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Chapter one





 


Eve stood, her legs feeling
wobbly and raw underneath her. That was due to them being pretty damned close
to brand new. A week and a half before they hadn’t existed, the old ones having
been burnt off. Her arms were the same way. Existing now, and looking normal
enough, but feeling odd and like they weren’t real, yet. It was all in her head
though, she was ninety percent certain. Most things were, for Vampires. That
had taken her a while to understand, but once she started to grasp the freaking
idea, she’d been able to work with it.


It wasn’t correct to claim that
the whole thing came down to confidence or belief. That new age kind of
thinking would get you exactly as far as it always had in life. Not very. No,
you had to have the needed skills, and be willing to use them, no matter
what it cost you. In this case she’d managed to use magic to increase her own
healing rate.


Sure, that meant she was
incredibly awesome, she knew that one, but everyone had a healing ability, so
it wasn’t that special. Even when she was a Human she had, which had been cool,
now that she thought about it. Not having things bleed forever was a good trick.
Now she was able to throw a bit more energy that way. That was all.


Her legs were bare, just like her
arms, but she only smelled a bit like a pork barbeque now. The charred flesh
had been brushed away over the last days, as she’d gotten bored and things
started growing back. Now she just needed to go and get a shower, then find the
people, the beings, that had done it to her in the first place.


The only problem with that, she
knew without having to do the math on the equation, was that either one of
them, Maggie Sims, who was an ancient and powerful Vampire, or Fram, the
Greater Demon, would hand Eve her ass on a platter. In the Demon’s case, that
would possibly be a literal thing, if she wasn’t careful. She really wanted
them both dead though, and everything inside her heart cried out for vengeance.
To get them for having hurt her and leaving her helpless.


She hated that.


Being strong and powerful was the
entire reason she’d become a Vampire in the first place. It was also why she’d
learned to control herself, even before it had happened, becoming dead like she
had. So that she could be the best Vampire she could be. It had been that, or
joining the Army.


Then some assholes come along,
and use their powers to turn her into a fucking float toy. Not that they would
have known that. Being able to fly was a brand new thing. Her telekinesis
hadn’t been that strong at first, so she hadn’t been able to float around, like
a happy little fairy. In fact, she still couldn’t really do it very well. With
all her effort, she could go about five or six feet up, and then had to land
after about half a minute. The gift was really handy for fetching drinks from
the front room of the shop though. By day five she’d learned to heat the water
in the warming pan, and the tiny jars of animal blood even, using only her
mind. Well, and the hot plate they had for it. She wasn’t making fire or
anything. Even if she could figure out how to get that done, she’d probably
have a mental block that way now. Fire being an actual thing for her
now.


People had come back to check on
her, every six hours or so, and they’d restocked the blood a few times, so that
she could change the energy links out regularly. Three times a day. That way
none of her cows would be killed, exhausted by the effort of trying to re-grow
her limbs magically.


Shuffling a bit, Eve moved into
the front area. Barefoot, her old clothing almost hanging off of her. She
hadn’t asked for anything, so no one had given it to her. They would have
thought of it, she was certain, but for some strange reason, everyone had been
busy almost the whole time. Probably avoiding her.


Like a little bit of healing was
going to make her cranky? Smiling, she saw that David was behind the
counter that night. He was cute, having hair nearly as dark as her own, and
blue eyes. Hers were a plain brown color, but nice enough. On the good side
they both looked fit. She’d been kind of afraid that she was going to stretch
her already thin frame even more, lacking the needed mass to make things
happen. Instead she seemed pretty much like she had before. Thin, but toned,
and kind of hard for a girl, but not anorexic.


The Vampire behind the counter
wore a white apron, since it was the uniform there. It had green letters on it,
that proclaimed the name of the place as Yoghurt World. That part was
interesting now, since for a long time the idea had been for them, their kind,
to stay secret. Hence setting up an embassy in a mall, disguised as a frozen
treat shop. Which it was. 


A really high end one too, for
all they looked like a generic chain store. Everything was made from scratch,
except for the multi-colored sprinkles. They mainly did soft serve dishes
though, which was, Eve decided right then, a problem. They should have some
cones, and hard serve, too. That would mean losing some of the front counter
space, but it wasn’t a bar. No one ate sitting up front, they used a booth, or
left the place totally. It would probably take some lobbying to get that one
through though.


“Hey. I’m going to take off for a
bit, then I’ll be back to finish the shift. Because Eve rules. You should
memorize that last part.” She said it like that was a real thing. She hadn’t
been working there for nearly eleven days, and David was good enough that he
didn’t need her to come and babysit him. If anything the job would have been
the other way around, except for one thing.


He had construction skills, and
she didn’t. That meant he could be useful in helping down at the other end of
the mall, fixing the mess that Maggie had made. She didn’t mention that part
though, waiting for a reaction, which was actually the decent looking guy, who
seemed to be nearing thirty and had been dead at least that long, not aging
from the point of his death, staring at her dumbly for about ten seconds.


Then he faked a smile. 


If you wanted genuine
expressions, you didn’t work with dead people. It was a thing that left in the
days after you died, and took practice to get right again, for some reason.


“All right, that’s
impressive. Did you trade with one of the Demons for it? The arms and legs, I
mean?”


She shook her head, getting what
he meant. The Greater Demons could do things like that, if they wanted. They
weren’t limited by much of anything, she knew. In fact, her buddy Darla had
offered to turn back time for her, so that the damage would have never
taken place. The events still would have, but she’d declined the offer. It had
come on day seven, and she’d been nearly certain that she was going to be
walking inside a month anyway. It had happened faster than that though. 


Mainly because of the time she’d
once spent locked in a box. Learning to use her powers in order to stay alive.


Keeley had kind of tricked her
into doing it, but now she thought it was kind of clear why that was. Her other
Greater Demon friend had mentioned that she’d wanted her to do something like
that, and had been looking for a way to get her to do it anyway, hadn’t she?
Her kind rarely lied, after all. They didn’t have to. They were so powerful
that telling parts of the truth was more than enough to get what they wanted. If
they didn’t just take it. Almost no one could stop them, if they wanted to do
something.


So now she couldn’t even
be secretly pissed at Keels for that one either. As much as the whole thing had
sucked it had also bumped her up in power by ten or more times. Thankfully she
had a handy Fram to blame for things, or she probably would have lost her mind
totally.


Eve realized that she was moving
very fast already, and slowed her reactions, shaking her head no.


“I didn’t need the help. It’s
part of my being awesome thing. Anyone, any Vampire at least, can do this. It
just takes focusing on healing for a while. I wasn’t doing anything else, so it
was worth trying, right? You could do it. Not that I recommend learning by
having things burned off your body, if you get a choice. Start with paper cuts,
or rug burns.”


David grinned, and it looked
nearly real. Charming, and very close to sexy. His eyes even sparkled a bit.


“Good to know, if it ever comes
up. Still, if I hadn’t seen you growing in the back like a houseplant for a
week, I wouldn’t believe it was really possible for anyone. You’re coming back
here? Why?”


Eve wrinkled her nose, blinked
several times, and tried to seem innocent, even though she knew she was being a
pushy pain in the ass with the guy.


“So that you can go and help
clean up, and rebuild Princess Pretty Nail? If they’re doing that at all. Three
of them died. I…” She sighed, knowing that nothing she could have done
would have made any difference. She still felt like it should, regardless. “I
should have gotten there sooner. Figured out that something was going to happen,
and.” She went to a dead stop, not even breathing, the world suddenly turning
into a wash of fire around her. 


It wasn’t real, just a flashback.
Thankfully it turned from that into a vision of her being fucked up the ass
when she was about ten, by her “Uncle Jerry”. That was what her mother had
insisted on calling the drug dealers and pedo’s she sold her daughter to for
drugs and cash. Uncles.


Why not ruin everything for her,
including the idea of proper family, while she was destroying her innocence? It
worked out for her now though, since the burning to death thing was fresh and
new, and a lot of people had used her for sex over the years. That the
idea of being raped was a refreshing alternative to the horror that tried to
interject itself would have probably informed a lot of people about how bad off
she was mentally at the moment, but no one had asked, and she wasn’t planning
to tell.


David just nodded though. If he
knew what she was really thinking or not, she couldn’t tell. It was possible,
since some Vampires had various mental abilities, too. Maybe they all did, for
all she knew. Fire starting, for one, as well as telepathy, empathy, and
telekinesis. Even the ability to fly, though that was so rare that it was
nearly a myth. Technically she could do it though, so she wasn’t going
to doubt that others could manage it.


Shaking her head, she grinned. It
was an old, and very trained response, so it looked real enough for David. He
was hardly the perfect face reader, as far as she knew anyway.


“I need to go get a shower.
Otherwise I’ll make the tourists hungry. Call it half an hour?” She didn’t know
that she could run at the moment, her legs still feeling weak and uncertain,
but it wasn’t a real thing. That was in her head, that feeling that her
limbs would fall off at any moment, or that she’d be ambushed with fire again.
Turning and looking at the back wall, she noticed that she was, after a
fashion.


The sun was coming up. Rising
like it did every single day. She could feel it, a sense of warmth already, on
the horizon. The pain would follow shortly. It always did.


“Or, you can go and get some
sleep and I’ll be back in a bit anyway?”


“That one, if it’s all the same.
I have to hold out until seven, and I swear it’s like being put to death each
and every time. I really don’t know how you and the suck up crew manage it.”


That would be Cormack and Barb,
along with her, no doubt. The ones that could stay up all day, even if they
were pretty young to manage it.


“Really? I can tell you the
secret, if you want. It isn’t hard.” She nearly snapped the words at him, not
liking the idea that he was teasing her, but it came out all right. That was
the real trick to being an adult and mature seeming Vampire. Not being an
asshole to people. On the outside. Most of them still felt angry all the time,
or so she’d heard. She did at least, and Lenore might have just been
saying that to help her keep going at the time, but she thought it might just
be a real thing. It was possible to relax and fight some of that one off
though, along with hunger, so she did it, making herself seem peaceful.


“Oh? What’s that then, not being
a giant puss? I know it’s going to be something like that.”


Eve blinked, nearly taken aback.


“Um, Dave, if you already know
the secret, then why aren’t you doing it already? That really is the
whole thing, right there. Accept that there will be pain, and know that you can
beat it. You can, so… What’s the problem?”


That got something tossed at her,
which she saw fly at her in slow motion as she moved into pure, and blistering,
pain. It was as bad as being on fire had been, but instead of killing her, it
just let her move so fast the world seemed to be in slow motion around her.


It was just a white dish towel,
and wasn’t even damp enough to fly at her very fast. She snagged it from the
air, nearly throwing it back in anger, but just held it, and returned to her
normal movement speed. The trick to not being a bitch was a bit like the rest
of it. You just did it, and didn’t give up.


David spoke then, sighing pretty
well at her.


“You know, back in my day the new
kids were all just insufferable pains in the ass that wanted to kill you, and
take over the world. Now we have… You.”


Eve nodded at him, and folded the
towel before setting it on the marble counter top.


“So, still insufferable and
pushy? Annoying, and really, really hot?” There was a grin with it.


He froze for a bit, and then
nodded.


“All true. I was actually
thinking scary, to be totally honest, though. You get your arms and legs
blown off by a Vampire that The Bey told us he doubted he could defeat
in battle, and drive her away, saving hundreds of lives. Then you re-grow your
stems, and manage to move so fast when I toss things at you that I can’t even
see you moving. To answer your question though, the reason I can’t do
those things is because I’m a little girl. That should be clear, by comparison
if nothing else. Ask anyone.”


Eve shrugged. It just wasn’t
true. If the man, the Vampire, was that big of a waste of space, he wouldn’t
have been working at an embassy. You had to be a bad ass just to get an apron
put on you. Being trusted to work the night shift, alone, well that meant he
was expected to become something special one day.


“Bull. Tell you what, I’ll
stay with you all day, and you can start working on that? Yeah, it hurts like a
mother fucker. I won’t lie about it. You know that one, since we all do,
but things are getting real around here, in case you didn’t notice? Being dead
during daylight hours is a huge liability now. A year ago it wasn’t a big thing,
but if the Humans turn on us, and I have it on good authority that it’s the
working plan, then you’re going to want to be alive and awake from now on.
Still, let me get a shower first? You won’t be that useful today, but um… Could
you get a call in to Nikki? The local Proctor? She started working on this with
me, staying up, then I had a bit of a personal setback, which screwed up the
schedule.” She nearly felt bad about it, for a short period of time.


Not that Nicole had any real
reason not to keep up with things, past the first day, or that the others
shouldn’t have seen to it. Then, Eve hadn’t suggested it either, had
she? No, she’d just sat in the back, consumed with the idea of revenge, and the
fear that she’d never be able to really be whole again at all. She wasn’t
really yet, but it would come. She hoped.


Her power, her personal agency,
had been stripped away from her, and that wasn’t a thing she was willing to
allow. For that alone, a certain Vampire and the Greater Demon that had
enslaved her were going to die.


Oh, she knew it wasn’t fair,
killing Maggie for it. She was trapped, and her ability to resist was gone too.
In a lot of ways it had to be worse than what Eve had felt. The only way for a
person to get free of a Greater Demon that held their will, what people called
owning another’s soul, was for the Greater Demon to die. Not just be knocked
out or made a little uncomfortable either. They had to go all the way down.


Some of them could come back even
from that, but she couldn’t see it as a great idea with Fram. After all, if she
managed it, by some miracle, taking him down like that, bringing him back would
just give him a second chance to come for her.


Would he be reasonable enough to
see that revenge was stupid and a waste of time, once her goals had been reached?
She didn’t really know. If Fram had been a Human man, or the Mage he’d
pretended to be, then the answer would have been no, almost all the time. If
he’d been a Vampire, then she’d be dead already, not having survived being
weakened for so long.


Great Demons though, they were
often really sensible about things, and didn’t always hold a grudge. Some of
them could, if they were insane, or if it was logical to remove a long term
threat, but she just didn’t know what Fram would do, if she killed him and let
him come back. Not that she had a clue how to do that last part.


Kill him, and work out some kind
of healing, to bring him back? Could she do that? Healing yourself was one
thing, but another person? Other people had that kind of skill, but she’d never
heard of a Vampire with it. Then, it wasn’t a battle ready ability, so maybe it
was out there, but no one bothered to chat about it? Really, they might not
even know it existed, if they did have it. Vampires didn’t try to fix people
very often, did they?


David the Vampire, good looking,
and trim enough to be a catch if anyone was interested, groaned a bit. It was a
sad sound, she decided.


Pitiful.


“Awww. Do I have to?”
There was a slight bit of petulance to the tone, but it was mainly playful.


“Yup. You and me in an hour, get
Nikki out for it. I’ll be back.” She moved then, barefoot, walking into a field
of white hot pain that moved through her entire being the whole time she used
her speed. On the good side she didn’t have to physically run the whole time. 


