her shoulder both protested over



being moved too soon. “Help her up. I think she’s in worse
shape then me.”

“What did you do to her?” the professor asked.

“She didn’t do anything,” Rochelle protested. She
couldn’t suppress a strained whine as she was helped up
by both of the ofycers. Rochelle grabbed her lower back
before leaning heavily on the taller, heavier ofycer. iOne
minute, we were just talking, and the next, I got up and
started attacking her.”

The heavier ofycer drew back a wet hand as his face
pinched in disgust. “Oh hell, you’ve peed yourself.”

Rochelle looked down, and her face pushed purple
with embarrassment. “I didn’t do it. | mean, | remember
everything that just happened, but I’d swear to you that it
wasn’t me. | don’t know why, but somehow 1 just...” Her
bloodied lips drew into a frown as she searched for the
right words. “I lost control of myself.”



Part Two

Amber raised her hand to rub the gauze bandage taped
over the side of her neck. Even the intense stinging of her
wounds could not help her shake the feeling that she was
trapped in some kind of bizarre nightmare.

Her gaze moved to the detective as he hung up his
phone and leaned away from his desk. He had questioned
her twice already, and he still wore a skeptical expression.
He asked, “Are you sure you don’t remember something
that might have caused your friend to snap?”

“No, it was just so sudden,” Amber said, “She
seemed like a completely different person, and then...
then she just stopped.” She tried to think of a plausible
explanation and gave up, shaking her head. “Rochelle
doesn’t have a mean bone in her body. It doesn’t make
any sense. Nothing she said made sense either.”

The detective gestured to the phone. “I just talked
to her mother, and she said that their family doesn’t have
any history of mental illness. Miss Turner is being put in
the hospital for observations, just to be sure.”

Amber nodded, frowning at a troubling stray
thought. “Hey, let me ask you something. There’s been a
lot of people going crazy lately, right?”

“Yes, but it’s unlikely that your friend’s condition
is related.”



“Well, how would anyone know the difference?”
Amber asked. “I mean, have there been any witnesses for
these killing sprees?”

“A few, yes. But the MO is always different in each
case.0 The detective smiled at her. iYou arendt the yrst
conspiracy theorist to try connecting all these crimes
together.”

Annoyed by his ynding humor in the situation,
Amber said, “Yes, well I guess almost getting murdered
today has put me in the right frame of mind to look for
connections.”

The detective’s smile fell as he dropped his head to
look at his desk. “We’ve been getting calls every day from
people claiming to know why this is happening. Some are
suggesting that it’s a virus, while others say it’s a new
drug on the market.”

“That’s been my dad’s latest theory too, but I shot
it down,” Amber said. “If you had found drugs in any of
the cases, it would have become public knowledge right
away.”

The detective nodded. “If you’ve got a theory, I’'m
willing to hear it.”

Amber stared at him, wondering if she should
mention the strange sensation she’d felt just before
Rochelle changed. Finally, she shook her head. “I don’t
have any theories. 10m only trying to ygure out why my
best friend just tried to kill me.”



*kx

Amber shut off the engine and laid her head back on the
headrest while she tried to make sense of the morning’s
events. She replayed the memories over and over, and
each time, she came back to the thought that Rochelle had
somehow become another person.

Her mind began nagging at her that something was
wrong, but she continued to stare at her steering wheel for
several more seconds without understanding why she felt
anxious.

Amber raised her head, ynally realizing that she had
parked behind her father’s car. Looking out the passenger
window, she found both the cars of her brothers were still
parked in the same places as well.

She’d tried to call her mother after the police
questioned her, but no one had been home. It was well
past mid-afternoon, and yet the driveway was full. The
only vehicle that should have been left was her mother’s
mini van in the garage.

Amber got out of the car without bothering to grab
her bag or to take her keys out of the ignition. She left the
driver’s side door open, and as she crossed the front yard,
she felt a need to look back and conyrm that she had a
way to escape if something was wrong

The door was unlocked, and though her instincts
were screaming at her to go back to the car and call the



police on her cell phone, Amber stepped into the front
hallway. A strong, unpleasant odor hung on the air, and
the scent combined with the oppressive silence had her
whole body shaking.

“Mom? Dad?” There was no answer. She took
a few timid steps into the hall to glance into the empty
living room. The dining room was empty as well, and she
was about to turn around to check the bedrooms in the
back of the house when she heard a faint sound coming
from the kitchen.

At yrst, it sounded like someone was drumming
their yngernails on the counter, but after listening for
a few seconds, she decided the rhythm was too erratic.
Amber moved toward the kitchen, and the sound became
stronger. It occurred to her that the unpleasant smell was
also getting stronger, and her heart began to hammer in
her chest as panic set in.

She slipped her head around the frame of the door,
and the yrst thing she saw was her father laying on the far
counter beside the stove. His slacks looked black and wet,
and most of his dress shirt was stained a deep crimson. It
was his blood dripping from the edge of the counter onto
the poor that caused the tapping sound.

Amber leaned heavily on the doorframe as her legs
threatened to give out and fold under her. Her body rolled
against the frame, and she was still trying to steady herself
when she saw her brothers on the other counter. She sank



to her knees and closed her eyes, but by then the image
had been burned into her memory.

Taking several long breaths to steady herself, Amber
got to her feet. Though she wanted to look away, she
couldn’t stop herself from staring at her brother, Taylor.
His body laid over the sinks with his face frozen in an
expression of agony.

From where she stood, she could see that his hand
had been shoved into the garbage disposer in the right
sink. His other arm ended in a mangled stump, while the
rest of his body was covered in deep hacking wounds.

The size of the wounds confused her, and she wasn’t
sure if he had been stabbed or sliced until she looked toward
Calvin, who still had the meat cleaver buried in his side.

Amber pushed away from the doorframe to walk into
the kitchen, and though she had already met her limit for
shock, she couldnit look away from the top of Calvinés head.
It looked like someone had used the cleaver to cut a number
of thin sections all the way down to the middle of his nose.
The only part of his face still recognizable was his mouth,
and it was locked open as if he had died screaming.

Amber thought of her mother slicing cabbage with
the same cleaver, and for no reason, the green cabbage
started to bleed.

The odd mental image pulled her out of her daze
long enough to think about calling the police. She crept
to the phone on the counter near Calvinds feet to pick it



up, and she had just dialed nine when she heard the front
door close.

Amberds gaze picked up, scanning over the counter
before she stopped at the block of knives in the corner.

The block was just behind the neatly arranged slices
of her brother’s head. The skin was ragged and stained
with blood, and the skin and muscle had begun to sag
away from the bone, creating gaps of pink in the pulpy
red strips.

Amber raised one hand to cover her mouth, but
even though her stomach was churning, she still walked
to the other end of the counter to take a knife. She didn’t
have time to forget herself.

She kept her right hand over her mouth and nose,
using her left to pull out the largest of the knives. Amber
heard a shufping footstep in the hallway, and she spun
on her heel, which was much too easy with a slick blood
puddle under her feet.

Amber never saw it, and she had to plant her hand
on the counter in another puddle of blood to stop her
uncontrolled sliding spin.

A whimper rose from her dry throat at the sight
of her mother covered in bloodstains. Rachel made a
mocking pout as she leaned her head over to one side,
and her neck made a loud crack that sent a spasm through
Amber’s body. “Oh, what’s wrong, baby? Did you have a
rough day at school?”



Her voice was almost exactly the same monotone
rasp which Rochelle had spoken with, and her eyes were
black, leaving almost nothing of her brown irises. There
were several wide splits in Rachel’s upper and lower lips,
and Amber wondered how it was humanly possible to
smile so wide that it could cause an injury.

Amber started to edge around the counter, trying to
make her way to the door which led out into the garage.

Rachel made a strange cackling hiss and stepped into
the kitchen. “Poor dear, come and give momma a hug.”

Amber stiffened and held out the knife in front of
herself. Closing her other hand over the handle and her yngers,
Amber shook her head and whined, “Don’t come near me.”

“Hush now,” Rachel said. She stepped closer,
allowing the blade to slide into her sternum. Raising her
arms, she pulled Amber closer and again made a rasping
cackle. “Momma’s here now.”

Rachel closed her arms around her daughter’s chest
and squeezed.

Amber gasped as the handle began to press into
her stomach, and she had no choice but to lever it down
against her mother’s body. The relief was only momentary,
as Rachel drew Amber into an embrace so tight that she
struggled to take even the tiniest breath.

“This is my gift to you, little freak. I’ll see you
soon.0 Rachel went limp and fell back onto the poor,
pulling her daughter down with her.



Amber thrashed hysterically to get free, slipping in a pool
of blood as she tried to stand up. She thumped onto the poor on
her rump, and her mind yammered at her that she was sitting in
blood. She looked down and saw that she had somehow landed
on one of the remaining bare spots on the poor.

The math major in her began working out an
equation for how long it would take all of the puddles to
converge in the middle of the poor. It was the only thing
she could do to avoid going insane after being forced to
kill her mother.

Rachel made a soft gasp, drawing Amber’s attention
back up. Confusion ylled her motherds expression. Rachel
tried to say something, but she made a ynal gasp, and then
her mouth fell open.

Amber stood up, her eyes drifting from her mother
back up to Calvinés sliced head.

It was the abstract thought that a cleaver should
have crushed the bones and made the face unrecognizable
which ynally pushed her past her limits. The room began
to blur behind a wall of tears before Amber closed her
eyes and started to scream.
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The homicide department was loud, and under the
incredible din of the room, thinking wasn’t possible.
Amber didn’t mind, because right then, she didn’t want to
think about anything.



She stared blankly, her gaze wandering from one
desk to the next in the open ofyce area. Many of the desks
were empty, but at others, detectives spoke loudly to be
heard over each other.

From where Amber sat, most of the shouting was
gibberish. But when something did break through and
reach her, all she could notice was the frustration in the
voices of the men and women working the phones.

The detectives were shouting, because they felt
desperate to stop the pood of crime taking over the city.
But there were no leads, and no matter how much they
shouted and acted like bad cops, the witnesses didn’t have
any information to offer. The dead ends made the police
cranky, and it showed in their voices, and in their tense,
restless expressions.

In spite of these shocking sprees, the other criminals
had not paused in their activities. The police still had to
deal with “normal” murders, where they rarely found
suspects either.

Amber stared blankly at the styrofoam cup held out
in front of her, ynally looking up at the detective before
shaking her head. “No, thank you.”

The detective set the cup aside and sat down on the
edge of his desk. His dark, clean-shaven face was ylled
with a look of concern, but the sentiment was belied by
the look of skepticism in his brown eyes.

“Miss McKenzie, my name is Peter Benton. | was



assigned this case, but it’s been brought to my attention
that your friend also attacked you and made an attempt to
kill you earlier today.”

Amber watched him quietly, her eyes picking from
side to side in agitation. “My mother didn’t attack me.
She just walked onto the knife. She didndt even pinch.o

“lI know, but I want to talk about your friend
Rochelle yrst.0

“There isn’t much to tell,” Amber said. “We were
talking about me looking plain. I’d just made a joke about
needing breast implants, and then she called me a freak
and started to attack me.”

She closed her eyes, but quickly opened them as her
mind began pashing from one gruesome image to the next
in a rapid-yre slideshow. fiThe detective | talked to earlier
said that she’d been put into a hospital for observations.”

“She was, but an hour ago, she pried open the doors
of an elevator and threw herself into the shaft.” Peter took
a breath, and he had to look away from Amber when she
started to shake. “She killed two doctors before that, and
in both cases, she strangled them to death. It looks like
you were supposed to be her yrst victim.o

Amber shook her head. “No, | won’t believe that.
Whatever happened to her, it wasn’t by her choice.”

“Well, you know, sometime the mind just snaps,
and—"

“No, you really don’t know what you’re talking



about. Whatever it was inside Rochelle that caused her to
kill those doctors, it was inside my mother too.” Amber
saw the detectiveds expression yll with concern and she
groaned. “Great, and now you think I’m catching crazy
too.”

