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      The former soldier screamed out in agony into the silent ward. "Nurse! Can someone help me?"

      Looking up from the pile of files in front of me, I peered over my shoulder. Half the lights were off, giving the special ward a haunted look. Patient twenty-five seemed to be awake. Normally we sedated them at night. I wondered if he was possessed. Those under the influence of demons were able to shrug off the effects of drugs to some extent. "Chris, can you take care of twenty-five?"

      "He's not my patient. I've got the evens tonight. Odds are all Christine's," he answered, not even bothering to look up from his own work. Chris was the single male nurse on this shift.

      There are times I really hated working in this hospital. My job duty as floor RN meant that I was responsible for this entire ward, usually at night.

      Situations such as this one arose constantly. This particular hospital was part of the VA system here in Massachusetts. Budget cuts were everywhere these days and even the VA wasn’t immune. My experience as a nurse and low pay this place paid was why I was in charge of all four wings on this floor. Shorthanded wasn’t even a word that would explain the number of nurses available to help. "Where's Christine at?"

      Chris stopped typing and spun around in his chair. "How should I know? All I see is more paperwork." He waved his hands at the overflowing counter around us both.

      Blowing out a breath in disgust, I sighed. "Fine, I’ll take care of it."

      I pushed my chair away from the counter and stood up. Room twenty-five was only the tip of the iceberg. If any awake patients in the other rooms caught a glimpse of me, they would all be calling for help. Sometimes my job really sucked.

      Crossing to the room, I could see twenty-five trying to pry his hands loose from the restraints. Bloody rings were cut into the man’s flesh. He’d been trying to escape for a while now. I grabbed his chart off the door as I entered and flipped it open.

      He was a retread. A former cured patient that had left us but then had come back. These men had fought the worst enemy mankind had ever come up against and had won. Their bodies and minds had been broken because of it. Going out into the world post-war was very scary for some of them. Too scary.

      According to Corporal Essen’s records, his entire unit had been wiped out by an unknown entity, otherwise known as a Demon. More than half the patients on this wing were here for the same reason.

      "Hello, Corporal Essen. What can I help you with?” I asked him as I carefully looked him over without touching him.

      "Let me go! Let me go!" The former army man struggled to free himself, further inflaming his arms. Healed burn scars covered every inch of his exposed skin.

      "I'm sorry, corporal. I can't do that. Those are there for the safety of both you and the rest of the patients. Do you remember why you're here?" I glanced down at the notes again. Married with two children is what family status read. Flipping to the end, I found a new notation.

      "No. Maybe." He stopped trying to pull free and glared at me. There was the slightest hint of red in his eyes. "Will you tell me?"

      I waved the file in my hand. “This says you had an altercation with your wife. Were you aware you did that?”

      Essen looked away from me. “She threw my things away.”

      All the notes said he was uncommunicative, so this level of conversation was new. “Do you know why she did that?”

      “They were my memories. Mine! My men fought and died for those things. She had no right to do that,” Essen half yelled at me.

      Catching the man’s eyes, I kept him focused on my voice. “This was war related, then?”

      “Marge said the war was over. But she’s wrong! It will never be over for me,” Essen stated. The gleam in his eyes was much brighter now. “How else am I supposed to remember my men? I need that stuff!”

      What historians were now calling the Demon War was over. It had been over, in fact, for a bit more than fifteen years. The horror began in the early 1940’s continuing the chaos and confusion of the previous decades. Paranormal creatures, once thought to be myth, burst onto the scene during what many called the great war of 1914. Battles were fought and landscapes were changed. Humanity took a stand against the formerly hidden beings by banding together as a species. Paranormals were ostracized and locked away until they were needed. In the former country of Germany a dictator arose. Dark powers that should have remained hidden were used to raise a demon prince. By killing his new master the prince cast a plague of demons upon the Earth that only the combined efforts of the United States, Great Britain, and Russia could stop. By then all of central Europe was destroyed.

      These men, though, were constantly reliving the battles they’d fought. Whipping out a pen, I made a notation. Day shift would need both a psychiatrist and an exorcist soon. Someone really screwed up letting him go the first time.

      “Corporal, I’m going to have someone look at those wrists for you. I can’t let you go tonight, but I’ll schedule a doctor for you. We only put those on you to keep you safe. Will you let us help you?” I asked the man.

      Essen nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

      Inclining my head, I murmured my own thanks and left the room. You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar is what my mother used to say all the time. Of course, she wasn’t trying to catch flies. Looking up and down the hall, I visualized the case multiplied by hundreds or even thousands. When a war ends, the soldiers usually go home. Not these poor souls. They were literally cursed to this place and the few others like it for the rest of their lives.

      “You stopped it. Call me impressed,” Chris muttered as I brushed past him to sit back down. As before, he didn’t look up at me.

      I blew out a breath. “Corporal Essen. His restraints are entirely too tight on him. There’s bleeding on top of his scars already.”

      Chris turned his head to stare at me. Not showing an ounce of compassion himself, he asked me why I cared. “They’re just a job. Why do you care about them so? I’ve looked at twenty-five. You couldn’t have missed his eyes. The exorcism obviously failed. How much you wanna bet they take him from here and send him to Crowley?”

      I shook my head. Crowley was the name of the prison all hard-case paranormals and Demon-possessed people were sent to. The rumor was that it was a place of no return. As for my compassion, it was what kept me sane here.

      The rest of my night shift was filled with medical alerts, hand-holding, and a code blue on one of the lower floors. The rest of the hospital forgot about us here, unless there was an emergency.

      Our patients were outside the normal caseload of the hospital. Too many of those that served our country with honor were dying from the effects in a way no one ever believed was possible and…they were forgotten here.

      A cold hand on the back of my neck gave me the shivers, causing me to bolt upright in my chair. “I’m awake!”

      Dr. Charles Norton removed his hand and laughed. “That is a unique way of catching up on paperwork, Gen. I should try it.”

      Giving the handsome man a smile, I ducked my head a little before speaking. “We were short again last night. Christine pulled another no-show on us. She won’t listen to me at all, it seems. Can you talk to her?”

      Running his fingers through his short hair as if to straighten it, the young doctor nodded. “Night shift is really short-handed right now. More budget cuts. I noticed a few applications in my box this morning. I’ll do a few interviews. And I’ll speak to Christine. Be aware that the hospital can’t afford to just get rid of trained personnel, though. She may just move downstairs.”

      “Yes, sir. But look at this!” The giant stack of patient files and other paperwork still rose in front of me. Waving my hand at it, I reminded him of the day’s work. “I’ll buckle down on this tonight after day shifts had a chance to make a dent in it. Memorial Day is Monday, so it should be a quiet weekend on the Demon wing.”

      “Charles. I keep telling you to call me Charles, Gen. You’re an RN, not a candy striper,” the doctor remarked. Picking up the night log, he began signing off on meds or other requests.

      “They make more money,” I muttered to myself sarcastically. The young girls in the bright outfits downstairs disgusted me. The way they interacted with the patients reminded me a lot of how my mother treated her clients. All part of the game, she would say.

      Norton looked up from file. “Did you say something, Gen?”

      I shook my head. “Just talking to myself, sorry. Did you see my note about Corporal Essen?”

      “Yes, I’ll add my concern to yours but...you know how short-handed we are…” Charles pointed his finger skyward. “They may just send him on. Demon possession isn’t something we’re set up to deal with.”

      “I understand.” I signed my name on the file in front of me then tossed it onto the shorter, to be filed, pile. “Have a good shift, Dr.…Charles. I’m going home.”

      “About that,” Charles reached out, tapping Chris’s shoulder to gain his attention. “Both security and the local police have much of the hospital sealed off. You’ll both have to go through the interview process as you leave.”

      Chris looked up from his pile of paperwork in surprise. “What? Politics or police? What happened to make them act like that?”

      “A big-shot lawyer down on three died in his sleep last night,” Charles replied.

      I snorted. “People die. It’s sort of our business around here.”

      Giving me a sharp look of disapproval, the doctor shook his head. “Not like this. He fell down some steps and broke his leg last week.”

      “Blood clot? That sort of thing can happen,” Chris remarked.

      “True, but he was on anti-clot meds for that. This was something else. Remember when the lower levels were remodeled last year?” Charles asked us.

      Chris and I both nodded. It had been a major production. Hundreds of thousands spent on all three floors, a huge expense for the hospital. The Demon Wing and all of the floors above us hadn’t even been touched. It turned out to be a bit of pork barrel politics from the local politicians.

      “Closed circuit cameras were put in when they did it. The administration said it was to protect the patients, but you know how that goes,” Charles explained. “Security rolled the tape back. Someone snuck in and killed him.”

      “Why kill a nobody lawyer at the VA?” Chris asked.

      Charles shook his head. “He wasn’t a nobody. It was Brandon Hoot, the insurance guy. You know, the one that scammed that nursing home a few years ago?”

      That case was huge. It was in all the papers. Hoot was a shyster lawyer working for some out of the way firm, and he had a brilliant idea. Sell very high-priced life insurance policies to the elderly. Looking at it from the outside, it sounded like a way to help people get money after death to cover their families’ expenses and things. But it wasn’t quite like that. The policies were all fake. The company issuing them didn’t exist in real life, only on paper. Somehow Hoot had ginned up paperwork stating that he didn’t know this fact and that the money he collected wasn’t in his possession. Investigators were unable to find any trace of the funds. Hoot beat the case in court and continued to live the high life, literally taking money from widows and orphans. A real scumbag.

      “Oh,” Chris replied.

      “Oh is right. They are interviewing everyone who worked last night over this. I’m surprised they haven’t come up here yet,” Charles explained to him.

      “The signs.” Lost in thought, I absently answered.

      Both men turned in my direction. “Signs?”

      I glanced at the ceiling. Men. “The Demon signs?”

      “Right. Those. We’ll be last, then,” Charles replied.

      Every elevator, stairwell, and hallway surrounding us warned of our patients here. Government officials, including the police, got a little twitchy when they encountered the possessed.

      By the Gods above and below. Just how much had those cameras seen? Had they caught my face?

      “Charles, do you know who they’re looking for exactly? I mean, we might have seen the person up here. We do get visitors sometimes,” I said, correcting myself.

      The doctor cocked his head to one side for a moment as he thought about it. “In my interview, they didn’t say. From what the others have said downstairs, it was after visiting hours.” He waved the file in his hands. “No visits on here, so it was just you two here last night.”

      Dr. Norton was right. It was just us two and we had perfect alibis. Chris would never rat me out. He would have to admit to taking a nap every time he worked night shift if he did. Doing as little as possible was a job not easily replaced. With him, I was safe.

      “I guess I’ll wait for day shift then,” I told them.

      Charles smiled then looked down at the file in his hands. Pulling out his pen, he signed the log. “I’ll be in my office if you need me.”

      Just like always, the young doctor went to his office and closed the door. If Christine had been here, she would’ve gone with him. From what I’d seen here, she was all about personal care when it came to the doctors. She disgusted me and reminded me of my mother. I hated my mother.

      Flipping open another file, I dug back into the reports. Each patient needed to be updated, in triplicate, each and every night.
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        * * *

      

      Day shift showed up a full hour late. Two nurses, an intern, and three very nervous police officers got off the elevator. One man peeled off to stand guard as the others approached the desk.

      Making a show of glancing at my watch, I smiled at the day shift RN. “Running late today?”

      The woman shook her head as she hooked a finger over her shoulder. “Interviews. These guys think someone here at the hospital killed someone on purpose.”

      One of the police officers scowled. “We know someone killed someone. It’s our job to find them.”

      Corporal Essen took that moment to cut loose, screaming at the top of his lungs. “Out! I want out! Get these things off me!”

      Instinctively, both officers started toward the man’s room, but I stepped in front of them with my hands raised. “Hold up, please. You cannot go in there.”

      “Lady, we can go anywhere we like, we’re the police,” the cop said, pointing at his badge. “Now move!”

      Stepping to one side, I spoke to the other RN. “Room twenty-five. He was P5 but slipped into P2 yesterday.”

      “Has Dr. Norton been informed?” she asked me.

      “Yes,” I replied. Turning away from her, I watched the two uniformed cops approach Essen’s room.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey buddy, you ok in there?” the first cop asked as they both stepped into the room.

      Essen spotted the men and began tugging and shaking as he tried to loosen the hospital cuffs. “Please help me, these hurt!”

      “Hold on there. Let us take a look at you,” the second officer told him as both men stepped closer to the bed. “Are you seeing this, Brian?”

      Sergeant Hinnekamp had been on the job for longer than his partner had been alive. But he’d never seen something like this, in a hospital of all places. “I’m seeing it but not believing it, Michael.”

      Officer Michael Lloyd reached out and grabbed Essen’s left arm while the sergeant grabbed his right. Both were in the act of loosening the bonds when Dr. Norton stepped into the room.

      “Stop! Don’t…” the words were barely out of his mouth when Essen grabbed Michael with his now loose hand.

      “At last!” Essen shouted, even as he sagged in the bed.

      “Dammnit!” Dr. Norton turned and hit the large red button next to the door. “We’ve got a code black in room twenty-five!”
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        * * *

      

      There were emergency supplies at every station on this floor and near the elevators. By hitting the alarm, Dr. Norton effectively locked the floor down and alerted security of a Demon event.

      Reaching across the desk, I quickly pulled on my gloves. Unlike surgical wear, these were more like fancy dish gloves. Rubber had proved effective in protecting humans from Demonic possession by touch. Essen had either broken free or had managed to transfer his ‘Demon’ to another. Good for the former corporal, but bad news for the cops!

      Nurse Chris and I hit the doorway at the same time. Doc Norton had the younger police officer in a chokehold, immobilizing him. The other cop was on the floor, out cold.

      “Doc, you ok?” Chris asked as he approached the two men.

      “Yeah, we had a transference for sure. We need to lock this guy down.” The young doctor shifted his grip on the cop. “Notify security. We’ll need them.”

      Chris nodded even as he grabbed the emergency receiver on the wall. Hospital security was supposed to have a strike team on standby.

      Mentally I groaned. At least we had the entire day shift as witnesses. We’d just freed one patient and gained another. The young cop was most likely now possessed.

      “What about the other one?” I pointed to the sergeant on the floor.

      “Shock maybe. He might’ve been too old or unfit for the Demon. Not really my field,” Norton replied. “Wait for the team, though.”

      “Isn’t this your field doctor? You and I’ve dealt with dozens of the possessed since I started here. How is this one different?” I bitched at the wimpy seeming man.

      We didn’t have to wait all that long before four stun gun armed men in rubber suits crashed through the door. On their heels were more cops.

      The lead security guard had his stun gun out even as he spoke. “Situation?”

      Dr. Norton, still struggling with the newly possessed officer, explained what had happened.

      I moved over to one side as the hospital men took the young cop into custody. After checking the sergeant over, they allowed me to revive him.

      “Sergeant Hinnekamp, can you hear me?” I carefully patted the man’s cheek as I checked his vitals. Forcing an eyelid open, I looked for the distinctive Demonic gleam associated with the newly possessed. The older man was lucky. Given the choice of host, the Demon had chosen the youngest one.

      “What…” Hinnekamp murmured.

      I raised the man into a sitting position and peered into his face. “Sergeant, you’ve had a shock.”

      “Ugh, my head. What hit me?” Hinnekamp raised his arm, rubbing his face.

      Sighing, I launched into an explanation. Experience had taught me people shouldn’t be coddled in cases like this. It only led to more trouble down the road. “You were almost Demon possessed. Your partner, Officer Lloyd, wasn’t so lucky. He’s got a Demon inside of him now.”

      “No! How the hell did that happen?” The sergeant pulled himself to his feet and looked wildly around the room.

      “When you loosened the patient’s bonds, you allowed him to touch you both. That’s all it takes for an entity to act. It jumped into your body first but rejected you,” I explained to him.

      “Michael…” The sergeant started to head toward his friend. Hospital guards had him on the floor, locked down.

      Grabbing the officer’s arm, I tried to pull him back. “Please don’t. They know what they’re doing.”

      The sergeant reeled around on me, jerked away and moved into my personal space, yelling, “Why didn’t you people warn us?”

      I opened my mouth to explain when we were interrupted by a plainclothes detective. “That’s enough. Leave the nurses alone. You and Lloyd should have read the signs or just asked, rather than bullying your way in. See Lieutenant Kerol about your report and Lloyd’s.”

      Hinnekamp glared at me and even took a step toward me.

      “Now, Sergeant,” the detective ordered.

      Literally growling, the cop spun around and left, leaving the detective and me alone.

      “Nurse…” the detective started.

      “Vogel. Genevieve Vogel. I’m the night shift RN here on the Demon ward,” I finished for him.

      A notebook appeared in his hand and he made a small notation. “Nurse Vogel. Can you tell me what the hell just happened here?”

      As clearly as possible, I answered the detective.

      “So did they even bother to interview you or the other nurse?” he asked me.

      I shook my head no. “Can we discuss this in the breakroom? The day crew needs to see about Corporal Essen here.”

      Seeing the patient for what seemed like the first time, the detective looked shocked. “Sorry. This man was possessed?”

      “Yes. He’d been released but was placed back with us. The exorcism didn’t take the way it was supposed to, and he was repossessed. Now he’s just a shell of what he was before. We’ve seen this happen. The psych team may be able to work with him,” I pointed out as we walked the short distance.

      “Do many get their lives back that way?” he asked me.

      Opening the door to the nurses’ lounge, I allowed the detective in first. “Some. It’s rare, though. Most end up institutionalized or dead. It’s the dirty little secret of the Demon War. Our heroes, locked away,” I replied bitterly.

      “Cozy,” the detective remarked. There was a hot plate and refrigerator along the wall, as well as a single cot. We both sat at the two-person table in the middle of the room.

      “It suits our needs. We don’t get many visitors up here,” I explained.

      “I can see that. Did you have any visitors last night?” he asked me.

      “Not that I remember seeing. You can ask Chris, Chris Knesek, the night nurse. He might have let someone in, but visiting hours are mainly in the day. Most Demons are nocturnal,” I explained to him. “We do keep a log, and I didn’t see anything on it.”

      “We’ll check it. Did you or Nurse Knesek leave the floor at any time last night?” the detective asked, his pen ready to write.

      “Only for the code blue at around two. I took the elevator down to level two and took over their desk until they returned. It’s our standard procedure,” I explained to him.

      “Code blue, what’s that?” the detective asked.

      “Every hospital has emergency codes that get broadcast.” I pointed to the speakers in the ceiling and carefully explained the color code system. Blue meant a cardiac arrest situation, something that happened far too commonly. Green, white, and red were all general codes. Except for black. Here it was a Demon alert. “We’re trained to listen for certain codes. Blue is an all hands, but since we aren’t supposed to leave that desk vacant, one of us up here covers for them.”

      He made a note in his little book. “And they approve of this down there?”

      “Of course. You might have noticed how short-handed we are around here? We all fill in as needed. Before moving up here, I worked in the emergency room. It’s a big hospital,” I answered. He was starting to get on my nerves.

      “How long have you worked here, Nurse Vogel?”

      “Five long years. I was at County General before that. Atlanta is my home,” I explained to him.

      The detective nodded. “While you were down on two did you see anyone out of place or suspicious? A new face maybe?”

      Pursing my lips, I stared past him as if in deep thought. Very slowly I nodded. “There was one new face on two. There was a guy in a janitor uniform I hadn’t seen before. Those guys are pretty much like furniture around here, but this one seemed to be right in the middle of things during the code. Truthfully, I don’t get down to the lower floors often. I have way too much paperwork up here to get involved elsewhere.”