That part was ridiculously easy,
actually. She didn’t even get out of breath, if she tried doing that,
without using her special powers for the jog.


As much as she could Eve pushed
and pulled herself through the world, the light of the sun daring to creep up
at her, over the edge of the world, blinding her as she traveled. It was a real
skill, not hitting anything harder than it could take, moving her body faster
than two feet on the ground could cause her to go normally. It was like a
combination of a slow jog and swimming, really. She hid from the cars that were
on the road as they passed, even though people knew that Vampires, and other
things, existed now. It was good practice for one thing, and for the other she
didn’t want to cause anyone to crash, distracted by her as they would no doubt
be. Especially men.


She’d caused more than a few car
accidents just walking around when she was a regular girl, so it wouldn’t
be fair to add in Vampire powers to the mix now. The poor guys wouldn’t stand a
chance. She smiled about that line of thought, since she’d met a lot of women
that made her feel like she should walk around with a bag over her head all the
time. Some of them worked at the mall, too, so it wasn’t like she was never
going to see them again. It was healthy, remembering that, since getting a big
head at this point in her life would probably have her ending up dead. Baby
Vamps that got full of themselves didn’t last long, and she wasn’t even a year
old yet. Not from the time of her death, which was when Vampires started
counting.


Instead of going back to Edom’s
place, where she actually lived, she stopped in at Troy’s house. She had some
clothing there, and he would be home, she thought. She wasn’t totally certain
what day of the week it was, but being that he worked nights, as the manager of
a dance club, he’d be back. She knocked on the door though, since it was just
possible that he’d have company over. The guy was nice enough looking, clean,
and managed to hold steady employment in a down economy, so it was a thing that
could happen. They used to date, or at least have sex occasionally, but Eve
wasn’t going to let that ruin their friendship now. She’d still do him after
all, and her lack of real interest in that kind of thing, physically being
involved with someone, just meant she didn’t feel all that much like being
jealous if he found someone else.


He probably would, if he didn’t
become a Vampire first himself.


Troy was the slave of a Greater
Demon though, even if he didn’t know it. If he died to become a Vamp, then that
would be taken away, which might not be allowed. 


It was a point that she hadn’t
considered before really. What if she killed Maggie and brought her back? Death
broke the link, going either way. She thought that was the case, anyway.
Killing Fram might be the more certain way of getting it done, since it would
probably be easier to get him back, but she was nearly certain that killing him
and surviving it would be beyond her. It probably always would be. Not that she
wouldn’t be willing to die to get that done, if she had to.


Still, it was a possible option,
wasn’t it?


How could she kill something that
was undead, and bring it back?


Blinking, she understood that one
without even having to concentrate on it. It was one of her personal fears
after all. If someone killed all of your energy sources, and prevented you from
getting another, you’d eventually starve, even if no damage was done. If a Vampire
got close enough to death, and was given some energy, just in time…


Well, she didn’t know if she
could do that one. Even if it were possible, it would be pretty hard to just
trap Maggie Sims, and kill all her sources like that. Maybe if she kept blinding
her? When they’d fought, Eve had, rather desperately, managed to pluck out the
other woman’s left eye, which had gotten her to run off. The burning had
stopped first, if she remembered correctly. Did that mean anything, like she
needed to see in order to use her powers, or was it that even for a Vampire,
your eye suddenly jumping out of your head was freaking insane and scary?


If she needed her eyes to aim her
flame power, or use it at all, then that might work.


Then she’d just have to keep the
other woman blind until she passed away.


It sounded easy, and it just
couldn’t be at all.


On the other hand, running up on
her from behind, really fast, and vaporizing her head might work too. That
would end the link, and be a lot less work. It was probably more certain too.
If she got fancy with things, and failed, she’d die this next time.
There was simply no way she was going to set up a fair fight with either of the
beings she wanted dead. Doing that would end up with her losing, if not being
enslaved herself.


Fram had told her, several times,
that he wasn’t The Mistress of Souls, able to take anyone, even on the fly, and
that was probably true. Keeley was kind of a bad ass when it came to taking
over people against their will, from the sound of it. She’d never heard anyone
claim that Fram was special that way. Or in any way, particularly. That
just meant he kept his skills hidden though, most likely. Each of the Greater
Demons seemed to be particularly good at one thing or another. True, some of
those things would be music, or art, or even medicine, but not having heard
what he was good at just meant he could surprise her. Any Greater Demon could
do that though. Probably at any time they chose.


Thinking otherwise was suicide.


So, if she focused on Mags, took
the source of her power away while keeping her own, made it too hard to fight
her, then made sure she broke the link… That might work. It could also be her
just masturbating into the air, not wanting to have to kill a woman that she’d
kind of liked. They might not be best buddies or anything, now, but they’d
gotten along pretty well. It was enough to cause Eve to do stupid things, she
knew. Trying to protect a friend that could be ordered to kill her at any
moment.


The door opened slowly, and
Troy’s head came into view. It was kind of clear that he was naked behind the
door, and from the scent he was hiding an erection. Given that she couldn’t
hear anyone else in the place, she got what that meant.


That he was too lazy to toss on a
robe when he came to the door.


“Eve! My God! I was told you
wouldn’t be around… For years. Come in…” He covered the nudity, and the
muted porn on his wide screen television, with a hug, and blushed a bit when
she glanced over at it.


“Um… This is pretty much exactly
what it looks like. In my defense, notice that the two ladies on the screen are
easily of legal age and neither is wearing a mascot costume. Not this time. I
reserve the option to get off to girls in squirrel costumes though. Otherwise,
why have all this freedom?”


She shrugged and glanced over at
it. The two women were all right looking, but not so hot as to be worth getting
bothered over.


“Can I use your shower? Then we
can do something, if you want? I don’t have long, but…”


He actually winced, and then,
rather sadly, shook his head.


“I can’t. You work at the club.”
He looked down, and seemed almost ready to cry then. It had to be a nightmare
for him, she knew. Being presented with a hot and willing woman, already at
full mast, and have to say no.


Eve shrugged again, not feeling
up to doing a lot more than that. It was funny, but regrowing limbs had left
her feeling a bit tired. Drained, even though that wasn’t really true.


“I haven’t in half a year now.
I’m pretty sure that you’re my boyfriend anyway, which would get us around
those rules. You don’t have to do anything with me, but I can hold up my end if
you want to try? Call it practice for me. I’ve only been with one Human guy
since the change. I didn’t bite him though, which was pretty good, considering
I had him in my mouth.”


“You didn’t try me first? I’m a
little hurt.” The funny thing was, even under the small smile he gave her, it
seemed like he really was.


“Yeah, well, I wasn’t going to
try it for the first time with some guy I actually liked. More than a
bit, I mean. Ben is okay. He works with Zack at his store now? I don’t know if
you’ve met?” It was possible, since the two were best friends.


Troy nodded though, confirming
that idea.


“Right. The one that’s dating
Kaitlyn now? Not that it would be a problem for you to have sex with him too.
Succubi are good that way. Um… You know, I guess? I want to be good, but
your wicked logic, and good looks, have worn me down, and it’s been months
since I managed to have the time to do anything with another person. I
probably shouldn’t say that, but you know, I need to warn you about the two
minutes this is going to take. A fantastic two minutes, but I don’t want to
oversell the whole thing.”


She made a face that should have
been considering, and nodded.


“Fine I’ll get a shower, you get
some lube? Meet me here in twenty minutes?” It would mean taking two showers,
since going into work with Vampires meant they would be able to smell what
you’d just been doing, but she had time still, as long as they didn’t dawdle.


That was a funny word, dawdle.
She nearly remarked on it, but decided that going and getting clean finally,
removing the stink of her own charred carbon from herself, was more important
than being silly. Even for Troy. That was one of the fun things about him
though. Outside of work, you could goof and play with him, and he’d understand
it. He’d even join in on the fun. Not everyone did.


She scrubbed fast and hard, going
over her entire being six times before she didn’t smell like anything but soap.
Then she brushed her teeth like she hated them, to get rid of the blood breath
thing, and dried well, padding out to the living room with nothing on.


The events that took place then
were fun too, after a fashion. She didn’t get anything out of it, on a physical
level, but she remembered what felt good, and focused everything she had on her
friend. He really did manage to be quick, the first time, but they did it
twice, and the second one took longer. That was all for him though, since she
didn’t get any more out of that time than the first.


Then after muttering a few sweet
sounding words about how great he was, which objectively was true, she hurried
back to the shower, and came out clothed about three minutes later. Using her
speed hurt, but it was also really useful at times.


“There! Thanks for that. The
showers, and the sex. Next time you can take me out first, and we can spend
some actual time on it.” That wasn’t very likely, given her schedule, but she
moved in and kissed him anyway, which got a surprisingly ardent one back.


“That sounds fun. If Edom doesn’t
fire me for sleeping with you this time. I really shouldn’t have.”


Eve nodded, but then grinned at
him.


“Well, if I start working at the
club again, then we’ll have to do things differently, I suppose, but I really
think it’s all right for now. Notice for instance that you have no holes in
your body that you didn’t start with? That’s a pretty big deal, and if I drank
from you it might have been a problem, but this kind of shows I can be trusted
not to kill people too easily. Not that it’s been a huge fear for a
while now. I’ll talk to Ed about it first though, in case he gets mad. It would
be my fault anyway, not yours. He tends not to blame the Humans for things like
that.” Thinking about it now, it seemed a bit more sketchy, and like she’d
broken an actual rule too. Eve should have cleared it with him first, she knew.


Hopefully there wouldn’t be too
bad of a beating, or a Troy firing, over it.


“Well, off I go, to another wonderful
day in the salt mines!” She hugged him again, and tried to seem cheery. There
was no use worrying him, after all. Things would either fall apart, or they
wouldn’t.


Either way, she had things to do.












Chapter two





 


It was clear, when she got back
to the mall, that no one had really thought she was even half as good as she
turned out to be. Eve nearly snorted at it, since it should have just been
clear to everyone that knew she existed. Lenore stared at her, as if Eve hadn’t
had legs and mostly finished hands the day before. Okay, her hair was really
short now, having been singed off, but she’d made a point to get her eyebrows
and lashes back before going outside. She could speed up the hair now that the
rest was done, but Troy hadn’t seemed to mind too much. Then, if that boy
wasn’t at least a bit bi, she’d eat… Well, really she wouldn’t, since anything
would probably make her kind of sick and she didn’t want to risk it right now,
but she’d been in bed with him before, while a Greater Demon that looked like a
guy had sucked him off.


A girl Greater Demon,
true, and she’d looked like him at the time, but still, that was kind of gay.
Not that she had a problem with it, but it did mean there had been no
whining about her haircut that morning.


So far. She was probably a bit
butch looking, having gotten into a pair of black jeans, and a black button up
blouse, along with a belt. She didn’t tuck them in though, and had worn a
jacket, in case anyone saw her on the street. It was just the old work one from
the club, which was shiny, blue and had the logo and name on the back. Her
shoes were great though, being purple and pink. Made for running, or walking
long distances, but that was a thing she did, so it had been part of her plan
while shopping for them.


In short, she looked like a
lesbian that was actually reporting for her job as a yogurt girl.


“Is David still here? I said he
should stay up all day.”


Lenore shook her head, her eyes
flashing a bit. It was anger, but not too much of it.


“I think he might have dodged out
on you. Nicole is here though, in the back? I’d noticed you were gone, but you
look… Good. Healed and strong. That… We were planning to move you in a
few days. I suppose I should cancel the nurses we hired?”


Eve couldn’t tell if she were
kidding or not, so tried to seem pleased enough about the idea. It might be
real, after all, but if so, then people had been ignoring her harder than she
would have expected. That wasn’t a big deal. People got busy, and did their own
things, didn’t they? She hadn’t really needed help, anyway.


“That’s probably not going to be
needed. Um, not to be that Vampire, but does anyone know where Maggie
Sims has gotten to? Or Fram?”


There was a tightening of the
other woman’s face. It wasn’t a nice thing to see, since Lenore was actually
pretty, in a slightly large nosed way. Her hair was a blonde mixed with red,
and if you squinted and got really close to her, there was the barest hint of
freckles left on her pale white face. She had makeup on, so they wouldn’t be
visible that day, but contorting her face like she was, seeming upset about
something, didn’t make her look her best.


Eve waited, and the woman, upset
or not, finally took a deep breath and spoke softly.


“We know where they both are. They
haven’t even left the area. It’s clearly a trap, meant for the Council, we think.
What do you intend to do?” That was the source of the angst, if it could
be called that.


Eve made herself grin, and tilt
her head from side to side, since she got the idea now. Maggie was in town, and
she was supposed to be half insane with rage. That meant going, probably right
at that moment, to kill the bitch that had hurt her. It might also be possible
that she’d run away, in fear.


She wasn’t going to do either of
those things.


“I was thinking we should
restructure here, and get a glass topped cold case, and put in hard serve and
some waffle cones. We can learn to make those, even for the soft serve stuff.
I’m kind of surprised you don’t have one of those in the back. A machine for
that?” She watched carefully, but Lenore took that one in stride, like it was a
fairly normal thing to suggest.


“It’s at home, actually. In
storage. I keep meaning to add those, the cones, but it will take learning how,
as well as getting some new techniques and recipes prepared. Hard serve would
cost money to put in, but the waffle cones could be done in a few days time, if
you want to help with it?”


She nodded, and glanced toward
the back.


“I don’t hear pacing from back
there Nikki! Don’t sit down, it makes it too hard to get back up. You know,
since we kind of drove Mark out of hiding… Or I did, we should go and
make sure that the candle shop is taken care of. I love Lisa, but she can’t
keep a store straight to save her life.” Those words got some movement from the
sofa, and a tired looking punk rock chick to come out. Her style was about
twenty years out of date, with a barbell piercing through her nose and bright
red hair. She had on a cool looking leather jacket though, and waved a bit when
she got to the front space.


“Hey. I’d heard you’d gone all
stumpy on us. This is a better look for you. Symmetrical. It works for almost
everyone.”


It was clear, just from looking
at her that the other woman hadn’t been keeping up with her training. Rather
than snap at her over it, which wouldn’t help anything, Eve made a point of
waving back. The sun might be starting to hurt, reminding her of the flames
that had nearly killed her, but she wasn’t sleepy. Not even a tiny bit.
That meant she didn’t have a good excuse to be a bitch.


“Could you go and make sure that
everyone is taken care of for me? I need to make some phone calls. I got all
lazy for a bit there, and let things go. It’s shameful. I feel so small now.”
She followed it up with a happy expression, and to her surprise, Nicole, who
was higher in the local power structure than she was by several steps, and who
didn’t need to take orders from her, just started walking that way.