Peter showed her no sympathy. He was a hardened
veteran who had seen way too many similar cases in the
last few weeks, and he suspected that something wasn’t
right with Amber’s story. He bluntly asked, “Is there a
history of mental illness in your family?”

Amber opened her mouth to say no, and then she
snapped it shut. “My brother—my half-brother, Jobe—he
had some kind of mental illness. But we never found out
what he had. He ran away when he was fourteen.”

“How do you know he had a mental illness?”

“| tracked him down, and he told me that he had
started hearing voices. They told him that we were all bad
people, and he had to kill us.” Amber looked up at the
detective, and he waved for her to go on. But she had
nothing else to say, because she couldn’t remember what
happened next.

She decided to lie, saying, “I tried to grab him by
the arm to take him home, and he hit me in the side of my
jaw yrst. After that, | lost track of where all the other hits
went. | woke up in the hospital three days later.”

Peter nodded. “How did you manage to track him
down?”



Amber shook her head. “I just went looking for him.”

“So you found him right away?”

“No, it took me...” Amber frowned. She knew that
she was making herself look guilty, but for once, someone
had asked her the right question for her to realize that there
was another hole in her memory. She had no idea how
long it took her to ynd Jobe, because once shebd really
thought about ynding him, her memories became hazy.

Amber said, “Um, | guess it took me about an hour
to ynd him, but I already had a good idea about where
he’d gone. He’d made a fort out of plywood in a big patch
of woods about a mile from our house. Back then, we
were living in Idaho.”

It was a lie, and it sounded like one to Peter, who
folded his arms over his chest and asked, “So how did the
police ynd you?o

“I’'m pretty sure he called them,” Amber said.
“Otherwise they never would have found me. | don’t
think this is really the same kind of crazy though, because
even when he was talking to me, I had the feeling that he
was still the same person I always knew.”

Peter nodded, still skeptical. But he could admit
there was no plausible way that Amber could make people
go crazy, and if he tried to make himself believe the idea,
then he was falling into the same crazed mindset of the
conspiracy theorists who called the homicide department
every day.



But if Amber was not the link between the two
cases, what was? Peter decided to humor her by asking,
“Was there something similar in the behavior of your
mother and your friend?”

Amber paused to think before she gave a nod. “Yes.
They both said things that seemed completely unlike
them. Rochelle called me a freak, and my mom kept
saying momma this, or momma that.”

“How do you mean?”

“She said, “hush, momma’s here.” But she’s never
said anything like that, not even when | was a little girl.
Come to think of it, she called me a freak t00.0

Amber leaned over and rubbed her forehead in agitation
while she went over the memory again. “There was also
something in the way their voices were similar. There was
this low rasp, like if they had laryngitis. They both sounded
monotone. There was very little emotion in their voices.”

She looked up at the detective’s troubled frown and
shook her head. “That shouldn’t be possible, should it?
How could two people both go crazy in the same way on
the same day?”

“I’m not sure what to tell you,” Peter said. “I’ll be
honest. If not for the yndings of the medical examiner, 16d
have you in an interrogation room as a suspect. But it’s
clearly your mother’s prints all over the bodies and the
appliances she used.”

“Appliances?” Amber repeated softly.



“Yeah, she used an electric knife on your brother
to slice—" Peter’s expression fell into dismay when he
realized that Amber was swooning. He set a hand on her
shoulder to steady her and said, “I’m sorry.”

“Why?” Amber whimpered. “None of it makes any
sense. People don’t just go crazy for no reason. Even with
Jobe, there were warning signs that something was wrong.
This...it’s just coming out of nowhere.”

“l know. Trust me, | see a lot of crazy things, and
most of them don’t make sense.”

“Have you...have you worked on any of these recent
serial killing cases?”

fiYeah,0 Peterds brown face ylled with a sympathetic
look. “I know it’s tempting to try to link these cases
together, but every act is random. There’s no connection
from one crime to the next.”

“What if the pattern you’re missing is in the
randomness of the acts?” Amber asked.

“I’m not getting you.”

“Tell me something about Rochelle. Did she really
just strangle the doctors?”

Peter looked pustered as he sat up, pulling his hand
away from her shoulder. He got himself under control and
shook his head. “I shouldn’t say.”

“Then let me take a wild guess,” Amber said. “Both
doctors may have been choked to death, but after that, she
tore up the bodies in different ways.” She looked up at Peter’s



expression darkening, and her frown deepened. “Don’t you
see how unusual this is? Rochelle wouldn’t hurt anyone, but
she snapped suddenly, and she took pleasure in killing and
mutilation. My mother was just as brutal, but why did she
snap on the same day as my best friend, in the same way?”
Amber shook her head. “That should be impossible.”

Peter nodded his agreement, but he couldn’t say
anything to her comments. He knew he should, but his
mind was a complete blank.

Amber pressed on when she saw that he wouldn’t try
to argue with her. “So, I’m betting that almost every single
person that you’ve arrested so far has no violent history prior
to this supposed snap.” Her eyebrows drew together at a
sudden thought. “I’ll go one step farther and guess that most
of the people killed themselves after they were captured.”

Peter sighed. “Some of them have succeeded, but
all of them tried. The people who haven’t succeeded were
strapped into their beds, but they keep suffering from
random convulsions and bouts of gibbering nonsense.”

AANnd you canft ynd a common cause, right?0
Amber asked, not waiting for a reply before she pressed
on. fiYou couldn6t ynd any cases of drug use or mental
illness in most of the killers, so your current theory is that
this is some kind of freak hysteria that happens for no
reason whatsoever.”

“That sounds about right,” Peter agreed. “If you don’t
think it’s a hysteria, what would you think is causing this?”



Amber shook her head. “I really don’t know, but
it seems like I’m the only person to have survived two
encounters. | can say for certain that there is something in
common between the two attacks. | just candt ygure out

what it is yet.”



Part Three

Amber paced beside her car while she watched police
ofycers yle in and out of her house. She couldnét bring
herself to go back inside even for a change of clothing,
but she didn’t have a clue where she could go that was
safe. She didn’t have any extended family living nearby;,
and aside from Rochelle, most of the people she knew
were distant acquaintances at best.

She opened the door of her car and sat down to retrieve
her bag. Taking out her organizer, she opened it and glanced
down at the lime green business card that pipped into her lap.
She picked it up and winced as she read the front:

Marcus Wrigley
10th Level Mage

Amber’s memory wandered back to the night at the
anime club meeting when he had pressed the card into
her palm. He’d smiled and said, “One day, you’re gonna
need me.”

She didn’t want to admit to herself that she’d kept his
card mainly because he was the only guy who’d paid attention
to her without coming across as a stalker. She held on to it,
but she had never called Marcus, because the professional
title on his *business card’ suggested that he had issues.



Amber shook her head and tossed the card aside.
“No, anybody but him. He’s only the weirdest one out of
the entire anime club, and he’s smelly.” She sighed and
went through the organizer twice before looking back at
the card in the passenger seat.

The lime green color only made the idea of calling
him that much more hideous. The color almost glowed
with a radioactive light, and she wondered absently if
she sniffed the card, it might still carry his unwashed
scent.

But there was no one else to call who she knew
as more than just a name, and she ygured Marcus was
scrawny enough that she could take him in a yght if he
suddenly went crazy as well.

The phone rang four times before the answering
machine picked up, and Marcus’ thin, almost whiny
sounding voice declared, “Hi, you’ve reached the home
ofyce of Marcus Wrigley, a fourteenth level mage.o

Amber rolled her eyes. Terriyc, she thought. He
went and gave himself a promotion.

The message continued “1’m not here right now, but
if you give your age, gender, your vital stats, and your
alignment, | may decide that you are worthy of my sexay.
Um...yeah, so leave a message after the beep.”

Amy sighed. “Hi, you probably don’t remember
me, but—"

The phone clicked. “Amber?”



Her mouth hung open in disbelief before she could
ynd her voice. fiYeah, itbs me. 16m having a major problem
right now, and—"

“Yes, | know. You’re family is gone, and you need
someplace safe to stay, right?”

“Yes...wait, how do you know?”

“Because your house has been on the news for the
last hour. Duh...uh.” There was a long awkward silence
before Marcus said, “Oh, hey wait, I’m sorry. I guess that
came out wrong.”

“It’s okay.” Amber sighed. “It’s not like I’ve got
many other options. But Marcus, | need to ygure out some
way to be around more than one person. I’m not sure |
can explain why just yet, but I think it’s important.” She
paused and closed her eyes. He probably already thinks
I’m crazy.

Amber asked, “So, can you help me out?”

“Yes, on both counts,” Marcus said. “It just so
happens that I’ve got a group of guys over for a campaign,
so we can all watch over you.”

Amber cringed, her whole body tensing with a
sudden feeling of nausea. “So...who all is there?”

“Uh, let’s see. Nelson, Phillip, Lenny, and Eddie.”

“Right,” Amber muttered. In other words, everyone
from the anime club who could possibly make the
experience awkward and more repugnant.
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Marcus opened the door of his apartment, and Amber
needed several seconds to readjust her assessment of him.
When she’d seen him at the anime club meeting many
months before, his long, dark blond hair had been so oily
that it had formed thick clumps that fell over his face.
He’d had acne all over his cheeks and forehead, and his
clothes always looked slept in.

But Marcus seemed like a completely different
person. His hair was pulled back neatly in a ponytail, now
looking much cleaner and lighter in color. His complexion
was clear, and she noticed that without his hair covering
his face, he was almost pretty.

She relaxed as she stepped into the apartment. This
might not be so bad, she thought before turning to ynd
twelve eyes—two with glasses—staring intently at her
from the living room. Nope, | was wrong.

Amber clutched her bag to her chest as Marcus shut
the door behind her. The middle of the apartment living
room was dominated by a round table with very short
legs. The four guys kneeling around the table continued
to stare at her, and every expression screamed, Holy cow,
it’s a female!

She gave a tiny wave. “Hello.”

fiRight, so youbll want the bathroom yrst,0 Marcus
said as he stepped around her.



“Huh?”

“Well, you’ll probably want to wash off?”

Amber looked down, wondering why it had taken
her so long to remember that she was still dressed in the
same bloodstained clothes. “Right. 1 can’t go back into
my house to pick up any clothes. Do you have something
clean I might be able to use?”

“Yeah, probably. Follow me.” Marcus walked
across the living room to a short hallway with three
doors. He gestured to his left while he veered to the door
on the right. “That’s the bathroom, and the middle door
is my roommate’s room.” He looked over his shoulder
and leaned over toward her to whisper. “She likes to think
she’s a vampire, so she’s strictly a night shift person.”

Amber smiled weakly as she followed him into
his room. She’d noticed when he leaned in that he didn’t
smell so bad as she remembered, and part of her wondered
if he’d picked up a new hygiene skill with some of his
recent experience points.

His room was neater and more organized than she’d
expected, though she was hardly surprised by the number
of posters featuring wizards and scantily clad amazons.
Her gaze drifted to Marcus, who stood by his dresser,
staring back at her with an awkward expression.

Amber asked, “What are you doing?”

“Guessing your size?” Marcus said. He stepped
back over to Amber. “Listen, I know you won’t want to



shut the door because you’re worried about being alone.”
His voice became lower the longer he spoke, and Amber
had to lean in to hear him. “You have to promise me you
won’t laugh, okay?”

“O—kay?” Amber asked, regarding him with a
confused look as she followed him to the dresser.

He opened the top drawer to reveal a row of panties.

Amber bit her lip and looked at him with an
expression halfway between pity and disgust. “These
are...um, yours?”

“Something like that,” Marcus said and shrugged.
“It’s just something that I do sometimes, but the guys don’t
need to know about it, okay? It would weird them out.”

“Yeah, | can imagine.” Amber looked back down
at the drawer. Sometimes? she thought. Who the hell is he
kidding? There’s a whole lingerie collection in there.

Offering him an uncomfortable smirk, Amber said,
“I don’t mean to be rude, but do you...well, do you have
anything you haven’t worn yet?”