      Making copious notes, the man asked me again for a description of the janitor. Racking my brain I came up with tall, dark hair, scarred face, enough detail about the uniform for the cops to search long and hard. Of course it would help if the man I told them about actually existed, but I wasn’t about to mention that part.

      “Thank you, Ms. Vogel. I’ll be in touch again.” The detective scratched a final note on his pad before putting it away.

      “I’m here six nights a week. Am I free to go home now?” I asked him.

      He smiled for the first time. “Of course. Thank you. Just tell the officer at the elevator that Detective Gallagher said it was ok to leave. Can you send the other nurse in here for me?”

      I thanked the detective and tried to not run from the room. Chris was still at the desk working when I reached it. “Chris, they want to interview you in the breakroom.”

      “Finally. I do have a life outside of this place, you know,” he remarked as he stood stretching.

      “You? Life? Where’s the grump I work with?” I asked him with a smile.

      “By this time of day, lying on my couch with a beer in my hand, usually. I can’t wait to get home,” Chris answered. “See you in a few days.”

      I smiled at the day shift nurses as I pulled my purse out of a drawer. “You girls need anything else from me?”

      “Not now. Was everything else quiet?” the other RN asked me.

      I nodded and headed home. Detective Gallagher’s name did indeed allow me access to the lower floors. I went out through the ambulance entrance as usual. Looking down the side of the building, I could see what appeared to be a news conference at the front. I’m sure it would be on television later. All I could think about was how the luck of the Gods were on my side this time. If Essen hadn’t acted up, I might’ve said the wrong thing, exposing myself. With cameras on the lower floors, I’d need to be careful from now on, though.

      It was my personal goal to see to the needs of the guilty. They were all damned in my eyes.
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      It was a real mistake, not seeing or even knowing about the cameras on the lower floors. Luck was the only thing that had saved me. If I had looked up at any point, they would know for sure it was me. Maybe it was time to move on.

      Mentally I weighed all my options. Night RN on the Demon Ward was the perfect cover. Dealing with the Demonic aspects of the patients allowed me to vent my rage and select those to whom I would bring justice. My position  brought the right amount of control into my life. It kept me alive and off the radar of law enforcement. It’s a well-known fact that people die in hospitals all the time. Killing Brandon Hoot was too good a chance to pass up.

      I wasn’t lying to Detective Gallagher. Not completely. Code Blue and several of the other codes were considered to be all-hands-on-deck situations. And the administration had asked those of us on the Demon ward to help. Most hospitals were run in a similar way. I hadn’t always worked the tough wards. Slipping down the stairs and onto another floor was easy. Hardly anyone looked twice at the nurses, especially the ones in candy stripes. I chuckled to myself. Mr. Big Shot himself had been so surprised to see me. Too bad my other kills hadn’t started out as happy.
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t order a sponge bath, but you’ll do,” Hoot stated as I walked into his room pushing a medical cart with towels piled on top of it. He patted the empty space next to him on the bed. “Hop up here and tell Daddy what you like.”

      Parking my cart next to his bed, I walked around to the window side of the room. Careful to not look directly outside, I drew the drapes. The room was on the second floor, but you just never knew who might be watching. Smiling, I approached Mr. Hoot and sat next to him. “Good evening.”

      “I’ll have to commend the VA for the personal service I’m receiving here. What’s your name, sweetie?” Hoot ran his hand over my shoulders and hair, eliciting a shiver from me. “Why don’t you give Daddy a kiss?”

      What was it with men? Almost every single one of my non-possessed patients asked if I wanted to give them a sponge bath or they treated me like a sex object. Had humanity stooped so low that we treated those trying to help them with such derision? This guy deserved death even more now. With my back to him, he didn’t see the syringe in my right hand. I turned as if to accede to his wish and injected him right into his carotid artery.

      Hoot froze as the needle went in, the words from his lips dropping off suddenly. “What the…”

      I pulled the needle out carefully. Smiling, I gave him a light kiss on his cheek. “I’ve given you a dose of Suxamethonium chloride. It’s a paralytic, and not a very nice one, at that. Think of me as your own personal Angel of Death.”

      Hoot’s body shook as he tried to regain control of it. Strange choking-like noises came from his mouth.

      “I wouldn’t try to talk if I was you. The drug is constricting your lungs and slowing your heartbeat. Pushing your body too much isn’t good for you right now.” I caressed the man’s face and hair. “You’ve been such a naughty, naughty boy, taking all those people’s money from them.”

      Hoot swallowed and tried to move his hands as more noise came from his throat.

      “What? You want to give it all back and help the aged and infirm now? Silly man, that’s not why I’m here,” I explained with a smile. “Justice is my goal, not reparations.”

      I stood up and removed the towels from my cart. Underneath them was a small tray with two more syringes. “Ok, Daddy. Let’s play.”

      Hoot’s body shook violently as the very large air bubble I injected hit his heart. The extra dose of the paralytic I gave him might have done the job on its own, but I needed to be sure. With everything in his body constricting and slowing down, it was easy. Carefully covering his body with blankets, I wiped down anything I’d touched, even accidentally. The syringes would go in the first collection box I found. The hospital itself would steam clean them for reuse. Checking both ways outside the door, I moved my cart down to the laundry area at the end of hall.
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        * * *

      

      It was funny. While I was learning to become a nurse, I took a psychology class. During the course of study, we’d discussed serial killers and what motivated them. How they kill and what trophies meant to them. It was a very awakening experience for me, to say the least. My triggers were actually textbook. It was how I chose to use my rage that was different from the others. But like some of the women in the books I studied, it all started with my mother.

      My earliest memories of my mother were pleasant. She was making me breakfast. I might have been two or three years old. I was a precocious child, always striving to do things myself. At four I was making my own food, and by six or seven dressing myself. If I had a father I never knew him. All I remember was my Uncle John. Or Mom’s friend John. Or her John. Lots of Johns.

      When a new John would come to see us, I’d hide under the kitchen table and watch. It wasn’t always pleasant. Mom wasn’t treated well at all. She was used and abused on a regular basis. Even at my early age of thirteen, I looked at things clinically. I was too insightful a child. It wasn’t until one of my ‘uncles’ tried to have his way with me that I snapped.
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        * * *

      

      “Aren’t you a sweet little thing,” the newest Uncle John asked me.

      I was in my usual spot under the kitchen table. Our tablecloth, the only one Mom had, hung down just enough to shelter me. Unlike most of the Johns, this one walked in and started opening cabinets. He saw my foot sticking out and acted on it.

      Shying away from his grime-covered reaching fingers, I clutched my doll for protection. Just inches from grabbing me, the John was pulled back by my mom.

      “Leave her be, she’s too young for any of that. C’mere, baby,” my mom slurred out. She’d been drinking what my grandmother called the devil’s juice all day.

      “Old enough to bleed means old enough to breed,” John muttered to her, his voice heavy.

      “I’ve got a brand-new bottle on the counter. Help me drink it.” Mom’s voice was a bit clearer now.

      John stood, allowing the tablecloth to hide me again. “Fine, this time. But this man needs more than just your charms, Hannah.”

      I watched as my mom stepped past him to grab the bottle and a couple of glasses on the counter. All I could see were her legs, but she didn’t once check on me. Grabbing John, she pulled him into the bedroom, closing the door.

      Still clutching my doll, I crawled out into the kitchen. Cleaning up and doing dishes was my job. Mom kept a stool handy so I could reach the cabinets easily. Pulling it over to me, I reached up and grabbed a large knife out of the block on the counter.

      Sex wasn’t something I was interested in at all, especially at my age. Adults might try to hide things, but kids knew. It wasn’t a secret at all what my mother did to pay for things. The neighbors knew. School was harder for me because of it. I might have been what society called a child, but it toughened me. Kids can be cruel.

      Returning to my hiding place, I clutched my doll in one hand and the knife in the other. Even though someone pounded on the front door more than once, Mom kept the bedroom door closed. Several bad experiences had taught me to not open the door without Mom to back me up.

      Sometime after midnight, what Mom told me was the witching hour, John staggered out of Mom’s room.

      “Hannah, you are worth every penny,” John slurred as he did a half pirouette in what counted as our living room. Swaying on his feet, the man leaned down, catching my eyes. “Next time you’ll be the appetizer before the main course. We’ll have such fun together, sweetie.”

      John grabbed the door knob, giving it a yank. Losing his balance, the man stumbled out and fell halfway down the three-step porch with a muffled thump.

      I leaned to one side, peering around the corner at Mom’s room. The door was open, but she wasn’t visible. Fearing the worst, I crawled into her room to check on her the way she should have checked on me. But never did.

      “Uhhhhh…” Mom let out a moan from the bed. Standing up, I looked at her in shock. It wasn’t that unusual for one of the Uncle Johns to hurt my mother. She sported black eyes and black marks on her body frequently. But this was different.

      Bits of cloth, no more than rags now, were scattered across the floor. I recognized her favorite dress in the bits. Bruises were darkening before my eyes, even as I cut her hands free of the bed frame. Anger festered in me that this new uncle would do something like this to my mother. And he thought this would be good for me as well? Tucking dolly against her for comfort, I left the bedroom.

      John was still on the stairs asleep when I opened the door. Looked down at his rumpled clothes and emaciated appearance, I couldn’t believe I’d been scared of him. Walking out the door and down two of the steps I stood next to him for a moment. I looked around but didn’t see any sign of the normally nosy neighbors. No lights or gawkers in sight. By the time the sun came up, this John would be rolled and stripped by those gawkers. Bending down, I looked into his face.

      There’s something peaceful about people when they sleep. My mother has the sweetest smile. But not this guy. His face was slack and wrinkled as much as his clothes were. A trail of drool pooled on the half-rotten wooden step.

      Caw! Caw!

      The sudden sound made me look up at the dark sky. Dark clouds hung low over the town blocking much of the full moon from sight. It was so dark out that I doubted any of the neighbors saw me outside.

      Reaching out without a care in the world I took the kitchen knife and slit the John’s throat. Like chopping up a chicken, the blade slid through his skin like butter. Blood sprayed and bubbled out of the drunken man. Like a moth to a flame I watched as it joined the puddle of drool and like a waterfall spilled out onto the ground.

      Calmly, I walked back into the house. Mom was still passed out drunk, so I didn’t worry too much about noise. I straightened up the house, dumped the ashtrays, and filled the sink with hot water. It was late, but I wasn’t tired at all. I didn’t know it at the time, but adrenaline was surging through my veins. My first kill, and I’d enjoyed it. A lot.

      The bloody knife lay on the table where I’d dropped it. Nothing about it seemed all that real. Gathering the dinner dishes, I added them to the sink. My weapon went in as well, the blood mixing with the water. Careful to not cut myself I drained the sink and refilled it several times, adding soap at the last refill. Washing the dishes felt cathartic, a way to cleanse myself of the rage I’d felt. How dare “Uncle” John try to treat me like my mother. The gall of the man. I cleaned the kitchen until it gleamed, then started on the laundry. My blood splattered clothes got the same treatment as the knife. Hot boiling water and a good scrubbing with lye took the blood right off. Dressing in my pajamas, I crawled into the hall closet where my bed was. It was the only room in the house where the door locked from the inside. My dreams were filled with red fountains and waterfalls of blood.

      Bam! Bam! Bam!

      Someone pounded on the front door like they were trying to bash it in! My eyes popped open even as I heard squeaking from Mom’s bed. Whispering, she said as she passed my door, “Stay quiet, child. You’re safe in there.”

      The pounding continued as a voice began to shout, “Hannah? Miss Vogel, you alive in there?”

      I could hear it as my mother threw back the deadbolts and jerked the door open. “What the hell do you want?”

      “Miss Vogel, do you know this man here?” a loud man’s voice asked before she had a chance to say anything else.

      Cracking my door open so I could hear better, I heard her say, “Yes, it’s Luther Neal. He’s sort of a client.”

      “Hannah, you’re going to have to come down to the station. Is Genevieve here as well?” the booming voice asked.

      “She’s...She’s in her cubby. Sheriff, Jeff, I didn’t do this. Last thing I remember was him leaving. I swear to you!” my mother cried out.

      “Hannah, Luther Neal, prick that he was, might have been a bastard, but he’s a dead bastard now. The good folks of Dickerson will want resolution, and you know it. I can’t go light on this one,” the sheriff explained.

      Sheriff Jeff Smith, known as Bear in many of the town’s watering holes, was a large man and one of the very few Uncle Johns that I liked. Not a frequent visitor, but a steady one, nonetheless. He always brought me a sucker from the five-and-dime.

      “Girl, young Gen, come out here, please,” Bear called for me.

      Crawling to my feet, I ducked a bit to not wrinkle the clothes hanging on the closet pole above me. Still in my pajamas, I opened the door and stepped out. “Yes, Bear?”

      My mother was off to one side with Griff, one of the deputies, standing next to her. I tried to run to her, but Bear stopped me. “I’m sorry, child, but she’s gonna have to go down to the station with us. One of my boys will take you out to your grandmama's place. So I need you to get dressed and pack a bag. Can ya do that for me?”

      All I could do was stare at him. This was my chance to tell all and clear my mother of any punishment that might come, but I couldn’t do it. A tiny voice inside of me told me to wait and see it through, search for more justice and pain to meter out to the world. Opening my mouth, I changed my mind to pay attention to that tiny voice in mid speech. “Yes, sir.”

      People died all the time in Dickerson. It wasn’t the largest town in North Carolina, but it was sandwiched between Greensboro and Raleigh. What my mom called the armpit of the state. Usually when a body was found, it was written off as a vagrant or accidental, but this time it was right out in the open on the steps of a house. Our house.

      People!

      What looked like half the town was standing in and around our house! Cameras flashed as we stepped outside. One of the deputies led me around the bloody steps while urging me to not look down. Seeing the gleaming liquid would have been nice, but it might have given me away, so I complied. Mom wasn’t in handcuffs, yet, but she was being gripped by Sheriff Smith. They had allowed her to put on something other than a robe. Many of the women in the crowd cried out at her bruised and battered appearance, so much more noticeable now, in the light of the day.

      “Don’t give them any pause, child. Just hop right on into the car there,” the deputy told me.

      Nodding, I did as I was told and climbed into the police cruiser.

      Months later, Grandmother told me Luther’s murder was the biggest thing to hit Dickerson since old Allan Towers drove his tractor through Steve Riddle’s barn, killing half his chickens. Stuff like this didn’t happen in small town America.

      My last glimpse of Mom was as we drove off. Bear was putting handcuffs on her. It would be many weeks before we were reunited again.
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      “Come here, child,” my grandmother exclaimed. She and Grandfather were waiting for us when the sheriff deputy pulled in. Small towns like Dickerson were extremely close knit. Someone had alerted her we were coming.

      Very cautiously, I exited the car, dragging my bag of clothes with me. Deputy Kuck backed the car up and almost burned rubber down the driveway.

      “Traitor,” I muttered, almost under my breath. Deputy Corey was nicer than Griff, but not by much. Since I was so young, he’d tried to make me laugh by telling me how just about everyone in town either misspelled or mispronounced his name. It was supposed to be spoken like you would say “cook,” but everyone called him “Kyook” or “Kook”. He told me he was half tempted to change it to Cook just to adapt.

      I couldn’t blame Kuck for leaving so fast. My grandmother Mary Kay Stickley-Vogel was a force to be reckoned with in Dickerson. The family was once part of North Carolina high society until my grandmother’s father lost it all during the Demon War. Not trusting the American banking system, he’d invested heavily in Europe. When the war came to its complete destructive end, he was a broken man. Everything was gone. All records, all the buildings, and especially all hard assets like gold and silver. In some cases, entire towns were wiped clean of everything. They only existed on maps and in people's memories. That didn’t stop Mary Kay, though. She married up as far as she was able and steamrolled the rest. Mom called her the church lady, a name I vowed to continue to call her.

      Forcing a smile, I climbed up the steps and into my grandmother’s embrace. Even as she squeezed me to her breast, I cut my eyes to Grandfather. Ernest Vogel had been a man of wealth and industry before he ran into Mary Kay. Now he just worked on cars and things in the barn out back. The church lady controlled everything now.

      Pulling me away from her, Grandmother looked me over, her beady eyes searching my face then giving me the once over. “You’re too skinny. That mother of yours didn’t feed you right. That’s the first thing we’ll fix.”

      She turned away from me and made to move into the house. I picked up my bag and she froze. Pointing a finger, she directed the first of many orders at me. “Leave it there. We’ll be getting you all new things. That ratty stuff isn’t even good for stuffing.”

      I looked to Grandfather for support but didn’t find any. Twenty-plus years with her, and he’d lost most of his will. He really only spoke to me in the barn. When surrounded by the things he loved, Grandfather was a different person. If Ernest had been more forceful with Mary Kay, my mother might not have needed all the uncles to survive.

      The family home was typical for the south. Two front rooms that no one ever sat in. A main living area and fancy dining room in the center of the house with stairs to bedrooms. The kitchen and prep areas took up the entire back of the house. Mary Kay had both a maid and a cook.

      I started for the stairs first thing. Both times Mom and I’d come here when I was small, we’d used her old room, so I did know the way.

      “Stop! You aren’t sleeping up there. We’ve fixed up a cot for you downstairs,” Grandmother announced before I’d taken a single step up.

      Downstairs? The basement? The last time I’d been down there it was dark, dank, and filled with old furniture and boxes.
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      My new room was an old single bed and a dresser right at the foot of the stairs. I’d nodded to both the maid and the cook as I passed through the kitchen, but neither of them looked at me or spoke.

      Sitting on my new bed, I gazed off into the darkness of the basement for a moment, contemplating my new situation. I could still speak up. Mom would come home, and I would take her place at the jail house. Wouldn’t that stick in the church lady’s craw. The little voice in my head kept telling me that Mom was much safer there, though. None of the Johns could reach her there. With that thought in my head I drifted off, still staring into the dark.

      It was the voices that woke me the next morning. The maid and cook were talking right above my head. I wasn’t sure which voice was which, since I couldn’t really even remember them speaking on the other times I was here.

      “That poor cub. Her mother’s fall from grace wasn’t her fault at all, but that woman will make it so. Being attacked as she was. Trust the wrong person, she did. Mark my words, this will end badly for the child,” the first voice remarked.

      “Rebecca, it’s not our place and you know it. What the family does isn’t our concern. Worry about the Pack first. We need these jobs to support them. Especially if we’re to get out of here,” the other voice replied.

      “The Pack leader claims it won’t be much longer. Public opinion has changed. The humans fear us less now,” Rebecca said. “We just need to hang on.”

      There was a snort from the other woman. “Hang on, she says. You're not the one that has slaved away for these people for longer than the youngling has been alive. I was master Stickley’s cook when he was a child. There was a human that treated our kind well. His daughter, not so much.”

      “Sybil, the Pack leader says–” Rebecca started to say.

      “The Pack leader this and the Pack leader that. Is he here with us? We toil too much in subservient positions for these creatures. I’m half tempted to leave and go to Kentucky. There’s a free hidden colony under a true leader there,” Sybil replied. “Robert Moore is a true Alpha.”

      “No. You will be outcast if you do that. Please don’t,” Rebecca whined.

      I shifted on my cot so I might hear better, and the frame squeaked.

      “Hush now, I think the cub is awake,” Sybil directed. “We’ll discuss this later.”

      Silently, I cursed my bed. Hearing their conversation clued me into the Weres’ situation. We’d learned about the other species of man in school. Not that they called them that. According to my mother, the paranormal races saved humankind and were repaid in hatred.