Calling back over her shoulder,
she glanced at Lenore. Her little sister, from back when they’d both been alive,
centuries before. They both looked young still. More youthful than Eve, though
it was actually kind of close. She’d been almost exactly twenty-one when she’d
died. These two had been younger than that by a few years each.


Nicole sounded polite though,
when she spoke. That wasn’t always the case where her sister was involved, and
tended to be worse, going the other way.


“Sure. I should get things for
everyone here? The workers at the other end, and all that?”


The ambassador, Lenore, didn’t
snarl for once, just glancing at Eve.


“I’ll have work to do here, but
if you two don’t mind picking items up as needed, or running errands, I think
that might be most welcome. Things have been in disarray for the last weeks.”


Nodding Eve tried to smile at
Nikki.


“Good plan. I’ll be along in a
few minutes? This probably won’t take too much time.” Bad ideas seldom did,
after all.


The other two got going, Lenore
into the back, leaving Eve behind the counter, and Nik to scramble and stumble
out of the place. It seemed nearly like she was drunk, and probably would for
the first two days or so, again. After a couple weeks that would be gone
totally, even for an older Vampire that wasn’t used to it. It wasn’t certain,
but she kind of thought that it would actually be easier for them if they
started out staying up all day, and never learned to hide from the pain of the
sun.


Not that it mattered in this case.
The woman had orders, from her creator, Bey, to do it. That should have been
enough to keep her going before, but it had also been Eve’s job to keep her on
task. Hopefully Cormack and Barb hadn’t gotten all lazy like that, too. Losing
one or two days like Nikki had was a shame, but they’d both been five or six
into the whole thing. If they’d stayed up the whole time then they were
probably set already. Not there, she noticed, but that might be fine, if
they’d hung on long enough.


She made that her first call,
trying to find Barb, who was conveniently enough with Cormack, both at the far
end of the mall, helping Zack and the mall manager do some work. Along with
David.


Eve held the phone with her chin,
and clapped her hands.


“Really? That’s so cool.
He must be half useless. Still he stayed, so how incredible is that? You and
Cormack are both doing well then? I kind of fell down on the job with you guys.
Sorry about that.”


Barb made a sound that might have
been sobbing, if she was capable of actually crying anymore.


“We’ll forgive you, this once.
Don’t let it happen again. You just sat there, stinking up my break room… For
weeks.”


It hadn’t been that long, but she
didn’t mention that part. It would seem like bragging.


“Glad to be out of the way for
you then. Anyway, I was just checking in, and being a good pain in the rump.
Tell everyone I’ll be down later? If we have breakfast orders or anything, get
them in writing? Coffees, and all that kind of stuff?”


“I’m on it. We should be done
later today. Everyone helped out with it, so it’s gone pretty fast.”


That was good. Not that she
shouldn’t have been helping, too. It hadn’t been in the cards though, and she
was willing to gamble on the idea that at least a tiny portion of the people
there would get the basic idea. That she would have helped, if it were
possible.


They worked out that Nikki would
take the orders, and that they’d both go and get anything that was needed. It
wasn’t going to be all that much, she didn’t think. In a way, she realized, she
was dragging her feet, not wanting to go back to the other end of the mall.
Being there would mean learning who’d died, and there were only seven ladies
that worked the nail place or so. She wasn’t close to any of them really, but
she’d known them all in passing. It was going to hurt, when she found out.


So she called Marcus’s home
number instead. Since that made perfect sense, right? He was a Greater Demon
and still in town, so why should he change it? To her surprise it picked up, on
the third ring.


The voice was still male, but was
different now. Deeper, but also more friendly.


“Good morning, how may I help you
this fine and rainy day?”


“It wasn’t raining when I was out,
earlier. Cloudy though, so I can see it. Anyway, it’s me, Eve. Benson,
in case you forgot about me? You know, the girl that you had your minion set on
fire? Left me all stumpy and smelling like extra-crispy bacon? I’m planning to
kill you soon, so I was wondering if you wanted to make an appointment for
that? Zack’s insisting that we let you come back to life after, for some
reason. Still, it’s worth it, just to break the link with Maggie that you have?
The other option is to kill her to break it, but I don’t know if I can
bring her back. I do have a plan for it, but it’s mainly speculation right
now.” She didn’t get a response, so started to run through it, expecting to be
interrupted at any moment. Instead the Greater Demon just let her keep on
chatting.


Like they were friends, or
something.


“There are a few minor holes in
that one, but it could work. You should make sure to research each portion of
it first. I’d rather not lose her right now, since she really is my favorite. I
have plans, too, you know. It’s part of why I got her in the first place… I
don’t suppose I could get you to wait a few weeks? I could send more cash to
your account, in exchange?”


It was a very strange
thing to say, given that she’d just told him that she planned to kill him.
Then, she’d also said that keeping him alive might be in the works, too. He
seemed to be taking that as a sign that they could negotiate the whole thing.
Which, given everything, was probably as close to the best she was really going
to be able to get from the being. 


More than she really expected,
actually. She’d kind of expected threats and growling, with her dying later
that afternoon.


“Hmmm. Well, I don’t need a lot
more cash at the moment. I have ridiculously low overhead now, you know? I
don’t suppose you have anything else to trade? For some extra time, I mean.” To
her that wasn’t that valuable a commodity, since what was she really going to
do, go to his house and drag him out into the street for a spanking? Her odds
of getting that done, given how kinky he seemed, would be a lot better than
actually killing him. It might even have been funny, if she wasn’t quite so
ticked at him.


“I could give you an amulet that
will let you regrow your arms and legs inside six months? It’s worth several
billion dollars. Probably more than that, in the current market.”


She snorted at him, wondering if
he was just being a tease.


“I already grew those back,
thanks. You seem to have forgotten how cool I am. Got anything else?”


There was silence on the line,
for a longer time than she would have suspected from a Greater Demon. Finally,
there was a gentle chuckling sound. It actually didn’t sound too insane, all
things being considered.


“Well, fuck, Eve. That’s
pretty darned good for a Vampire. On your own, too? No one helped you at all?
Wow. I’m impressed. Okay, I doubt my tender flesh will thrill you either,
though I am looking pretty hot these days. Um… How about this, I have
some contacts in Russia, who just so happen to know the name of the
specific Vampire that’s getting ready to take his fellows in that area into rebellion
against the Council. Your folks don’t know who it is precisely yet either, so
the name has value. You and your boyfriend Bey can go and handle that, and it
should be worth, what? Three weeks? Twenty-one days of reprieve from death, for
myself, or Maggie? That won’t cover any of my other servants, but you aren’t
planning on a terror campaign, are you?” His voice didn’t even go dark at the
end. There was no threat implied, and it was asked like a genuine question.
Like he was interested in knowing the answer, and trusted her to simply tell
him what her plans were. Because, she remembered, they had an actual agreement
to share information, didn’t they?


So she did. It wasn’t like she
was going to lose anything by him knowing that she hadn’t turned into an
insane vengeance monster. She looked at the wall across from her, which was
very clean, and matched the color scheme of the place, being an orange like
shade.


“Nope. It never even crossed my
mind. I’m taking Maggie from you, one way or the other, and there may be some
pain coming your way for screwing with me, if I can manage it. You
killed some people here too, using her like you did. Maybe not on purpose, but still,
it happened, and you knew to plan for that kind of thing. That’s… I guess
that’s between you and Zack, since none of them were my people, exactly. I’m not
happy about it, but that isn’t anything for us to go at it about. So, if the
information you give me checks out, you get twenty-one days. Then we meet, and
work out how to best do this? Or do you want me to sneak up on you and pretend
I can do anything other than smuggle in a secret weapon? It would be better for
me if you just helped out. Probably safer for everyone. Plus if I have
to shove a nuke up your ass, it would be easier if we lubed you up first.”


She expected an evil laugh, or
something. What she got was a pleasant voice. A calm one that sounded like they
were talking about meeting for coffee, not death.


“That sounds fine. A name for
you, and a real meeting at the end, with no tricks or traps involved after
twenty-one days where you don’t go after Maggie or myself. During that time
neither of us will go after you either. Fair?”


“Yes. As long as you don’t send
anyone else to do it. Or anything. I’ll fight for my life, or my friends’
lives, no matter what we say right now.”


“Understood. I won’t use any
loopholes in this. I simply need the time. Fine, then. We’ll move forward with
this. I’m happy to hear that you’re doing better so soon, by the way. I’ve been
worried about you. I stopped myself, of course, but it actually happened three
times since you were injured. That’s a lot, for me.”


“Um, thanks? So, that name?”


She had to write it down, but got
a lot more than just the strange Russian sounding name that probably meant John
Smith, or the equivalent. Eve was also given the name of the man’s
co-conspirators, an outline of their plan, which was pretty basic, and the
addresses of several of their secret hiding places. They meant nothing to her,
and she probably spelled the names wrong, not knowing the Cyrillic alphabet
yet, but it was a starting place. She even got some numbers for Vamps in the
right area that weren’t in with the bad guy.


Bohdan Constantine. It did sound
like a great evil bad guy name, at least to her.


Once they were off the line, Eve
was kind of conflicted by the whole idea. Maggie had nearly killed her, and she
wanted her dead for it. That was fair and right, wasn’t it? Zack had made it
seem like she could, and more to the point should, save her though, and
even Fram had been nearly helpful about the whole thing. Sure, he wanted to get
his plan finished, but there was no way Eve was going to stop him, and
his friends anyway. If anyone could, it wasn’t going to be her.


Still, wouldn’t revenge be
better?


After a moment, she had to shake
her head, the empty store silent, except for the hum of the machines. That
probably meant Lenore had been listening in from the back. That could end up
with her being beaten, for daring to think she was more clever than a Greater
Demon, or for risking herself to save a friend that had probably been a Demon’s
slave the entire time they’d known each other.


The woman stirred, but didn’t
come out, so if she was shocked or angered, it wasn’t going to come in a
rushing and insane attack at that moment.


In fact, it was pretty clear that
the phone was being picked up then, in the back, and a few moments later a
female voice spoke.


Maggie.


Eve listened closely, and heard
the ancient Vampire sound very nearly friendly.


“Burgerville, fourth plain, how
may I help you today?” That news got Eve to blink. It was the old job that
Maggie had been working, before she’d gone off to be the mouthpiece for the
Council.


That she was working there again,
or possibly still, was fascinating. It probably wasn’t that she needed
the money, after all. Then, twenty-four hours a day was a lot of time to fill.
It could just be that she liked to keep busy.


Lenore cleared her throat.


“Maggie. Would you happen to know
where Bey is right now? We have some new information, on the difficulties in
Russia? Eve got it for us. From the Demon Fram? Amazingly, she isn’t plotting
your instant death. She’s also already fully healed from her little
adventure already. I knew that you’d want to hear about that, first thing.”


Okay, so the ambassador was being
a bit catty sounding, but Maggie actually made a real happy sound, her voice
very nearly thrilled seeming. It was strange and annoying, since Eve kind of
still wanted to be pissed at her. Arms and legs, burnt to carbon, with not even
the bones left. That was worth being upset over, wasn’t it?


“Oh, thank goodness! I’m
surprised that she’s taking it so well, though I guess I shouldn’t be too taken
aback by the idea. If someone had done that to me, I’d be less than pleased,
myself. It’s good to know that I didn’t hurt her too much to bear. She just
kept coming at me so fast. I really didn’t have a lot of choice at the time,
since it was use fire, or die.”


Eve snorted, but spoke from the
front space, knowing that the other woman would hear her.


“Right. I’ve got a thing set up
with Fram, for the next three weeks. A truce. After that we’re going to kill
one of you. We have a meeting scheduled for it.” She stopped there, a bit of anger
in her tone. She got how it would sound, and looked toward the back, wondering
what the response would be.


Maggie just coughed. It wasn’t
real, but it seemed like it. She was just so damned good at faking things like
that.


“That’s different. Only
one of us? Why not both? I don’t suppose that it’s going to be the other
one in the collection that goes, will it? Well, I’ve had a long life. I can’t
complain about the measure I’ve been given that way, if it must come to the part
where it ends now.”


Eve rolled her eyes.


“I know, that does sound
pretty fair, doesn’t it? But nooo, I have to set it up so we just kill
one of you, and bring you back, so the slave link thing will be broken between
you. I’ll be calling some friends of mine in on that part, so that we can make
sure it works. You owe me though. Big time. Like huge, beyond anyone’s
ability to imagine. I’m not just talking helping me move, or clean the garage,
big either, so remember that when Christmas comes for the next few decades.”


That got a laugh, at least, and a
promise to do that.


“Thank you, Eve. I know that I
don’t deserve it. Things truly didn’t go as planned.”


It didn’t have anything to do
with what was deserved though, did it? Eve was still pissed at the other
Vampire, but she held her tongue on the topic.


Bey however, it turned out, was in
the burger joint where Maggie worked as the manager. Just sitting there
listening to them natter on about silly things like life, and death. She heard
him say he was coming, a gentle whisper in the background of a sea of voices.
The place must be good, she realized, since it was still very early in the day.
Places that sucked didn’t have very big breakfast rushes.


The phone clicked shortly after
that, being hung up, before Lenore started making the next call. That was to
Eve’s buddy and business partner, it turned out. Marissa Constantine. The last
name was the reason why, too.


This time Eve kept her lips
closed, and just eavesdropped like a good minion. Taking a clean and damp
cloth, wringing it out carefully in the silver metal sink, she started to wipe
the whole room down. It was what they were supposed to do when they ran out of
other things.


It was a very polite call, with
Lenore kissing so much ass to start with that Eve could hear her lips
starting to chap, even from the other room. Not that it wasn’t a good idea to
be polite to people on the Council in general, but it was so over the top that
the hermaphrodite on the other end finally cut through things, her voice
slightly amused.


“Lenore, dear, what’s the real
issue here? Not that I don’t appreciate the compliments, but you don’t normally
connect with me just to go on about my many virtues. That means you either want
something, or have news that you fear might enrage me. Which is it?”


There was a soft sigh from the
next room.


“The second one, I’m sorry to say.
It seems that we may have located the source of the rebellion in Russia. If our
information can be trusted, and it seems likely that it may be rather good,
then it’s coming from Bohdan. I thought to call you first, before we take any
action. I know that the Council has ordered this dealt with, as soon as
possible, but there is, perhaps room to wiggle things a bit?”


“Ah. I see the problem then. Bohdan.
That’s a name I haven’t heard in several years. A child of mine, from about,
oh… What century is this?” The question wasn’t a joke, so Lenore told her it
was early in the twenty-first, not letting any sense of humor come into it.


“So, six centuries ago? Surly he’s
old enough by now to know better than to challenge power lightly. An
intellectual, rather than a fighter, but never one to be too happy being led by
others. One always thinks that those we know will remain as we left them, but
it’s never the case, is it? I don’t suppose that a warning might be sent first?
To inform him that he should alter his path, before we send the might of the
Council after him?”