Marcus blushed as he started digging near the back
of the drawer. “Just this one pair. | didn’t have the guts to
put it on even if no one would see it.”

Amber covered her mouth when he pulled out the
pimsy red thong panties. The glitter arrow pointing to the
crotch was bad enough, but the block letters that declared
*‘OPEN 24 HRS’ had her shaking her head so fast that her
neck hurt.



“Forget it. I’ll just take one of these.” Amber tugged
a pair of black bikini briefs out of the drawer and turned to
look at the closet. She looked back at Marcus and sighed.
“I just realized that you and | are almost the same size.”

“Yeah, | think I’m an inch taller than you, but I’'m
not carrying around as much weight.” Amber glared at
Marcus, and he looked down. He should have stopped
digging then, but he noticed her blood streak tennis shoes
and said, “I should be able to help you with everything but
your shoes. | don’t have anything that big either.”

“Marcus, maybe you should dump some skill points
in tact,” Amber commented sarcastically.

Marcus snorted. “I’ve heard that bef—"

“Dude, you’re holding up the game!”

Marcus sighed looking over his shoulder as he
whined, “Yeah, be right there.” He lowered his voice
again. “You can go through my closet, but please, if
anyone asks, these are all my cousin’s clothes.”

Amber nodded. “Your secret is safe with me.” She
watched him leave and went to the closet. The light picked
to life, and she stiped a gasp as she tried to adjust to being
stared at by the army of stuffed unicorns which dominated
the upper shelf of the closet.

A quick survey of the racks themselves conyrmed
that there were very few ‘guy clothes,” while there was a
vast array of womends outyts and costumes.

Slowly, she stepped into the closet and shook her



head. Now | know what happened. | must have slipped
and fallen outside the house on my way to the car. I'm
probably in a coma right now, and that’s why everything
is so surreal now. I’m having a dream induced by a brain
fever, or...or maybe brain swelling.
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Amber felt someone shake her shoulder lightly, and she
jerked awake, her eyes snapping open to see Marcus
standing over her. “Did | fall asleep?”

He put a ynger to his lips and gestured back to the
two makeshift pallets on the living room poor. fiYou said
we couldn’t be alone, so | talked Nelson and Phillip into
standing guard.”

“Thanks.” Amber sat up on the couch and yawned.
“I should have said that sooner.”

Marcus shrugged as his expression became
sympathetic. “You’ve probably had other things on your
mind.”

“No, | haven’t been able to think about...” She
frowned. “I shouldn’t try to think about them right now.”

Marcus stared at her quietly for several minutes
before he asked, “Why did you need people around?”

“I’m not sure if I’m just making a wild guess, but
Rochelle stopped trying to kill me when there were other
people looking.”



“Okay, but...” Marcus shook his head. “Never mind.
Now’s not the right time.”

“No, go ahead.”

“It’s just that your mom Killed your whole family.
They were all in the house together, right?”

Amber nodded and looked down at her lap. “I guess
I am grasping at straws, just like Dad was this morning.”

The admission forced her to think about her father’s
body, and with the pood of memories that followed, she
lost control of herself. Marcus’ arm closed around her
shoulders as she wept.

Nelson groaned, “Dude, it’s oh-god-hundred, and |
have to be in class at eight.”

Amber wanted to say something pippant, but she
couldndt ynd her voice.

Marcus got up from the couch and pulled her up by
her wrists to take her into his room. “Wait, Marcus—"

“l won’t even get undressed. | promise,” he said
and sat her down on the bed. Sitting down beside her, he
draped his thin arm over her shoulders and pulled her in
close again. filtés okay to cry, Amber. We can ygure out
what happened tomorrow.”

Amber nodded, and she rested her head on his
shoulder before she let the pood of grief overwhelm her.
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Hands are clawing at her throat. She hears a soft cackling,
but she can’t open her eyes to see who is attacking her.
“Little freak,” a voice hisses angrily. “Why do | keep
running into freaks like you?”

Amber rolled off of the bed, making a strained cry
as she landed on her butt. She glanced over to see Marcus
watching her with a worried expression and looked down
before she shook her head. “It was just a nightmare. |
think 1’m going to be having a few of those for a while.”

“I’m sorry,” Marcus said. He got up from the bed and
walked around to help her to her feet. iCome on. 16ll make
you some breakfast before | have to get ready for school.”

Amber nodded and followed him out of the room.
She looked over to ynd the living room empty and stopped.
“Are we alone?”

“No, there’s always Vicky the Vamp,” Marcus said.
“You missed her leaving for her night shift job, and she’s
probably already back in her cofyn now.o

Amber’s head snapped around quickly. “Her what?”

Marcus shrugged. “She pays her half of the rent
on time, and she never teases me about my hobbies.
Compared to my last six roommates, | can live with her
fetish pretty easily.” He gave a tiny shudder. “The only
thing about her that gives me the willies is when she starts
waxing romantically about her lancing partners.”



“Okay, way too much information.”

“That’s what | say, and I’m giving you fair warning.
If she says she fed on someone, don’t ask what she meant.”
Marcus went into the kitchen, looking up at Amber over the
top of the breakfast bar. “Getting back to your worries, |
thought we’d established that being alone was a false lead.”

Amber said, “I don’t know that it is yet, but I’m not
sure what to think.”

Marcus nodded and went to work making omelettes.
Amber moved to the door of the kitchen to watch him,
and he glanced back at her occasionally with a thoughtful
expression. “Tell me what happened, starting from the
beginning. Try not to leave any details out.”

Amber did, and though she expected him to interrupt
her with an objection, he only gave a nod every now
and then in response to something she said. He moved
to the table with the two omelettes, and he ate while she
continued to ramble. When she ynished, he still didndt
speak, and instead he gestured for her to eat.

It occurred to her that she had not had anything to eat
since breakfast the day before, and she ynished her omelette
quickly. By then Marcus’s silence had become irritating.
“Would you at least tell me this is crazy, please?”

“I don’t think you’re crazy,” Marcus said. “l might
be making too great a leap here, so let me pose a question
to you. How would you sum up the behavior of your
mother and Rochelle in one word?”



“l don’t know that there is one. They both just...”
Amber’s eyes widened, and Marcus gave a small nod as
though he knew what word had just popped into her mind.
Amber said, “They acted like they were possessed.”

“Which may explain why this apartment is safe,”
Marcus said, standing up to gather the dishes.

Amber got up to trail behind him just a few steps off
his heels. She leaned over the breakfast bar that divided
the small kitchen from the dining room, curious to ynd
out how Marcus knew anything about possession. “You
will be following that statement with an explanation,
won’t you?”

“l had a witch for a girlfriend last year.”

“Sure, that’s what every guy says.”

“No, | mean a real witch,” Marcus said. “She
blessed me, and the apartment.”

Amber’s face faulted into a look of amusement, and
she couldn’t resist asking, “She didn’t curse you on the
way out?”

“Nah, we parted on mostly decent terms. She
showed up one afternoon to announce that she was leaving
me for a real man.”

“Ouch.”

“I’ve heard it before.” Marcus waved his hand
dismissively. He went to the refrigerator to dry his hands
on a towel hung from the handle, and then he held one
hand over the bar for Amber’s inspection.



She still looked confused, so he pointed to a tiny
black dot in the skin stretched out between his palm and
his thumb. “See that? It’s my blessing.”

Amber stared at it, and then up at his sincere
expression. “So, the only reason you can’t be possessed
is a black dot?”

Marcus smirked. “Now you’re a skeptic? Look,
I think the more important issue is, why can’t you be
possessed? You felt this thing touch you twice. I’ll bet
the yrst time, it went back into the house, and...maybe
this will sound crazy, but maybe your mom was the only
person in your family that this thing could possess.”

“Okay, but what is it? Are we talking about some
kind of angry ghost or a demon?”

Marcus shook his head. “I’ve got no clue, but for
the time being, we can assume that my apartment is safe
for you.”

“Yeah,” Amber agreed and made an embarrassed
smile at a stray memory. “When | saw your card, | was
dreading seeing you again. You seemed really cocky that
I was going to have to call you.”

Marcus stared at her blankly for a few seconds
before he nodded. “Oh, right, that.”

“You said | would need you.”

Marcus nodded again as his expression became
uncomfortable. “Yeah, but | was thinking to offer you
some advice on fashion.”



Part Four

Wednesday, October 25

Amber sat back in her seat and glanced around the campus
library. Though there were plenty of people working or
reading near the computers, she still felt a compulsive
need to check and make sure every few minutes.

She looked back to the Gopher article on daemonic
possession and sighed. Most of the information online
was theories on which kind of mental illness possession
had been mischaracterized as, but she’d found a reference
to another article which listed the full known symptoms
of possession. It was in that article which she had noticed
the shift from the term demon to daemon, and with each
reference to a new document, she moved further into a
body of work that felt more like speculative yction than
actual fact.

Among the symptoms she read, only the change
in voice seemed common, and there was no mention of
the irises being dilated. The detective’s description of the
captured killers behavior also seemed to yt with many
symptoms, but not all of them. Part of her mind could
concede that the people writing the articles were going
off of secondhand accounts, and she needed something
more deynitive.



She decided to start a new search using the term,
defense from daemons, and she sighed when it only pulled
up two articles. The yrst was an anime fan-yction that sheid
actually read a few months before, and the reference to a
daemon was a software module. The second article listed
various methods of protecting a person from curses or attacks
by what the author called the “daemons of misfortune.”

Most of the article still seemed ridiculous to her
until she ran across an item called a Black Spot Blessing:

Though the untrained eye will see only a tiny black
dot, this tattoo is actually a series of letters written over
each other. Most commonly, it is an inscription of the
name Helen (page 7) or Diana, (page 24) and represents
the divine blessing of the goddess. (page 2) When properly
inscribed by a mystic, the bearer is protected from all
harm by both daemons and by the inpuence of human
curses such as the evil eye. (page 96)

This is not to be confused with the curse of the black
spot, a malady placed upon sailors in yctional tales such
as...

She skipped over the rest of the description and moved
down to the next deynition in the list, reading with more
interest. But while many of the methods claimed to protect
a person from possession, nothing seemed useful to her to
defend against a person who had become possessed.



She knew that she didn’t need to worry about
ynding a blessing. For whatever reason, she was already
blessed, and the daemon attacking her was angry that he
couldn’t possess her.

Her line of thinking was halted abruptly when she
suddenly thought of Marcus. If the daemon was mad at
her, then it might also become angry with Marcus for
helping her.

She looked down at her watch and glanced around
the library before she got up. As she walked to the exit, she
became aware of how many people were staring at her.

She knew it was for the bruises and bandages on her
neck, but she still felt self-conscious. Sure, now everyone
is looking. | can try putting on a neon outyt and no one
would notice, but if I get just one little bruise, then the
whole world is watching.

She walked outside and let go of a shaky breath
before she slipped the straps of her bag up over her
shoulder. A man walked past her to open the door, and
her skin broke out in goosebumps when he coughed. He
walked inside without looking back, and she gave a tiny
nervous laugh before turning around.

The hand that slammed into the middle of her chest
knocked the air from her lungs and sent her sprawling
onto the pavement, but she ignored the pain of her landing
to begin crawling back away from the bulky jock that
towered over her.



He shouted in a rasping voice, “You think you can
get away from me?”

Amber rolled over and got to her feet, taking off
at a full run. In front of her, a woman stiffened and spun
around to grin at her. “I can be anyone, freak.”

Amber cut a wide path around the woman, but even
before she’d passed, she saw the woman’s expression
change to a look of confusion. Another few yards away, a
heavyset professor turned around to grin at her.

Wait, stop running, she thought. It’s trying to make
you panic so you’ll wind up somewhere alone. Amber
stopped several feet away from the professor, her whole
body tensed and ready to run if the daemon decided to
attack her in broad daylight. “What are you?”

fiCome closer,0 the professor said and cackled. fil
can whisper it in your ear before | tear it off.” His smile
fell, and his face became instantly bafped.