      Grandmother and her family hired the ladies upstairs from the local reservation. As sort of a work release program, some Weres worked amongst humans with heavy restrictions for very low wages.

      Still dressed in the clothes I’d worn yesterday, I climbed the stairs, and stepped out into the kitchen.

      “Are you hungry, child?” the woman whose voice I recognized as Sybil asked.

      “Yes,” I stuttered out. Cutting my eyes to the left I watched the maid, Rebecca, as she pretended to clean the room. A small prep table sat in one corner. Pulling out a chair, I sat down.

      A brief look of shock passed over both women. If I hadn’t been looking at them, I might have missed it. They weren’t used to members of the family sitting amongst them.

      Sybil brought me a bowl of porridge, which I dug into like it was the last bowl on earth. I’d barely eaten anything the day before. Pausing for a moment and pointing skyward, I asked, “What time do they rise?”

      “They’ll be at least another hour. You are up very early, Miss Genevieve,” Sybil replied.

      I shook my head. “Gen. Please call me Gen, Sybil. You too, Rebecca. Call me Gen.”

      At the use of their names, the women froze. If Grandmother even knew their real names, she’d not use them. To her, servants were beneath notice. Cook and Maid were the only names she or Grandfather used.

      “At least when the church lady isn’t around. Is that better?” I corrected.

      “Oh, of course, Miss…I mean of course, Gen,” Rebecca said with a little smile on her lips. “We were sorry to hear of your mother’s issues…”

      “Thank you. She didn’t do it, just so you know,” I replied to them. “He just...died there. We were asleep.”

      It was my first attempt at what I considered a true lie, telling an untruth as if it were true. Weres could smell a lie.

      Both of them nodded.

      “Can you prove it? We know little of human law, but proof is needed. That much I understand,” Sybil answered.

      “No, not really. Mom has a reputation and he was her last visitor,” I answered, continuing my fake story.

      Rebecca opened her mouth to say something but quickly closed it. Cutting her eyes to the entryway she whispered, “Your grandmother approaches.”

      Sybil snatched the bowl and spoon from me and busied herself at the sink.

      “Genevieve! In this house, you are not to sink to the level of servants. Not everyone is like your mother.” Looking me over, she frowned. “Have you nothing else to wear? A gunny sack would be better than that!”

      “You wouldn’t let me bring my other clothes in yesterday,” I informed her.

      The old lady that was my grandmother scowled at me. “We don’t talk back to our betters in this house, young lady. Come with me. Now!”

      I cast a doleful glance to the two Weres in the kitchen, but both of them were head down in their pretend work. Resigned, I followed after my grandmother to my doom.
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      “Spare the rod, spoil the child.” Eryan Meyers gritted his teeth, making his face resemble that of a skull.

      The headmaster of my new school, Church of the Heavenly Offering, Meyers was taking his anger out on me, again.

      “You will learn to obey your elders if it kills me,” Meyers yelled as he took another whack at my backside. “No child of a whore is better than me!”

      I could hear the swish through the air each time he brought the paddle down. If it weren’t for my jeans, he might’ve broken the skin, he was hitting me so hard.

      Whack!

      “Go back to class! Tell your grandmother to expect a call from me,” the headmaster growled.

      I snorted but kept silent, for now. Like I was telling the Church Lady that! This guy was bad enough not to drag her into things.

      The CHO was the preeminent, and only, private school in Dickerson. Doubling as a church, it had attracted every well-heeled family in town. All my classmates’ parents were rich. I might have been the unwanted black sheep of the group, but my grandmother was the queen bee. Ignoring all the comments, hatred, and influence, she insisted that I get a good education.

      “We will wash the impurities from you as you join the light of God!” It was what the church lady had said on my first day of school. That was also the first day in a long line of beatings.

      Whack!

      “Do you promise to obey your teachers?” Headmaster Meyers asked as he drew back the paddle for another lash.

      Looking over my shoulder I smirked at him. “Why? Anything I say is useless, anyway.”

      As if in slow motion the paddle came down, striking my backside for the tenth time today. “Get your ass back to class!”

      Wincing in pain I never looked back at the man. Hypocrites and liars didn’t deserve my attention. Besides, I’d just now thought of the perfect way to kill him. Poetic justice, in a way. Walking back to class, I allowed a smile. Meyer would get his, just like Mrs. Spalding did.
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      Onda Spalding. She was one of the oldest teachers at the CHO, and one of the meanest. Speaking out in class against her always involved a trip to the headmaster. I should know. I did it almost daily.

      It was my first year at the new school. Mom had been convicted and jailed for something I had done. Not able to speak out, I could only read in the paper about the trial’s outcome. Grandmother never allowed me to see my mother until she was sent to the state Central prison in Raleigh. Many of the inmates called the place Little Alcatraz.

      Children can be cruel, and the rich kids in Dickerson even more so. It didn’t help that many of their daddies had been some of the “uncles” visiting us. Their mothers were vengeful and rabid, telling their own kids hateful untruths about us. At every turn, I was beaten and taunted. That was until I started to fight back. Boys and girls that got too close to me might suffer a bloody nose or bruised ego.

      The sins of the mother shouldn’t be felt by the child. That was the thought of many of the teachers at CHO. They were the ones who had studied the case, read the reports, and witnessed the verdict. My part in things wasn’t even thought of or considered. I was a child. Mrs. Spaulding was different, though. Luther Neal was her cousin.

      “Miss Vogel, the headmaster!”

      “Miss Vogel, two hours of detention.”

      “You are the devil incarnate. Get out of my class.”

      On and on the abuse went. My word against hers. Many times, at the beginning, I actually tried to win her over. I answered many of her questions in class with the correct answers, but then she would accuse me of cheating, or talking out of turn. Depending on her mood, the accusations would escalate. Blasphemy, theft…the sheriff was called that for that one.

      “Genevieve, I’m going to ask you just once. Did you take Mrs. Strickland’s wallet and things from her desk?” Sheriff Smith asked me. He and Griff, his deputy, confronted me in the headmaster’s office.

      Headmaster Meyer grunted in disgust. “She’s the worst student here. Of course she did it. Why are you even bothering to ask her?”

      Cutting his eyes to one side, Smith glared at the headmaster. “Stop. My question is for Genevieve, here.” Bending down to my level the big man asked again, “Well?”

      “No, sir. I didn’t do it,” I replied.

      “Liar!” Headmaster Meyer shouted.

      Sheriff Smith straightened up and turned towards Meyer. “Step outside, please.”

      “I will do no such thing. This is my office,” Meyer said, scowling.

      Smith said a single word and pointed his finger, “Griff?”

      Grabbing the headmaster by the arm roughly, Griff manhandled him out of the room. “Come quietly and I won’t lock you up for being an asshole.”

      When both men left the office, the sheriff closed the door. “Now. Your story please.”

      Bowing my head a little, I forced a tear to come out. After the first beating by both the headmaster and my grandmother, I’d promised myself to never cry out, to never shed a tear, to never, ever give in. My life, my rules. Going to jail for something I didn’t do wasn’t part of any of my plans, though.

      Both my eyes were brimming with unshed tears as I looked back at “Uncle” Bear. “There was no way it was me. Grandfather dropped me off at seven sharp this morning. I owed Miss Cumming a hundred “I won’t talk in class” sentences on the board, so I went straight to her classroom. First bell was at eight and classes started. I had history with Mr. King, and he made me stand in the corner the entire time. You can ask them.”

      Sheriff Smith frowned. “Is this place so hard for you, young Gen?”

      “Yes. But it’ll be ok. Unc…I mean Sheriff. They just hate me here. Did you know Mrs. Spalding was related to that Luther guy?” I inserted innocently.

      Smith’s eyes widened. “Looks like you might make a good investigator or something one day. You could even work for me when you get older.”

      I sniffed as if crying. “Did you love my momma?”

      “Gen…” The sheriff shook his head. “Now is not the time for that. Not sure when or if there is a time for that. Buck up. She wouldn’t want you to give in to the assholes and you know it. I’ll investigate this, but you best not be lying to me now.”

      “I’m not. Thanks for the offer but I intend to leave this place as soon as I’m able,” I said, showing intelligence beyond my years.

      Turns out he did investigate discovering relationships unknown to the town gossips about the families involved. The items missing were found among Mrs. Spaulding’s things at her house. On the kitchen table, actually. All potential charges against me were officially dropped, at least by the school. Spaulding was suspended for a month without pay. That didn’t stop the headmaster from taking his revenge.

      “Don’t think you’re getting away with embarrassing this school like this, young lady. If it wasn’t for that battle-axe of a grandmother, your ass would’ve been out of here a long time ago. In payment for the disgraceful events this afternoon, I have a special assignment for you. Yard work,” Meyer said with a smile.

      I couldn’t believe the man. They accuse me of stealing, get proven wrong, and then punish me for it. “What kind of yard work? Mr. Alston not able to start his mower today?”

      Alexander Alston was the groundskeeper for the school and an all-around nice person. He was one of the very few who’d never said a cross word to my face.

      Meyer smiled. I could almost see the evil gleam in his eyes. “Our school pays hundreds of dollars a year for groundskeepers. We’ve decided to make use of students such as yourself who need help. From now on, there will be no more study hall or after-school detention. You and any other miscreants we find will do that job for us.”
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        * * *

      

      “What did you do now, Miss Gen?” Francis asked me as I staggered into the kitchen.

      I must have looked a sight. My school uniform stuck to me like glue, leaves and grass in my hair, and dirty shoes. Mowing, raking, and digging was harder than it looked. Farmer wasn’t something I wanted to be in the future.

      Grimacing, I filled both ladies in on my newest troubles. “I hate that man. Why does grandmother allow him to do this kind of thing?”

      Both Were women just stared at me. On the reservation, there was only the most basic of an education system. Kids were expected to work, not learn. I’d gotten closer to these two than my grandmother in the year or so since Mom’s trial.

      Waving my hands, I explained. “Forget I asked you. Humans. We do the damnedest things.”

      Francis grunted, clearing her throat. “It’s a status thing with her. Her father sent her there, too.”

      I nodded, acknowledging her comment. Francis would know. She’d been here for years, almost as long as the reservation had been in the area. “Grandmother is my cross to bear. Headmaster Meyer is another matter, though.”

      Tipping the kitchen chair back against the wall I started thinking of ways to get rid of him. It needed to be an accident, though. An outright murder would attract too much attention. Spaulding was on my list as well, but Meyer moved up on that list when he made me the lawn girl.

      The perfect accident is hard to think up. Sabotaging the man’s car was out. I’d already done that once, just last year. I closed my eyes and savored that moment.
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      Mr. Pace was CHO’s primary science teacher and the biggest liar in the place.

      “Open your books to chapter one. Science is the study of the natural world through experimentation but as Christians, you only have to understand it represents man’s knowledge. Tampering with God’s laws is against the faith and Him,” Pace droned. “In my class, we’ll be looking at the world that God gave us. Save the advancement crap for college.”

      Girls weren’t expected to know anything about science, so Pace never called on us. Ever since the death of ‘Uncle Luthor’, I’d been interested in how the body worked and how blood flows through the body. Not being able to ask anything made me mad. So mad that I started plotting against him.

      How do you kill a man without touching him directly? That was my first challenge, so I started watching him on the sly as much as I could. Where he went, lived, shopped, and how he got there. Small towns were nice, in that there wasn’t all that much ground to cover, and that most everyone knew everyone. Finding out most of what I wanted wasn’t too hard.
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      “Young Gen, is there a reason you’re so far from home?” Sheriff Smith asked me as he leaned against his patrol car.

      Internally, I was wincing. A police car had pulled up behind my hiding spot and I hadn’t noticed at all. Picking up the small bucket next to me, I turned toward the man I used to call Uncle Bear. “Would you like some berries, Sheriff?”

      Bear frowned as he scrutinized me. “Berries? What kind?”

      Smiling, I tried to keep my voice both calm and light. “Boysenberries and blueberries. The bushes down around Grandma’s are all picked out, so I thought I’d try higher up the mountain.”

      I wasn’t telling him a complete untruth. The estate did indeed have a multitude of berry bushes, but the church lady considered them to be a crop, so she had sold them. If I looked really hard along the edges of the property I might, might, come away with a small bucket or two, but that would take me at least an entire day. Up here, the plants were everywhere, and for the most part, free. Or at least unclaimed.

      “These for sellin’ or eatin’?” Bear asked me. He pushed off the car and took a single step closer to me.

      “Eating. Grandmother would tan my hide if she caught me selling stuff. Especially berries. You know that,” I answered.

      I held out the bucket for him to inspect and he pulled out a small handful. Rolling them around in his hand for a moment, he sampled them. “Not bad.” Bear motioned with his hand. “When I was about your age, I used to pick blackberries like that.”

      “Those things are too prickly for me. The last time I went into a patch I got stickers all over me and ripped my new dress. Blueberries are easier,” I explained to him.

      “True,” he said, and he gave me kind of a sad smile. “You be careful up here all alone, child. We haven’t had any bear sightings in a while but that doesn’t mean they aren’t around. The Newton farm is just over that rise as well, and they don’t appreciate trespassers of any kind. Your gran would be hard pressed to tangle with those folks, so you might reconsider your berry picking spots, understand?” He popped the last of his berries into his mouth.

      I nodded. “Should I ask them first?”

      “No. Just think of this as your last time up here without supervision. Check with your grandpappy first. If he says it’s okay, then let him deal with the Newtons. Okay?” the sheriff asked me.

      “May I take the berries?” I asked him. Turning to my right, I could see both Mr. Pace’s house and the road down the mountain. “I’ll start walking.”

      Bear shook his head. “Climb on in. You can ride down with me.”

      Stepping closer to the big man, I handed him the bucket even as I reached for the rear door of his sedan.

      “No. Up front with me,” Bear directed. “Only bad people ride back there.”

      Part of me wanted to contest that statement, but the reasoning part of me could only smile. He didn’t think I was a bad person!

      It was the ride down that confirmed for me how I was going to kill Mr. Pace. In my head it made total sense, but in practice I knew it was probably impossible. I needed to talk to Grandfather about it. He might know the answer I needed.
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      Driving down a mountain was easy. Stopping wasn’t. Sheriff Smith may have known his way around, but he took all the curves and bumps extra slow on his way down.

      “When you learn to drive, you be careful. It’s roads like this one that get folks killed,” Bear explained to me. He was pressing on his brakes a lot. “Do you see all the curves and dips?”

      I croaked out, “Yes,” even as the car lurched to one side again. Even with the seatbelt on, I was having to brace myself against the door to keep from falling over.

      “Each one of them used to be a house or homestead. See, when the early settlers came they would make a road to their house, but not past it. They only needed to go to town, not anywhere else. So as more and more folks built houses, they would make the road go farther and farther. Why cut a new one when one already existed? The houses might not be there anymore, but the road still is.” Bear jerked the wheel suddenly and applied the brake as the car slid through another turn throwing rocks and dirt everywhere. The shocks on the car barely kept it level. “Fun, right?”

      “Sure.” It was almost making me sick, but it gave me such a good idea at the same time. Why burn down the man’s house when I could use the mountain against him? It might be the perfect accident, and so much less to carry up there to do the job.  “Don’t you worry about sliding off the road?”

      Hitting a low spot the car seemed to jump and swerve as Bear wrenched the wheel to stay on the road. Bursting through a patch of roadside weeds the car’s presence frightened half to death a pair of crows and a rabbit.

      “Little girl, I’ve been driving up and down this mountain half my life. I’ve got this,” Bear exclaimed as the road suddenly leveled out. “See, no problem.”

      I nodded. “It looks a lot less hilly on foot.”

      “That’s the city in you showing. Your momma should have let you out of the house more often,” the sheriff replied.

      Staring at his face, I saw something there I hadn’t seen before. Regret. Bear truly missed my mother. He looked over at me and then quickly looked away. “She’ll come home one day, Gen.”

      Continuing to stare, I corrected him. “No she won’t. And you know it.”

      Bear refused to look at me the rest of the way home. Not wanting Grandmother to see the police car, I asked him to drop me off at the corner.

      “You stay off that mountain now, understand?” Bear told me as he drove off.

      Cutting through the woods bordering the estate, I went straight for Grandfather’s barn. Making Mr. Pace’s death look like an accident would take more planning than I had thought. I knew so very little about how cars worked, but Ernest Vogel did. Maybe it was time for some engineering lessons.
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        * * *

      

      “Tell me again why you want to learn this stuff?” my grandfather asked as he slid out from under the 1957 Chevy that was up on blocks.

      “Because. Do I have to have a reason?” I replied. The former barn-turned-garage was Grandfather’s domain. The church lady didn’t come out here, ever. If she needed him, she would either call on the intercom or send one of the help. Getting her hands dirty wasn’t part of her personality.

      Pushing himself up to a sitting position, Grandfather looked me in the eyes. “If she finds out, there’ll be trouble.”

      I shrugged. “So? It’s not like she hasn’t punished me before.”

      “True. How about this. I’ll tell your grandmother that you’re doing some work out here for me, cleaning up and sorting through boxes, and you help me with this new project of mine.” He looked at me sternly and shook his finger at me. “I expect you to be on time, right after school, and dressed for messes. Old clothes or something she won’t miss. Lots of grease and dirt out here. Understood?”

      I nodded. This was the most Grandfather had said to me in entire year I’d been here. I was starting to think he didn’t know how to talk! “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Now off you go. Dinner’s in a half hour and she’s already looking for you,” he pointed out.

      Closing my eyes, I shook my head. “Sorry. I was picking berries.”

      Grandfather smiled. “I know. You’ve got berry juice all over you. Best to not let her see that, old clothes or not. She’s possessive of those bushes out there.”

      “I’ll change in the laundry. Thank you.” Jumping to my feet, I ran toward the house. If I was careful, she wouldn't see me.

      The next day after I got home, I started work with my grandfather.

      “This is a 1957 Chevy Bel Air Sport model. I bought it new just last year,” Grandfather explained. The car was still up on blocks but now the engine was out of it.

      Wiggling my fingers at the shell of a car in front of me, I asked the obvious question. “What happened to it?”

      “Did you know I’m an engineer?” Grandfather asked me.

      I nodded. “Momma said something once about you. I thought she meant you drove trains.”

      “Ha! She would let you believe that,” Grandfather chuckled. He shook his head in remembrance. “Not that kind of engineer. No choo choos here. I’m the sort that builds things. Engines and mechanical wonders are more my sort of thing. I like to tinker on things.”

      He ran his hands down the front of the car and over the fender. “Ford rolled out something called a Ranchero this year. It’s sort of a car truck hybrid. Do you know what I mean by hybrid?”

      I screwed up my face and cocked my head just a bit. Science fascinated me, and I’d been reading on a more advanced level for more than a year now, but I didn’t want him to know that. “Maybe? Is it when you take two different things and make one thing?”

      “Exactly! If I had a Kewpie doll I’d give you one!” Grandfather smiled at me. “So Ford. Being a Chevy man, I don’t want one of those, so I thought I’d make my own. A man, who shall remain nameless, that I went to school with slipped me a set of plans for what Ford is building. Using them as a base, I created my own model.”

      Pointing around the barn, he started naming off car models. “That over there is a 1956 Nomad and the other one is a 3100. It’s my intention to take the front end of the Bel Air on the Nomad frame and use the rear end of the 3100 as the bed. It will have that distinctive nose, but the ass of a truck. The Fleet side trim from that truck should match up pretty well with the Bel Air.”

      I didn’t know anything about cars other than they looked easy to drive. Mom didn’t have one and Grandmother only used a limo. It sounded a bit crazy, though. “Why not just make the truck all fancy?”