Eve had a tiny problem with that
one, herself, since it would let the man know that they were coming, which could
well mean getting his forces together, and ready, first. To her surprise
though, Lenore sounded positive about the idea. Like it was a brilliant plan,
actually.


Even Bey, who walked through the
door about then, from the front, nodded, as if he’d been listening to the whole
thing. That probably wasn’t possible though, given how far he’d just had to run
to get there. Even at his level of speed and power, walking places took time.
Like a half minute, but still, it was a real thing.


Without stopping to even nod at
her, the small, hairless man in the black suit, moved straight to the back, and
took over the conversation.


“We shall see that done then.
Perhaps it would be best if the message of warning came from you, his maker,
personally? I don’t doubt the others will allow that to be done. Such a thing,
coming from you, will probably end all problems there. If not, then we will
have to do more, of course. It will sadden my heart to pain you so, but I
cannot see another way. This is the wrong time for us to allow open discord
amongst our people. Now that the Humans are aware of us again, we must needs be
careful.”


“I know, old friend. I’ll do that
now. It may take me some time to find the correct number, it really has been
about a decade, if not longer, since my child and I spoke. Time flies, and we
all grow careless, as it does.”


Eve actually had one for the man,
on the note pad in her hand. She walked to the back, moving quickly, but
stopping at the door, so no one would hit her. Then, without speaking, she
pointed to the number next to the name on the yellow legal pad. Bey could use
it, or not, if he wanted.


“Oh? It seems we have that
information already to hand. Very good then. Thank you, Miss Benson. Marissa,
if you’d be so kind as to tell us what we need to do? We’ll stand by, waiting
for you to call on us, or more hopefully, to tell us we need do nothing.”


The phone hung up then, and Eve
waited, not knowing what would happen next.


It was hugging, as it turned out.
The real kind. The tiny bald man actually picked her up and squealed happily
while he did it.


“Eve! You are well again, and
whole, already? Young Zackary suggested that it might happen thusly, but to see
such is a miracle worthy of great tales. I have been seeking a way to save the
life of my maker and wife, but other than destroying the Greater Demon known as
The Bold, I have not found any. You, perhaps, have something that might bring
success in this area?” He seemed interested in that, but was still holding her
in the air, and spinning a little.


 “Maybe. We need to kill one of
them, but they don’t have to stay dead. Once the link is broken it will
stay that way. We have a meeting with Fram in three weeks, to really look into
getting that done. No tricks or anything. We should get with Zack on it, and
Darla. Keeley, too, since if nothing else, we can ambush Fram with her, and
make him kill himself. She’s done that to him before, so it could work. Really
though, as long as we don’t get in his way too much, I doubt he’s going to be
that big of a pain about it all. On the bad side, he’s working on a plan to
start a war, between the Humans and Vampires. He’s not the only one of his kind
in on it either, so that isn’t good. I think we need to stay out of that
though. I do, anyway.”


Lenore nodded, and Bey just
looked at her, his face filled with character, and hope. Possibly that Maggie
would survive the whole thing.


He made that part pretty clear,
too.


“You do not seek to remove them
both from this world, for what was done to you? It was a great harm, and none
could place blame for your rage, but you hold your hand? Truly?”


“Yeah, I know, it probably means
I’m an incredible pussy, but the real facts here say that I don’t survive
trying to do that. As long as I just focus on the one little thing though,
breaking that link, maybe it can happen? Before you ask again, yeah, I really do
want them both dead, on a certain level. I’m willing to admit that I’m being
petty about it though. Fram, he used her against me like that on purpose, I
bet, knowing it would hit all the right buttons to set me off. It burns
inside that he did that to me. I can’t let that feeling win, or it will cause
me to make the wrong moves. So we do this instead, and call in whatever help we
can to make sure it isn’t some kind of trap.” She smiled, and put her arms
around Bey’s back. He was very firm, and incredibly strong, she noticed. He was
still holding her up, and smiling.


“That is a wise way to be. Yes,
it may be hard, but at times we must all make compromises in order to reach the
best outcome. Now, we should practice your Russian. I don’t doubt that Marissa
will do her very best, but being prepared never harms anything, in my
experience.” 


Then, without waiting, she got to
clean, and then go help Nikki, while Bey followed her around, drilling her
non-stop in a different language. She was starting to learn enough that about
half of it even made sense when she heard it now. If she really focused she
could work it out, most of the time. That wasn’t going to hold when people were
speaking it for real though, since Bey was going slow for her still, like she
was a little kid, and pointing at things to help her remember what the words
meant.


She answered though, her words
clumsy and syntax horrible, she didn’t doubt.


They ran errands for a while,
mainly getting food for the people that ate it, until shortly after noon. That
was when Marissa called back in. Crying. That it couldn’t be real didn’t
matter, because it was so heartrending.


After a moment, she gave them the
orders from the Council herself.


“He, and his people, refuse to
bend on this matter. They have declared themselves against us, openly. There is
no room now, to allow them to survive. You must do what is needed.”


Bey looked sad, but nodded, his
pale face blank.


“I understand. We shall leave at
once, and take care of this. I’m so sorry, Marissa.”


“As am I.”


Eve was too, even if she didn’t
really feel it yet. That would come, she didn’t doubt.


It always did, when the guilt
hit.












Chapter three





 


Bey sighed and clasped his hands
in front of him, then waited for a bit, looking toward the wall behind Eve. The
phone in Lenore’s office had been hung up, and the woman herself just sat
there, watching her maker, with a blank expression. Her dress was an odd golden
colored thing with little flowers on it, that had faded over the years. It was
a bit drab really, compared to the bright and sparkling shop out front.


The ancient Vampire looked at his
child, sitting there and then made a face that told them he was legitimately
sad. That he wanted them to think that anyway. It worked pretty well.


“It is always sad when a parent
must lose a child. We shall leave as soon as arrangements for travel are made.
Eve, you will go as my second in this, acting for the Council. We have three
weeks, how do you propose we do this?” He seemed pretty relaxed about it all,
once he started looking at her, as if just asking for academic reasons.


She thought about it, then asked
to borrow the atlas that Lenore kept on the shelf behind her desk. It was
probably a bit out of date, and well worn, but the land masses would still be
about the same, so it should work.


“Well, I get that I could
ask Zack, and it would probably work, but that might be a little bit too
expected right now. Over the last few years a lot of things have been handled
that way. Other than that, showing up at an established Node, where we can be
ambushed and almost certainly would be… They’ll be what, watching the ports?”
She glanced at the others, but they both just held still, not answering her
question. Even if it was a pretty good one, she thought. “That means we should
avoid those, too. If we go through Alaska, here, and then get a small boat, we
should be able to come in from the east, and run in? It’s a lot more work than
the other options, but might let us go in tomorrow, during the day.” If
she didn’t die from the pain, and boredom. What was being proposed was an
insanely long and hard trip. Even her finger, just rubbing on the page felt
like it was taking too long.


She drew the line to Russia with
her finger, and Bey took a deep breath.


“It is a decent idea. A hard one,
as well. I would like to arrive in four days however, having business to attend
to before we leave.”


She thought for a second, and shrugged.


“Um, Nikki and I could leave now,
and wait for you, around here? On the border of Russia. Then we can all go in,
the morning you arrive?”


Bey Blinked at her, and instead
of asking what she was getting at, nodded. Then he clapped, three times.


“Very well. I have the location
of a trusted Vampire that will house you, until I arrive. Will you be leaving
from here directly?”


She nodded, not knowing if her
Russian would really be up to it. That part was a bit scary, but when in doubt
they could always just come back.


Her mentor didn’t wait, going to
find his other daughter first. She was at the far end of the mall, but when
they got there, he simply bowed to the red haired punk girl.


“Nicole! You have been given a
duty, by the Council. You, young Eve, and myself shall go and put down the
budding rebellion in Russia. Eve knows your travel plans. You two will go ahead
and see to scouting the area first. Do not engage, unless it becomes needful.
If that happens, execute them all. Do you understand? This is a great
honor. One that I hadn’t thought you would ever be allowed. I’m very proud of
you.”


Then he turned and walked away,
getting both of them to follow along. Nikki, who was a decently old Vampire,
about the same age as Lenore, most likely, started to whine a bit, almost
instantly. Like she hadn’t even heard the part about it being a great honor?
Even better, that Bey, her maker, a being that was practically her father, was proud
of her?


No, that didn’t seem to be the
case. Instead she kind of seemed like a wimp, as they covered the slightly
sparkling red brick of the main walkway, heading back toward Yoghurt World.


“I can’t. I have things to do
here. Besides, how are we getting there? I don’t really like long ocean voyages
that much, if it’s all the same. I get seasick.” She plodded along, grumpily,
which did seem pretty realistic if it was all about pretending to be a
Human. For a Vampire talking to The Bey, it was practically suicidal. She had
things to do? More important than putting down a freaking rebellion, and saving
innocent people from almost certain death? Not that anyone had mentioned that,
but any fight Vampires had planned would end up getting innocent people killed,
wouldn’t it?


Bey gave her a tolerant smile,
and clapped, happily.


“Wonderful, Nicole, you have
already discovered the plan! You shall run the distance, except for the smallest
of journeys by water craft. You have two days to make the trip, and then two to
get the lay of the conditions there. I trust that will be enough time?” He was
being willfully mean about it, acting so happy and like it was an easy thing to
do.


“Two days? No one can do that? It
must be six thousand miles! We won’t have enough night to make it.”


Eve took over then, moving a
little faster.


“So we go in during the day, too.
Really, we can do it in two major legs. The first to the coast, in Alaska, then
the rest of the trip, once we get across the ocean. That should only take about
ten hours, even if we run slow. You have super speed, and so do I.” She
looked at Bey, and then shrugged. “I get that we’ll need to be careful on the
ground over there. Hiding, and all that, while we travel. No one has officially
announced that other countries have Vampires, yet. We need to keep that secret
for them, until they’re ready. Still, other than being boring and hurting, it
won’t be an issue. We can go eat now, so that you’ll have fresh links for it. Think
of it as a road trip?” Eve hoped that Nicole would leave it at that, but didn’t
really count on it happening.


She was psychic, apparently, on
top of her other powers it seemed, since the woman managed to complain the
whole freaking time they were getting ready.


Eve ignored it, trying not to
seem like she was about to tear into the local Proctor physically. That she was
actually being edged toward that, well, it was a sign of her own weakness,
wasn’t it? She had to be stronger than that, and controlling herself was a big
portion of what she needed to be doing. While it might be tempting to give in
to her anger, she knew that if she did, people would die. Ones that shouldn’t.


Thankfully, they were able to
start shortly after that, Lenore having given them a nice and brightly colored
printed map. It had the complete route marked out, along with instructions on
how to find the right house once they got into place. Otherwise they’d probably
end up lost and wandering around, until they were killed for their nifty
running shoes. 


She had on those, at least. Nikki
had boots. It wouldn’t really matter, except that they were going to end up
being ruined by the distances traveled. Her shoes would too, but they’d only
cost about twenty bucks at Wal-Mart. The boots on her new companion’s feet
looked expensive, and had cool buckles on the sides that were a shiny brass
color.


No one was going to give her a
chance to back out though, since Eve was supposed to keep her awake from then
on, and had to be with her for that to happen. They’d started once already, and
she wasn’t going to do the first day over again, now that they had a good start
going for the second time.


So they ran. Walking really, and
while it was a bit uncomfortable, she kept them going at a steady pace. It was
dark out when they left, or nearly so, and that veil of darkness was following
them as they traveled, heading the direction they were. They didn’t go very
fast though, only about half what Eve could really have managed, if she were
alone. That made the whole thing worse, since it took longer to finish up.


When they finally got to the
coast of Alaska, which was still white with snow where the map took them, Nikki
stopped, then screamed into the early morning light.


“Fuuuuck!” It wasn’t
exactly directed at her, so there was that, for once.


Eve smiled, waited a beat, and
took a deep breath.


“We need to find a boat or
something, and then get across before it gets light out. Unless you’re up to
swimming?” It was about ninety miles, but she wasn’t all that great in the
water herself. She could keep her head above the surface, maybe, but it seemed
like a bit much to ask for. 


Nikki glared at her, but pointed
down the rocky coast, to where a small boat sat, away from the beach a good
way. It meant running down and stealing it, but no one came to stop them, so
they were in the water, paddling fast, before she noticed the leak. Eve pushed
herself into pain then, and propelled them through the water like they had an
engine in the back. It worked well enough, especially once Nikki got it and
started to bail the cold salt water out with her hands.


In a way it was harder than
running would have been, since she didn’t really know what she was doing at
first. It took hours to get across too, and was daylight when it happened.
Still, they weren’t met on the beach when they got there, even though they did
see people.


Instead, they just waved, hid the
boat in some bushes, and started to run again. That part was way harder, since
they had to hide a thousand times before they got anywhere near their
destination. Nikki kept trying to take breaks too, signaling to Eve that she
couldn’t take anymore. That wasn’t true though, so after the first few times
she simply ignored the other Vampire, pushing faster when she tried to wave to
her, as if she were urging her on.


It still took forever, compared
to what they could have done, but they made it. Two full days, and nights,
later, they were there, looking for the right house in a small town that held a
few thousand of them. They were all mainly big places, ones that held lots of
no doubt tasty people. Still, she thought they had the right location, finally,
and Nicole agreed, pointing out the numbers on the houses helpfully.


People on the street looked at them
funny, but no one attacked them or called the cops, so that was a good sign,
Eve thought. They all just looked a bit bitter and frowned, except for some of
the men, who seemed a lot more pleased to see them than the others did. They
didn’t have time to stop for a date though, so Eve waved to them, and kept
Nikki moving to their destination, which was a large blue painted door in the
side of a gray house that had at least three stories.


She moved to it and knocked,
hoping she was close to the right place. It was dark out, which wasn’t a
hardship for them, but would make it look wrong if they had to pound on too
many doors, looking for the right place.


After a minute the door opened,
and a woman, who looked to be about thirty, was wearing a plain blue dress and
was as dead as they were, saw them and made a rather annoyed sound.


“You are from Council?” The
English was accented and stilted, so she nodded and switched to Russian. It was
the language of the place after all, and she needed the practice.


“That’s right. Bey sent us? This
is the right place, then?” She hoped the woman would be able to understand her.


That seemed likely, since there
was a soft exhalation, rather than the lady asking if she could please save her
ears by speaking English.


“Ah, you speak very properly.
Very well, it will save a lot of effort. I haven’t used the tongue of the
English for more than a century. I do not think what I know is even accurate
anymore. Come, be welcome. Do you need food, or drink? I have some vodka that
I’ve been saving for guests?” She seemed pleased by that announcement, but Eve
didn’t really drink. Not that they’d get drunk, but there was too great
a chance that it would be poisoned, or make her sick somehow. Wasn’t alcohol
mainly carbs? She’d been warned away from those well enough that she hadn’t
even been tempted to try any real food yet.