Amber nodded and looked around. “Right, you’re
playing games with me because you can’t get inside my
head. That’s why you keep calling me a freak, isn’t it?”

“Excuse me, Miss,” the professor said quietly. “Are
you talking to me?”

Amber took a step back from him as he tried to
reach out for her arm. “No, 1I’m talking to the prick that
lives in thin air.”
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Amber glanced around anxiously, ynally heaving a
relieved sigh when she saw Marcus crossing the campus
quad. He waved to her as he got closer, and then he asked,
fiDid you ynd out anything?0

“I found out what that black dot on your hand does,
but nothing useful. Then the daemon started messing with
me again.”

“What?” Marcus listened to Amber describe her
encounter with a widening frown, and he shook his head
as she ynished. fiMaybe | can get a hold of my ex and see
if she’s got something.”

fAiAfter | ynished reading this one article, | started
thinking about you being blessed. It might be possible
that the daemon could come after you too.”

“I wonder why it would bother. I mean, this city
has thousands of people who it can possess, so why keep
pestering you?”

“l don’t know. Maybe it’s just an ego thing. If the
daemon candt get inside me, it will want to ynd some way
to break me instead. | think it gets off on pain, so—"

Amber heard the sound of an engine growling as
a car sped up, and she turned to see a Camaro hop the
curb to angle toward her and Marcus. She leaned into his
side and leapt, feeling the bumper of the car smack the
heel of her shoe. Her ankle twisted with the force, but she



couldn’t stop to think of it or of her scraped arms as she
landed on the paved parking lot.

She set her weight awkwardly on her ankle before
bending over to help Marcus up. Tires screeched behind
her, and she knew without looking that the car was backing
up to try again.

Marcus stepped away from her and let the car angle
toward him. He spun around the edge of the bumper and
kept pivoting to slam his backpack through the driver’s
side window.

Amber doubted it had any effect, and she grabbed his
arm to pull him along behind her. iCome on,0 she said and
started limping toward a light post in the parking lot. ““You win
cool points for the move, but I think you just pissed it—"

“Left!” Marcus shouted as he shoved her aside. The
car shot past them and slammed into the side of a truck
before it started to back up. Exasperated, Marcus shouted,
“Oh, come on!”

Amber looked back at the street and pulled Marcus
with her. “New plan.”

“If it involves anything similar to Frogger, you
can—" He stopped himself and shoved Amber away from
the car. “Lead the way,” he said and instinctively winced
when the Camaro crashed into another parked vehicle.

Amber went between two parked cars to stand by
the curb. “Right, he’ll switch cars...” She pointed as a
truck began to veer toward them. “Now. Move!”



The truck tried to follow them, and it collided
into the car in the left lane. Amber looked the opposite
way then leaned back, barely avoiding having her face
imbedded in the windshield of the minivan that had sped
into the turn lane. She leapt forward without thinking, and
her weight settled onto her twisted ankle, nearly toppling
her in front of a cab.

Marcus sank low to slip his head under her arm before
he jogged to the other side of the street. He continued to run
until he had gotten to his car, and he looked back around at
the street with a newfound sense of fear.

“Oh, hell no. We can’tgo out there and play demolition
derby, Amber.” Marcus pointed to his tiny, ancient car, and
his slender face drew tight into a fearful scowl. “This is a
Pinto, for pete’s sake. We’d be squished in seconds.”

“There’s only one thing to do.” Amber panted and
set her palms down on the hood of the car. “We’ll have to
bless the car and see what happens.”

“Um...no, that sounds like a stupid idea,” Marcus
said.

“Well, we can always try walking or taking a cab.
Stop and think about either option for more than two
seconds.”

Marcus opened his mouth, then closed it before he
made an irritated groan. “Fine. Between the two of us, you
seem like the one who should be able to make a blessing.
So if this fails and we die, it’s because your plan sucks.”



“You know, your phone message said you were a
fourteenth level mage,” Amber commented. “Shouldn’t
you know at least one blessing?”

Marcus rolled his eyes. “Amber, all of my spells
require rolling twenty-sided dice.” His attention wandered
as a tow truck pulled into the lot. “All right, just hurry up
already.”

Amber glanced over her shoulder at the truck and
then looked down at her indistinct repection in the hood of
the car while she tried to think of something that sounded
like a magical blessing. This is a lousy time to draw a
blank, she thought.

After another moment of shooting down ideas
for being too vague, she said, “Helen, bless this car and
protect it from harm...uh, amen.”

She limped around to the passenger door and
dropped in just as the tow truck pulled around the corner.
Marcus looked from the truck back at her with a doubtful
expression. “Amber, you can’t be serious. I’m supposed to
get out in front of a half ton truck in the vehicular equivalent
of tin foil, and the best you can do is, ‘Uh, amen?’”

“Oh, so now you’re an expert on what makes a
good blessing?” Amber quipped and gestured at the truck.
“Look, they stopped. Let’s just get out of here.”

Marcus started the car and backed out of the slot,
his face tightening in an angry grimace when the truck
peeled its tires and shot forward. “Fucking knew it!”



“Drive!”

Marcus huffed as he slammed the car into gear. “No
shit!” He didn’t bother with the brakes when he got to the
end of the lane, and instead, he let the car slide into the turn.

Amber’s body clenched as the truck loomed closer,
and all the while the Pinto’s wheels spun without gaining
traction. At last the tiny grey car shot forward, and the
truck barely missed the rear bumper before plowing
through a new red convertible.

She sighed and slumped into her seat. “Oh thank...
um, goddess, I guess.”

“Hold off on the thanks until we get home,” Marcus
said as he drove to the side exit of the parking lot. “We’ve still
got a lot of miles between us and my apartment complex.”
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Amber sat staring blankly ahead of her until Marcus
tapped her arm. “Hmmm?”

“| said we’re parked,” Marcus said.

“Oh, good...good. | think I’d like to vomit now.”
And then she did.

Marcus groaned and covered his face. “You could
have opened the door yrst.0

“It’s all on the mat, so it should be easy to clean,”
Amber said, opening the door to step gingerly out of the
car. “I’d complain about your driving, but you were the
only thing that kept us alive.”



fiYeah, well even an idiot could ygure out that blessing
the car won’t work. The daemon isn’t the thing that’s going
to be tearing the car or our soft bodies apart, is it?”

Amber nodded. “Yeah, | can admit that | was
wrong. Next time, we’ll just walk home.” She nodded at
his silence. “I’m sorry. Did you say something?”

“Yes, | said shut up already.”
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Amber heard the door to the roommate’s room creak open
with a dreadfully slow and unnerving pace. The room
beyond was pitch black, and out of the darkness, there
emerged a huge woman.

Vicky was not only tall enough to need to dip under
the doorframe to avoid hitting the top of her head, but she
was thick as well, and not from fat. Polite company would
have referred to her as being big boned, but there were
also quite a few large muscles around her big bones.

It was neither her size nor her milk white skin that
caused Amber to sit up stifpy on the couch. Instead it
was the way Vicky’s pale blue lips parted in a wide grin
to reveal a set of very sharp looking fangs. “Marcus?”
Amber whimpered.

Vicky’s eyes were blue, but they were dark, and
surrounded by halos of black on the outer rims of her irises.
Her hair looked jet black at yrst, but the lights in the living
and dining rooms revealed glimmering highlights of blue.



Amber tried to think logically then. Vicky’s hair was
obviously dyed blue-black, and she was wearing makeup
and contact lenses. Nobody really looked the way Vicky
did. Not naturally, anyway.

But Amber’s logic ran to hide in a far corner
of her mind when Vicky said, “Hello, cutie. You look
delicious.”

Amber could recognize that it wasn’t the voice of
the daemon, but the reassurance did little to stop her heart
from speeding up to a frenzied beat. Raising her voice,
she almost screeched, “Marcus?”

He emerged from the bathroom dressed in a pink
terry cloth robe, and he glanced over at his roommate before
giving a relieved sigh. “I thought it was something bad.”

“You didn’t tell me you had a new girlfriend,”
Vicky said. She stepped over to the couch to offer her
hand. “Hello, I’'m Vicky.”

Amber nodded and extended her hand. “Yeah,
Marcus told—" Her throat locked when Vicky leaned
over to lick the back of her hand.

Vicky smiled at Amber in a way that made her think
of a snake watching a mouse just before it struck. “Oh, she’s
tasty all right. You don’t normally bring virgins home.”

Sighing, Marcus rolled his eyes. “Vicky, behave.
We’ve had to play dodge the daemon all afternoon, so |
don’t think Amber wants to deal with any vampire antics
tonight either.”



“A real daemon, or something from your monster
manual?” Vicky asked as she straightened back up.

“You aren’t even a little bit skeptical?”” Amber saw
Vicky turn to regard her with an incredulous look and she
gave a short nod after thinking it over. “No, | guess not.”
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Amber ynished her story and sat watching Vicky dunk
a teabag into a cup of hot water. At least, she tried to
convince herself it was a teabag, even though it appeared
to be a roll of used gauze with a string tied around the
middle. Amber had watched Vicky remove the roll of red
gauze from the freezer, and she guessed from Marcus’s
expression that it wasn’t a novelty item.

When Vicky raised her cup to sip from it and nod her
approval, Amber felt perilously close to throwing up again.

“Right, well you’ll be needing a witch or a real
mage of some kind,” Vicky said and shrugged. “Those
are in short supply these days. Most of the witches | know
are just airheads with delusions of grandeur.”

“What about Marcus’s ex?”

“No, Kathy was the real deal, but the last | heard,
she’d moved to join some coven in Frisco.”

“So what do you know about magic?”

Vicky shook her head and took another sip from
her cup. “Not much. I know it exists, but that’s about it.
Vampires don’t have any magical abilities.”



Amber opened her mouth to say something pippant,
but she noticed Marcus shaking his head at her, his
expression saying loud and clear, Don’t go there.

She thought about it before deciding that she could
get her ass handed to her by Vicky even without the help
of daemonic strength. “So what should | do?”

Vicky said, “We should go out to look for a few
friends of mine. They aren’t skilled in magics, but they do
travel in the same social circles with people who do.”

Marcus shook his head quickly. “That seems like a
really bad idea.”

“Yeah, | know Marcus can’t be possessed, but if
the daemon entered you...” Amber frowned thoughtfully,
trying to think of a way to be tactful. She gave up and
said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re built like
a linebacker, and you could rip both of us apart.”

Vicky smiled serenely, seeming to take great
pleasure from the comment. “Thank you, but | seriously
doubt that a daemon would want to possess me.”

fiHow do you ygure?0 Amber asked.

“Part of the joy of possession is to corrupt something
good. What point would there be to entering me?”

Looking skeptical Amber said, “Killing us,
maybe?”

Vicky shrugged and drained her cup before she sat
back in her seat. “Then you can always stay inside for the
rest of your lives.”



“Even if we didn’t have to worry about you, there’s
the potential of another car trying to crash into us.”

“Nah, we’ll take my ride. Nobody would be dumb
enough to crash into me, not even a daemon,” Vicky said
and got up. “Either way, I’m heading out. I’m famished,
and tea only keeps me happy for so long before | need
something more substantial.”

Amber ignored her comment about the tea. “What
do you drive?”

Vicky’s grin was positively devious. “A monster
truck, of course.”



Part Five

Amber felt someone bump against her shoulder again.
She pulled her arms in front of her chest to lean on the bar
and take up less space.

In all her visits to bars and clubs with Rochelle,
she’d never been anywhere that Vicky couldn’t stand
out. But just the people gathered around the bar made
the vampire’s simple black skirt and peasant blouse seem
bland by comparison. Leather or vinyl were the more
popular choices with the men and women in the club, and
everyone seemed to glow with an unnatural whiteness.

With many people, she could tell that the glow was
caused by black lights repecting off of white makeup, but with
quite a few others, she wasn’t so sure. Some people looked
naturally pale, and Vicky’s assurances that there were no other
vampires in the club didn’t help to settle Amber’s nerves.