      “Good question. I like pretty things and driving a plain old truck is boring. Trust me, this will be so much fun when it’s done,” he replied. “Besides, you know your grandmother won’t ride in it.”

      It took more than my allotted week to figure out what I needed to know. The science and engineering part of how cars work was totally fascinating to me. If I wasn’t so set on going into the medical field, I might do this. The tiny voice in the back of my head thought that knowing this stuff would help me along the way. Especially in my hobbies.

      “How does the brake system work on this car? I mean you told me that all the fluid is up here, but how does it get down there?” I pointed to the engine.

      Grandfather followed my finger and stared down at the engine. “Right. That’s the master cylinder. What happens is when you apply pressure inside the cockpit of the car it compresses the fluid inside the lines, pushing the brake pads forward. It’s the friction they cause that ultimately stops the car. Without the fluid the brakes barely work.”

      “Right. So how does it get to the brakes?” I asked. There were a couple of lines coming out of the part, but I couldn’t see where they went.

      “Ah. Let me show you. Grab that roller over there.” Grandfather pointed to a mechanics roller board. “Hop on and lie down. We’ll slip up under the chassis and I’ll show you.”

      Using his flashlight and screwdriver, grandfather showed me all the connections. Where the fuel pump sat and where the lines were. How to tell the difference between them and the brakes. What tools to use to disconnect and what to look for if they leaked. “You’re a bit young right now, but in the future this all might come in handy. A little technical knowledge is good for you.”

      Of that I agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Tonight was a new moon, according to the Farmers’ Almanac. If I was going to do what I’d planned, I could only do it now.

      Getting out of the house was easy. As was having the proper tools for the job. Grandfather really did have me clean out the shop, and then the attic, to appease Grandmother. During the course of my cleaning, I discovered many lost items. Like several tool boxes and missing gadgets. He’d given me one of the boxes as payment for my help.

      Mr. Pace drove a Ford, but according to Grandfather, the connectors were mostly the same, so I only took those tools I could carry easily. In my head, the plan would work. I hoped. Maiming the man just wouldn’t do. He never let any of the girls in class even touch the materials the boys got. If we tried, like I did more than once, we’d get a spanking and detention. I held the record for the most hours served this year.

      I was breathing hard when I got to the house. My berry picking adventures had shown me both a way up and down that wasn’t in complete sight of the road. As long as the moon stayed dark and nobody hit me with a light, I was safe. Deer season was more than a month away, as well. The irony of getting shot while plotting a murder wasn’t lost on me.

      Pace lived in an old cabin near the top of the mountain. It had been modernized a bit with running water and electricity, but was still way more rustic than even the place I’d lived with mom. His car was nicer than his whole house!

      Crouching down beside the car, I scanned the road and yard for any sign of movement. The house was completely dark and only the sound of crickets and cicadas filled the air. As silently as I could, I slid under the car’s front end. It took more than an hour to locate and loosen what I needed. Anyone can tamper with brake lines. It took a true master to loosen them just so.
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        * * *

      

      Howard Pace was having a good morning. He’d woken up early, broke his fast, and gathered up the notes he’d made for the day. Monday morning pop quizzes were a favorite of his.

      The green 1953 Ford his mother had left him sat in the driveway. She’d been such a huge drag on his life that her passing was a blessing in disguise. Getting both the car and the house was a bonus. He’d thought for sure that his Uncle Jim would get it all, but Uncle Jim wasn’t a church-going-man, and Howard was. Giving the car a pat, he smiled to himself again. Too bad so sad, Uncle Jim.

      Sliding into the car, Howard gave the green interior a swipe with his sleeve. Time to give it a good clean soon. Protecting his investment was always a good idea. As usual, the car started right up. Checking carefully behind him, he put it in reverse and backed up.

      “Hmm, that’s funny,” Howard muttered to himself. The car gave almost a hiccup when he threw it in gear and started down the hill. There was more give to the brake pedal than usual. He made a mental note to drop it off at the service station.

      Giving the car some gas, he started down the mountain. If the test went well, he’d squeeze in more of the lesson plan and assign some homework. A typical Monday. At the first bend in the road he depressed the brake pedal to slow down.

      Under the hood of his car a brake line gave way. It was only screwed in a quarter of a turn and when the pressure hit it, it popped out. Brake fluid sprayed like a water hose until it was gone.

      “The hell?” Howard cursed as his foot moved all the way to the floor of the car. Pumping the pedal, he tried to build up pressure to apply the brakes. Instead of further compressing things, it emptied out the majority of the special fluid.

      The car continued to build speed on the turns. Howard jerked the wheel to one side, trying to use the skid to slow him down, but to no avail. Reaching down near the floorboard, he gave the emergency brake a pull.

      Under the car there was a ping that Howard couldn’t hear. It was the sound the cable equalizer makes as it separates from the cables attached to the handler. There was no stopping the car now.

      This wasn’t the movies, and Howard knew it. A crappy science teacher he might be, but he was qualified to teach it. Jumping out of a moving car was a death sentence. Maybe, just maybe he could ride it down. There weren’t that many trees in the way.

      At the second major turn he twisted the wheel to one side, causing the car to slide and almost topple over. Physics might just be a bunch of numbers, but he was running through them as fast as he could. But as he approached the next turn, his luck ran out. Sliding sideways just wasn’t the same on concrete, and the moment the wheels touched it they sent the car spinning sideways into the brush along the road.

      “Oh Shit!” Howard screamed as the car spun like a sideways top through the weeds across the inside of the curve and across the road. The momentum of the car was slowed just enough as it slammed into the curb along the downward slope of the mountain.

      Howard groaned. Every part of his body hurt. Glasses broken, arm twisted, one of his legs hurting so bad it had to be dislocated, he fumbled at the door. “Have to get out.”

      He couldn’t see straight, and completely missed the fact the car was balanced upon the edge. Sliding out he stepped down.

      “Aaaaa!” Pace screamed as his foot landed on nothing but air and he all but jumped down the mountain. The rocking motion of him leaving the car unbalanced it and tipped it over.

      Anyone looking up the mountain would have seen what looked like a man racing a car in a losing battle downhill.
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      Burning down someone's house with them inside sounds like a good idea, but they can still escape. Figuring out how to prevent that and still have it look like an accident was the big problem. If I was going to kill the headmaster, I would have to make it the perfect murder.

      I’m not a firebug. Later in life, I found out that was what police called arsonists that got off on fire. To them it was beautiful and seductive. They could sit and watch the orange and red flame forever. Psychologists claimed that what firebugs did was a gateway to suicide and animal mutilation. Surprisingly, women were the most prevalent arsonists. It was often a way to seek revenge upon someone. I just want justice, not a feel-good drug. Fire is a tool, that’s all.

      An accident in the kitchen at home gave me an idea of how I might do it. The perfect way to immobilize the man.

      “Miss Gen, will you sit down and stop pacing? You’re dirtying up my floor,” Francis remarked as she ran the mop over where I just walked. The kitchen smelled strongly of bleach.

      It was Wednesday, and I’d just gotten home from another day of mowing. I knew the school had it in for me, but this was ridiculous. For more than a solid week now, I’d been the only student on lawn duty. All the others had their parents complain and were allowed to attend the new after-school study hall. Grandmother was useless. She cared less about me than the headmaster did.

      Sighing, I plopped down in the kitchen chair. As my weight hit it, the table lurched a bit, shaking all the bottles and things sitting on it.

      “Watch out!” Francis cried out. A large bottle of vinegar rolled off the table, hitting the floor with a crash. Shattered glass flew everywhere.

      Jumping up, I started apologizing. “Sorry! Let me help.”

      I reached down and started to pick up the larger chunks of glass, but suddenly felt a bit faint. “What…what…” Steadying myself, I gripped the edge of the table. Faint wisps of...something were curling up from the floor.

      “Child, you need to get outside.” Showing strength I didn’t know she had, Francis scooped me up with one arm and opened the door with another. Much faster than a human, the Were woman quickly opened up the windows to air out the kitchen.

      Gasping, I forced more air into my lungs. Like there was suddenly two of everything, my vision was all wobbly. “What happened in there?”

      “Them chemicals can kill you if you mix them. Every cook in the world knows about bleach and ammonia. Always watch what you’re doing in the kitchen. Sit out here a pace while I get that mess cleaned up,” Francis instructed me.

      Kitchen chemicals could kill you? That was news to me.
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        * * *

      

      “Bleach and vinegar? Be sure to thank your cook when you go home, Miss Vogel. She may have saved your life,” William Ney, the new science teacher stated. He’d been with us for about a week now. Tall and thin, he had a half-starved look about him. “By accident, you created chlorine gas.”

      “Clor...what? How did I do that?” I asked him.

      Mr. Ney turned to the chalkboard. His hands had ugly brown spots on them and they shook a little as he scratched away with the chalk “We haven’t gone over this yet, but try to keep up. Bleach is actually sodium hypochlorite in a suspension of water. We’d write it like this.”

      Mr. Ney wrote on the board, then read it to me. “NaOCl + H2O.” I gave him a blank stare.

      “Hydrochloric acid is a caustic agent that can and will burn a hole right through you,” he said, pointing his chalk at me. “They use it to make batteries and to descale steel. When you increase the acidic level or PH of it, you get chlorine in a gaseous form. If you’d been in a closed room, you might have suffocated. They used a form of chlorine gas on the French front during the great war in 1915. High levels of the gas can contribute to fluid buildup inside the lungs. What doctors call pulmonary edema,” he explained. “Now, if what you spilled had been ammonia instead, you would have created chloramine vapor. While not as toxic as straight chlorine gas, it might have affected your lungs. That mixture in large amounts has the potential to turn into hydrazine, which can become explosive. Your cook deserves a raise for getting you out of there so fast.”

      I nodded, deep in thought. “But why wasn’t Francis affected as bad?”

      “She’s a Were you said?” Ney asked me.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “They have an unparalleled immune system, and their bodies have amazing self-curative powers. Cut off one of their fingers and it will actually grow back in a few days. I served with several Weres during the war,” Ney replied. “Politics aside, they are good folks.”

      “Yes, they are,” I replied.

      Thanking the man, I hurried off to my next class. For once, the school had hired a teacher who wasn’t sucking up to Meyer. Much older than the other teachers, I figured Mr. Ney was pretty near to retirement.

      Bleach and vinegar. Who would’ve thought that would be the answer. Now to set a trap and end a life. Justice needed to be served.
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      The school library didn’t have any books on locksmithing, but the public one had a few. Locks were interesting. Grandfather had already shown me the basics of how to open a car door. He couldn’t find the keys to the Nomad, so we had popped the locks with a slim jim. I couldn’t use that on a house, though.

      Pin tumbler locks were the most common type on household doors, according to the books I found. Actually picking a lock, though, was really hard. Using some of Grandmother’s bobby pins, I made some very crude tools. The tension wrench was just a bobby pin bent into an L shape. I made a raker by straightening out another one.

      I tried the back door and the attic first. In her infinite wisdom, Grandmother didn’t allow me a key to the house. I had to knock just like a visitor. Learning this would help me a lot.

      Grandmother had dragged Grandfather off to some charity event, so the house was deathly quiet tonight. Using the tension wrench, I applied a bit of pressure to the bottom of the attic door’s keyhole, called the plug. Then I started raking the other tool along the inside top of the keyhole. The idea was to cause the individual pins to loosen and unlock. There was a definite trick to it.

      After almost ten minutes of this, I managed to open the attic door successfully. Dusty stairs reached up into a part of the house I, until this moment, hadn’t had access to. Looking for a light, I patted both sides of the door, to no avail. I ducked into my room and grabbed one of the flashlights I’d found in the barn.

      Creak!

      The sudden noise elicited a slight scream from me. My heart was beating so fast I thought it might drum its way right out of my chest. Eyeing the steps in front of me, I carefully placed my foot closer to the wall where the nails secured the treads. I shifted my weight and continued to climb. Mental not to myself: pay more attention in the future. My life might depend upon it.

      Shining the light around the room, all I could see were boxes and furniture. Only a few of the boxes seemed to have any sort of order about them, and those were the ones that belonged to Grandfather. The rest were my mother’s. When she’d fallen from grace in the eyes of my grandmother, the servants had boxed her things instead of disposing of them. It made me wonder if the Church Lady even knew they were up here.

      Stacking and shifting the boxes took hours, but my efforts yielded a small partition hidden from direct view. I’d spent time and mapped out all the loose spots on the floor. Future trips to the attic would help me learn stealth and caution. If I was careful, this space could be where I would do my planning. Some things needed to be kept secret. From everyone.
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      “Nurse!”

      Like before, the cry for help broke me from my memories. It was a never-ending battle on the Demon ward. Way too many lost souls in pain and torment.

      “Chris, see what you can do with that one. I’ll see if Norton and Christine are done.” This shit was getting old. I thought about reporting those two all the time. But what would the point be?

      As usual, the door was closed and locked, a stethoscope draped over the knob.

      “What is this, a college dorm room?” I murmured even as I banged on the door.

      After a moment, a disheveled Doctor Norton yanked it open with a shout. “What?”

      My face didn’t show it, but I was raging inside. The sheer gall of this man. Ignoring the look he was giving me and his anger, I started right in, “We need Christine on the ward. And I’ve got a whole box of evals and med permissions that I need your signature on.”

      “We’re having an important meeting in here!” Norton thundered, trying to keep his composure.

      I shook my head. “No. Let’s not play that game, shall we? This,” I waved my hand over his shoulder and into his office, “is no secret from those of us that actually work here. Regardless of your needs, we have work to do out here.”

      Giving him a glare, I spun around to get back to work. He could try, but firing me wasn’t in the cards at the moment. With all the budget cuts, I was it up here. Something needed to be done about those two, though. The little voice inside of me gave me all sorts of fun and bloody things I could do to the both of them.

      “I just poked the bear. Expect Dr. Norton and company soon,” I said to Chris as I breezed past him.

      The overworked nurse looked up from the seemingly endless pile of files in abject horror. “What?”

      “We need the help!” I waved at the wings stretching out from our desk. “Some is better than none.”

      Chris looked at his watch. “Day shift will be here in three hours. We could’ve made it.”

      “No, we couldn’t. You know it and I know it. Something’s stirring them up tonight and we need all the help we can find.” Reaching over the desktop and past the files, I grabbed my nurses’ kit. “We may have to give Thorazine the lot of them? B ready for it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Damn that woman.” Norton twisted around to look at the bedraggled nurse climbing to her feet from underneath his desk. Christine was all fun and games, but Norton secretly had to admit that Genevieve was probably right to not trust her or him. He only saw his position here as a stepping stone to something greater. “Clean yourself up. We’ve got work to do.”

      Brushing her hair back from her face, the blond nurse forced a smile. Just a little bit longer and she would have had him wrapped around her finger yet again. Brushing her hair back from her face, the blond nurse forced a smile. Just a little bit longer and she would have had him wrapped around her finger yet again. They both knew sex was just a tool in her arsenal of tricks. She wanted something, and he was more than willing to let her work for it.

      “You said we had more time,” Christine whined. “I really wanted to show you that trick my roommate told me about. It’s something she picked up in France.”

      Norton stepped all the way back into his office and closed the door. “If you want to keep your job, you’ll do as I say.”

      Running her hands down both sides of her bulging breasts, the shell of the woman known as Christine approached the doctor. “You’re really sexy when you get all forceful like that.”

      Taking her outstretched hands into his, Norton pulled her closer and whispered, “You’ll see how forceful I can get later. Let’s go.”

      Christine pouted but buttoned up her blouse anyway. Using the small sink and mirror in the office, she quickly made her body presentable.

      Shaking his head and wondering if he was just that crazy, Norton yanked open his office door and stepped out into the bright light of the hallway. The usual dim area was lit up like it was day shift. The cries for help and succor were much louder now. He’d allowed his urges to interfere with his job and that wasn’t how things were supposed to work.

      “Honey, you need to fix that,” Christine said, pointing towards him even as she the door close behind him. Just like a man to leave he fly open as he exited a room.

      Looking down with a frown, Norton followed the direction of her finger. “For Christ’s sake.” Reaching down, he closed and buttoned his fly. “Take the patients on the left, I’ll check with the others and get the right.”

      Christine’s lips twitched, and as the door closed, Norton thought he saw just a trace of evil in Christine’s smile . Just a little bit longer and she’d have him.
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      Using muscle memory, the body that once housed the soul of Christine pulled the patient file from the box outside the room. Patient forty-five was screaming his head off about mice and rats in the walls.

      “They’re everywhere! Nurse! Bring me a gun, I have to stop them! They want to eat me!”

      Affecting a smile, the pretty blond bombshell stepped into the room. “Hello, I’m nurse Christine.”

      Forty-five writhed on the bed as if possessed. The former military man had been in the hospital for years, unable to handle the outside world. Ever since he’d left the battlefields of what remained of Europe, he’d felt that anything and everything was out to get him. This week it was small rodents. “They’re coming for me and this time they plan to eat me!”

      Smiling for real now, Christine approached forty-five’s bed. Catching the man’s eyes, she whispered, “Share your pain with me.”

      Shaking with nervous energy coupled with terror, Eugene Morse, forty-five’s real name, shook his head back and forth. He tried to stare only at the ceiling, but he couldn’t avoid the pretty nurse’s eyes. The faint green gleam they now embraced trapped him like the mice he feared.

      “Share everything with me, Eugene,” Christine murmured as she took his hand in hers. Eyes much brighter now, her brow wrinkled in concentration as she forced herself upon him.

      “I…” All his willpower gone, Eugene let go as his soul streamed out of his body like water from a hose.

      “Mmm. Nice, so much more satisfying than the doctor. You, my friend, are a welcome sight. Too bad it’s a one-time thing. Humans are so fragile that way,” Christine remarked even as she pulled all but a trace of Eugene out. “Think of this as a cure.”

      Eugene slowly blinked as his strength left him completely. It hurt to do anything other than breathe, and that was much harder than before. Choking, he managed to whisper a single word. “Why?”

      “The Horde was supposed to win but you and your people stopped us. Next time will be so very different,” Christine explained with a smile. Pleased with his struggles, she scanned what was left of him. “Hurry up and die, won’t you?”

      The former military leader could only sigh as his doom walked out. His family past and present were in his thoughts as he slipped into a coma.

      “You look pleased with yourself, Christine,” Dr. Norton remarked as he finally caught up to her. He’d gotten bogged down with med requests.

      “Just enjoying my job. It can be fulfilling sometimes,” Christine answered. Stepping closer to the man, she intentionally brushed up against him, running her hands across his body. Keeping her voice low, she whispered into his ear, “We should pick up where we left off.”

      Norton shifted uncomfortably as he felt a tightening in his groin. “Shift change is in less than an hour. We don’t have time for this.”

      Christine circled his ear with her tongue. “I thought you liked to live dangerously?”

      “Not at work I don’t. Christine, this has to stop!” Norton whispered back.

      Sliding her hands down the front of his pants Christine smiled. “Are you sure about that? Someone’s more than a bit naughty now.”

      Yanking her hands away from his body, Norton glared at the very forward nurse. “Stop it!” he demanded. Glancing both ways down the hallway, he yanked her into the closest room, closing the door behind them.

      “So forceful. Do you want to do it here or back in your office?” Christine cooed.

      “Damn it, Christine, we can’t do this anymore. They all know!” Norton half yelled.

      Checking the patient in the bed to see if he was conscious, she turned back to the good doctor. “Of course they know. You haven’t been very secret about our adventures together.”