Nikki however nodded, and spoke
in flawless Russian to the woman. Naturally, and like that was why she’d been
asked to come in the first place. It was hard to remember how old she was
sometimes, looking like a punk rock reject like she did. Young, and decently
pretty. Face piercings, and leather jackets, could throw a person off in some
ways. There it was though. She sounded nearly like a native.


“That sounds wonderful, thank you.
It was a long trip. We ran in on foot, from America.”


It was a bit of a surprise, as
they went in, but Nikki, for all she was a lazy, wimpy, whining waste of space
as far as travel, or being up all day, went, was actually pretty good when it
came down to making nice with the natives. The woman, Iryna, was totally
charmed within a few minutes, and chatting away with them both like they were
all old friends, no more than an hour later. She was, as it turned out, for all
that she seemed like a housewife, actually the local area ambassador. That put
her in charge of the eastern half of Russia, more or less.


“I have held that position here
for seven years now. Before that I worked in Moscow. I was a dentist. There was
much call for one of those that worked the night shift. I don’t really do well
in the daytime. It’s a weakness of mine, but no one else wanted the job, and it
pays enough to be worth doing. How about the two of you? The Lord, he did not
tell me why you were coming here, to our country?”


Nikki started to speak, her voice
harsher in this language. It even changed the way she held her face and body,
which was interesting. She was more upright, and scowled a bit the whole time.
Holding her small, clear colored glass of vodka she seemed very at home, too.
Eve had skipped it, and was amazed that the other woman could even keep the
stuff down, after catching a whiff of it. It had to be magical powers,
since she wouldn’t have been able to manage it herself.


“There have been some problems,
and…” Eve didn’t reach out and hit her, not even playfully, because it might
start a real fight. She needed to do something to get the other woman to shut
up though, so she wouldn’t give away everything to a person that was, for all
they knew, a spy. Iryna had just told them that she’d worked in Moscow until
recently. That was where the problems were coming from, as far as Eve had been
told. 


So she laughed out loud, and then
made a face at Iryna that she hoped would be funny, even in a different
language.


“Eh… Well, I guess I should let
the other shoe drop then?” She glanced over at the punker, and winked, then
spoke to their host directly. Lying her ass off, even if she didn’t know why at
the moment past a few tiny suspicions that were probably wrong. “Nikki is being
groomed for a new job, back home, and Bey wanted to make sure that she learned
to stay up all day for it. I don’t know all the…” She wanted to say
specifications, but didn’t know how to in Russian, so scrambled for a bit. “I
don’t know exactly what it is. It’s a big thing though. An important one. So he
sent us here, running on foot, in order to make certain she had to stay up the
entire time. He really is coming, but it’s just about that. It’s why he didn’t
come himself right away, since we had to go so slow, in order to keep Nik here
awake and moving. It can be hard during the day, at first, to run full speed.”
Now she just had to signal her traveling companion not to give the game away.
She really didn’t know how to do that, but as it turned out, she didn’t need
to.


The other woman took a sip of the
clear, but incredibly strong smelling, liquid and tilted her head.


“I’d wondered if it was
something like that. So, what are we supposed to do while we wait for him? Go
shopping?”


Eve thought that sounded good, except
that she had no money with her, and didn’t want to carry a lot of things around
on the trip back. She nodded anyway, and kept her face rather blank. Iryna was
doing the same. Bey had mentioned that it was a cultural thing for the entire
region, in case she needed to copy it. Russian Vampires yelled a lot, but
didn’t smile very often. Not even when they were happy to see you.


“Sightseeing? I need to work on
my language skills, too. So traveling around a bit wouldn’t be a bad idea,
while I practiced? I know I need the work.” She tried to seem upbeat about it
without using her face to sell the idea, and it didn’t really work.


Iryna seemed all right with the
idea though, since it meant she wasn’t going to have to show them around
herself, or pay for a car and driver, since Eve insisted they run everywhere. Especially
during the day, and neither of them were going to be demanding blood. What they
really needed was a base for the night, which the woman was more than happy to
provide.


There was one very interesting
thing however, that Eve would have never guessed at, looking at the house they
were in. This place, while it really was where Iryna lived, was also the
local embassy. They found that out when a group of three leather clad Vampire
men came in, about an hour later. They wore long jackets, and one of them had a
ridiculous fur hat on, that had to be meant ironically.


They pushed their way in,
breaking the sturdy wooden door. Shoving their dress clad host backward, hard
enough that Iryna flew backward into one of the walls. It creaked under her,
but didn’t break. It was a sign of decent construction, probably. After all,
the asshole had propelled her hard enough to leave a hole in drywall.


“We have come for our tribute!
Give it to us, now, or we will beat you, and take turns riding you and these
whores you are keeping here. We will do that anyway, if it suits us.” This came
from a large man with a mustache that was almost a cartoon of what a real
person might have. Like something from an old cartoon about people from the
Soviet Union. Eve wondered if he was going to cross his arms then, and do a
funny hopping dance.


Iryna got up, only to be
backhanded back into the far wall again. The man in the middle moving
powerfully, but rather slowly. He was a Classic, like she was, but the smallest
of the men had long fingers, and a very large nose. She’d seen that kind of
Vampire before, but didn’t know anything about them.


Worse, she wasn’t absolutely
certain she was following the conversation correctly.


The other men seemed to think the
whole thing was serious, even though threatening to ride them was a bit
out of place. They wouldn’t have time for things like that. After all, these
guys were about to die, and that might just put a crimp into whatever sexy fun
times they had in mind.


Eve looked at Nikki, and made a
face.


She tried to speak in Russian
though, since it would be rude to leave the other people out of things. The
funny shaped small man with the black talons at the end of his fingers jumped
in to reach for the ambassador. There was not direct contact, just swipes with
his finger tips, touching only the cloth of the flowered dress. Moving with
better than average speed, the being started to strip her, with incredible
accuracy. That was kind of impressive, given he didn’t even scratch her skin.
As far as Eve could tell there wasn’t so much as a mark on the pale flesh that
was being exposed. So that was a potential threat to her in the coming fight. 


The man wasn’t moving all that
fast though, which could mean anything, really. The middle sized man with the
funny fur hat barked something that Eve totally didn’t know how to translate,
but suspected it was name calling, and then moved toward her, pulling a knife
from his waistband, as she waited for him to cross the room and stab, or try to
rape, her.


“Say, I’m missing part of this.
Who are these men again?”


Iryna tried to speak, and
seemed ready to explain, but was hit again. Whoever the large man with the
mustache was, he really seemed to be focusing on the familiar woman. His friend
wasn’t that bright though.


As she hit the floor their
hostess explained, like the impact had barely hurt her at all, her voice very
rough and angry.


“They are thieves, sent from
those that would take us into a most foolish war with the Council.” She didn’t
seemed pleased to have them there, trying to collect their tribute. That was either
good acting and the whole thing was a set up to kill them, or she meant it, and
was on their side, like she’d indicated all evening. That would be good, since
she kind of liked the ambassador.


More than the twerps that had
come there to die, at any rate.


Eve nodded though. That explained
a lot about why the Council was going to have a problem with them, didn’t it?
These dip wads were cleaning out the embassies, and taking everything for
themselves.


“So, they want the taxes that the
good Vampires have paid in?”


“Yes. They come twice a month. I
did not know they would be here now, or I would have sent you away. I am sorry.
It is my duty to protect you.” She got to her feet again, ready to fight the
three men, even if it meant dying. It was pretty clear on her face. To Eve at
least. The attackers didn’t seem to understand that anything had changed in the
room in particular.


Nikki stood up, her red hair
getting a lot of attention from the three men, even if Eve was better looking.


“Well, I guess we better give
them what they need then?” There was no slyness to the words, and she really
seemed to mean giving them the tax money.


The one with the knife was still
moving in toward her, slowly, so Eve expelled all the air from her lungs. It
might not be the best plan in the world, fighting them, but she wasn’t going to
let herself be gang raped just to keep up her tourism cover.


As she did it, she smiled, and
spoke a phrase that she wasn’t certain she got right.


“Have you shovels?”


Iryna looked perplexed, but
nodded, as the three men died.


The smallest of them did manage
to spin in place, and make a swipe at her as Eve went for him, moving about
half as fast as she was. That was probably fast, compared to most people, but
not really enough to save him. Or hurt her, so that worked out pretty well,
really. Then using the force of her attack, she dashed to the right, to hit the
big and funny dressed man. He looked like a Cossack. That was what those people
had been called, she thought. Bey had described them to her, while they
practiced the new language. Then, being a Vampire, he might actually have
been, at one time. A hundred years or more back in time, maybe?


If so, he’d really needed to
update his wardrobe. It was the twenty-first century, and fur was way out of
fashion. The coat was kind of cool though, but looked wrong, being floor length
and leather.


The last man bravely tried to run
for the door, screaming in fear, but he wasn’t that fast, and had only managed
to turn his back to her when she hit. At the very last second, she stopped,
grabbed his right arm, and pried it backward. It was hard to do, since he was
incredibly strong. The difference wasn’t a small one either.


She’d thought to keep him for
questioning, but gave that up as he spun in place, and hit her so hard she flew
away. It hurt, and things broke in her face where the knuckles impacted, but
she didn’t let that slow her down, moving in and just hitting him in the head,
using blinding speed, like she should have the first time.


That was what she got for trying
to be all fancy like she had. Bey had told her that if she had to fight, she
was just supposed to kill them, hadn’t he?


There was still mist in the air
when the room went quiet. It was a pleasant smell, filled with iron, and salt. Eve
just took a moment to enjoy that part of things, then waited for the others to
say something.


It was Iryna who went first. It
made sense, given it was her place.


“So… You come to see the sights
and learn our language?” It was addressed to Nikki, who the woman seemed to
like better, for some reason. It was probably the Vodka drinking thing. Eve
should have done that too, but just couldn’t have stomached the stuff.


“That’s right. Tourism is a hobby
of ours.”


Eve looked around, and then
shrugged.


“So, those shovels?”


She was worried, for a bit, that
they might have some problems getting rid of the bodies in secret. It was bad
enough that the Vampires would be missing, but if it was known that they’d just
killed them all, when they were trying to make their collections, it was going
to kind of be a big giveaway. Not that it wasn’t anyway.


As she’d been thinking though,
she wasn’t going to let them beat or rape her just for her cover. It
wasn’t like she had years invested in the thing. On the good side, Iryna just
smiled, made a single phone call, and then waited as a half dozen local
Vampires came.


Eve tried to be polite, even as
she got ready to execute them all, if they were on the wrong side. It was a
motley group, with a very old looking man leading them. He was like the long
fingered type of Vampire, but bowed to her and Nikki a tiny bit, his humped
shoulders making him seem mild and small. There were also two Manthori women,
both of whom were just a bit taller than she was, and three Classics. That was
a man and two women. 


The interesting thing was that all
of them were married. Including Iryna.


Nikki explained that part to her,
since the words had come in a bit too fast for her to get all of them. They
were there to help though, and would be taking the bodies out of town, to their
secret burial ground. The police didn’t check there, by agreement. They weren’t
bribed into doing that, as much as willing to let a lot of things go unnoticed,
as long as the family there was willing to throw in a few criminals every now
and then. The worst ones that the law had problems dealing with.


In all it seemed like a pretty
sensible arrangement. The cops got rid of people that were too powerful to
prosecute, and these people could just drive to the place they buried those
that got in their way, using an old gray truck, and not have to worry about
being hassled.


The two men in the group moved
then, to get tarps, and seemed surprised when Eve moved to help them load the
bodies on the tan things. The sheeting was made of plastic, and seemed pretty
much like the ones that she’d used in the states. It might have been a
different part of the world, but they all seemed to be living in the same
century. That was strange, since a part of her mind had been thinking of them
as a little backwards. Quaint, after a fashion. Having an embassy in a big old
house, and an ambassador that wore dowdy dresses. That was just her being a
moron though, and thankfully she’d figured that out before running her mouth
about it.


The older looking man, who didn’t
give a name, looked at her, and then waved at her hands.


“You did this?” He spoke in
English. He had an accent, but it was very proper sounding to her. British,
rather than anything else. Refined seeming, which was slightly jarring to her,
given the rest of the Vampires around them.


His eyes were a deep black color,
showing no whites, and compelling, so she didn’t look into them too deeply. It
would be rude to have a battle for her mind just then, she didn’t doubt.
Especially with people that were only trying to be helpful. She rubbed at the
blood on her hands, but didn’t get to answer, Iryna letting her head come up in
a single tick.


“I barely saw them die, it was so
fast. Like The Lord himself, she moved. I think these two have come to remove
the vermin, as the Council has promised us.” She looked a bit worried though,
for some reason, her eyes going to the oldest man. “They didn’t say that,
however.”


Even though the words were said
very rapidly they were oddly clear. Eve smiled and shook her head, lying again.


“Nope! Sorry, we’re just here to
see the sights, and keep my friend here awake all day. I hope this won’t be too
much trouble for you? Bodies like this all over the place. It’s very messy of
me.” She tried to sound like she meant it, but it was clear that half the room
wasn’t going to buy it. Then, they didn’t need to.


No, all that was required of them
was that they didn’t go and tell everyone in Moscow that she and Nikki were
there, until it was too late. Worse, they honestly didn’t need to know that Bey
was coming, or even hear a rumor of it.


If that happened then a whole
bunch of Vampires would probably take the chance to run. By her schedule they
still had a day and a half before Bey was going to get there, and there was no
way to really get in touch with him. Then again, they weren’t stuck off
in the hinterlands here. There was a working phone right there, on a nice
wooden stand with a lace doily over it, and if the government was listening,
well that just meant she needed to be careful about what she said, didn’t she?


The men, and one of the Manthori
women, took the bodies away, and she was led to a nicely tiled shower room. It
had a great mosaic pattern worked into it, in greens and blues, with a few
browns. The picture was a forest scene, with an ocean on the back right hand
side. It was huge, too, being about three times larger than any shower she’d
ever been in before.


Neither she nor Nikki had a
change of clothing with them, but other than a few little spots of blood on her
t-shirt, she was fine. Eve scrubbed up well though, and then went to wait for
the morning to come. As soon as the others there moved off to sleep, dying for
the day, which it seemed they all did, she signaled for Nikki, who was still up
and around, to follow her.


As they ran, not going very fast
yet, she explained the new plan.


“We’re here to scout. So we need
to get to Moscow as soon as possible. That’s a decent way away, so we’re going
to have to go in fast and hard. We’ll examine the whole city, looking for
nests, and seeing if anyone is alive and awake right now. If they are, try not
to start a fight with them. I don’t actually know if the plan is to kill them
all. It might have changed since we last spoke to Bey, so I’d rather not get
that wrong. We can always kill them later, yeah? It’s harder to bring them
back, and I didn’t make arrangements for that.”