It was not the only odd thing that she had to get
used to by hanging out at the club. Marcus had changed
into an alter ego named Jenny, who was dressed to match
Vicky. After a few minutes of talking to Jenny in the
truck, Amber scooted closer to the door, unsure whose
convincing act was more creepy.

Vicky settled the brief mental debate once they got
to the club. The vampire started rounding up “pets,” as
she called them, and the group joined her at a table to let



her feed from them. People gathered around the table like
Vicky was putting on a special show.

While Vicky took her yrst meal, Jenny explained
that it was a regular event at the club. Vicky was the best
kept secret at the Asylum, a special vampire feeding show
that pulled in plenty of curious spectators, and even more
pets for Vicky to recruit.

Amber couldn’t watch, and talking to Jenny made
her feel funny. But after she’d attempted to wander around
on her own, she decided that the bald, hulking bartender
was probably the safest thing in the club to look at.

She had to use the term thing because she wasn’t quite
sure if the bartender was a man or a woman. There were too
many piercings in their face to ygure out what they really
looked like, and their corpulent body carried just enough
fat in all the right places to render them androgynous.

Somewhere behind Amber, a paddle slapped bare
pesh, and a woman cried out before making a pleased
moan. The bartender’s bright grey eyes wandered toward
the “spanking post,” but their look of interest said very
little about their true gender. Amber had already found
several women staring at her, and she wasn’t sure if they
watched with an erotic interest or mere hunger. Both
possibilities made her squeamish.

She jumped as a hand closed over her shoulder, and
then she sighed. “Please, don’t do that, Marcus.”

Shaking her head, Jenny said, “Wrong name again.”



Amber rolled her eyes. iOkay, yne, Jenny. That
still doesn’t change my point. We’re stuck in a club where
I’m not sure if | need to be afraid of the daemon or the
clientele. I really don’t need you sneaking up on me.”

Jenny said, “I wasn’t sneaking. | called you twice,
but you ignored me.”

“Yeah, | guess the difference in your voice is still
messing me up.”

Jenny shrugged and gestured for Amber to wander
through the crowd toward the back of the club.

In truth, it was more than just Jenny’s voice that
was confusing Amber. Jenny didn’t look like Marcus.
There were changes in the shape of her eyes, and in the
shape of her mouth. Her shoulders sloped more gracefully,
and Amber wasn’t sure, but she would almost swear that
Jenny had breasts.

Amber couldn’t help but stare, and part of it was
jealousy that Jenny had nicer legs than she did. Jenny’s
tiny black skirt and silk blouse blended in perfectly with
most of the people in the club, while Amber stuck out for
her blue jeans and bright pink top.

No, she corrected herself. Her current set of “hand-
me-downs” were also Jenny’s clothes. Amber knew that
she would have shown up to the club in a grey sweatshirt
and baggy, faded jeans if shedd been picking an outyt
from her own closet. Short of a full makeover, she would
never blend in with the club’s patrons.



Amber smiled at a sudden thought. Who in their
right mind would want to blend in here?

Jenny waved for her to come closer. “Vicky asked
me to come and ynd you. You really shouldnét have run
off like that, you know.”

“Yeah, but...” Amber shuddered. “Doesn’t it bother
you to watch her feed?”

“Amber, I’ve nearly been killed several times today.
If I thought it would help get us out of this mess alive, 1’d
let Vicky feed off of me.”

Amber bumped shoulders with a slender woman in
the hallway leading to the back exit. She turned around to
apologize, and instead she whimpered when she realized
the woman’s eyes were black.

Amber stumbled back into Jenny, but the daemon
was faster, catching her around the throat with one hand.
Amber was driven back against the wall before being
lifted off of her feet. The daemon balled up its other hand
into a yst and slammed a punch under Amberds ribs.

Winded, Amber pounded on the possessed woman’s
arm to no avail. She was starting to wheeze when Vicky
stepped into the hallway. The vampire closed her hand
loosely over the daemonically possessed woman’s upper
arm and pung her back at the door.

Amber was thrown into the alley outside along with
the other woman, who never released hold of her throat.
They tumbled around each other upon landing, but the



daemon was still able to stay on top of her.

“Damn, he’s pesky isn’t he?” Vicky muttered and
leaned over to grab the daemon around the chest. When
it still resisted her, Vicky set a foot down on Amber’s
stomach and stepped down to pry the daemon off.

Amber grunted only a little louder than Vicky did,
but at last the vampire had the daemon loose. Before it
had a chance to react, Vicky turned to sling it into a set
of wooden palettes angled against the side of a dumpster
much further down the alley.

Jenny leaned over to help Amber up. “Are you okay?”

“No, I think my guts have been rearranged,” Amber
complained and turned to give Vicky a dirty look. Her
eyes widened in shock, and she shouted, “Vicky, look
out!”

Vicky had barely started to turn when the daemon
sank a thick chunk of splintered wood through her back.
She grunted, trying to twist her arm around to reach for
the wood before she fell forward.

“Well what do you know?” the daemon asked, and
then it cackled. “It really does work.”

“Move,” Jenny said, shoving Amber down the
alley.

Amber’s ankle protested with every step, and she
knew that she was slowing down instead of speeding up.
She heard the footsteps of the daemon gaining on them
and she turned as soon as she spotted an open door.



Inside was the kitchen of what she guessed was
a Chinese restaurant. A chef turned around to jabber at
them as they slid to a stop, but he turned to run out of the
kitchen when the daemon crashed into Jenny and tackled
her to the poor.

Amber looked around frantically before she limped
to a table to throw anything she could get her hands on.
The bottles thumped off the daemon’s head and back, but
nothing she tried prevented it from throttling Jenny.

The hot sauce and soy sauce bottles were quickly
expended, and then Amber closed her hand around a
canister of salt. She hesitated and looked at the can
doubtfully before she hurled it as hard as she could.

She didn’t expect it would help, so she was that
much more surprised when a black cloud erupted from
the mouth and nose of the woman the instant the side of
the can split.

The dark mass condensed into a vague humanoid
shape, but it seemed impossibly large and oddly
proportioned.

Amber’s eyes sank down to the spilled salt, and
then over toward Jenny, who still lay unconscious under
the lifeless woman.

She dropped to the poor and crawled forward to
grab a handful of the salt even as she saw thick scales
forming on the legs of the daemon. She looked up at a pair
of leathery black wings curling around the daemon’s body.



It turned around to glare at her, and she sat back on her
butt, her eyes going wide when the creature’s elongated
snout opened to reveal a wide row of pointy teeth.

Drawing back her hand to throw the salt, Amber
froze when a familiar looking chunk of wood slammed into
the daemon’s chest. The end of the wood dripped a dark
blue liquid that almost looked like laundry detergent.

Vicky stepped into the kitchen and hoisted Amber
back to her feet with one hand. Then laying her hand
on Amber’s shoulder, Vicky moved her back. She was
putting herself between Amber and the daemon. Amber
looked up at the ragged hole in Vicky’s shoulder, and her
mouth fell open.

Vicky’s blood was blue.

The wound was deep, and it must have torn a lung,
because Vicky sounded like she was wheezing when she
drew in a long breath. “There’s two things you ought to
remember for your next attempt, asshole,” Vicky said
and held up her thumb. “One, the stake has to be made of
green oak.0 She paused to extend her index ynger next,
adding, “Two, my heart is on the other side.”

Amber heard a yre roaring before she saw the pame
lined portal opening behind the daemon. A foul smelling
black smoke spilled into the room, and Amber had to drop
to her knees to avoid breathing it. She looked up at Vicky,
who seemed completely unfazed by the smoke, or by her
wound.



Her gaze wandered back to the portal behind the
daemon, a pitch black hole that was surrounded by a ring
of yre. The light from the kitchen barely penetrated the air
beyond the yre before being absorbed by the smog inside.

Finally recovering from her shock, Amber drew
back her hand again to throw the salt. Even as she did, the
daemon was falling through the portal, and the rift closed
in on itself an instant later. Most of the handful of salt
ended up on the poor.

Amber stared at the salt scattered across the yellow tile
poor before she turned to gape at Vicky. fiAre you okay?0

fiYeah, itds nothing a few weeks in the cofyn wonft
yx.0 Vicky shrugged and made a disappointed face. iThis
is gonna be hell on my typing speed.”

“Shouldn’t we go to a doctor for you?”

“Nope.” Vicky knelt down to push the woman’s
body over and scoop up Jenny in her arms. fiCome on.
We’ve got to drag the queen out of here before the cops
show up.”
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Long after returning to the apartment, Amber paced in
front of the couch. Every few minutes, she glanced over
at Vicky, and then looked away again. Her discomfort was
only partly over Vicky being topless. Though she wasn’t
normally inclined to look at breasts, she kept glancing back
to conyrm that Vickyés nipples really were pale blue.



She didn’t know such a thing was possible, but
then she also wasn’t sure how it was possible that Vicky’s
blood could be blue. During the ride back to the apartment,
Amber had almost convinced herself that she’d seen a
trick of the porescent lights in the Chinese kitchen. But
the gauze pads set in a paper plate beside Vicky on the
couch were lit by an incandescent bulb, and the blood
staining them was still the same dark blue color.

After gathering medical supplies from the bathroom,
Vicky settled herself on the couch. She had stripped out
of her top with a casual quickness that should have been
impossible, and then she’d bent both of her arms back to
stitch her wound closed by feel. She was still wheezing
from the hole in her lung, but her face was far too calm for
someone with a grievous wound in her back.

Amber frowned at a random thought, asking,
fiCouldnét you just, you know, regenerate from that?0

fiSure, if | drained off four or yve humans in one
sitting,” Vicky replied casually and smirked at Amber.
“It’s easier living off of little drinks. There are so many
humans who think being fed on is ‘the coolest,” so it’s
not like I have to Kill to survive these days. Don’t worry
about me, kid. It’s just a hole, and holes heal if you give
them time.”

Amber turned around at the sound of the bathroom
door opening, but she only stopped pacing to ask, “Back
to Marcus now?”



fiYeah,0 he agreed as he shufped to the couch with a
noticeable limp. “I haven’t been tackled like that since my
last game of smear the queer back in high school.”

“Sorry aboutthat,” Vicky said. “I would have been there
sooner to help, but I really didn’t expect the bastard to recover
that fast.” She smiled at Amber. “Still, it seems you’ve found
a handy weapon against the daemon. | wouldn’t have thought
to use salt. Holy water, maybe, but then it doesn’t work on
me. | can’t imagine that it would work on daemons either.”

Amber said, “Someone used holy water on you.”
She stopped pacing to stare at Vicky.

“Uh-huh. Marcus, be a sweeties and snip the knots
for me, please.” Vicky lowered her arms when he did,
and both of her shoulders made sickening pops as they
settled back into the sockets.

Vicky glanced around for a place to set the needle
before she shrugged and slipped it into the skin of her
upper forearm. “Now, here’s the plan for—"

“Do you practice this?” Amber blurted out in an
agitated voice. Shaking her head, she looked away from
Vicky. “Two days ago, | was a normal college student
living with my family, and now...”

“Now you’re the victim of a daemon, and you’re
living with a changeling and a vampire,” Vicky said and
smiled wider. “Ain’t life a bitch?”

“Amber, just give up,” Marcus said as he patted the
couch cushion beside him. “Logic never works on her



anyway.”

“Now, as | was about to say, we have a good chance
of being able to lure this daemon out into the open,” Vicky
said. “You two can run to the store and buy us a few high-
power water pistols and some water balloons tomorrow.
Then we’ll hose the fucker down and see if that doesn’t
convince him to back off.”

“Salt water?” Amber asked.

“Bingo.” Vicky stood up and stretched her arms out
lightly before she went to her room. She emerged minutes
later dressed in tight black jeans and a tighter sleeveless
Lycra top. If she was suffering any pain from her wound,
she didn’t show it as she slipped on a heavy leather jacket
and tugged her long blue-black hair out from under the
collar. “I’ll be back before dawn. You kids have fun.”

“Wait, where are you going?”

“First, I’m going to drop by a friend’s house for a
quick bite, and then I’m off to work.”