      “This stops now. Everything that I am depends on this job. I have plans for the future,” Norton explained.

      Christine’s eyes flashed bright green for a split second. “Your future is what I say it is, doctor. I have proof of our little escapades, enough that will turn the heads of all the hospital administrators and even the press if it were to come out. You belong to me now.”

      Norton snorted, “I’m a well-respected doctor. Who’d believe you?”

      Raising her hand, Christine traced the shape of Norton’s face. Her eyes flashing green again, she replied with a cruel smile. “If they knew my power, everyone.”

      Doctor Norton recoiled from her, but she gripped his arm much harder. “I own you, body and soul. Did you truly think there wouldn’t be any consequences?”

      Pain the likes of which he’d never known radiated from where Christine held him. Grimacing in pain, he looked into her eyes but only evil resided there now.

      “Possession is nine tenths of the law after all,” Christine answered to his unasked question. “Welcome to the Horde.”
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        * * *

      

      Looking at the two of them I could only shake my head and give Chris a nudge. “So much for talking to him.”

      “What did you expect? She’s got him wrapped around her finger pretty tight. The higher ups won’t do squat and you know it,” he said to me, not even bothering to look up from his paperwork.

      “It just burns my biscuits is all. She gets away with not working and we, we have to do double or triple the work. I swear this pile gets bigger and bigger,” I replied, waving at all the files.

      Chris laughed. “You say that every night.”

      “Because it’s true,” I replied. As I stared at the files my mind started going over all the ways I could get rid of Christine and or Dr. Norton.

      This was a hospital and accidents do happen. Staring off into space, I thought back to some of my favorites. Grandmother was still at the very top of that list.
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        * * *

      

      “You can forget about your mother getting out of prison. There was a riot last week and she got twenty more years added to her sentence.” My grandmother just dropped that bomb on me at dinner. The sound of my silverware hitting the plate was the only sound at the table. “How?”

      The Church Lady smiled at me triumphantly. “She got what she deserved. Criminal behavior such as hers deserves punishment.”

      I blinked at her, not comprehending what she was getting at. I’d been trapped here in this house for five years. My mother was supposed to be released this very year; Grandfather kept me informed of the date. Now she wasn’t?

      “Is there a reason I’m just now hearing of this?” Grandfather asked.

      Grandmother glanced in his direction. All she did was stare at her husband for a long moment before speaking. “She tarnished our name. Why should we care about a little whore?”

      “Don’t call her that!” I shouted. “She’s my mother.”

      “Demon spawn is what she is and if you ever shout at me like that again you can join her in prison,” Grandmother growled. Standing, the church lady left the room.

      “Grandfather…” I held out my hands to the man I thought my co-conspirator against her.

      “Let me call my lawyer and see what’s what,” Grandfather stated as he too left the table.

      Looking down at the congealed mess that was once my dinner, I started to cry. I was never going to see my mom ever again and it was all my fault!

      Tell the truth, don’t tell the truth. Those were the things I kept repeating over and over and over again. For years now, I’d studied the law surrounding mom’s case. The local librarians were very helpful. If…If evidence was presented that could prove her innocence, she would be released. In a perfect world, that is. But other than my word, I had nothing. The knife was clean and gone. My clothes from that night had been soaked in bleach, hand-scrubbed, and hung up to dry. All done hours before Bear arrested her.

      “Damn it, if only…” if only I’d known what not to do then. Maybe it might not have turned out so bad. Pushing away from the table, I threw my napkin on top of my plate. I knew I should stay and help Frances, but Grandfather had the answers I needed.

      The office and library were Grandmother’s domain, so naturally they were the first place I looked for Grandfather. Since this concerned my mother, I thought they might be discussing it. But both rooms were silent and dark. Grandmother, as usual, was in her bedroom watching the idiot box. Sometime before I arrived on the scene, they had stopped sharing a bed and now lived at opposite sides of the house.

      Like a ghost, I slipped past her room and down the hall. Peering out a rear window, I could see lights on in the garage.

      “...you’re supposed to keep me in the loop here, George. It’s what I’m paying you for!” Grandfather growled into the phone. He was gripping the receiver so tightly his fingers were white. “What happened at the hearing?”

      I didn’t go in the front door, but slipped around to the rear and peeked in. This was the first time in five years I’d ever heard Grandfather raise his voice.

      “No, No, don’t give me that bullshit! She’s your client and a member of this family. Leaving her to rot is criminal!” Grandfather yelled into the phone. Whatever the voice on the other end was saying, it wasn’t good. Grandfather could give ghosts a scare, his face was so white. “Listen to me, you sanctimonious son of a bitch. You better file those papers in the morning or so help me God it will be the very last thing you do for this family!”

      Pacing back and forth, Grandfather nodded a couple of times, then suddenly stopped. Holding the phone up in front of his face, he yelled, “I don’t care what she said! You work for me! Do your job or I’ll find someone to do it for you. Understand?”

      Letting his hands drop to his sides, Grandfather dropped the phone then brought both hands up to his face. I could hear the sobs as he allowed himself to cry.

      I pulled my head back out and sat down against the door. Whatever just happened didn’t sound good.

      “Gen, I know you’re there, you can come inside,” Grandfather commented.

      Rolling over onto my knees I half crawled half stumbled to my feet into the garage. Looking up at Grandfather, I could see just the ghost of a smile at my antics. “Sorry,” I said.

      He sighed. “No need for you to be sorry, kid. Your grandmother did this, just so you know.” Motioning to the dropped phone, he explained. “That was George, my lawyer. Your mother was involved in what the prison is calling a riot. Several inmates got into a fight over something that spread into the kitchen where she works. Everyone in the room was implicated, whether they fought or not. George, when he was informed of it, notified your grandmother.”

      I nodded. So it really was her fault, then.

      Looking at my expression, he nodded. “Right. She sat on it. I won’t try and defend her to you, Gen. She’s just not the woman I fell in love with anymore.”

      “Why stay with her so long, then?” I blurted out, covering my face even as I said it.

      “Security...Familiarity…I don’t know. We’re stuck with her now, though,” he replied sadly.

      “Can’t you divorce her or something?” In for a penny, in for a pound. What would he do, punish me for asking?

      Grandfather snorted and half laughed at my question. “Good one. She would cut me off at the knees. She practically runs the town, in case you haven’t figured that one out yet. I’d have to go to Raleigh to do it. Not an option, young one. She might take it all out on you, and that is something I will not allow.”

      Standing a bit straighter, I replied, “I can take care of myself.”

      “Yes you can,” he pointed towards the house. “But that woman in there gives new meaning to the word terror. This is my fight, but thank you. Can you sneak back inside on your own?”

      I gave him a big hug and slipped out the back and into the house. Like before, it was deathly still inside.

      Ever so faintly I could hear Grandmother’s distinctive snore as I carefully climbed the stairs to the attic. My night wasn’t over. If Grandfather couldn’t do anything to her, then it was up to me.
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        * * *

      

      Over the past year or so, my attic fort had grown. I’d acquired a table and a chair, as well as planning boards and other materials. Even after helping to clean and organize it, the barn still held many secrets. Old camping supplies gave up a nice Coleman lantern, as well as sleeping bags I could use to muffle the floor. Unless you stood directly next to it, you wouldn’t have found it.

      The fear of being caught kept my notes short and in a code of my own making. Two columns stood out, though. I had labeled them “Ways to Go” and “Task Difficulty.” Fire was the at the top of the list, but I’d given it a ten for difficulty. To get her that way, I’d have to sacrifice the house and I was still living in it. Plus, Grandfather might try and save her still. Grandmother didn’t drive. There was a hired man for that. In my eyes, he was an innocent and not acceptable collateral for her death. Poison was too random and pushing her down the stairs was too violent, even for me. Plus she might survive it. I was up half the night plotting but couldn’t come up with a single thing.

      “You need to get more sleep Gen. You look a fright,” Frances remarked as she stirred the pot of porridge on the stove. School was at seven and the bus picked up at six thirty. I’d finally crawled into bed around four.

      Rubbing my eyes, I tried to smile at the old Were woman. “My momma’s never getting out of jail.”

      Frances listened as I recounted what I’d heard last night. She could only nod in response. After a long moment, she started to speak. “Things change child, and sometimes we cannot control the outcome. My people put their trust in humanity, and you see how that worked out. Your grandmother is a hard woman, but she has to be to survive in man’s world. Keep that in mind before you lay too much in judgement against her.”

      Her words followed me out the door to the stoop to wait for the bus. There had to be at least some spark of decency in the woman, since she did take me in, but I sure didn’t see it. Frances had been working here for longer than I was alive. I shook my head at the consequences. I would still find a way to make her go.

      “Crawk!”

      Looking up, I spotted one of the two large crows that recently had begun nesting in the barn. They seemed to follow me everywhere I went, fouling the ground with their droppings.

      “Shoo!” I shouted and motioned at the bird.

      “Crawk!” Launching itself from the tree, the bird flapped its way down to the ground. Strutting like a fancy dressed man on a Sunday night, the bird all but stalked me down the sidewalk.

      “Stupid bird,” I muttered as I looked for something to chuck at it, but the groundskeeper had beaten me to everything already.

      “Scared of a black chicken, Vogel?”

      Inwardly I groaned. Tommy Perkins lived down the block and he used my stoop as a pick-up spot as well. His father was the town’s attorney. “It’s just a bird.”

      “Maybe you ought to tell it to visit your mom the jailbird then,” Tommy pointed out.

      Holding up my fist I warned him, “Take it back. You know I’ll do it!”

      Waving his hands in front of his face, he quickly apologized to me. “Sorry, I was just funning.”

      “No you weren’t. I will break it next time, remember that,” I raised my fist again.

      That was something else that had changed over the past couple of years. I stopped letting the other kids walk all over me at school. I couldn’t do much to the ones bigger than me, but those my own age and younger were scared of me now. All it took was punching out a couple of bullies, Tommy included. Girls weren’t supposed to fight boys, but the new headmaster looked the other way once Grandmother got involved. She wanted me at that school and it didn’t make a damn bit of difference to her, no matter what I did.

      “Who’s the new kid?” I asked Tommy as we both climbed into the school bus.

      “Brown something. His parents bought the old Crenshaw place down the street. My sister said he has the plague,” Tommy remarked offhandedly. He was always a little shit, not caring about anyone’s feelings.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked him, peering at the back of the kid’s head.

      Tommy held up his hands. “Truth to God. Sarah told me he has to take injections all the time. She said the nurse at school had to take a special class. How bad are you if the teachers have to have schooling?”

      I punched him in shoulder as hard as I could. “Idiot. If he was sick, they’d have him in the hospital. What’s really wrong with him?”

      Tommy rubbed his shoulder but only shrugged at me.

      Torrance Brown was his name and he didn’t have the plague. He had something called diabetes.

      “It’s something you can get if your pancreas doesn’t work right,” Torrance explained. “My doctor says if I don’t get the shots every day, I could die.”

      Shots. Just the word made me wince. I couldn’t imagine getting more than one every day on purpose.

      “...it’s crazy. They have to sterilize the syringe and cut a new needle for it and everything. I can sort of do it myself. They had me practice on an orange. But the nurse has to do it at school for me,” he went on. A large group of us had caught up with him during lunch. “...rabbit food is all I get. Mom says I have to watch my sugar intake. Does this look like sugar to you?”

      Torrance held up a couple of carrot sticks to our group. He started to explain about what carbohydrates were, but I tuned him out. School had actually gotten fun since Mr. Meyer left us. My grades had even improved. Sheriff Bear and the rest of the town accepted the theory that he’d accidentally burned to death and that faulty wiring was the cause. I’d almost forgotten to remove the gas can and the bleach bottles after he’d passed out. The house went up like a dried-out bunch of flowers. But gasoline and pitch will do that.

      “How do you know how much to take?” Tommy asked the new kid.

      Brown whipped out these funny looking slips of paper. “I have to pee on these.”

      Just about everyone, including me, made an “eww” sound.

      “They tell me how much sugar is in my body, then I take the shot. I have to be careful, though. Too much can kill you by driving your body into hypoglycemia,” Brown explained to the group.

      My ears perked up at the words, “kill you.” Pulling out a pencil, I made note of the word hypoglycemia. Maybe it was the thing I was searching for.

      The library didn’t have much on the subject, other than most treatments were very dangerous without medical supervision. Our library wasn’t the most up-to-date of places. I’d been in the nurse's office more than once for fighting, so I knew the layout and what the lock on the door looked like. Breaking in was actually easier than working the locks on Grandmother’s room.

      Talking to Torrance more, he’d told me how he did the injections and how much he actually took. Even though the nurse had medication for him, he still carried extra. His parents didn’t quite trust the school all that much. Old Mr. Meyer had given the place a bad reputation. It had worried me that taking his medicine might hurt an innocent kid.

      “Cawk!”

      “Shh, stupid bird,” I muttered. Sneaking out to see Grandfather was one thing, but going across town to the school after midnight would be really bad if I was caught. “What the hell are you, a night bird?”

      The bird’s cries followed me all the way into the house. It was as if the blasted thing had been on the window sill, watching me. Which sounded crazy.

      It was Friday night. Grandmother usually drank herself to sleep on the weekends, not bothering to come down for breakfast. I debated waiting a day, but figured it was now or never.

      Torrance had said he took twenty units of the drug at meals. Looking at the syringe, I could see it went up to one hundred and fifty. Would that be enough? If I had time, I would give her as much as I could.

      The one and only time I’d been in the hospital was last year. I’d gotten into a fight and had broken my arm falling down. They’d given me a series of shots at the hospital and I’d watched very carefully. Grandmother’s veins were so much easier to find than mine had been. She didn’t even wake when I accidentally hit her with the flashlight beam. Just a tiny prick and we were off to the races. One shot didn’t seem enough, so I gave her two. Three hundred units total. If nothing happened, I wanted to be able to give her another one just in case.

      She groaned a few times but didn’t wake up. When her body started to shiver like she was naked in a snowstorm, I slipped out of the room. A few hours upstairs working on future schemes would keep my mind off her.

      Hypoglycemia is a bad way to go.

      Grandmother’s body shook uncontrollably for more than an hour as her blood glucose levels dropped lower and lower. Sweat poured from her unconscious body onto the sheets, soaking them. I could only stare in undisguised glee as her breathing became shallow. At one point I held a small mirror up to her lips to check. Her breathing was slow, but her heart was racing. I knew nothing of any health issues she might but it was all adding up. I knew nothing of any health issues she might have had, but whatever they were, diabetes medicine sure didn’t help them any.

      Injecting her at three she was comatose by six. Pinching her belly fat on the other side of her body I gave her another massive dose of Torrance’s medicine to finish her off. Her final shuddering gasp took place while I ate with Grandfather out in the garage. It bothered me not to see it, but I needed to protect myself and Grandfather.
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      “Did you hear about the new guy up on six?” Chris asked me as I logged in for the evening.

      “Who is it this time, the governor?” I asked. As usual, day shift had left us a huge pile of reports to file and mine was overflowing.

      Closing the file in his hands, Chris turned towards me. “Nope. It’s Floyd Craven. If you can believe it, he fell off the second story balcony of the prison. The FBI thought the prison infirmary was too big a threat to him.”

      “To him? They should’ve left him to die there. Bastard!” I remarked forcefully. Things were entirely too personal between Mr. Craven and me.

      “I know, right? You’re from North Carolina, aren’t you?” Chris asked me.

      I nodded as the memories flooded back to me. After Grandmother was dead and buried, things changed for the better, at least in the beginning.
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        * * *

      

      The funeral was massive. Who knew there were this many people in our small town?

      Grandfather was upset and in mourning for more than a week after the maid came screaming out of the house yelling that Grandmother was dead. Both the ambulance and her doctor said it was a combination of the alcohol and her heart that led to her death. But I wasn’t sure if I was in the clear or not.

      Genevieve, I need you to be strong for this. Can you do it for me?” Grandfather asked me as the church began to fill up. The line went out the door and into the parking lot. Almost everyone was dressed in their Sunday best.

      Not knowing what to say, I just nodded. Grandfather patted me on the head even as one of the town’s aldermen shook his hand. The church lady might be dead, but there were still the rituals of everyday life that needed to be attended to.

      “I can’t believe she’s gone. We were just talking like yesterday,” Alderman Franks exclaimed. He patted my grandfather on the back, trying to reassure him. “Was it her heart?”

      Grandfather nodded. “That’s what her doctor said. Sheriff Smith wanted me to authorize an autopsy, but I said no. You know how she was, the idea of strangers poking at her, even in death, would have horrified her.”

      I could feel Grandfather’s eyes on me the entire time he was speaking. More than once during and after the funeral, I found him giving me furtive looks. I wasn’t sure if he suspected me or not.

      “She was a tough old broad, that's for sure,” Franks stated. “We’ll miss her input at our council meetings.”

      Grandfather shook his head giving the man a stern look. “No you won’t, and you can forget about any donations to your slush funds this year. Unlike her, I have no political aspirations.”

      Franks pulled back from him. “What are you saying here?”

      “Exactly what I said. My company is MY company. Now that I’m back in control, there will be a lot of changes, for the good,” he explained. “Mary Kay wanted different things than I did. This town will be better off without her influence, I think.”

      The whispering all around us got louder and louder as Grandfather’s pronouncements made the circuit. Mary Kay might’ve wanted to be the queen, but Grandfather wasn’t a king. Back in corporate mode, he was more of a shark.

      Hours later we both sat staring at Grandmother’s coffin. Still sitting in front of the church’s altar, it was a focal point. Not once had I approached it to see her. In my mind’s eye, I could still see her body trembling as she slipped from this plane of existence. That was the memory I wanted to last. Not one of her in a wooden box.

      “Cat got your tongue?” Grandfather asked me.

      Glancing in his direction, I saw that he had his full attention on me. “I was just thinking about my mother.”

      He sighed. “Hannah made a lot of mistakes as a child, but she truly didn’t deserve what happened to her. She’s my daughter and I still love her.”

      “Have you told her that? Grandmother did everything she could to drive her away.” I motioned towards the coffin and the body of the Church Lady.

      “Who do you think paid the rent on the house you grew up in?” Grandfather explained. “I tried to help as much as your mother would allow me. Mary Kay…” He shook his head making a calming motion with one hand. “Your grandmother was a hard woman. The values she lived by were those her own mother taught her. When Hannah was pregnant with you, we both insisted that she name the father and get married. It’s what is expected in the world we live in. When she refused, Mary Kay and I reacted poorly. Our threats fell on deaf ears.” Grandfather chuckled. “Your mother is probably more hard-headed than I am. She just dug her feet in and held us off. And

      for that, Mary Kay banished her. Pure mule-headed-stubbornness. Plain and simple. You take after her, you know. There are times I see her in you. That same exact scowl on both your faces.”

      Grandfather placed a finger against his lips as he stared into my eyes. “You have a power in you that when tapped makes you unstoppable in your need to prove things. I’ve watched you closer than even you know. Forget what she might have wanted for you in this life. What do you want?”

      He was watching me? Just how much did he know? Too many thoughts raced through my head. Was he going to turn me in? Bringing justice to those that wronged me had been my goal for the past five years. I had a list. It was pretty short now with grandmother and the headmaster gone but there were still plenty of folks around town I hadn’t met yet to possibly add to it.

      Grandmother treated me like a trophy or even her own personal pet. Something she could trot out to show off to her friends and neighbors. A work in progress. I wanted to help people, but at the same time I had needs.