Waving, Nicole pretended to yawn.


“Lead on then? I’ll keep up.” The
voice sounded very confident, which was good, but the actions were a bit
lacking. Still, it was clear that the other woman really was doing her
best, and the trip, which should have taken about ten minutes, or less, for Eve,
given all the hiding and detours they had to make, still only took about
twenty. It was better speed, if not perfect, yet.


Nikki even managed not to scream
when they got there, which was amazing. If she could keep it up, the Southern
Washington area’s Proctor might not even annoy her to death before Bey got
there.


It was a good thought, one Eve
was glad to get to have, but Nikki had to ruin it, as soon as they got into the
city. They found their prey, at the second address they had for him, walking
outside a seedy looking thing that Eve was nearly certain was a bar.


That should have been a good
thing. Possibly a brilliant one. Eve hadn’t thought they’d even see anyone
during the day, and that they’d need to kidnap a few Vampires to torture for
information when Bey got there later.


At first there was a gasp, a
surprised thing, which was fine, but then Nicole went wide eyed. Because of
course things couldn’t just go easily, could they? Eve had to force her face to
go blank, as they stood across the street from the other Vampire.


Then Nicole, old and wise to the
ways of the world very nearly alerted the man that they were there.


“Bohdan? God, we aren’t
here to kill Bohdan Constantine, are we?” The words were freaked out enough
that it was clear that the answer was going to have to be no. Regardless of
what happened later. That or they were going to make a giant scene on the
streets of a busy city. This was off the beaten path, in a slightly run down
area, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t have police around, sooner or later.


Eve shook her head, then lied
like a pro.


“No. We’re here to watch him. The
target is someone else. I think. Why, do you know him?”


There was a nod, and then a
pained look that went directly into Eve’s eyes. Like Nikki didn’t really
believe her for some reason.


“Um, well, you know those
boyfriends that I kept stealing from Lenore? He was one of them. About two
hundred years ago. We get together every thirty years or so, and you
understand, we… You know, have a relationship?”


It sounded weird to her, but she
just nodded. That wasn’t going to complicate things at all, was it? It
might explain why Nicole was so good at Russian though.


Eve tried to think about what
might have set her up to bring Nikki in on this, but her mind went blank. After
a bit she realized that it was probably pure dumb luck, rather than anything
else.


Her stupid, insane luck. That or
someone was pulling strings so subtly that she wasn’t going to be able to
figure out who it really was.












Chapter four





 


“Fuuuck.” Eve jogged along
behind, and slightly to the right of her companion, who was making the biggest
mess of things possible.


“Bohdan! Over here!” Nikki was
moving toward the other man, who was fresh faced, and clean shaved. His hair
was as black as Eve’s, but longer, being a whole four or five inches on the
top. The look could have been nearly trendy, for the States even, except that
he wore a charcoal gray suit, with well shined shoes, and a long overcoat. The
kind that would have been just about right on someone from a nineteen-forties
movie.


The Vampire in question was
cute though. His face wasn’t particularly strong, being almost girlish, which
shouldn’t have been possible on someone that lean. In a way he was nearly
pretty, which wasn’t the kind of thing that men ever truly wanted to hear about
themselves. Not even six hundred year old Vampire men, she was willing to bet.


This fiasco, and Eve had no doubt
that’s what was shaping up in front of her as they moved across the street
toward the being she was supposed to be scouting at the moment, was all her
fault. If she’d been more secure in herself, she might have traveled alone. Or
waited for Bey, if she weren’t trying to seem so independent all the time.
Leaving Nikki back in the States would have worked, too, no doubt.


Or simply mentioning the name of
the main target earlier, so that they could have had a conversation about the
whole thing in the back of a yogurt shop, rather than running up like morons,
about to die.


Eve sighed, thinking about the
whole thing, and realized that in part, at least one person was more deeply
tied to what was about to happen here than she was.


Lenore.


It made sense, after a fashion,
that they’d all know each other, as unlikely as that felt. 


It was odd to the point of
strangeness to her, since she was used to living in a world of billions of
people she would never know, but there were a lot fewer Vampires in the world.
Probably around thirty or forty thousand, at a guess. The vast majority of them
would be young, too, like her. If there were forty thousand such beings, which
really was a guess, than something like ninety percent of them were under
a hundred years dead.


Bohdan here, a day walking six
hundred plus year old, was probably one of less than a thousand such beings on
the planet. Given how old Vampires could get to be, all the really good ones
probably not only knew each other, but held grudges against, or had
relationships with, almost everyone else of a certain age.


That Nicole knew, or even liked
Bohdan was probably not that big of a stretch then. Lenore however, would have known
that. At least to the point that they’d dated and he was one of the men that
her older sister had stolen from her in their long lives.


That meant she might have
mentioned it to them, back in Vancouver, didn’t it? What the fudge was Eve
supposed to do now? Her initial impulse was to simply speed up, and start
fighting this Bohdan without warning, so that he wouldn’t have time to figure
the whole thing out. If Nikki started to run her mouth right off the bat, or
warn him that Bey was coming, then the whole thing was going to end up being
something that Eve didn’t really want to deal with.


Worse, if it was a real set up,
designed to get her sister killed, then Eve was going to have to find Lenore,
and kill her. She had actual orders to do that, from Bey, himself.


For the moment though, she
plastered a smile on her face and sighed, wondering what the crap bucket of
life had in store for her in the next few moments.


For his part, after a few seconds
of hard and skeptical looks, the pretty Vampire, with his pale skin and light,
ice blue, eyes, smiled hugely.


“Nicole! I hadn’t thought to see
you for some time. My love, how are you?” He moved a few steps toward her, and
picked her up into a very human looking embrace. They didn’t spin around, and
broke off after a few moments, just looking into each other’s faces, both of
them beaming like it was a freaking romance novel.


Eve held back just a tiny bit,
since she didn’t want to interrupt. Especially if it meant fighting Nikki and
this unknown at the same time.


Apparently that was the correct
thing to do, since the Vampire didn’t notice her at first, distracted by the
girl in front of him as he was. Finally he did look up however, and then stared
for a bit.


Then he glanced up into the sky
above him, where the pain orb lived.


“Come, friends, we should go
indoors. I was going to a business I own in this area, to check on my Human
employees. Is the sun too intense however? We could go in here, if you seek
shelter for the day?” He actually sounded worried about it.


That probably meant it was a set
up then. That, or he knew Nikki that well, and realized what a wimp she was.


Eve shook her head.


“We’re fine, thank you.” She
spoke in rather broken Russian, but the man seemed to understand her well
enough, and turned back to Nicole, who was standing there, holding his smooth
looking hands. It was endearing, which was the last thing Eve wanted to feel
about the whole thing. After all, odds were, she personally would end up having
to kill this guy.


Probably in the next few minutes,
once he worked out who they were, and why they were there.


Instead he pulled Nikki along,
down the street, and gestured for Eve to follow.


“I could have a car brought
around? The location isn’t far, but it’s a walk of a few kilometers. The sun
will be bright this day.” He glanced up again, into the clear blue sky, seeming
worried, and then looked at Nikki, who was still trying to look directly into
his face.


Almost like she were being
compelled to. So attracted to the being that she just couldn’t help herself.
Eve could kind of see that, based on how cute the guy was, but didn’t really
feel it, herself. He was hot, sure, but being dead between her legs, that
didn’t mean much to her. More, it really shouldn’t have to her companion,
either.


When Bohdan looked over at her
again, she kind of understood it all though. He was compelling. Constantly, and
in a general way, that probably made it seem like he was magnetic to most
people. She looked at his face, but didn’t lock eyes with him, just in case he
could capture her that way.


If it bothered him it didn’t show
at all.


“Nicole is normally in her bed by
now…” Again, the feeling behind it all sounded right, and not like he was
paranoid, and suspecting that death had arrived for him.


Eve felt like freezing, but then
just did what she probably should have the whole time, and told the truth. The weak
lied, because it was their only defense. She might not be the most powerful
being ever, but she wasn’t going to keep acting like a baby either, if she
could help it. Trying to spare her partner in this had already led to problems hadn’t
it?


Still, she didn’t have to tell
the man everything all at once, so started with the Nikki centric things first.


“We’re traveling, in part so that
I can learn the language here, and in part to keep Nicole awake during the day.
It’s part of her new training. I’m Eve Benson.” She waited, in case the name
meant something to the man, but there was nothing more than a polite expression
on his face. It was nearly servile for a Russian, from what she’d seen of them
so far.


“I am most pleased to meet with you,
Eve Benson. I am Bohdan Constantine. Among other things I run Moscow, and the
surrounding area, for our kind. Currently we are having a dispute with the
Council, over taxes. It is a bit of a petty thing, but I fear it has put us
against them directly for a time, and we seek to remove ourselves from their
oversight.” He was staring right at her, and there was a fine sense of buzzing
in her head, which meant he was working to control her now, Eve suspected.


It was easy enough to change the
feeling though. To master it and shift her mind away. So either he wasn’t all
that powerful, or he wasn’t trying to do it too hard yet. She needed to stay
ready, just in case.


“Oh? Over the new blood rules?”
That was the thing most of the Vampires had a problem with, after all. It
wasn’t exactly hard to see either. Most of the good blood products were in
North America. These people had the hard rules, but no way to smooth that over
with their own people, did they?


There was a slow nod, as they
continued walking, his voice mellow and relaxed. The man was holding Nikki’s
hands as they did it, too. Like they’d never been apart, almost. That wasn’t a
great sign, at least given the current situation.


It wasn’t lost on her that this
Bohdan had almost instantly introduced the topic at hand either. He was,
without a doubt, trying to subtly influence her over to his side. More to the
point, he was trying to compel her to do that, without being too obvious. 


“Yes. It is that conflict
directly. We have been placed under the boot of these new American rules, but
have not the resources that they enjoy. We are ordered to make do with animals,
but here, in the city, that is nearly impossible for most of our kind. Are we
to lose all we have then? Abandon our businesses, and homes, to run to the
countryside, in order to fulfill their wishes? For most of us here there is
little else that can be done, I fear. So we prepare to fight, even knowing that
death will come upon us at any moment.”


She could see that, actually. It
never paid to push people into a corner they felt they couldn’t get out of.


Nikki, still smiling at the man,
shook her head a bit. It was almost like she was trying to clear it from a fog,
or a dose of drugs.


“Bohdan… What if we could fix
that? There’s a new animal blood product being sold in the states. It isn’t
bad. Cow, of course, but it isn’t too expensive, or anything. If you had that
here, would that make any difference?”


Eve schooled her face, but didn’t
say anything for the moment, waiting for the angry rationalization, for the man
to growl about how unfair it was that they couldn’t eat people anymore. It was
kind of the common line, after all. Even she’d heard it, while selling blood to
people each night, and that was from the ones putting up with the rules.


Instead there was a long pause,
as they kept moving down the street. That surprised her a little bit, since
there was a lot of bright colors there, and it wasn’t a drab or particularly
dirty place really. No worse than Washington D.C. and the colors of the
buildings were better here. They had bright reds and golds in places, along
with blues and greens. Things were a bit more closely packed together here,
where they were walking, but it wasn’t ugly really. Just old. Some of the
buildings in the distance had cool round roofs, and were kind of like Christmas
tree ornaments. The fancy kind that Darla put on her tree.


The Vampire fellow looked at his
friend, making it clear that the other two were closer than was safe for Eve,
and finally smiled a bit.


“Ah. It is, I fear, not so
simple. We can get blood, there are farms and such here, like everywhere
else, but we can’t keep it for any length of time. The anti-coagulant…” He said
the word, but Eve just guessed that was what he meant, not recognizing it in
the language they were speaking. “Is a secret, unknown to even the finest of
chemists. We have not been allowed to know of it. No one in the world has. You
either buy blood from the Americans, or you suck on dogs and cats in alleyways,
hoping you are not seen doing it. We asked the Council to aid us in that, if
they were to insist on these new hardships they call rules, but to no avail. I
spoke to my own maker the other day, and was informed that we would be given no
aid that way, being forced to live like animals, at the pleasure of the
Council.” He wasn’t pleased by those words, apparently, since his eyes went
red. No fangs popped out though, and he managed to clear the rest of it after a
few seconds.


 Eve gave him a slightly
skeptical look.


“Hmmm. I doubt that,
Bohdan. What did she really say? That doesn’t sound right at all.”


The man glared for a bit, and
then stared at her, hard.


“You say that I lie? Why would I
do that?”


“I don’t know. But it sounds
wrong, doesn’t it? The Council might want you under their control, I mean, I
want you under my control, and imagine that it works the other way, too,
but they have no reason to keep blood from you. Doing that with the new rules
would just force you to break them, right? So, what was it she actually
told you?”


The man, for all he was probably
going to die sooner rather than later, wasn’t a complete fool.


“I didn’t say my maker was a
woman, did I?”


She shrugged, and glanced over at
him.


“Marissa, of the Council, isn’t
strictly a woman, but she tends to wear dresses, so that’s what I go with. It’s
the polite convention in the States. If a person wants to be seen a given way,
you try to address them like that, so they won’t feel uncomfortable. We’re nice
that way. Anyway, what exactly did she tell you? Please.” It never hurt to be
polite, did it? Even if it did sound a little annoyed at the moment.


The man was also bright enough to
get that going by his maker’s last name was kind of a giveaway as to who that
might be, it seemed. So instead of taking her knowing that as a sign that she
was there to kill him, and all his friends, he kept walking, not speaking for a
good long while as they marched down the street.


“I was told that we had to bow to
the Council, or that we would be killed, and that the owner of the formulae we
need would not part with it for us. I begged her to intervene for us, to allow
this to be handled in a way that would provide survival for us here, even
though the Vampire that owns the needed information is from America, but she
does not think that will be allowed. Apparently the bitch that we need to deal
with is under the thumb of your sister, Nicole. We have that bit of bad blood
between us, so it is perhaps that, sending us to war? I should have handled
Lenore differently, at the time. I was callus, perhaps, when I should have been
more kind?”


Eve kept herself from rolling her
eyes. After a bit, she shrugged again, not really knowing if there was a bigger
plan involved than not. On this side of things it seemed like there was
an easy enough fix, wasn’t there? They could just open up some blood
manufacturing farms in Russia. Even if they didn’t make any money from it, it
wasn’t a horrible idea. Some things were more important than making cash.
Almost everything was, really.


After a bit, she spoke, her voice
low, with Nikki just looking like a guilty child.


“Ah. Okay then. Well, we need to
fix some things then, if you don’t want to die anytime soon, that is. The
Council won’t put up with this kind of thing for long, will they?” She glanced
at the Vampire and had to fend off a strong wave of compulsion. It was so
constant that she was starting to think he didn’t have complete control over
it.