Amber asked, “So what is it that you do?”

“l ‘do’ data entry for the billing department of a
blood bank,” Vicky said and laughed quietly. “The pay is
lousy, but the hours are great.”

Amber looked back at the clock and groaned.
“Right, you work the graveyard shift.”
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Marcus turned off the TV and sighed. “So let’s see...so far
today, we’ve indirectly killed six people.”

“The woman at the club was all Vicky,” Amber said.
“I think she probably had a few internal organs rupture
when she slammed into those pallets.

“Yes, but we still get credit for the new edition of
Blood on the Highway.” Marcus sighed and tossed the
remote over onto the end table beside the couch. “I’m not
going to school tomorrow. The trip to the store could end
up being fatal as it is, and | want to limit my exposure
given my delicate condition.” He paused to frown at
Amber’s soft giggle. “Anyway, | think | want to make our
shopping run sometime close to sunset so we can phone
for backup if we need to.”

“We can take the salt along for protection,” Amber
said.

“Sure, and we’ll just toss it on the cars before they
crash into us, right?”” Marcus asked. Amber didn’t answer, and
Marcus groaned as he got up from the couch. “The drivers are
possessed, not the cars, and it’s the cars that will render our
complexions pasty, as it were. Maybe your problem is sleep
deprivation, but lately, all of your ideas have sucked.”

“Like Vicky’s plan was much better. We didn’t
ynd any new information, and we all got banged up for
nothing.”



“Vicky was talking to a psychic out back before
the daemon attacked. She could have gotten us in touch
with a coven, but she split when Vicky got staked.”
Marcus grabbed Amber’s wrists, pulling her up slowly
from the couch. “It’s been a long day, and we’ve both
obviously contracted some form of stupid. Let’s just
go to bed.”

fil need to clean up yrst,0 Amber said, limping to
the bathroom to shower. She was washing her hair when
she heard a knock on the door. “What?”

The door opened. “I’m just leaving some clean
clothes,” Marcus declared before the door closed again.

Amber ynished her shower. She stepped out of the
tub and smirked at the long pink sleep shirt on the counter.
Well at least he’s got good taste in clothes.

Marcus was already laying in bed when she came
into the bedroom, and she picked off the light before
moving carefully in the dark. She had just settled into
bed when Marcus reached out to pat her arm. “Hey,
Amber?”

“What is it?”

“Earlier tonight, Vicky called you my girlfriend,
and you didn’t object.”

“Oh.”

“It’s okay if you’re not, but I was just...well, | was
wondering.”

Amber rolled onto her other side to face him. She



watched his proyle from the light seeping in around the
blinds, and she reached out to pat his shoulder. “Marcus,
it’s a little too early to be hitting on me, okay?”

“Yeah, | wasn’t—"

“You should at least wait until our third date.”

There was a long pause. “Uh, how many have we
had so far?”

“One. We went to a club, remember?”

“Right.” Marcus sighed. “Hey Amber?”
She made a soft laugh. “Yes?”

“Next time, can we just go see a movie instead?”



Part Six

Thursday, October 26

Amber closed the door and sighed with relief. “That went
well.”

Marcus nodded and set down the bags from the
grocery and toy stores before he turned to smile at Vicky.
“Hey, you’re up right at sunset—oh, lord.”

Amber wandered around the dividing wall that
separated the kitchen from the living room and looked
into the dining room.

Vicky smiled at her and picked up the bowl on the
table, turning it away before Amber could see what was
inside. “So...your trip went well?”” Vicky asked.

“Yeah. We didn’t encounter any daemons, just one
cranky old lady at the checkout stand. What are you eating?”

Marcus began to say, “You don’t wanna—"

“Raw beef with pig’s blood.” Vicky shrugged at
Amber’s sickened expression. “I get bored with human blood
sometimes, and | like to pretend 1I’m making up new recipes.”

Amber sat down on the carpet and shook her head.
“Any minute now, I’m going to wake up, and I’ll be in a
hospital room with Mom and Dad.”

“And Aunty Em,” Vicky remarked glibly before
spearing a strip of raw meat on her fork. “I’ve already



called in sick tonight, so after | ynish breakfast, webre
going to visit the psychic | was talking to last night.”

“l thought we were just going to salt the daemon
and be done with it.”

Vicky shook her head. “That still might not work,
and | prefer to have a backup plan.” She took a bite and
chewed slowly while she picked around the contents of
the bowl with her fork. It took Amber another second to
realize that Vicky was stirring the meat around to soak up
more of the blood. “For one thing, we don’t know that the
daemon can’t just open another portal to escape again. |
do wonder how he did that trick. It might be a rather useful
skill to have.” She glanced over to see Amber smiling.
“Are you having a happy thought?”

“Kind of,” Amber said as her smile spread. “It just
occurred to me that the police would never believe me
if 1 told them what was going on. Calling Marcus was
probably the best choice I could have made, but saying it
like that, it just sounds crazy.”

“Everybody’s crazy, kid.”

Amber made a small laugh. “How old are you,
really?”

Vicky let go of the fork to wag a ynger at Amber
while she faked a stern frown. “Didn’t anyone ever tell
you it’s not polite to ask a lady her age?”



*kx

The woman who answered the door of the apartment
appeared to be in her early thirties. She was pale and lean,
with a thick mane of auburn hair that fell in waves around
her neck and shoulders.

The yrst word that came to mind when Amber saw her
was hippie. She was dressed in a loose grey sweatshirt with
the sleeve pushed up to her elbows, and a long, wrinkled,
green skirt. Bangles of beads hung from her wrists, and
around her throat was a brass chain with a copper cross.

She smiled at Vicky with instant warmth, stepping
back from the door to invite her inside. “Amber McKenzie,
I present to you Ellen McCullough,0 Vicky said and turned
to bow her head slightly at Ellen. “Thank you for agreeing
to see us again after last night’s unpleasantness.”

Ellen smiled at her impishly. “You weren’t quite so
formal last night.”

Vicky laughed and nodded. “Amber’s one of the
squeamish types.”

“Ah...well then, let’s have a look at you,” Ellen said
as her eyes picked toward Amber. Her irises shifted to a
bright silver color before her expression became troubled.
“Well, that’s...somewhat informative.”

“What?” Amber asked.

“l can’t read you. | can pick up your casual thoughts,
but I can’t get inside your head.” Ellen’s eye shifted back to



a soft green color as she reached out to take Amber’s hand.
“Please, come and sit with me. Tell me something. Do any
of your family possess any odd or unusual traits?”

Amber let Ellen lead her across the cluttered living
room, toward a frayed brown velour couch. The couch was
seemingly the only surface which wasn’t covered in some
kind of reading material. Ellen was far from an academic,
as evidenced by the stacks of comic books and paperback
mystery novels scattered everywhere. But clearly, she was
an avid reader, and the vast majority of the furniture in the
room was bookshelves that were all packed full.

Amber needed only a second to think before she
said, “There is my brother, Jobe. He seemed to develop
some kind of dementia when he was fourteen. No, it
was before that, | suppose, but he was fourteen when he
snapped and attacked me.”

She allowed Ellen to sit her down on the couch,
and she frowned as she tried to think of what her brother
said. “Damn it, why can’t | get inside this one hole in my
mind?”

Getting angry by her failures, Amber forced herself
to go back over the memory again before she sighed in
frustration. “l know Jobe said something just before he
started hitting me, but I can’t think of it. My mind just
slips around it.”

“Yes, | can see that,” Ellen said. “I may be able to
help you if you’ll trust me.”



“What do you mean?”

“Amber...oh, how to put this? | don’t think you
need to go looking around town for a mage, because that’s
what you are.”

Amber stared at Ellen blankly before shaking her
head. “No, you’ve got to have your wires crossed or—"

“Amber, you’re blocking me out of your head, and
there are very few kinds of people in this world who |
can’t get into. That means you have a form of defense
against me, and typically, that means you’re a mage.”

Amber looked down at her lap. “So maybe the
reason why my mom could be possessed is because |
inherited this trait from my dad.”

“It’s very likely,” Ellen said. “I can answer all of
your questions if you’ll trust me.”

“What should | do?”

Ellen smiled. “Stop being afraid of me. | won’t
hurt you. I’ll only try to unlock this one part of your
memory.”

Amber felt her cheeks grow hot, as though she was
blushing heavily. Her vision doubled, and then blurred to
the point that she was temporarily blinded.

When it cleared, she found that she was standing
inside Jobebs darkened plywood fort. Dim sunlight yltered
in through the thin sheet that Jobe had used as a door, but
it was not enough to see anything in the makeshift shelter
clearly.



Amber turned and found her brother huddled in the
corner, and she took a step toward him. “Jobe—"

**Stay back,” he said, bowing his head to hide his
face from her. “Just go home and leave me here, okay?
I’m...I’m not safe to be around anymore.”

I don’t understand.” She tried to move closer again.

**Stay back!”” He got to his feet, hunching over as
he balled up his ysts. His face shifted with conpicting
emotions, and he waved for her to move back. “Sis, I’'m
starting to hear things. Sometimes | see things too. They
aren’t my thoughts, but I don’t know where they come
from. I—I think I’m going crazy, and there’s these voices.
They keep telling me to...to do things to you.”

**Jobe, you wouldn’t hurt me. You know that.”

“I want to believe that, but the closer you get to me,
the more I...Amber, I’m sorry. | know this is going to hurt,
but I can’t stand to be around you now. I loathe you and
all of my family so badly that I want to kill you.”

“*How—how long have you felt this way?”” Amber
whispered.

“I’ve heard these voices for a while, but lately,
they’ve gotten a lot louder. They keep insisting that you’re
all bad people, and I need to kill you before it’s too late.”

“What do you—"

“Please, just go home and let the family be mad at
me for calling them names. If you just go away, it doesn’t
have to be any worse than that.”



She knew what was coming next even as she began
to step closer to her brother. She had relived the memory
so many times over the years, and she felt the same
familiar feelings of guilt as she reached out to take his
arm. “Please—"

“This is your last warning, bitch.”” Jobe’s voice was
lower and ylled with a menacing tone. “Get the fuck out
now, or I’ll show you what a berserker is.”

She was about to tug on his arm when her vision
blurred again. She blinked and made a soft gasp when she
saw Ellen sitting in front of her. The fort blurred away, and
she glanced around the living room with an expression of
awe. “What did you do?”

“l had to walk you back through the memory up to
the point of the blank.” Ellen’s mouth creased into a deep
frown. “I’m afraid | was wrong about you. You aren’t a
mage, but rather a mutant.”

Blinking, Amber asked, “What, you mean like my
parents got a dose of radiation somewhere?”

“No, it’s a little more complex than that. 1 don’t
normally like confessing my family’s secrets, but we
arendt just psychics. Webre halpings.o

Amber nodded slowly. “And that would make me
what?”

“Sometimes we have weaker members of our family
who move out among the humans. Most of the time, it
creates a diluted line, and the line reaches the point where



no one has any telepathic abilities left. But within those
seemingly normal humans is a recursive gene trait. That’s
what you’ve inherited from your father.”

Ellen paused, her face tensing in a troubled,
thoughtful expression. “Jobe appears to have confused an
emerging telepathic ability with schizophrenia, but what
troubles me more is the term he used to describe himself.
It is the part of your memory which you blocked out,
perhaps because his change in demeanor was so shocking
to you.”

“But what is a berserker?” Amber turned her head
at the sound of Vicky whistling. “What?”

“Oh, those are bad people to piss off,” Vicky said.
“I’ve only met one, and he convinced me that it was far
more prudent to give all berserkers a wide berth.”

Amber looked back and forth between Vicky and
Ellen before she made an annoyed huff. “But what does
that make me? | don’t have any powers, and | don’t hear
voices. So how am | supposed to defeat a daemon? I’'m
the lamest mutant since Kitty Pryde.”

“Hey, screw you,” Vicky said. “She was a great
mutant.”