      Misunderstanding my concern, Grandfather continued on with his questions. “I ask this because I’m in a position to help you now. She ultimately wanted you to go to college, her alma mater, then learn to the company business at her knee. Business according to Mary Kay though.” He paused for a moment. Glancing at the coffin he smiled. “Other than the cars in the garage, you’ve never shown me any interest in the firm we run. I’ve seen those books you read as well. Does law enforcement interest you? I’m sure the sheriff could recommend you to the police academy.”

      Fut the wah? My brain stuttered to a halt. Jerking awake out of the panic-induced haze, I met Grandfather’s eyes. “No. That’s not for me, thank you. Do you think I would be a good nurse?”

      Grandfather smiled. Rubbing his hands together, he started to nod. “Your grades aren’t the best in the world, but medical schools always need money, and nepotism isn’t dead. Let me make some calls. If you are truly interested I might be able to get you into something like that. But…”

      Wincing, I braced myself for bad news.

      “...you have to bring your grades up some and graduate first. Can you do that for me?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Sure. I can do that.”

      “Excellent. And no more nighttime excursions. You’ve been incredibly lucky so far,” Grandfather replied ignoring my look of shock. He stood up, not looking at me. “We need to go. They’re waiting for us at the restaurant.”

      Back into panic mode I went. Just how much did he know and how? Numbly, I followed him out of the church. Death and food went hand in hand in the south. Now it was time to put on a fake smile, ignore the whispers, nod and stuff my face with food.
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      Freedom!

      Leaving Dickerson and starting school was a new chapter in my life, both good and bad. Getting away from the town and all the whispers related to it was a good thing. There were too many potential suspicious questions associated with me there. It was better for Grandfather that I left, anyway. He needed to live his life.

      North Carolina State was supposed to be a new start for me, but circumstances beyond my control put me on my current path instead. It was at school that I met Floyd Craven for the first time.

      Whether you called him the Campus Killer, BRK (beat, rape, kill), the East Coast Killer, or the Carolina Reaper, everyone in America had heard of Craven at one point. He’d been killing for years under a half dozen fake names and methods. Public enemy number one, according to the FBI. I knew his reputation from my research into serial killers and methodology. It was easier to learn from others’ mistakes than commit them myself. The year I started school was the same year that Craven appeared on campus.

      His identity managed to stay hidden for so long because of politics. Craven joined the Army at eighteen just in time to be shipped overseas. Thrown into the maw of the Horde early on, he and his unit were decorated by the President himself for bravery above and beyond. Evil recognizes evil, apparently. When he returned home, he involved himself in the political machine that ran Washington.

      Craven was the type of yes-man you wanted on your side if up for re-election. He had the natural ability to get people to do things they didn’t want to do. It has been said was an empath, or a mind-magic user. That is, he had the power to manipulate the weak-minded. Polling and community activism were his specialties. His father, a traveling minister and faith healer, trained him early on to follow in his footsteps but the lure of the military nixed all that.

      Free access to college campuses and community groups helped with choosing victims, as well.

      Craven killed at least one girl a month everywhere he went. His primary method was simple. He’d get them alone, beat them half to death, sexually assault them, and finally kill them. Cutting the victim’s head off was his particular signature. If killers were like rock stars, Craven would have been in the hall of fame. Law enforcement didn’t have a clue as to where he was or how to catch him.

      It was at NC State that I ran into him and was almost his girl of the month. Almost.
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        * * *

      

      “Excuse me, can...can you give me a hand?”

      I was sitting under a tree on the campus quad, catching up on my reading. The nursing program I was enrolled in was way more science intensive than Dickerson High ever got. I’d gotten through the college science remedial class pretty well, but many of the big words really got me. It took almost twice as long to read the chapters on medical care than it took for the psychology class I was in.

      Looking up, I could see a tall, thin, nice looking, well-dressed man standing next to one of the park benches. There was a small pile of books next to him. Looking closer, I could see his left arm was in a sling strapped close to his chest.

      “I’ve got a broken wing and need to take all of these.” He motioned toward the books then pointed across the quad. “Way over there to my car.”

      Following his finger, I could see a bright yellow VW bug sitting under a small copse of trees.

      I closed my book and stuffed it back into my tote bag. “How did you get all of them here?” I asked as I stood up, brushing the grass and dirt off my pants.

      “A friendly soul. Too many papers, not enough time. My professors don’t care about my injury at all,” he replied with a smile.

      Pursing my lips, I stared at him. NC State was both a medical college and a technical institute. It surprised me that the instructors wouldn’t make arrangements for him. They did for me and my reading issues. Ignoring my thoughts, I answered him. “Sure. I can help you.”

      As I drew closer I could see there were a lot of books in the pile. “Wow, that is a bunch. How many classes are you taking?”

      “Too many, if you listen to my advisor. I’m trying to finish up in less than two years. Big family job waiting for me,” he replied. Holding out his hand he introduced himself, “Name’s John Draven.”

      Just as I was about to take his hand I heard the cawing of a crow. It made me look skyward. “Sorry, birds,” I said, as if that was an answer.

      His hand forgotten, I reached for the books. Taking about half of them, I held them out to John. “If you can handle these, the rest should be easy.”

      John frowned. I could tell it wasn’t his plan. But I gave them to him anyway. “Got them?”

      “Yes, my car’s the yellow bug,” John replied with a slight grimace.

      Letting him lead the way, I scooped up the other books and started after him. Halfway across the quad, disaster happened.

      “Ka-caw! Ka-caw!”

      Two large crows swooped out of the sky right in front of John. Up close they were like flying cats, larger and bigger than life. One brushed John’s head, while the other hit the pile of books held precariously against his chest.

      “Look out!” I yelled, even as the birds hit him.

      John staggered back, away from the bird that hit him. Books slid off, making the man tip sideways. As he fell, his broken arm, the one in the sling, slipped out to brace him against the ground as he hit with thump, books everywhere. “Oof!”

      Frozen in mid-step, I started to reach for him to help when I noticed his arm. “Hey?”

      “Ka-caw! Ka-caw!”

      The birds cried out as they circled us, swooping low as if to peck at John.

      “Eew!” John cried out in disgust as he tried to wipe the bird poop from his face and hair with his left hand.

      “That arm’s not broken,” I told him, taking a step backwards.

      Looking down at his grime-covered hand, he cursed. “It was just a sprain. Sorry I lied to you.”

      “Sure it was, and breaking your fall didn’t hurt?” I tossed the armful of books to one side looking in all directions. Campus security was just on the other side of the main building from where I was. “Not falling for it.”

      Breaking into a run I headed to safety. John and his books were gone when I returned with one of the officers. I’d given my description, but “John” didn’t turn back up. Not that year at least.
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        * * *

      

      “You okay?” Chris asked me.

      “Yeah, I was just remembering something. I was at NC State when Craven killed all those girls. Some of them were in my classes,” I explained to him.

      Running his hands through his hair, Chris gave me a long look of sympathy. “Bad?”

      I nodded. “Oh, yeah. All the reports in the world couldn’t have stopped him.”

      In some small way I had to hand it to Craven. He’d skipped us because of me but then we became his primary target. Not that I would’ve told the police that. Recognizing him for what he was might’ve given me away, as well. What a year that was, though. His name in the press had shifted from the Campus Slasher to BRK. Leave it to the press to come up with memorable nicknames you’d soon forget.

      I was in the second year of a three-year program. They’d fast tracked some of us beyond what freshmen were taking. Some called it the AP or advanced placement class, but it was just those of us scoring in the top ten percent of class. It was the early days of the women’s rights movement and the medical field was where they all wanted to be. It was like an old science fiction novel I read in high school. “Make room, make room.” The school needed us out to free up the dorms. That simple.

      Craven was identified and arrested in Rhode Island at a random traffic stop. It was sheer chance that a local patrolman saw him run a stop sign. The cop pulled him over in his VW, the same one I’d seen. The officer noticed that the passenger seat was missing and burglary tools, rope, a ski mask, trash bags, and handcuffs were lying on the floor. Further investigation matched the bug to a singular report from Delaware of a matching car in a kidnapping. The evidence was weak, but enough to hold him. His apartment was searched by police and college handbooks for more than a dozen campuses were discovered. That alone wasn’t enough, so he was released but watched.

      I’d kept track of the investigation details through the press and some detective magazines I subscribed to. It didn’t hurt to know how the police operated. A girl had to have hobbies, after all.

      Selling his car was the first major mistake he made. The very moment he passed over the title, police seized the vehicle. Craven may have cleaned it, washing away any visible evidence, but he’d missed a few hairs. Hair that police and FBI Agents found when they stripped the car down to its component parts. Hairs that matched several of the known kidnapped and murdered girls.

      Craven was arrested and placed in a police lineup. I was one of the few witnesses brought in to identify him, but we picked him out. The evidence was still very slim and circumstantial, but a trial date was set, and Craven was jailed locally. Law enforcement spent too much time patting themselves on the back, though. Craven escaped less than two weeks later.

      Former President Abraham Lincoln once said that if you represent yourself in court, you have a fool for a client. That was what Floyd Craven set out to do, though. The jail he was kept in was old. Because he had to be allowed library access for his own defense, local officials elected to keep him there rather than in the newish prison on the edge of town. With a careful study of the place, along with some blueprints he somehow managed to smuggle in, Craven was able to discern a flaw in the jail’s security. An old ductwork system in the shower facility led to a defunct heating and cooling system. Craven starved himself to lose weight so he could manage to squeeze through the hole.

      His jailers didn’t notice for a full twelve hours that he was gone. Using books and files, Craven had placed a dummy shape in the bed. By the time the manhunt started, he was in New York. By the time they started checking the highways, he had taken passage on a cargo ship bound for Florida.

      Stealing a car from the Port of Jacksonville was simple for a man of his skills. Officials were searching south while Craven was driving north. North to the state he’d skipped because of me.

      Craven was coming back to North Carolina with murder in his soul.
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      I really wanted to be a nurse. Every waking moment of my life at NC State was spent in class, at the library, or studying. Or a combination of all three. It’s what saved me when Craven returned.

      “Aaaaaa!”

      The screams are what tore me from my studying fugue. State’s dorms were laid out in a cloverleaf pattern at the four corners of the campus. It was dumb, but they were segregated boy, girl, boy, girl, freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior. All the shouting and screams were coming from the freshman girls’ dorm.

      “Dead! They’re dead!”

      Clutching my books to my chest, I passed dozens of crying students. Campus police, along with the locals, were attempting to keep everyone from the area.

      “What’s happened?” I asked the nearest male student.

      With rage-filled eyes he explained, “Everyone on the third floor is dead. Butchered like animals.”

      Thud. My books dropped out of my hands and fell to the ground. I barely acknowledged it. “For real? Oh my God! Was it a Vampire attack?”

      There were supposed to be some Vampires in our area, but no one I knew would ever admit to seeing one. The great Purge of 1915 exposed the world to the paranormals and almost wiped out the Vampires in the process. The Weres were all locked up, but the Vamps were only rumor.

      He shook his head and said, “Nobody knows for sure. The RA found them when no one answered the house phone.” He hugged a silently weeping young girl to his side. “Suzie lives up there, but she was with me when it happened.”

      “Do...Do the cops know who did it?” I stuttered out.

      “No,” he answered.

      Reaching out, I gave the girl a pat on the back. “Take care of her.” Silently, I moved through the crowd, listening as I went. A word spoken here and there helped me blend into the mass of people. The more people I listened to, the more details emerged. Yes, an RA found the first one, but campus security and police discovered the worst of it. Girls found dead in their beds, heads cut off and displayed like trophies.

      Craven. It had to be. My little voice, the one that told me to hide and to kill, explained it to me as I walked. He’d returned for revenge, plain and simple. And now, no one was safe from his rage.
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        * * *

      

      “Why is he here?” I growled at Chris.

      Hearing the ire in my voice, Chris turned his chair towards me. “Here here, or hospital here?”

      Squinting my eyes, I glared at him. “Hospital here. Don’t they have doctors at the prison?”

      “Federal prisoner and he’s a veteran. That was the reason the FBI gave to put him here, at least according to the rumor mill downstairs,” Chris explained. For someone who spent almost his entire time at work doing paperwork, Chris gossiped more than an old woman. He knew everything going on in the building.

      I blinked at him a couple of times before answering. Clearing my throat, I tried to make my answer light. “At least he’s not on our floor.”

      Chris nodded. “He could’ve been, but it’s too open, according to the FBI. They discussed it with Doctor Norton last night.”

      Case in point. Chris knew what I had completely missed.

      “I’m supposed to be the lead nurse. How is it he tells you this stuff and not me?” I asked him.

      “Luck? But it was Christine that told me, not Norton. It’s supposed to be a secret,” Chris replied.

      Which explained why the town gossip was telling me. The entire rest of my shift I argued with the voice in my head. Should I or shouldn’t I try and kill him? It might be my only chance to do it. The voice wasn’t really a voice, but more of a feeling. I took psychology both in school and as a special introductory class before starting on the Demon wing, and I did know the difference. I’m not schizophrenic. I just like to kill bad people. Or killers. They were my bread and butter.

      I bought a house locally when I started this job. My days of renting were over the moment I graduated from NC State. Grandfather had set me up. It might have been a guilty reaction or as a way to keep me at arm’s length, but he paid my tuition and gave me a lump sum for graduation. If I was careful and not too extravagant, the money would last me for years.

      Like at the house in Dickerson, I had a secret place. If Grandfather knew of my attic hiding place, he never spoke of it. My little voice did whisper that one reason he left the country and returned to his family home in England was because of me. Did he know I was the one that killed Grandmother? I wasn’t sure. Frances knew, though. I could see it in her eyes when I said goodbye. It was easy to forget sometimes that she was a Were who could tell the difference between human scents. Humans are scared of what they don’t understand, and when they’re scared, they kill. It was surprising to me that Were skills were underused by law enforcement. I understood the whole reservation thing, but I sure wasn’t going to complain about it.

      The house originally was a three-bedroom row style house with a postage-stamp sized backyard. I had just enough room for a grill and a couple of potted plants. It was far too exposed from the rear to do any planning or practicing in. I’d hired a local construction firm to shorten one of the bedrooms in order to make the middle room’s closet twice as big, and right in the center of the house. I’d explained I wanted a storm shelter since there wasn’t a basement. On the side, over several months, I hired a few out of work non-union day laborers from the outskirts of town to modify both the closet and the now smaller bedroom. Now hidden between the two bedrooms was a secret room. Both bedrooms’ closets were closed off by false walls, giving me just enough room in the middle. Unless you were looking at the original plans, you’d never see it. And all it cost me was a couple of cases of beer and a bit of under the table cash!

      Pulling out my notebooks, I dug into the idea of killing Craven.

      Level six was the most secure in the hospital, and to even get up there I’d need an elevator key. Because the floor was reserved for the worst of the worst, there was a full staff, including another strike team up there. No matter how many attempted escapes or other incidents, we’d never seen that strike team. They were supposed to be the elite of the elite.

      My little voice told me to do it. We’d never have another chance like it again, not for Floyd. He was on the state’s death row, but as long as he stayed useful to the FBI and the police, he wasn’t going anywhere. It was fate he was so close to me this week.

      Tapping my pen against the floor map I cursed to myself. Two ways in and only two ways out. If an alarm was raised or I was caught, it was going to be a one-way mission for me. There was the roof to consider, but with a seventy-plus foot drop it wasn’t a survivable way down. Elevator or stairs, and there was a security gate with a guard on the stairs. My cover was going to have to be absolutely perfect to pull it off. This death was going to be so much fun!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twelve

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday night was surprisingly the hospital’s slowest night. At least for intakes and number of nurses on hand. We were there for veterans and active duty personnel, not emergencies right off the street. That doesn’t mean we didn’t get them, though. The city’s other hospitals would often unload indigent patients and other non-payers on us. Nurses down in the emergency room needed to be skilled in figuring out if a patient belonged or not. Which is why I chose to come in very early that night.

      Parking my tiny Ford Pinto at the back of the building near the emergency exits, I shoved my purse under the seat. I wouldn’t need it tonight, and security would for sure search it if I had it with me. Instead, I put a couple of tools in my pockets. If stopped, I could ditch them.

      “Nurse Vogel, I didn’t know you were working,” the security guard asked when I stepped through the employee door. His desk was just to the right, sandwiched in between the restrooms and the emergency room.

      Pausing for a split second, I tried to remember his name. Seeing my confusion, he fiddled with the nametag on his chest. “Sorry...Hi, Peter. I get you guys confused sometimes.”

      “It’s the same for us, way too many nurses in this place,” he replied with a smile. “But those of us on nights know who’s special and who isn’t.”

      “Thanks, Peter. We do appreciate all you do, you know.” I smiled back at him flirtatiously. “I need to run up and sign off on a couple of things, plus I left my wallet in the locker.”

      “Good thing you don’t have a car then, that could get you into some trouble!” he replied.

      “True.” I motioned to his desk. “Do I really need to sign in?”

      Glancing at the clipboard in front of him, Peter just waved me toward the door. “Don’t worry about it. Just don’t take too long. My relief might not be so easy.”

      Thanking him, I pulled on the door even as he buzzed me in. Next stop, the main cafeteria. I needed a way onto six.
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        * * *

      

      “I still don’t understand your constant obsession with this woman,” Hermod commented to the large man beside him as he stared into the shield before him. The metal shield boss magically showed the inside of the hospital in full color, the picture better than a Hollywood movie. “You’ve watched her since she was born. There are so many more interesting towns than backwoods North Carolina. What you see in her boggles my mind. We could be watching Kim Novak or Grace Kelly right now.”

      “She’s important to our cause. These modern men and women don’t have what we need to do the job. They’re weak, and the sight of blood scares them too much,” the dark man replied. Tipping the shield to one side, he cocked his head for a better look. The shield boss, a large metal circle in the center of the chunk of wood, was the size of a large dinner plate.

      Hermod leaned back against the rooftop housing, making himself more comfortable. “She’s a killer. Are you so sure of yourself this time? Do we really want someone that kills for pleasure in our ranks? She killed her own grandmother, for Hel’s sake!”

      Lowering the shield, the much larger man stepped closer to Hermod. “You forget yourself. Is this how you show respect to me? She’s perfect for the job. Those in the Wing need exposure in the beginning. Genevieve will be able to jump right in. If you’d taken the time, as I have, to watch her, you would see that.”

      Holding up his hands in a placating manner, Hermod showed subservience. “Milord, I apologize. It’s for the good of the flight that I say these things, that’s all. Some traditions need to be respected. Who will train her in the art of the sword?”

      The big man snorted. “And who was it that began those traditions? All training falls to you, and you know it. Now enough. A pivotal point approaches and I don’t want to miss it.”

      “Fine. When we’re done can I have one of these?” Hermod asked as he ran his hand over the shield’s edge. “It would make my job so much easier.”

      Giving his subject a withering look, the lord shook his head. “We’ve discussed this before. If you can convince Eitri to make another, you may have it. But not until then. I don’t care if you’re missing Ed Sullivan, either. It’s a viewer, not a television.”

      “You only have it because of that Tolkien guy. You liked the idea of a Palantir too much,” Hermod commented.

      “Do you mind? My show’s on,” Odin, Lord of Asgard, pointed at the shield with a scowl. “Shut your trap!”

      Giving his boss a silent glare, Hermod turned his attention to the small image of the nurse on the shield boss.
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      My timing was spot on. Half of each shift was eating or socializing tonight. While the Demon Ward was my assigned floor, I filled in all over the hospital, except on six. That was the only hole in my plan, not having actually been up there in person.

      “Gen!” A woman at one of the tables yelled my name.