“This is truth. What can be done
however? My people here are sick of the taste of boot leather. Even if
threatened with death, they will seek to fight, rather than slowly be ground
down.”


Nikki managed to shake herself
enough to free her mind a bit it seemed, and she changed the topic suddenly,
her face going a bit tense.


“Have you been leading
these people, Bohdan? The ones that have been robbing the Council embassies?”


Her boyfriend, if that was the
right word for that kind of relationship, stared at the brightly colored hair
Nikki was sporting, and then shook his head slowly.


It wasn’t exactly a denial
though.


“They are my people, but it is
not all to my plan. Nearly a year ago some of the Vampires decided to take the
battle to the Council, weakening them here, by denying them resources. It has
been kept quiet however. How did you learn of it?” Now he was getting
suspicious.


Nikki either didn’t get that, or
didn’t care at the moment, since she went on like it just made sense to run her
mouth.


“Three of them attacked the place
we were staying last night. They threatened to rape the ambassador, and
us, given that we happened to be there at the time. It’s not a great plan,
trying to hit places like that.”


The male Vampire, his smooth face
pale and very bland, stopped dead and turned to look at Nikki, suddenly very
angry seeming.


Eve got ready to end his days,
but his words were different than she would have suspected.


“The fools! We can’t afford to
add such insult. Do they seek to have The Lord brought down on us? You are not
injured are you? Not abused as they threatened? I swear, they will not exist
past this night! Can you tell me their names?”


They really couldn’t, but the
team’s description was enough. Bohdan knew who they were, after all, and
winced.


“I understand. You would have had
no way to stop them... To rape the daughter of The Lord like that… We are all
dead, aren’t we, then? I shall seek to bring them to me, and then submit myself
to your father, Nicole. Perhaps he will show mercy, and kill only those that
allowed this to happen, instead of each of us. Those fools!” This time
the fangs popped out and the man really didn’t seem to care about hiding it. No
one noticed though.


As far as the people there knew,
there were no Russian Vampires. That meant noticing them wasn’t high on the
priority list, most likely.


Nicole touched his coat sleeve
and shook her head.


“No. Those Vampires died,
well before they could do anything. Eve destroyed them. She’s…” The other woman
stopped then, even if she had given too much information.


Bohdan seemed shocked though.


“You… Killed Alexander, Ivan and
Misha? By yourself? What weapon allowed you to do this? Is that why you have
blood on your shirt?” He waved at the spots, which made her feel a bit
embarrassed.


He’d probably thought she was
just a sloppy eater.


“That’s right. If it was them, I
mean. It sounds right.”


They moved on then, and after a
bit he started to nod.


“I do not understand. Who are you
then? I have never heard of the Vampire Eve before. You must be most elder.
Perhaps you have a different name that I would know you by?”


She winked, then shook her head.


“No. I’m new, so you wouldn’t
know me yet. Anyway, if I could get you the formula for the…” She slipped into
English, but Nikki translated for her, using the same word that the man with
them had before. “Yes, if I can get you the anti-coagulant, can you and your
people here get the needed farms, transport trucks and all that? I want thirty
percent of the profits, annually. We should keep the price down though. That’s
only for animal blood, though. If you start doing Human you’ll need permission
from The Mistress of Souls, and the Vampire Rebekah. It might be worth doing.
Also, you need to stop robbing embassies and return all the money that was
stolen. Some of your people will still probably die. Maybe you, too, but we can
try to get around that. If they raped or abused Council people directly, that
will be a hard sell. We’ll have to kill anyone that did that, at the very
least.”


The man stared at her, suddenly
scared, but he was, as Marissa had pointed out, an intellectual, not a fighter,
by nature.


“We might be able to do that. You
have access to such knowledge?”


Eve looked away, then nodded. It
was true that he might try to take her hostage to get the information from her,
but if he did that, she’d fight, which was going to happen anyway, if he wasn’t
careful about how he reacted.


Hopefully he was smart enough to
work that one out.


“Off the top of my head,
actually. I own the concern back home, along with Marissa. I don’t know why she
didn’t just ask me to let you have it here, too. There might be a reason I
don’t know about, and in that case I can’t promise anything. If the Council
wants you all dead, then, well, that’s just what will have to happen. Still, if
it isn’t something like that, or if we can talk them out of it, then it
might pay off to try.”


For a very long time after that
they moved in silence, walking at normal Human speeds down the side of a road
that was busy, but not too much so for a major city. Finally they turned into a
seedy looking restaurant, that was beat up and poor looking. On the outside.
The interior was as nice as anything she’d ever seen though, with a lot of rich
reds and polished wood. The Human woman that met them at the door was waved
away, rather curtly.


“We do not need you. Close the
doors, and allow no one to come in.” Then he turned to Eve, and knelt in front
of her, his head bowed low. “I beg you, do not kill the Humans here, even if
you must take my life. They are good people, and loyal, so may try to fight, if
they see me dying. They are innocent in this though, and simply run this place
for us, during the day.” He sounded pretty humble about it.


Eve waved him up.


“As long as that’s true, I can
try to do that. Can we use a phone? Also, are you willing to do more of that
begging? I don’t get off on that kind of thing, but I bet you that some
of the Council will. Half of them are a…” She looked at Nikki, then smiled and
asked for the translation. Bey hadn’t taught her the naughty words yet.


Nicole smiled though, when she
asked, and spoke the words, as if it were a solemn prayer.


“A bag of dicks.”


Bohdan seemed to think that was
mildly funny, and gave a dismal sounding chuckle.


“I agree. That will not save us
here, now, if the order for our deaths come. Let us do that now? If you must
kill me, it will be best to happen before dark, so news of it may spread, and
my people flee, for their lives.”


Eve could see that. It wasn’t
even a horrible plan, really. She decided to keep it on the back burner, and
then got Bohdan to take them to a small office with a phone in it, and had him
negotiate the system, so that they ended up in contact with Marissa. She was
the one member of the Council that Bohdan could just call up, after all.


The phone was handed to Eve
before it picked up, presented as if it might just be the instrument of his own
death.


“Hello? This is Marissa.” The
words were in English, so Eve switched up, speaking that way herself. It was a
relief, after, the last few days of stumbling to find the right words all the
time.


“Hey. This is Eve. Benson? I’m in
Moscow, and have Bohdan here. He’s given up, and is calling off the rebellion.
That being the case, we need to know what’s allowed for that? We could open up
an animal blood business here, if you want? He’s going to return all the cash
that was taken, and I’m planning to kill any of his people that attacked
Council holdings directly. Is there anything else that you there want done?”
She didn’t know if any of that would even make sense, but after a few moments,
the mellow tenor spoke, gently.


“You have him there? Is he well?
Intact? Things didn’t go well between us last we spoke.”


Eve looked at the other Vampires,
who were standing there and listening, and made a face she hoped would be
considering.


“Eh, well, we didn’t have to
rough him up or anything. Not yet. I just need to know what’s needed here. I’m
way overstepping my job, but Nikki kind of botched things on this end for me,
so that’s my excuse this week. Not too bad to save though. Unless you want
everyone dead here? That will be harder now, since they kind of know that we’re
here.”


That made sense to her, at any
rate, and Marissa seemed to get the basic idea.


“I need to speak to the others,
may we call you back at this number?” That required actually giving it to her,
but that was fine, it seemed. It was still early in the day, which meant that
they weren’t going to be attacked by an army of Vampire rebels yet.


No, that would come later, when
darkness fell. 


Almost certainly, too. No one
would just march in to go to their deaths, and the Council was filled with
beings that were kind of harsh that way, Eve knew. Not that she didn’t get it.
She really did. Vampires spent hundreds of years being assholes, and it was a
hard habit for most of them to break. The best did it, over time, but it could
take centuries to master, and even then it was always easier for them to give
in to anger and rage, rather than to be logical and detached.


They weren’t all that slow
though, and called back at about three in the afternoon. For her part, she just
stood there, making Nikki pace the whole time, as Bohdan looked on, confused.
Finally she explained it to him.


“She’s under orders to learn to
be up all day. Being a bit soft, and lazy, she’s avoided doing that. It’s
easier to bear the sun, if you stay in motion. I don’t know why, but it’s true.”


That got a nod, and the much
older Vampire seemed to stop and think for a bit.


“That is a fact. I think that it
has to do with the nerves of the body being used for other tasks. Not that we,
the dead, use nerves for the perception of pain directly, it is an analog
however, for whatever magical system keeps us going.”


It made some sense to her, so she
filed that away, as the phone first chirped, then rang.


She answered it, speaking in
English, and hoping it wasn’t a phone solicitor.


“Eve Benson here.”


“Ah! Young Eve! I was told that
you and Nicole have broken this rebellion without me? They now seek to deal
with the Council, as is moral and correct?” It was Bey, and he actually sounded
happy enough about the whole thing.


“Pretty much. There’s some cleanup
needed here, and all that. Some money to be returned, and some bullies to, erm…
Chastise for being jerks? I need to know what you all want done though? Bohdan
here seems to be willing to play ball, but they’re having a blood problem. They
want to follow the rules, at least to the level anyone does, in that
regard, but they don’t have access to any of the new products. I was thinking
that we could make Bohdan here run it, and not get any profits from it, paying
that directly to the Council instead? After I get my cut, I mean, of
course. I didn’t do anything wrong after all. Call that twenty years of him
seeing to that or so? For free I mean, to pay for what he’s been doing?” Not
that she knew what all of that was.


Gene spoke then, which showed
that he was there, on the line, too. She got ready for him to be a giant pain
in the ass about it, since as far as she knew that was his place on the
council. The one that sat back and made things hard for her, personally. How
they’d known to put him in power just for that before she was even a Vampire
was hard to know, but it still was probably right. Some kind of psychic power,
no doubt.


His voice was young and piping,
since he’d been about ten when he died. It was annoying to listen to, but his
words weren’t as bad as she feared they might be.


“That seems reasonable enough.
We’ll trust in your judgment on this, Miss Benson. I suggest that you kill
enough of his people to make a point however. If this happens again, we won’t
be able to be as merciful. As it stands we’re going to have to put it about
that this was a favor to Marissa, the saving of his existence. Which it is.
Will you need aid in doing this? I believe that The Bey stands ready to assist
you, if you wish to call on him?”


It was nice to know, and she
probably could use the help, but it was a trap, she knew. Either way. If she
called for him, she’d look weak and Gene would use that against her somehow. If
she didn’t, and things were different on the ground than she’d come to believe,
then she was probably dead.


She grinned though, since Keeley
had mentioned to her once that people could subconsciously hear that in another
person’s voice.


“We’re good here. We’ll handle
this tonight, and head back in the morning. Obviously, if we aren’t heard from
in three days or so, send in the troops, and kill them all.”


Gene, her enemy on the Council,
actually laughed then.


“It will be done, Miss Benson.
Rest assured of that.”


Then the line was passed back
over to Bey, since there was actually a lot left to be said.












Chapter five





 


Overall things went a lot
differently than Eve would have guessed. Bohdan, wanting to live, and thinking,
for some strange reason that she was there to kill him, for instance. Even
after the Council had pretty much given him a nepotism pass to be a dickwad. So
other than trying to compel her almost all day long, after the call ended, he
was remarkably polite about the whole thing.


Then he called in all the
essential people in his organization, to announce the good news. The ones from
in the city came at least, which wasn’t going to be all the ones she needed to
kill by a long shot. Though, honestly, she wasn’t there to punish people for
being bad. No, her job was to terrify them into being good little
Vampire boys and girls. 


That meant she had to act very
carefully once they were all assembled.


Bohdan waved for silence, most of
the people sitting around the room at red covered tables, the establishment
being closed for the night, and probably longer than that, since it would be
needed for cleaning the next few days, she didn’t doubt.


“We have special guests. From
America. Eve Benson, the owner of the animal blood preservation formula, and
her companion, Nicole Transmorguire. They have come to end our, mistake, here.
I have been on the phone all day with the Council, and it will be allowed for
us to have our own blood farms. Only animal blood, to start, but I’ve been
assured that it’s of fine taste and quality.”


Eve nodded, and waved to the
side, where the small batch she made up was sitting. It had taken a while to
get the needed chemicals for it, but it was a lot easier to do in Russia
than the U.S. for some unknown reason. Or not that unknown. There was a supply
house in town for raw materials, and they’d just bribed the workers to get what
they wanted.


The blood was a bit harder, since
they’d had to send a Human lackey to a farm to get it, and the man had only
managed to get blood from four different animals. The order had been for
twenty, but the man was, she’d been assured, more than a little lazy. It didn’t
really matter to her. It was just for a taste testing anyway. It was actually a
bit plain, not having any flavoring in it. She’d tried some though, and it was
pretty mild, and didn’t have any aftertaste of note.


“We have some samples?” Her
accent was too heavy for some of the people in the room, so Nikki repeated it
for her, which actually got the beings in the room to calm down a lot. They’d
been nervous, before that, it was clear. Some of them still were, and since
most of those looked like thugs, complete with tattoos and scars on
their exposed skin, which had to be fake, given that they were all dead, and
that kind of thing generally healed up when a person came over.


One of those just seemed seedy as
fuck, and was busily fingering a long blade the whole time, not even bothering
to hide it. Staring at her while he did it, too.


“We don’t need to feed like dogs.
Let’s cut this American cunt’s head off, and send her back in a box.” Sketchy
he may have been, but he spoke in nearly perfect English, so she’d understand
what the plan was. That was nice of him, right there.


It let her respond to him
directly, for instance, which she did with a big smile on her lips.


Eve moved as fast as she ever
had, a wall of pure pain taking her. The Vampire, who was a classic, but not
that fast, not even seeming to realize that she was there next to him, as she
crushed his skull. It was a nicely dramatic thing, but still not fast enough to
keep her hand clean. Then she moved back to the place she started, trying to
stand in the same location exactly. If she did it right, it would look almost
like the man had just exploded.


Everyone went still then. It was
the Vampire equivalent of screaming in fright. They did look at her though, as
Bohdan gestured at the red mist in the air.


“We have been given a reprieve,
but there will be payment for this. A toll in death.” He didn’t ask for
volunteers, nor did he point at the guilty ones.


Thankfully five of the beings,
three of the remaining men, and two women, tried to rush her. They died, too,
in about the same amount of time that the first man had. Six of them was nearly
enough to make the Council happy. The whole of the little rebellion only had
about eighty people in it. Decimation would mean getting two more, but she’d
taken three the night before, so it was good enough.


Unless anyone else volunteered.


She just waited, standing where
she started. No one was particularly fooled though, she didn’t think. They
weren’t looking at Nikki anyway. The entire room stared at her very closely.


“Is that enough? I think we can
sell the Council on this number of your people.” She made herself sound
peaceful, and a bit bland, rather than angry or scared. She didn’t feel it in
particular. Later she might have a problem with the deaths, even. Then again,
she might not.