Amber snorted. fiOh, thank the goddess. You ynally
said something that sounded halfway normal.” Amber
held up her hand when Vicky started to open her mouth.
“No, you can just wait. I’m not getting distracted again.”

Ellen shook her head. “I’m afraid | don’t have



much I can tell you. Perhaps you may have an afynity for
magic, but I don’t know any spells. | told Vicky last night
that | could locate a coven, but after | called to tell them
we needed advice on a daemon, they hung up on me.”

Vicky snickered. “Smart magi.”

Amber ignored her, feeling more and more agitated.
“Well, couldn’t we do some kind of palm reading, or
maybe consult the spirits?”

Ellen bit her lip. “l don’t know...let me see your
palm.” She glanced down and gasped. “Yes, that’s very
interesting.”

“What?”

Tracing a line on Amber’s palm Ellen said, “You’ve
got a huge gullibility line right here.”

Amber yanked her hand back. “Be serious.”

“Amber, I’m a telepath, not a psychic hotline
advisor. | don’t speak to spirits, I don’t give out lottery
numbers, and | don’t have tarot cards. If you’re willing to
play with it, I do have a Ouija board. I’m just not putting
much stock in the answers we get.”

Amber nodded. “What the hell. Go ahead and get it.”

Marcus smirked at her. “You’re sure?”

“Yeah,” Amber said and sighed. “What else was |
going to do tonight?”
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Everyone settled around the table in Ellen’s dimly lit
dining room. Ellen was the yrst to settle her yngers over
the planchette, and she made a soft giggle. “Who should
we call out for? Elvis, or the devil?”

Amber shook her head and laid her yngers beside
Ellen’s. “No, I’m going to try calling Helen.”

“Aim high or don’t play at all?” Marcus commented
as he leaned over the table.

“That is the plan, yeah,” Amber agreed and closed
her eyes. Okay, think. It has to come out sounding like a
prayer to get her attention.

She took a long breath and bowed her head. “Helen,
most merciful mother, I ask you to join us and help guide
us—"

The planchette thumped and slid out from under
everyoneds yngers. Almost as one, they all raised their
hands away from the table as each person tried to prove
they weren’t moving the planchette around the board. Yet
it continued to move silently on its own.

Amber leaned over to see that the planchette was
poating a few centimeters above the board. Ai0O& kay.0

“You’re on an open line to a deity,” Vicky said. “We
should probably save the snark for later.”

Amber sat up and nodded. “Helen, we need to know if
there is a way to prevent this daemon from attacking us.”



The planchette poated over the YES and began
pointing out letters.

“Someone should write this down,” Marcus said.

filbve got it.0 Ellen said, her eyes picking back
and forth to follow the planchette. “She says we need a
name.”

fiCan you tell me the name of the daemon?0

Again the planchette moved over YES.

Amber looked up at Ellen, who shook her head.
“I’Il write it down later, but I’m not saying it out loud.”

“But all she wrote was—"

Vicky leaned over the table to clamp her hand over
Amber’s mouth. “Kid, you just called a goddess into the
room. Do you want to think a little bit harder before you
do something that stupid?”

Amber pouted at Vicky as the vampire sat back
down in her seat. “What should | ask now?”

“Besides salt, are there any useful weapons against
daemons?” Vicky asked.

Nothing happened, and so Amber repeated the
question. The planchette hovered around for several long
seconds before Ellen sighed.

“Hundreds,” Ellen said. “We need to be more
speciyc.0

“Is there a way to bind a daemon to our world and
force it to remain in one spot?” Amber asked.

YES



“We can bind it with a circle of...blessed salt, or we
can hold it in place using a medallion,” Ellen said.

“What kind of medallion?” Several minutes passed
before Amber looked at Ellen. “Well?”

fiShe isnt ynished yet.0 Ellen gave a small nod.
“Any precious metal disc will work, but it must be
inscribed with the symbol representing a deity’s name.
From what she wrote, | gather that you could invoke a
blessing into the medallion. Once you’ve confronted the
daemon, you can use its true name and bind it to manifest
in our world.”

fiWhere would we ynd a...0 Amber paused and
gave a short nod. “Never mind. Thank you, Helen.” She
glanced down at the board. “Good-bye?”

The planchette poated over GOOD-BYE before it
clattered onto the board.

“So, you have a plan now?” Marcus asked.

fiYes. | have two plans, in case the yrst one doesnft
work,0 Amber said. fiFirst we need to ynd a set of silver
coins. I’ll make a medallion for each of us.”

“l don’t think you should bother making one for
me,” Vicky said.

“Or me,” Ellen added.

“Okay, so | still need two silver coins.”

“Or we can just melt down some silver jewelry,”
Marcus suggested.

“Not in our apartment, please,” Vicky said.



“There’s no need,” Ellen said and got up from her
seat. “I have some earrings with silver plates. A medallion
doesn’t have to be a full sized coin, after all. You’ll still
have to ynd a symbol.0

Amber said, “No | don’t, because | already saw one
when | was reading yles on the internet. The symbol for
Helen is three interlinked crescents. They’re supposed
to represent phases of the moon or phases of fertility,
depending on which reference you look at.”

Marcus’s expression became hopeful. “Then what’s
the second part of the plan?”

“We have to load up the water pistols and take a
canister of salt to make a circle,” Amber said. “If we can
make the medallions quickly enough, we may be able to
go searching tonight.”

Vicky sighed as she stepped away from the table.
“I’m going to need to step out while you’re working on
the medallions.”

“Are you needing a snack?” Amber asked.

“No, | have issues with silver.” Vicky sighed at
Amber’s incredulous look. “Hey, think of it as an allergy
if you prefer, but I can’t stand the stuff.”

Amber shook her head. “No, | have to test this, or
I0m never going to believe you. Ellen? Can you go get
those earrings, please.”

Vicky pouted and crossed her arms. “You know, I’ve
saved your life. I’d expect a little basic courtesy in return.”



“I’m sorry, but even with what I’ve seen, | don’t
know if I can believe that you have an issue with silver.”

Vicky pointed to her thick, closed hoop earrings.
“Well, you might have noticed that I’m not wearing
anything besides surgical steel. There is a reason for it.”

Amber turned to look at Ellen, and she took the set of
dangle earrings. “All you have to do is hold out your hand.”

Vicky raised her hand with her palm facing out, and
Amber touched the slender edge of the metal medallion
to Vicky’s palm. Her breath caught in her chest when
the vamp’s white skin began turning a bright shade of
purple.

She drew back the earring and gaped at Vicky with
a stunned expression. she stammered, “But—how...1—"

“Are you happy now? Maybe you’d like to shoot me
with a silver bullet next?” Vicky stepped closer to Amber
as her face hardened into a look of anger. “I can still think
of you as a friend because | want to stay on good terms
with Marcus. But if you keep pushing me, you’re going to
get on my bad side.”

“l—I’m sorry,” Amber said and looked down. “This
is all just so weird for me. You’re undead?”

“No, I’m very much alive.” Vicky took Amber’s
hand and raised it to rest Amber’s palm over her heart.
“I’m not turned or something stupid like that. All of that
bullshit is a myth the humans made up. | was just born
this way.”



Amber gave a tiny nod. “Okay, I’ll believe you.
You’re a vampire, and I’m a mutant witch.” She looked
over at Marcus and smirked. “He’s either a changeling or
amage. I’m not sure which anymore.” Her eyes moved to
Ellen. “And you’re—"

“Not a part of your team,” Ellen cut her off. “I’m
sorry Amber, but a daemon is bad news. As soon as you
three are gone, I’m packing my things and moving camp
someplace safer.”

Amber looked back toward Vicky. “So, | guess
you’ll be wanting to step out then.”

Vicky nodded. “Thanks, kid. I’ll be back in an hour.”

Amber watched her leave, and then she looked
down at the earrings. Marcus reached out to touch her
arm, and she smiled at him. “I’m okay. I was just thinking
what normal life used to be like. It’s weird, but my old life
is starting to feel like a dream that | haven’t quite shaken
off yet.”



Part Seven

Friday, October 27

Amber shivered and pulled her jacket tighter around her
chest, but the dry, cold wind was still able to dig through
the layers of fabric to sting her skin.

She wanted to go home and crawl into bed, but the
house where her family had been murdered was no longer a
home for her. Even if she could go back to Marcus’ apartment
and get to sleep, it wouldn’t have changed her circumstances.
The daemon would still be coming after her.

But in spite of searching for several hours, the
daemon had not returned. Even the drunks had wandered
home by then, but no one was ready to suggest going
back to the apartment. If the daemon wasn’t dealt with
quickly, every trip outside could be another opportunity
for an ambush. The line of logic was sound, and no one
was arguing against staying outside.

Butwhen the wind gusted again, Amber complained,
“It’s got to be fourteen degrees out here. What’s taking
this jerk so long?”

“Maybe he decided that he didn’t want to play
after getting his ass handed to him by a lowly vampire,”
Vicky said and laughed. “This could do wonders for my
reputation. How can | still claim to be evil after this?”



“So why are you helping us?” Amber asked.

Vicky’s smile softened as she debated over whether
to be honest or not. “I really don’t have any vested interest
in you, to be honest.”

It was a lie, and she felt guilty over it when Amber
pouted. Still she continued by saying, “I’m out here,
because a person like Marcus is hard to ynd. Do you know
how many times I’ve had to try explaining my appearance,
only to be sent away? I’ve had to live in storage closets
for years because no one would have me.

“Marcus’ only question was whether | could pay
my bills on time, and though | end up freaking him out
every once in awhile, he tolerates me. In exchange, | keep
his secret about sometimes being a her, and it’s almost a
perfect relationship.”

Amber said, “Yeah, but there’s no sex.” Vicky
and Marcus exchanged looks of disgust, both of them
shuddering. “What?” Amber asked, unable to suppress
a giggle at their nearly matching scowls. “I suppose
vampires don’t have sex?”

“Of course we do. How else would we be born?”
Vicky gestured at Marcus, and her grimace tightened.
“But he’s just repulsive.”

“He’s not that bad,” Amber said.

“No, by her standards, | am repulsive,” Marcus
said. “It’s okay, because the feeling is mutual.”

“Love you too, honey,” Vicky said.



“Right back at you, buttercup.” Marcus stuffed his
hands in his pockets and looked at Amber. “When you say
I’m not that bad, do you mean I’'m ugly, or just plain?”

“No, you’re nice, but just not handsome.” Amber
shrugged, looking down while she tried to think of a way
to explain her feelings. “You’re kind of pretty, and that
confuses me. When | met you before, you were smelly,
and you had acne.”

Marcus sighed. “Yeah, after Kathy left, | was a bit of
amess. | just let myself go for a while, and among the guys |
normally hang out with, it’s not something they care about.”

“l guess | just caught you at a bad time back then.”
Amber’s expression became awkward. “Rochelle said to me
that there were some whack jobs that weren’t so bad, and
after meeting the two of you, | can see what she meant.”

“I hope you aren’t inferring that I’m a good kind of
whack job,” Vicky remarked.

“No, you’re both bad, really. It’s just now | have
perspective on the guys who would ask me to dress up in
anime costumes.”

Marcus snorted. “If that’s your thing, I can stand
watching an anime fashion show.” He grinned puckishly
at her. “We can even take turns.”

“Yeah, or we can act out our favorite scenes from—"

“Uh, guys, we have a serious problem,” Vicky
interrupted Amber as she hooked her thumb over her shoulder.
“It looks like our friend was gone for so long because he was



looking for the biggest freak he could ynd in the area.o

Amber glanced back at the giant who moved behind
them. Even with the hulking man keeping to the shadows and
avoiding the streetlights, she could see his wide, bloody grin.

“Oh...my goddess,” Amber whispered, “He’s got to
be seven feet tall.”

“Yeah, give or take an inch.” Vicky grimaced at a
disturbing thought. “I had trouble with a thin girl who
had enhanced strength, but that honcho back there is a
walking battle tank.0 She picked her head to the side for
a split second and sighed before dropping her gaze to the
sidewalk. “And now he’s pulling a knife.”