      I was in luck. The person I was looking for was here. Bluffing my way onto the floor was just a bit easier now.

      “Marcia! Nice to see you! How’s Jonathan?” I put on a big smile as I approached the table.

      Marcia and Jonathan were a youngish couple I’d met when I first came to the city. I’d been alone, and they were a bright light on a gloomy day. When we’d gotten together it had only been at their house, never mine. Burning that bridge with them was going to hurt, but killing Craven was more important to me than friendships.

      “He’s good. We’re having a party next week to celebrate his promotion at work! Please tell me you’ll come?” Marcia stood and gave me a hug.

      Leaning into the hug, I gave her a squeeze with one arm even as I unclipped her hospital badge with the other. Whispering into her ear I replied, “I’d love to. Count on it.”

      Releasing me, she smiled again. “We’ll set a place for you. Bring a date.”

      I laughed at that. “Who? I work all the time.”

      “Don’t give me that, Gen. You’re a real knockout. One afternoon and we’ll fix you up great. A bit of makeup here, a nice top there, there is so much potential!” Marcia gave me a few light touches showing me where she thought I needed improvement.

      “We’ll see about that. I could ask Chris to come with me,” I commented.

      “Paper pusher Chris, the man who never leaves a file untouched? That Chris? You can do way better than him, Gen,” Marcia said with a laugh.

      “He’s not that bad. You have to get to know him, is all,” I replied, half defending my coworker.

      Marcia snorted. “Been there. Trust me. You forget I fill in as much as you do. He’s a turd. What about Johann on two? He’s a cutie.”

      “If you like men with hair coming out of their ears, eew,” I replied giving her a disgusted look. “I never, ever, want to know just how hairy he is.” Making a show of looking at my watch I begged off. “Speaking of paperwork, I need to run upstairs for a bit. I’ll call you next week for times, ok?”

      “Sure, I’ll hold you to that. Nice seeing you!” Marcia waved me off.

      Feeling like a heel, I rushed off toward the elevators. No matter what happened upstairs tonight, our friendship would be over. The police and the hospital would find out her badge had been used.

      The main reason I looked for Marcia was our similarity in build and face. Too often we’d been mistaken for each other early on in our careers. Unless they really scrutinized the badge, I should be able to slip by security. Night shift was when things were the most lax, after all.

      Patting my hospital coat, I checked my pockets a final time as I stepped into the elevator. I’d practiced what I was about to do at one of the department stores downtown, but never here. Way too risky. Surprise needed to be on my side.

      Getting off on level five, I checked the area around the doors carefully. This floor was used for overflow and long-term care patients. Unlike the other floors, only a single nurse worked this one. There was a booth, not unlike a guard shack, with panels full of lights and dials. It was used to monitor those on life support. Nobody liked working up here.

      Reaching into my pockets, I pulled out first a screwdriver and then a door stopper wedge. Bending down, I carefully put the screwdriver in the door, track point down. When I’d practiced this, I found that the sensitivity of the doors wouldn’t allow the elevator to move if they didn’t close. A safety thing that I could take advantage of. On five, nobody would notice for a long time. Visitors up here were few and far between. The one and only time I’d drawn duty here, I had to bring my own lunch, since the monitors were not supposed to be left alone for even a minute.

      The wedge was for the emergency exit door. I was hoping the sixth-floor stairwell guard didn’t know Marcia well. Very few of us took the stairs.

      Smoothing my clothes and clipping on her badge, I let my facial expression slip into the no-nonsense-take-no-prisoners look that Marcia had when she worked. Nice lady, but a real hard ass on the floor. Less experienced nurses and sometimes doctors got out of her way fast. I needed to act like her.

      “Hey! I need in!” I all but yelled at the sleeping guard.

      The sixth-floor door guard woke up with a start and actually fell over as the chair he was leaning against the wall tipped over.

      “Open the door! I’m late,” I explained. “That damn elevator is on the fritz again. Why nobody from maintenance works on the weekend and at night boggles my freaking mind!”

      The guard, a bit flustered, gave me a stern look. “Badge.”

      “What?” I said, exasperated.

      He grunted and cleared his throat. “Badge. I need to see your badge.”

      “Oh, that,” I exclaimed. Pulling it off my uniform I thrust it at him. “Here!”

      The guard gave the badge a cursory look and unlocked the door. “A little warning next time would be nice. I might have been hurt.”

      Typical Marcia, I gave him a no-nonsense look. “Really? You’re going with that?” I shook my head at him and stepped out onto the sixth floor.

      Interesting was the first thing I could think of. All the rooms here had glass windows in the front. It looked more like a laboratory than a hospital ward. The centrally-located nurses’ desk found on the other floors was down at one end, instead. Men in guard uniforms sat outside one of the rooms on the opposite end.

      Grabbing a clipboard and file from a wall bracket next to a room I tried to look busy. Walking as if distracted, I approached the sitting guards. Chris and his rumor mill didn’t say anything about high security risks other than Craven, so I was guessing here. Glancing from side to side, I could see strange apparatus with patients attached to it. Totally experimental. The science geek in me wanted to get a closer look. But my little voice told me to keep on keeping on.

      Acknowledging the guards, I reached for the door handle to the room I suspected Craven occupied.

      “May we see your badge please?” the man closest to me asked. I didn’t look, but I could almost feel the other man’s adrenaline as he prepared for the worst.

      “Of course. I do need to take his vitals, though.” Unclipping Marcia’s badge, I handed it over.

      Like the stairwell guard, he only glanced at it. They were looking for color and basic looks. Marcia was very plain looking with dark hair. The pictures the hospital took weren’t the most flattering. “Thanks.”

      As he handed it back, I glanced at the other man. He was easing his hand off of his sidearm as our eyes met. The look he gave me said he wasn’t sorry for the threat.

      Pulling the door open, I stepped in. The knob had a pop-up lock which I pushed in as the door closed behind me.

      “Forget something, Marcia? I knew you were attracted to me just as much as I was to you. We could put on a show for the goons outside if you want. Add some excitement to their dull, small lives. Wanna bet they need a Lot of encouragement just to get it up?”  Craven commented salaciously as I drew the drapes closed. I planned to claim modesty if questioned.

      Turning toward my biggest competition and albatross, I conjured up a big smile. “Hello Floyd, remember me?”
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      Floyd Craven gave me a shocked look as he stared at me. He was strapped down hands and feet to the bed, in a sitting position.

      “Different hair, a pound or two here and there, but I know you. You’re the one that got away.” He smiled at me. “Did you know I looked for you?”

      “I knew. My dorm was on the other end,” I explained to him. “I saw the aftereffect of your visit, though.”

      Craven smiled again. “Wasn’t it delicious?”

      I smiled back but it didn’t reach my eyes. It was all I could do to know growl at him. Anger built up for years was trying to come out of me. I needed calm for my plans to work. Conquering your personal albatross was one of those things that should be savored and enjoyed.

      Floyd noticed my shift in composure even as the Marcia persona dropped away. Cocking his head to one side, he gave me a cloying look. “Why are you here?”

      Ignoring his question, I stepped closer so as to not shout. “I studied you. One of my classes in school was Abnormal Psychology. The author of our text devoted half a chapter to your escapades. He couldn’t have known you would visit in person, though. My professor at the time was called in to assist the local police in catching you. That was before the FBI descended on us. They have some really sharp people. I learned a lot just watching how they operate. You know what they say about learning, don’t you?” Pausing, I gave him a questioning look. When he didn’t answer, I continued. “When you stop learning you start dying. That sums up life, doesn’t it?”

      Craven’s eyes came together as he concentrated on me. “Who are you, really?”

      I stepped closer. Willing myself to not check my watch and give away to him that time was a factor here, I continued to be as obtuse as possible. “It took the FBI a long time to put all the pieces together. If they’d known about the attack on me, it might have been quicker. I didn’t come forward, you see. Some things the FBI doesn’t need to know, after all. They made more mistakes than you did. A traffic stop? Kidnap tools out in the open? Did you want to get caught? Overconfidence is what did you in.”

      “What are you doing? Where’s the regular nurse?” Craven asked. I could hear just the tiny bit of panic in his voice starting to creep in.

      I was at the foot of his bed now, starting to edge my way around to the IV stand beside him. “The death penalty. But you don’t plan to let them electrocute you, do you? Feeding the FBI intel has to be fun. Have they caught you in any lies yet?”

      “Uh..” Floyd struggled with the straps holding him down, but didn’t yell out.

      “Did you know that the drugs that most veterinarian hospitals use are the same or lower doses of what hospitals like this use?” I waved at the building around us with one hand. “Let me tell you, getting drugs from them is so much easier than this place. Here, they keep really good track of the really nasty ones. Not so much at the vet’s hospital, at least the ones out in the country. You just never know when there’s a large animal you need to put down.”

      Goggle-eyed, Floyd continued to stare at me. It was only when I started to pull up my skirt that he got excited. “Time for a show? Am I about to get lucky here? Are you one of the fans that writes me all the time? Several women have asked to marry me already.”

      Pulling my skirt up past my knees demonstrated that I wore stockings and garters. Just above the left garter, strapped to my inner thigh, was a small automatic pistol. Against the left, positioned so they didn’t rub, were two pre-loaded syringes.

      “Men are so easy. They do their jobs but are scared to search a woman properly. That’s one of your problems, you know. You aren’t a woman. We are much craftier than men,” I pulled out the syringes and checked them. Back at home when I put them on, I’d marked which was which. The pancuronium bromide was marked with the letter B. The other held a fun cocktail of drugs that would finish him off.

      “I do apologize if this causes you pain. The dosage for horses was all I could acquire since they really only use this combination in prisons. There are normally three, but I couldn’t find the barbiturate that I needed. It’s pretty funny that drugs to make you high are illegal or locked up tighter than your high school prom date might have been, but stuff that will kill you is easy to find.” I laughed. “Now would be a good time to yell. Or would you like to watch? I bet the sensation of actually watching your doom travel down the line and into your arm is delicious.”

      “What are you doing? I’ve already promised to tell you everything. I don’t understand this,” Floyd demanded.

      I held the syringe in one hand and his IV in the other but what he said made me pause. “Who do you think I am?”

      “FBI. You people don’t have to constantly threaten me like this,” Floyd cried. “These fake plays are tedious.”

      A small chuckle slipped out of my mouth. Turning my head to him I smiled, even as my fingers injected the paralytic. “It’s fun that the FBI has been playing games, but I’m not a part of that. I’m something worse.”

      Almost instantly the high dose of the muscle relaxant started to work. Picking up the other syringe I waved it at him. “You should be feeling pretty good right about now. All loose and wiggly. It’s this other one that should worry you, though.”

      “Wha...What...Did…Did…Give…” Floyd stuttered out his words as everything in his face went a bit slack.

      “Oops. I can see that dose was a bit too much. I’d say I was sorry, but I’m not. Everything should be slowing now, including your heart. Just in time for my cocktail of fun.” Inserting the other syringe, I injected the IV. “There will be pain, but think of it as a chorus of angels heralding you on your way to death.”

      Craven’s body clenched up suddenly as the mix of sodium thiopental and potassium chloride hit his body. As with the pancuronium bromide, I didn’t know the exact dosages, so I’d mixed up a heavy cocktail of the two. All three drugs were what was used for euthanasia for humans and animals. Fitting for a man who was both.

      I was out of time. Marcia would only take so long for lunch, and replacing a badge, even at night, didn’t take that long. Since I didn’t check in with the other nurses, I would have a few moments extra, but I needed to get out of there now. Shoving the used syringes into a bedside drawer, I quickly walked over to the viewing window. As if talking to Craven, I faced him and opened the curtains. The guards hadn’t noticed that I locked the door, so I quickly opened it.

      “Is he ok? You were in there a long time,” the seated guard asked me.

      I scowled. “He’s a letch is what he is. He wanted me to show him my specials. He’s sleeping now, though. Only my husband gets to see that sort of thing.”

      The man opposite the door snorted, “Sounds about right. He’s not allowed any sort of stimuli. So no dirty mags for him.”

      “What does your husband do?” the first guard asked me.

      “He’s an advertising executive…” I looked down the hallway toward the elevator. Marcia stood in the middle of the hallway staring back at me, a very angry look on her usually sweet face. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I pointed to her and said, “Hey, do you recognize that woman?”

      As both men turned to look I reached for my pistol. It cleared leather even as Marcia yelled for them to stop me. “Hold it! Hands up!”

      Both men were on their feet now and staring at the small gun in my hands. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      “You’ll never get away with this,” the first guard stated as he raised his hands up away from his sidearm.

      I motioned for the other man to move away from the wall. “Both of you into the middle. In the movies they always say that, don’t they? But I have gotten away with it, haven’t I? Did either of you even bother to check on your prisoner?”

      They both looked away from me and toward the window. This allowed me to take several steps back. My only chance of escape was the roof access door. Falling to my death didn’t sound fun but it was better than shooting it out here in the hall. Behind both men I could see a stream of reinforcements on the way.

      “You’re better off surrendering now. Don’t throw your life away like this,” the older of the two men said.

      “Luck favors the bold,” I said with a smile as I turned and ran for the rooftop door.

      Shots rang out even as the door slammed open. Both guards now had their guns out. “Stop!”

      Sharp bits of metal from either the door or the rounds they’d fired lanced into my exposed arm and legs. The pain of them was blocked by the adrenaline I was feeling as I hit the stairs running. Pausing at the first platform I ducked down low, aiming my gun at the door.

      The door slammed shut after me but now it was opening slowly. Pulling the trigger, I fired two shots at it.

      Blam! Blam!

      My little gun’s rounds slammed into the door, breaking the glass window. While the recoil was negligent, the echoes of the shots were deafening in the stairwell. Holding one hand over an ear, I continued on to the roof.

      A written warning brought me up short. “Door only opens one way.”

      One way. Through this door was a straight shot to my doom. A one-way ticket to heaven. Filled with the resolve of my actions, I pushed on the door and stepped out onto the tar-covered roof.
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      I was completely and royally screwed!

      In all my plans, the roof hadn’t been considered. I’d looked at it, noting the location of the gutters and spotlights, but actual information about it wasn’t in the plans I got from city hall. Neither was information about the sixth floor.

      Now I’m up here, dead of night, with half the hospital’s security forces and the freaking FBI pounding on the door! No way down and no reinforcements. Fucked is what my grandfather would say. Ernest only held his tongue around Grandmother. Once she was gone, the curse words came out. Both in German and English.

      Ejecting the magazine on my pistol, I checked the rounds. Seven. If I had to shoot it out, it was going to be over really quick. Suicide wasn’t for me. The idea of jumping or even falling to my death wasn’t something I’d ever thought of. Capture and incarceration by the authorities didn’t sound good, either. I might’ve gotten away with killing the lawyer, but there was no dodging this one. I didn’t even want to think of what the FBI would find if they dug into my past. My personal skeletons were buried pretty deep, but the bodies weren’t.

      Moving away from the door, I peeked over the edge of the building. Below there were lights and sirens. Local, State, and Federal police units were all pulling into the hospital’s parking lot. SWAT units would follow, and I’d be dead. Not the way I wanted to go. Closing my eyes, I said a prayer. I wasn’t raised to be religious, beyond the Church Lady dragging me to her place of worship. The concept of an otherworldly entity that controlled my life was hard to believe. But there had to be something out there. Something that could give meaning to it all. It was that concept I prayed to. I had nothing but death left.

      “Humans set themselves apart from other creatures by having a choice. You alone in this world can decide the direction your life will go. Good or evil, it is your choice. Humans, unlike the Gods, aren’t predetermined,” a voice sounded in my ear.

      “The hell…” I spun around to point my gun at…nothing? “Where are you?”

      “Right behind you,” the voice said.

      Half hidden in the shadows behind me stood a large cloaked figure. He leaned heavily on a gnarled wood staff.

      “What are you?” I asked him.

      The man shifted forward a bit, exposing just the lower half of his face. “Interesting. You ask what, not who, I am. I’m surprised you can see the difference.”

      “I say a prayer to the infinite and a strange man shows up in a place that has a single exit that I’m blocking, and you wonder why I can tell the difference? I suddenly feel so sad for the universe. Does your village know you’re missing?” I answered, somewhat snarky. It was one thing to pray, but another to get an idiot as a responder.

      “Fire. That is what I like about you, Genevieve Vogel. You have spirit!” he exclaimed.

      I frowned. “You seem to know an awful lot about me for someone who ‘answered a prayer’ just now. Why is that?”

      The big man stepped out of the shadows, so much closer to me that I could smell the scent of wood smoke on him. It was a full moon and the light seemed to shimmer across his face, lighting it up. The years hadn’t been kind to him, but while he looked old, he didn’t move old. “Luck.”

      “That doesn’t fly with me, old man. I’m not a fan of coincidences, either.” I scowled at him. He drew my eyes to him, but so did the door I’d just come through. Where were the cops? They’d been only seconds behind me on the stairs.

      Following my eyes, he turned to stare at the door. “Your friends below were delayed by a bit. I needed you alone for this.”

      Like my favorite pointy-eared science officer character on television, I arched one eyebrow at him. It had taken me weeks of staring at a mirror to get it just right. “Really? They seemed pretty insistent to catch up to me.”

      “Things change. I have an offer for you that you can’t refuse,” the man said with a chuckle.

      “I don’t do that, especially on the first date. A woman likes a little wine and dine first, you know,” I replied. He was starting to piss me off.

      “Not… I didn’t mean…ugh, women.” he growled. “So much like your mother. Obstinate to the very end.”

      “Uh uh. Don’t bring my mother into this, whoever you are. She had no control over what happened to her. You know more about me than I you and it’s starting to piss me off. Why don’t you just move out of the way and let me deal with the cops on the stairs?” I asked him. “A least I know where I stand with them!”

      “Caw! Caw! Caw!”

      There was the sound of wings and two very large crows swooped down through the night air to land above the stairwell entrance. The hooded man glanced upward at the birds, shook his head, and muttered, “too soon for this. I said after the offer was made not before.”

      I looked at the crows and then up at the sky. The pick-up incident with Craven when I first entered school had caused me to research crows. For a nurse, I knew way more about them then I did regular city animals like cats and dogs. It was because of this peculiar research that I knew crows were anything but nocturnal. Like all birds, they could be forced to fly at night, but it wasn’t at all common. I put two and two together and got seven. Licking my lips, I stared at the man in front of me. “How long have you been around me?”

      “Since the very beginning of your story. I have always had a task for you, a job that you were born for,” he answered. Holding out his arm, the man allowed the birds to swoop down and land on him. “We have always been here for you.”

      “Like a stalker. You need to finish your sentences. What’s the job?” I’m not stupid. In college, for extra credit I’d read several books by a man named Joseph Campbell. I knew who Wotan or Odin was. The crows were a dead giveaway. It surprised me to see him up on a roof, talking to a doomed woman though. His kind were more battlefield friendly than hospitals.

      With a gleam in one eye that I might have imagined, Odin smiled first, then laughed. “You’re a smart one, Gen. Much smarter than some give you credit. Those who suffer in silence are just as much warriors as those upon the battlefield. Their opponents are just different.”

      I motioned to him with my hand. “And?”

      “And you’re a killer. A good one. More fanciful than your latest one, at least. Justice is what you drives you, and justice is what you seek.” Odin reached up and stroked one of the crows with his free hand. “What do you know of Valkyries?”

      “They were the choosers of the slain. Spirit women, who according to Norse mythology rode through the sky pulling warriors off the battlefield,” I replied to him.

      “Mmm, close. You humans all get it so wrong. I blame the priests and that Snorri fellow. Write down the truth or not at all,” Odin snorted. “At least the words carried through the years. Valkyries are my lawgivers and lifetakers. It is their job to dispense my justice to those who get away with murder.”

      Looking away from the God, I cast my eyes skyward. Were they coming for me?

      “Not everything is black and white, Gen. Like the lawmen down there, my justice must be fair. The Valkyrie Wing hunts down those that fall through the cracks of human justice and deliver them to me. It’s what they’ve done for millennia. The job I’m offering you is to join us. Join the Wing of Justice and help us,” Odin explained as he peeked over the edge of the roof at all the cars.

      For a moment I froze. Odin, the Lord of Asgard, father of Thor, was offering me a job.

      “What’s the catch?” I asked him. Visions of working as some kind of nurse in a gigantic hospital in the sky flashed in my mind.

      The God was silent. He could only stare at me for what seemed like a very long moment. Finally, he spoke. “There are rules… Among the Gods, there are rules. I am unable to explain certain things relating to your future or the future of the world around us in any sort of detail. Your personal hunt for justice will be granted. The Wing will give you the tools to accomplish all of your desires in this quest if you chose to help us.”

      “And if I say no to this wonderful opportunity you are offering?”

      Odin’s face took on a pale cast, the shadows from the moon making it look like a skull. “Then the police and security men get you.”

      Now it was my turn to pale. “So life and death. Join you or die.”

      “They will try and capture you,” Odin stated. “But now that you’ve shot at them, they will hit the door with all guns blazing. Not many places to hide up here. You might fare better if you jump for it. Those trees down below may break your fall.”

      My eyes flicked to the door and then back at Odin. I frowned at him. “Are you sure you don’t sell vacuum cleaners door to door? You’d be good at it. ‘If you don’t buy this machine the dust and the dirt will overwhelm you.’ I can see it now, the crows could pre-crap the houses for you. So many choices here aren’t there. I don’t want to die, so I guess your job offer it is, for two hundred, Bob.”

      “Who is this Bob?” Odin asked me with a frown.

      Now it was my time to snort. Sarcastically I replied. “Not living in the real world, are you. Valhalla sounds exciting already, if there’s no television.”

      “I would take that as a yes but as I said, there are rules. Do you Genevieve Vogel choose the life of a Valkyrie of your own free will and resolve? Do you give up the mortal coil as you know it and become a seeker of justice and a taker of souls?” Odin’s voice was as deep and mournful as the grave.

      “I do,” I answered him.

      Muttering to myself just under my breath, I made a single comment. “Beats prison.”

      “I heard that.” Odin waved his hand at the door. “See you on the other side.”

      Before I could ask what he meant by that, one of his eyes flashed, blinding me. Rubbing it to see, I missed the door opening in front of me.

      “Drop the weapon!” A voice shouted suddenly.

      Raising my hands, the gun still clenched in one, I heard multiple shots going off close to me.

      Blam! Blam! Blam!

      Several sharp pains shot through me even as I thought to myself. Other side of what?

      My world faded to black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Dead!

      I was dead!

      The very moment I opened my eyes, it hit me. The freaking police had shot me even as I raised my hands, and it was Odin’s damn fault.

      Running my hands over my body, I checked for holes I wasn’t born with. Not realizing I was on a bier, I leaned to one side and fell off. “Sonofabitch!”

      Hitting the floor with a loud thump, I started cursing up a storm. I might be young, but I’d had plenty of exposure to derogatory language and curse words. Grandfather was a hoot when he banged his hand in the garage.

      “Who in the hell leaves someone lying four feet off the ground on a narrow ass table? I swear to God I’m going to beat him senseless! See you on the other side my ass,” I grumbled as I climbed to my feet. Gripping my side, I moaned in agony, “...the hell does it hurt this bad?”

      “Dying will do that to you. Falling will, as well.” A man appeared in the doorway of the room I was in.

      Wincing, I looked up at him. “You’re a tall one. Who the hell are you, and where’s Odin?”

      “The boss is doing what he always does, taking care of business elsewhere. My name is Hermod and I’m to be your teacher,” Hermod replied.

      “Seriously Herman, where’s the old guy? I’ve got a bone to pick with him about those FBI guys he turned loose on me. Getting shot sucks!” I yelled.

      “My name is Hermod. And as I’ve already told you, Odin is busy. If you have a complaint you can tell me about it.” Placing one hand on his hip, he glared at me.

      “Look like a teapot much there, Herbie? Just tell Odin I’ve got a bone to pick with him about a roof and some cops.” Looking around me for the first time, I could see I was in some sort of cave. “Where the hell are we?”

      “Hel has nothing to do with us. As to our location, we’re in one our Lord’s hunting camps. Think of this as your new home.” Hermod swept his arm out.

      I snorted. “Hmm. We’ll see about that. I’ve lived in some holes in my life, but not literally, like this.”

      Hermod shook his head while muttering something to himself. All I caught was, “...bad idea all around. I told him so.”

      “You say something, Herman? Any other rooms in this place?” Approaching him, I tried to peek into the next room.

      “Do you mind? We need to discuss your new role here before you run willy-nilly all over the place,” Hermod exclaimed as he stepped in front of the open doorway. “Being a Valkyrie is a serious job. There is quite a bit of training involved.”

      “What sort of training? I’ve got the killing part down pretty well already.” I gave him a cross look.

      “You and your new sisters are the soul of the Wing. It’s your job to scour the world, bringing the justice of the sword to those miscreants who’ve escaped human justice,” Hermod intoned like he was preaching a sermon to the masses. “There is much to learn.”

      “I get a sword? What kind? Is it like Captain Blood’s?” I hadn’t been listening to what he was saying until he mentioned the sword. Old movies were a thing with me, especially the ones before the motion picture code. They still had the violence and gore to them that later movies lacked. Captain Blood was a classic. Errol Flynn and Basil Rathbone whacking each other with swords, what wasn’t to like about that! A sequel to the film, ‘Son of Captain Blood’ came out just a couple of years ago. It made me laugh that Flynn’s actual son was one of the stars. Sometimes the movie folks got it right.

      “Captain...Blood? Is that the name of a Vampire?” Hermod asked, caught off guard by the non-sequitur. Shaking his head, he gave me a glare. “As I was saying, I will be your teacher for all of these things and more. It’s Odin’s will that…” Hermod trailed off when he noticed I was shaking my head at him. “What is it now?”

      “Why are you training me to kill anyway? That part I have down, Homey. Using a sword will add a bit of spice to things, but I’m pretty sure I can handle it. I did take self-defense in school, after all,” I told him.

      “Because I say so. It’s my job to train and you will be trained if it kills me,” Hermod growled. “This defiance will not be allowed. My name is Hermod!”

      Cocking my head to one side, I gave him my own stare. It’d worked for almost every doctor and patient in my career, and it would work for Herbie as well. “Uh, huh. Tell me again who it was that recruited me for this job. The big guy told me he’d been watching me my whole life and that I was the perfect candidate. Just try and fire me, Herbie.”

      “Hermod! My. Name. Is. Hermod!” Hermod shouted and stamped.

      So easy. “Sure thing, Harriet. Keep on stomping like a little girl and see how that works for you,” I replied.

      We dickered and fought for several weeks like this. Eventually Herman got around to teaching me the do’s and don’ts of Valkyrie life. They were pretty simple, so simple I had trouble believing they needed a trainer.

      Do hunt down evil and the corrupt, don’t kill the innocent. There was other stuff, but to be truthful I wasn’t listening past that point. I begged for my sword almost the entire time.

      “You aren’t ready yet. This isn’t some skald where the hero wins every time. This is important!” Hermod exclaimed. We were practicing knife fighting and I already had an advantage. Chucking my knife as hard as I could I threw it at his chest.

      Thunk!

      Bouncing off his chest like a tennis ball, the blunt knife flew back at me like a boomerang. I ducked to avoid it and slid toward Hermod, pulling out my other weapon even as I hit the ground.

      “Idiot girl, you just threw your weapon away! Why, why, why, did I ever consent to train such a moron?” Hermod threw up his hands in disgust.

      “Don’t call me stupid, stupid. Look down,” I yelled. My backup weapon was right up against his family jewels, if he had any. It was my thought he was a eunuch as much as he ignored my assets.

      Looking down, Hermod saw the knife. “Even a blind squirrel finds a nut once in a while. You’re learning.”

      Knife fighting led to hand to hand, which finally led to the basics of sword fighting.

      “What the hell is this thing Hymie?” I cried as I waved a large wooden sword under his nose. When Hermod first handed it to me, I was so excited. But then reality set in.

      “Practice sword. It’s standard for beginners of which you are,” Hermod explained. “Everyone starts out this way, even you.”

      “Sword my ass! I’ve waited all freaking year for this and now I get termite food? Hercules, you’re getting on my nerves here!” I yelled at him again.

      “How many times do I have to say it? My name is Hermod.” Seeing my expression, he looked up at the cave ceiling for a moment. “Forget it. We’ve only been here for a month or so in real world time. Consider this to be a limbo of sorts. Time out, if you’re a sports fan.”

      I frowned. “I thought you were a Viking warrior or something, not one of those insane sport fans.”

      “The Vikings are a fine team,” Hermod commented as he raised his own practice sword. “Now get into position.”

      “If you say so. I’m from North Carolina remember? Tar Heels!” I swung my sword in an arc, like I’d seen in all the swashbuckling movies I watched.

      A shield materialized on Hermod’s arm which he used to slam my sword out of my hand. My mouth dropped open in surprise. “How did you do that?”

      “Magick. As a Valkyrie you are granted certain powers by the Gods,” he said as he held up the buckler strapped to his arm. “This is but one advantage you have.”

      Hermod had my complete attention now. “You should have started with that, Harvard. I’ve never been a flower and candy sort of girl. Give me a gun or a knife.”

      “This is called a buckler. It’s used with a lighter sword or a rapier, like the one your pirate uses. Valkyries are imbued with inner strength more powerful than most standard humans and paranormals possess. Because of this, we can use heavier weapons longer and faster. Many of your sisters in battle use this for hand protection. I’ll demonstrate. Attack me,” Hermod made a come-hither motion.

      Swinging my sword, I attacked with one of the fighting moves he’d already taught me. Hermod’s shielded hand came up in a blocking maneuver, parrying my attack even as his sword came around in a strike of his own. “Ouch! You’ve got to show me that again Hamish.”

      For the next week we fought our way through the entire list of buckler versus sword routines. Binding was my favorite. That was the art, and it was a real art, of trapping your opponent against their body even as you struck. Other techniques included deflecting another’s sword or just using the buckler like a boxing glove and knocking them unconscious.
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      “Was I wrong about her?” Odin asked.

      Hermod looked away from the newest trainee and up at his boss and mentor. “No, but I still have objections. This training is too short. The others spent lifetimes honing their skills in battle. She hasn’t even scratched the surface of that.”

      “Look where it got the others. They are too stoic, too set in their ways to adapt to this modern world. Genevieve is the perfect solution to what is coming,” Odin replied. Thinking of the future that the Norns had warned him about sent chills down even his back. There would be a need for warriors such as Gen in the near future. She just needed to survive to reach it. “Give her one of the blades and see how she reacts. They are the ultimate test, after all.”

      Hermod sighed. “As you command. But this can only end badly.”

      “Better than the alternative. Trust me on that,” the God replied.
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      “Genevieve, attend me please,” Hermod said. There was a tightly wrapped package clutched firmly in his hand.

      I’d moved on from sword work back to daggers and knives. Incorporating them into my fighting technique took a bit of practice, but now that I understood my powers just a bit better, it was so much easier to do things. Who knew it was possible for my enhanced body to fight with one hand, block with the other, and still be able to sling darts or knives if needed? This job was looking to be way more badass than Odin made it out to be originally.

      “Against my better judgement, Odin has decided to give you this.” Hermod laid the package upon the bier I arrived on. “Valkyries spend years acclimating to their swords. Forged from metal found deep in the mines of Svartalfheim, this sword has been imbued with the soul of a fallen warrior. Only a true Valkyrie can wield her. Eitri, high blacksmith and protector of secrets, has decreed this.”

      An old phrase or song came to my mind. I only have eyes for you. That was all I could think of as I stared at the package. Looking to the warrior beside me, I called him by his true name. “Hermod, may I?”

      The Valkyrie leader smiled suddenly. “Finally the proper name. Please, she is to be yours. In order to bond properly, you must be the first to touch her.”

      My hands trembled just a bit as I unwrapped the sword. “She’s beautiful.”

      Long as my arm, the sword was finely crafted of dwarven steel. Inlay work rimmed with silver ran the length of the blade itself. The guard was an amalgamation of woods and metals that seemed to shift and change each time it was turned. An ice-blue gem sat upon the pommel.

      Careful to not touch the blade, Hermod pointed out a few things. “The gem is of Asgard. Only by gripping the sword are you able to communicate with me through the aether. In cases of dire emergency, and I do mean dire, you may be able to access the rainbow bridge with it. But only if Heimdal grants you access. Don’t count on that happening. He’s only saved one member of the Wing in all of our long history. Once in your hand, the grip will not fail you. Made from the skin of Saehrimnir it will stick to your hand unless you release it willingly.”

      “Saehri...himmer?” I asked, my tongue stumbling over the strange name.

      Hermod laughed. “Old Norse is hard on the tongue. Saehrimnir is the name of the wild boar that is fed to Odin’s soldiers each day. You might call him an immortal meal. Each and all in their proper place. That is how Asgard works. Don’t concern yourself with it. The Wing spends very little time there. If at all. Earth is more our realm.”

      Clutching the new sword in my hand, I practiced a few moves. While she looked heavy, in my hands she was perfectly balanced. This was going to work. “Does she have a name?”

      “Her original name isn’t spoken. She gave up the afterlife to help her sisters of the future. What you call her will be her name for the next life, so choose wisely. You are both bound to each other now,” Hermod explained.

      The inlay work seemed to speak to me. Thoughts of future battles as well as a future together pricked at my mind. One stray thought penetrated all the others, sparking a giggle from me that resonated through the blade. I knew the perfect name that would work with my sense of humor and that of the job I was being presented with. “I’ve got it. Thanks, Henry.”
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      “It’s a disgrace I tell you, I warned you this would happen! She’s making a mockery of our entire order,” Hermod complained to Odin. “This is all your fault.”

      “There you go forgetting yourself again, Herman,” Odin said with a smile.

      Hermod sighed. “Not you too? Why is my life so hard?”

      Odin’s whole body shook as his belly laugh expanded to the rest of him. “I blame your mother, but we agreed to not discuss that less Freya whack us both, remember? It will all work itself out, you’ll see. Have you given her the assignment yet?”

      “As you instructed. She was completely unaware of what was happening underneath her very nose. Are you completely sure of this, milord?” Hermod asked.

      Odin only nodded. The vision he was given was coming together. Reaching into a pocket, he pulled out a cigar. “Got a light?”
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      I stood in the darkness, watching them both for several moments before speaking. Christine was on her back as usual, with Doctor Norton on top. He was grunting and moaning while she directed his movements, a bored look on her face. I could have waited until they finished but ruining the moment would be a bit more fun. “I see nothing has changed here.”

      Christine's head jerked away from Norton’s to look right at me. With her eyes glowing demonic green, she screeched out a cry of outrage. “You’re dead!”

      Doctor Norton half fell, half rolled off Christine. His pants down around his feet, he was unable to stand, so he fell over onto the couch as the nurse jumped to her feet.

      Giving my once former boss a quick evaluation, I could see that he was still a small-minded man, in more ways than one. I tossed him a towel I’d found next to the office sink and told him to “Sit. Stay. Nice doctor.”

      “They killed you! The police interrogated all of us down here,” Norton exclaimed as he covered himself.

      “Can’t stay dead when you’ve got unfinished business, don’t you know. You and I have a bone to pick, Christine.” I smiled at my former coworker.

      “I’ve got nothing to say to a criminal and murderer. I don’t know how you escaped the police, but one call from me and back you go!” Christine reached for the phone on the desk.

      Stepping out of the shadows, I approached them both. I reached over my shoulder and drew my new sword. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Seeing the sword, the demon that was Christine froze. “Why do you have that?”

      “I’ve learned a few new interesting facts since I died. Did you know that demons can only be killed by either Magick or removing the head? You can shoot them or blast them to pieces, but if the head remains, they will come back stronger.” I looked at Norton for a moment. Still clutching the towel to his privates, he was actually blubbering. “Too late for him then. That only leaves you, Christine.”

      “You don’t know what you’re even talking about,” she said, stuttering a little.

      “Oh, I understand. This is all about justice. You’ve turned the ward into your own personal snack bar and I’m here to shut you down permanently. Were you aware that Valkyries were real?” I asked the demon in front of me.

      “No. No! This isn’t happening,” Christine cried out.

      “But it is.” I angled my sword, making light sparkle off her. “Would you like to meet her? Her name is Kindness.”

      Christine's scream of anger and my battle yell blended in nicely with the yells of the injured souls around us.
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        * * *

      

      Updating the ever-increasing pile of files in front of him, Nurse Chris looked up at the sound of screams. Several yells and what sounded like thumping accompanied the screaming. He groaned and muttered to himself, “More work, less hours. You’ll stay on the job right, Chris? We’ll pay you a bit more an hour.” It was never ending. Genevieve was so right about the way this place was run. He hadn’t really believed the cops or the feds when they’d said she was a killer. Not the sweet girl he knew. It must be a conspiracy; she’d asked for more money or a promotion like she’d talked about and they killed her for it. No way she just jumped off the roof like all the stories said she did.

      Maybe it was time to call up his cousin Jimmy and tell him about this one. The people should know what the government was doing to innocent folks. They should be held accountable. Jimmy told him once that he knew powerful people. They were supposed to be like-minded people called the Hammer of the Gods.

      Genevieve will return.
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      Did you like that one? The Wings of Justice series of books may be set inside the Federal Witch Universe, but it’s a bit darker than the rest. More adult. As a reader, you may have noticed it had a bit more language and adult situations than any of my books to date.

      We first met Genevieve Vogel in book seven of the series, Blood on the Moon. She and Hermod were the ones that took FBI Agent Bill Maxwell away after his untimely death. The character and basic story actually came from an anthology story that I wrote for a group I used to be associated with. The original wasn’t up to my style of writing, though. If you’ve read it, you might understand the basics of the story, but I truly think that this one is much better than the short. Longer too. Bill was a popular character, but his death was needed for the story arc to continue.

      WOJ takes place in the late 1960s. I haven’t given the exact date but if you know your movies and television you might be able to guess. Future books will take place in other times. Gen gets around. She’s yet another sort of supernatural police officer but of the more permanent sort.

      She kills with Kindness. What started as an in-joke has become reality. It seemed the perfect name for a sword to me. Especially one that has a person inside of it!

      I started this writing life as a quasi-young adult / adult author, but I’ve been slowly drifting toward the more adult in the series. My roots are still there, and I will always write some YA, but the future will have more grit. Next up for me is the end of the Jack Dalton, Monster Hunter series. Jack is on his way to Washington to hunt down a Vampire. A Jack Dalton ten-book series paperback will follow soon. After that it’s back into the Federal Witch series. Death Awaits is in the works.

      One final note. If you received this book for free and not as part of Kindle’s Unlimited Program, understand that it was stolen. Book Piracy is a real crime that affects authors just like me. This is my job and the books I sell are my paycheck.

      Keep us writing. Buy your books legally.

      As always you can find me on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter (@Allaboutthehorn). Join the Fans of the Federal Witch Facebook group for more information.

      Keep it magical,

      Scott
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