Amber slipped her bag off of her shoulder to grab
a canister of salt. She was opening the bag when Vicky
shoved her aside. Amber spun with the force of the throw,
seeing the knife that barely missed her side. In the giant’s
huge hand, it looked like a tiny pocket knife, but she knew
the blade had to be at least eight inches long.

She had an absent thought that she had been in the
air for a very long time when she slammed into the side
of a parked van. Her lower back popped, and a numbness
stole the strength from her legs. She dropped to the ground,
popping forward onto her forearms.

Raising her head, Amber started to search for her
bag, and she uttered a faint groan of dismay when she
found it beside the giant.

Of course, she thought bitterly. Where else could it be?



Vicky was busy trying to keep the giant at a distance
by using low kicks. The giant tried to step in range for an
attack, and she lashed out to stomp at his shin and throw
him off balance before she backed up.

The giant made a slashing attack at her leg, and she
swung it up and around his arm to lay a devastating high
kick to the side of his jaw.

For all the force of the kick, the giant was only
stunned for a fraction of a second, and Vicky’s face was
set in a look of grim resignation. Vicky could already see
that she wouldn’t win, and she was borrowing time before
the daemon wore her down.

Amber rolled over onto her stomach and started to
crawl across the street. When she looked back up, she saw
the giant was tired of playing with Vicky. He spun to leap
at Marcus, who held the medallion out in front of his face
while his mouth papped open and closed. If it had any
effect on the daemon, Amber didn’t see it.

Time seemed to slow down as the giant sank the
blade into Marcus’ stomach. The tip slid out through his
back, but the giant didn’t pull away to stab him again.
Marcus was hefted easily on the side of the giant’s balled
yst before he was lobbed across the street.

Amber saw him connect with the same van she’d
hit, but her instincts were screaming at her to turn her
head back in front of her. She did and uttered a short
scream just before a black steel-toed boot slipped



between her arms to connect with her chest. She hit the
van in the same dent shedd made with her yrst impact,
and then popped forward. She put her arms in front
of her face, a pained yelp escaping her when her head
slammed into her forearm hard enough to make her
hand tingle.

She raised her head, and through her blurred vision, she
saw the giant pause to lick Marcus’s blood off of the blade.

Behind him, Vicky grasped a bus stop sign and
started wobbling it back and forth rapidly. The metal
made a low thrumming sound before the concrete around
the base fractured and she pulled the sign free. She took
a few wide steps until she was almost directly behind the
giant, and she slammed the concrete covered end of the
pole into the side of his head.

“Home run!” Vicky shouted. She looked over at
Amber. “Hey, grab Marcus’ medallion. You were supposed
to say something to bind this guy.”

Amber blinked. “Yeah, but did Ellen ever say what
I was supposed to—? Look out!”

Vicky sidestepped the knife attack. “Just make
something up!” She gripped the sign post like a staff and
whirled away from another sloppy attack before she drove
the edge of the sign into the giant’s side.

Blood exploded out in a wide geyser when Vicky
pulled her weapon back, but the giant didn’t acknowledge
the wound.



Amber forced herself to look away from the yght to
arm-crawl closer to Marcus. She got close enough to see
that he was breathing shallowly, and his eyes were open.
He looked at her and held out the medallion.

Amber closed her yngers over his. She looked up at
his pained expression and shook her head. “No, not this
time.” She took the medallion and held it in front of her
while she propped herself up with her forearm. “Annul, in
the name of Helen, | command you to drop that body and
show your true form!”

The giant stiffened, and the daemon’s smoke-form
body spewed from his mouth before the man fell to the
ground. Vicky backed up quickly as the daemon became
solid. She bent over to grab Amber’s bag and tugged out one
of the water pistols. “Okay, Annul, now it’s time to play.”

The daemon crouched and leapt high into the air.
His black wings unfurled and swooped downward to push
him up and away from the range of the water gun.

Amber’s mind went blank again, but she recovered
herself and took in a deep breath. “Annul, stop moving.”

What are you doing? a voice hissed inside her mind.

Amber smiled weakly, because she could sense
fear in the daemon’s projected thought. The daemon
plummeted and hit the ground on its side, tearing the right
wing in several places. Most of the damage was healing
even as Annul got to his feet.

“I’m making a deal with you,” Amber said. “But



yrst, 16d like my associate to discuss our terms.o

Vicky yred asingle shot, streaking a line of salt water
over the daemon’s chest. Her smile fell, and she stumbled
back as the daemon raised his voice in a deafening roar.

Amber clamped her hands over her ears. She looked
up to see a portal opening behind the daemon and she
shook her head “No, stop!”

Instead of falling back into the portal, a pair of red
hands tipped with black talons reached out to pull the
daemon back inside.

Frustrated, Amber slapped the pavement and
shouted, “No!”

With a ynal pickering pame, the portal was gone.
Amber slumped back onto the ground and whimpered.

Vicky leaned over to shake her. “Amber?” She had
to repeat herself several times before Amber heard her,
and she gestured at Marcus. fiTalk to him. | have to go ynd
a phone and call an ambulance for both of you. Before
they get here, you need to make up a story explaining that
corpse over there, and it can’t involve me.”

Amber sighed. “Sure, piece of cake.” She watched
Vicky run quickly up the street, and she leaned over Marcus
before she took his hand. “Hey, hang in there, okay?”

“Yeah, ‘kay,” Marcus whispered. “Do you think it
worked?”

“I don’t know, but if he decided to try for another
round, you and I could be wiped out pretty easily.”



“I wouldn’t have been so easy to hit, but I really
didn’t have a clue what to say once | had the medallion
out,” Marcus confessed.

“Yeah, now you know how | felt when | came up
with, ‘Uh, amen.””

He smiled and gave a tiny nod. “So, what are we
telling the cops?”

“We’ll say that we were out on a date when he
attacked us. He’d gone insane like all the others, and we
were rescued by a huge truck driver who ran off right
afterward.”

Marcus grimaced, but if itwas in pain or disapproval,
Amber wasn’t sure. Marcus said, “That’s awful.”

“Hey, can you come up with something better?”
Not waiting for an answer, Amber shook her head. “Of
course you can’t. It’s either that, or we tell them that a
daemon-infested giant attacked us, but we were saved by
your vampire roommate and a medallion that | made from
a halpingbs earring.0

“It does stretch credibility,” Marcus said and
winced. “Damn, | hope that ambulance is coming soon.”

“You have to hang on for me and Vicky both, okay?
Just keep thinking about that.”

Marcus forced his lips into a thin smirk. “I’ll be
able to hold on if you concede that this really was our
second date.”

Amber could only stare at him before she started



laughing quietly. “Marcus, are you sure you want to press
your luck on a third date?”

He nodded without hesitation. *“Yeah, but I’m going
to insist on something more sedentary. It may also involve
wheelchairs.”
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Amber took a long breath and looked up from her hands
toward Detective Benton, who stood by the foot of her
bed. “And that’s how we ended up out in the street where
the paramedics found us.”

Peter frowned at her with a look of skepticism. “You
and your boyfriend were very lucky to just have someone
show up out of nowhere like that.”

“Were we?” Amber frowned and shook her head as
she waved her hand downward. “See, | can’t feel my legs,
and Marcus has a new body piercing that I don’t think will
become popular with most people. You’ll excuse me for
taking an attitude here, but I don’t feel very lucky at all.

“Still, I can see your problem. I’ve had the misfortune
to have run across multiple crazy people in the same week. It
does make my story seem weak.” Amber shrugged, adding,
“I shouldn’t be playing up my injuries for sympathy either.
I’m not permanently crippled, so it’s not all bad. The doctors
tell me I’m suffering from something called a stinger. My
legs could get back their feeling in a few hours, or in a few
days. Marcus has got a hole running all the way through his



gut, but as a wise friend of mine observed, holes heal if you
give them enough time.”

Peter nodded and stepped back from the bed. “For
your sake, | hope this is the last time we have to meet.”

Amber smirked and said, “I can agree with that. Now
if you don’t mind, I’m riding a rather lovely high from the
painkillers, and I think I’d like to get back to sleep.”

“Sure. I’ll call you later if I need anything else.”

Amber watched the detective leave and turned to
look out the window at the rising sun. She thought of her
family, and her chest ached faintly for them.

She wondered why she couldn’t feel anything more
substantial for them, but it occurred to her that they had
just become a statistic in her mind. Annul had taken so
many victims without consequences, and her family had
become just another set of bodies in a very large pile.

Like Peter, Amber hoped that she wouldn’t have to
talk to the police again either, but she had a feeling that
she wouldn’t be able to go back to living a normal life.
The police would never have understood the threat that
people faced from a daemon, and with more time to hone
her skills as a magic user, she knew that she could help
protect other people when the cops could not.

She didn’t know if Annul planned to continue hunting
her, or if he would move somewhere else to avoid dealing
with her. But she knew that if he planned to come back again,
she needed to be better prepared for the next encounter.



Amber frowned, trying to pin down the thought to
a logical conclusion. But she hadn’t lied about being high
and tired, and she was still searching for an answer when
sleep overcame her racing thoughts.

*kx

Saturday, October 28

Marcus opened his eyes, and the yrst thing he saw was
Vicky leaning over the side of his bed. He smiled blearily
and whispered, “Hi.”

“Welcome back to the land of the living. | brought
along some company.” Vicky stepped back and gestured
toward Amber.

Marcus frowned at her. “The wheelchair isn’t
permanent, is it?”

“Sorry, | didn’t catch that.” Amber rolled closer to
the bed. He repeated himself, and she smiled and shook
her head. “No, probably not. The doctors said there didn’t
appear to be any permanent damage to my nerves. My
lower half just decided to take a really long nap.”

“I think my whole body is making the same plan,”
Marcus said before his eyelids puttered shut.

Vicky stepped away from the bed and dropped into
the chair beside it. “How do you like that? We waited two
whole hours to get a few sentences out of him.”



“Yeah, but not everyone can take getting stabbed
like a vampire,” Amber said.

They fell into an easy silence, both of them watching
Marcus. Amber began thinking of the doctors, who were
acting rather odd, in her opinion. The young Asian doctor
watching over Marcus wouldn’t make eye contact with
Amber when they talked, and he refused to give more
than a few details about Marcus.

Perhaps it was the hospital policy preventing him
from talking, or it could have been that he was nervous
in the presence of Vicky, who towered so high over the
doctor that he had to step back and crane his head to make
eye contact with her. He rarely tried, so perhaps it was
Vicky making trouble.

Amber didn’t care. She was grateful for Vicky’s
company. Smiling, she looked up at Vicky and said, iCome
on. You can take me to the cafeteria and watch me eat.”

Vicky smirked and shook her head. “No, you can
roll your pale ass to the cafeteria by yourself.”

Amber tried to fake a look of indignation, but it
failed, and she giggled before asking, “Excuse me? You
can talk about pale asses?” Amber laughed again. “I put
up with your feedings, so you can watch me chow down
on some normal food.”

Vicky smiled and got up to push Amber’s chair out
of the room. “It doesn’t really bother me in the same way
that | bother you.”



“Yeah, but I’m going to look for something with
garlic.”

Vicky laughed. “Nope, that doesn’t really work either.”

“No?” Amber looked up to see her shake her head.
“So sunlight—"

“Is extremely painful, but generally not fatal,” Vicky
said. “Please don’t start asking which methods could be
used to Kkill me. It is usually considered a rude topic to
discuss among friends, don’t you think?”

“Well, someday we might run into a vampire
who’s...you know, evil—er, than you.”

filf we manage to ynd a man, | will take care of him
using my own rather charming ways. Then again, | may
still end up charming them if it ends up being a woman. |
have been alone for a long time.”

Amber laughed softly. “Life was so much less
complicated when good and evil could be lumped into
groups.”

“I’m not really evil anyway,” Vicky said. “I’m just
not yt for human standards because of my dietary needs.
Since they tend to outnumber people like us on a grossly
unfair scale, I try to make compromises.”

Amber looked up at Vicky and grinned. “People
like us...I like that.”

The End?