It wasn’t like she’d never killed
before.


The rest of the room, the
remaining twenty or so that had come did two different things at once. Well,
three, but she left the ones that just sat there alone. Half of the remainder
attacked though, the other half trying to run away. The attackers all died, but
she was at a loss with the runners. They could have been guilty of
something. Or just thought they were about to die. If you thought that, then
running away was a reasonable thing to try and do, wasn’t it? Instinctual for
almost everyone. She waved at Bohdan, to let him decide.


“Stop.” The black haired Vampire
didn’t scream the word, but he may as well have. Everyone in the room, except
for her, froze in place, as the wash of compulsion ripped across the room.


She nodded though, which made him
seem afraid of her again.


“It’s enough now. Explain that to
them, please? I’d rather not kill everyone here. It’s a pet project of
mine, not going around slaughtering people. Anyway, so you all like the blood
well enough? If you get in on it now, I bet you can get yours for free. It’s a
decent deal, really.” She didn’t know that, but it got the others, the ones
trying to flee, to come back. No one spoke for the rest of the meeting though.


That meant they were able to get
the whole thing handled, as far as paperwork went, and spent most of the night
going over how to get funds to buy some farms. People weren’t thrilled to find
out they weren’t going to be allowed to use the stolen tax monies. Most of the
ones left were scared, but decent enough. It became kind of clear between the
lines that a few of them had actually been involved in the attacks on the
embassies, and Council people. A few had managed to do the right thing and
were, if they played their cards right, probably going to survive the night.


The people on the ground there
were afraid though. That was directed at her, too, as if that made
sense. She’d already done what she was supposed to, and while, yes, she was
going to lay some fuckers out if they tried to kill her again, it wasn’t like
she was foaming at the mouth taunting them into action. People were moving
around her like there were real eggshells on the floor. Vampires
actually minced in her presence, trying not to set her off. Like she wasn’t in
complete control of herself?


At about four in the morning they
had things worked out well enough that Eve thought leaving was a good plan.
They had a deadline, after a fashion, and it wasn’t lost on Eve that Gene, The
Burning One, was probably pretty damned serious about killing all the Vampires
there if she didn’t report in on time. Three days, she’d said, which
functionally left a little over two and a half.


So it was kind of important that
they leave, as soon as possible. Nikki however, felt a strong urge to stay
there and make puppy eyes at her part time lover. It was actually pretty cute,
and Eve got it. The woman was, if not in love, then at least very fond of the
man, and happy he was alive.


Still, if they didn’t want the
rest of the group to be dead in a few days, they needed to scurry along.


Finally, as day broke, Eve took
the bright red-haired punk looking girl aside.


“Are you staying or going?”


“What?”


Eve waved at the good looking
Vampire man standing behind them. His suit still seeming sharp and fresh,
somehow.


“If you want to stay, I can get
back in time. If you’re coming with me, we need to leave now, and really, you
should keep the whining to a minimum on this leg of things. But you have to
choose, what are you doing?”


She looked a bit sad about it,
which was probably down to the mind control she was under, and sighed, like a
schoolgirl having to leave the dance early.


“I guess we should go. I just
haven’t been to visit for a while.”


“Great. Bye Bohdan.” Without
waiting, she moved, heading back the way they came. It was going to take longer
going back, since they needed to make the whole trip in fewer legs and had a
longer distance to travel. It was harder than it should have been, because for
some reason, probably daylight related, Nicole wanted to stop far more
frequently now. Worse, she went slower. Like it was any harder to run now than
it had been before?


It gave Eve a chance to think
though, about what was really going on. 


She knew that she wasn’t going to
get it all, but that wasn’t an excuse not to see some of it. For instance, it
didn’t take a Greater Demon to get that the thing with Bohdan Constantine was a
set up. Oh, it might have been real the whole time, but what were the odds that
no one else could have set things up like she had? The Council wasn’t
filled with retards. The fact that Lenore had clearly let her take Nikki,
knowing that it might be a problem…


Eve had to struggle her way
through what she knew. It wasn’t complete, but she got little bits of it. There
were puzzle pieces there, if she bothered to look at them.


First, it had been Fram that had
set this up. Possibly not the whole thing, but he was the one with access to
them all, and had been around to subtly influence them all, over the last
months. He’d been the one to tell her about the rebellion and who was behind
it, wasn’t he? So what were the odds that the whole thing, getting Lenore to
try and use it to set up her sister, knowing that Eve was supposed to kill her
for it, if that happened, or that Nikki might just ruin the plan, just by being
there?


Second, why had she decided to
take Nicole along? 


Just to keep her alive, and awake,
during the day? Sure, but it had slowed her down a lot, and made things harder.
Maybe better in the end, but that had been a risky thing. A lot more so
than waiting for Bey to get there and lay down the law would have been.


Eve couldn’t see the link, but it
was there. She could feel it. Just like she knew where it was leading
her. That was pretty clear, wasn’t it? She was supposed to go back to the mall,
ask to speak to Lenore, confront her, and then, probably in self-defense, kill
her.


That would screw with Zack, of
course and set him off in a direction that he currently didn’t want to go. It
wasn’t the only thing that could happen, but it was the main one. How
she knew that, Eve didn’t really understand. It wasn’t some kind of psychic
thing. Not really. It was all just like the information had always been there,
for her to see, but she was just now learning to put it all together.


Yes, Fram was behind it, and it
was, without a doubt, meant to get several things done. One of them was
probably about her dying. The most likely outcome of her and Lenore fighting
would be her own death, after all. Even if she just snuck up and hit the
Vampire from behind, Zack wouldn’t let it stand, would he?


It was so complex that she nearly
imagined that she was making it all up.


That would have been the easier
thing to deal with. Instead, she had a problem that she wasn’t going to be able
to beat, easily, didn’t she? Somehow, to make the whole thing work, she had to
outthink a Greater Demon. Sure, a stupid one, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t a
bit like a monkey in a zoo, with no better attack on the hyper-intelligent
creatures than flinging poo at them.


It was a funny idea, but wouldn’t
really help. Plus it would make a mess.


So what the fuck was she supposed
to do?


The first thing, of course, would
be getting back in time. Nikki was dragging her down so much that she really
considered just abandoning her in Alaska, once they had gotten across. Instead
she just slowly sped up, reaching back to tug the other girl along with her,
until they were traveling at a decent pace. It wasn’t what she could have
really done, if she were alone, but they’d already had to stop something like
twenty times, so Nicole could rest.


Like that helped anything?


When they got to the mall, the
older woman took a breath too soon and stood there, screaming until her air ran
out. It was loud, and annoying, so Eve, being smarter than that, just walked in
the glass door on the west side of the place, and headed in. It had felt like
she’d been gone for months, but it had been just a few days, really. Five or
six.


Without waiting, she moved to the
back office, having left Nikki standing out in the sun. Screaming.


As soon as she could speak again,
she picked up the phone, and called in that she was back. It was Marissa on the
other end of the line, since she was the one person on the Council that would
probably have a good reason to make sure the rest of them knew not to attack,
in a timely fashion. That out of the way, she waved to Lenore.


“We were set up.” She tried to
sound like it was a joke, if not a very good one, and got a concerned
expression for her trouble.


Well, a laugh would be out of
place.


“With Bohdan Constantine?” It was
painfully obvious that Lenore was getting ready to try and fight her way out of
the office, even as Eve nodded.


Her small pale hand had curled
into a fist, and her eyes started to tinge streaks of blood red.


So Eve shrugged.


“Yeah. Fram I think. He had to
know, well, way more than the rest of us did. How much of it he caused I don’t
know. I mean, you get the part where we’re supposed to be fighting now,
that’s clear. So to you it seems like you purposefully let me walk into a
situation where Nikki would be confronted with a man she loved, that I, or at
least Bey, was supposed to execute. Only, what were the real odds of things
lining up like that, without it being a set up? I keep going over it, and it’s
not really possible. There’s more, too. Like Marissa not simply setting up an
animal blood service over there when they asked. There’s no real reason for it.
Especially not to think that I wouldn’t share the formula so that they could
get things done. Something, or someone, had to steer her to think that way.
How, I don’t know, since I’m pretty darned nifty, which is a thing that
should be clear to her by now. But at each turn we were guided to take certain
actions. For all I know, I’m still walking right into it all. I don’t
think so though.” She waited, letting the other woman think for a bit.


Lenore actually gasped, in
surprise.


“I… Think I can see it. Why
though? It has to be about more than what you and I do.”


“Does it? We aren’t
important, directly, but if we fought, you’d probably kill me. Or, who knows,
maybe I get smart, or lucky and do you first… Then Zack would kill me for it.
If you took me out, then what are the odds that no one else might not come to
see why it happened, and accidently kill you? Keeley or Darla, for instance? Maybe
even Zack, though I kind of doubt that one. Or… Hell, maybe even Fram?
He and I have a thing set up, and that could be used as an excuse, if he wanted
to goad the others. Not that it would have to be that, but it could
happen.” She shrugged. “So, when Nikki gets here, apologize, and mean
it. So that I don’t have to decide that you both need to be spanked. That
probably won’t end well, for any of us. That means we need to take the high
road, right?”


It felt like she was probably
wrong in a thousand places, but the other Vampire just raised an eyebrow.


“Well. I gather we should
then. Is she here now?”


“Outside. Screaming at the sun,
when I left her.” Except that she was actually at the front of the shop, by the
sound of it.


Lenore didn’t make either of them
wait, going out to the front of the brightly colored shop, and giving her
sister a small hug, and an apology that sounded nearly real. It wasn’t. Eve
might not have had siblings that she could use as a personal example, but she
really doubted that two hundred plus years of bad blood was going to be washed
away with a couple of forced handshakes. It wouldn’t have worked for her, she
didn’t think, and compared to a lot of Vampires Eve knew she was practically
sweetness and light.


Nikki took the gesture for what
it was worth, and managed to do it graciously enough that no one started
throwing punches. That was, hopefully, good enough. Then the pierced lady
stretched, like she was tired and smiled over at Eve.


“Well, I think I’ll be off then?
Maybe catch a nap?”


Snorting loudly, Eve grinned.


“Don’t you freaking dare.
Go catch a shower and get back here. For that matter, where are the others?
Dave…” She looked at Lenore, who shook her head sadly.


“I fear he didn’t make it. Not so
far. Barb and Cormack however seem to have defeated the small dying, so that is
all well. They are both handling their own concerns during the day for now,
since I haven’t needed time off in several days. Don’t tell him yet, but I
believe that a certain Vampire is slated to take over the Iowa Node complex in
the next days. In fact, I know it. The news just came in, about an hour ago.”
Lenore seemed pleased enough about it that her smile seemed nearly real.


Eve bit her lip, so that she
wouldn’t scream, and pumped her right fist.


“Right, friggen, on! That’s
incredible. I should get him a present or something. Maybe a house?” It sounded
ridiculous to her, at first, but she actually had the money in her account for
it. Not that she knew how to buy something like that, personally. “You can help
with that? I can put up the cash, if we don’t go too expensive, but the rest of
it is kind of beyond me.”


That, it seemed, was a mistake to
admit to, since Lenore gave her a look that seemed very nearly insane,
suddenly.


“Oh? I suppose you wouldn’t have
done things like that before, would you? Very well, I can walk you through it.
You’ll need to travel to the area, to view the houses. It wouldn’t do to give
him an inferior gift, after all.”


Eve nodded. She’d just walked
from another continent and back. Slowly. She could go to the heartland in a few
hours, if she hurried.


“After I get a shower? I’ve been
walking around with blood splatters all over me for days. It’s gross.” She
waved at her shirt, which wasn’t that bad, really. Not considering what she’d been
doing. There were stains though, and it was going to be work to save it for
anything in particular. Plus, if she was going to be looking up real estate,
she would want the internet. That meant taking a trip home first, then invading
Troy’s. It would work well enough, since he’d be asleep by then, she didn’t
doubt.


Lenore smiled about it all,
especially when she mentioned that she’d be back, for the night shift. After
all, it was Cormack’s night, and he’d just gotten a promotion, so might want to
celebrate or something silly like that.


She hurried through getting
cleaned up, running the nearly twenty miles to Edom’s house as fast as she
could. He wasn’t there, being up north for the early part of the day, watching
over some of their business concerns. It was a bit strange, but Eve kind of
missed seeing him. It wasn’t like they were attached at the hip, but she really
wanted his attention, for some strange reason. It was probably some kind of
daddy issue thing, which, honestly, she had going on in spades. 


That wasn’t a new thing though,
was it?


Really, she needed to call her
other dad. Roy. She hadn’t since becoming a Vampire. It wasn’t that odd, since
she’d only been in touch a few times a year, since moving to Washington, but he
might be worried about her by now. Or not. Eve had always been aware that her
father felt obligated to watch out for her, or had eventually, but didn’t feel
anything in particular toward her otherwise. It took a special kind of neglect
to let your little daughter live in a drug den for sixteen years, didn’t it?
Especially if you were a Police Chief.


It wasn’t like he hadn’t known
about that part of things. Her mother had been arrested too many times for him
to have missed that part. Sure, he might not have known that Eve had been pimped
out as a child sex slave, but she’d never actually had that talk with him, had
she? It wasn’t in the cards either, since knowing that he actually had would
probably mean she’d kill him. It always had.


Hence her putting off getting in
touch with him now.


She pushed even harder than
before on the way to Troy’s, barely able to see it hurt so much, and wasn’t
surprised to find her buddy asleep for the day already. The eleven year old
girl in the living room was a bit strange, however.


She was white, thin to the point
of being scrawny, and had heavy glasses on. Her chin nearly pointed at the
bottom, and she had plain, very straight, brown hair. The eyes were the same
color, which was normal enough. In all, other than the fact that she was
wearing a skirt that was cut above her knees, and blue tights under that, along
with a blue blouse that had a brown vest over it, the kid seemed pretty normal.


Except that Troy, while being a
bit of a player, drew the line at an age that was at least six or seven years
older than this one.


The girl looked up at her, and
smiled, her face almost serene. She was at the desk that held the computer, but
was writing on a piece of plain paper. What it said Eve couldn’t tell, since it
looked like chicken scratches to her. Ancient Sumerian probably, rather than
shorthand.


She might not be the smartest
cookie on the plate, but she’d worked at the Mage embassy for years, and they
used that, and Latin, a lot. That would mean that the girl wasn’t just another
pretty face. Not that she wasn’t cute. Like a puppy might be. So, that meant
what?


Eve shrugged, and put two and two
together, got five, and realized what that had to mean.


“Hello! Um… I can’t tell which
one you are for certain. Not trying to be rude. Greater Demon, but…” That was
probably enough to make problems, if the being wanted them, but if that was
going to happen, it would anyway.


The girl smiled up at her and
stood.


“The Rotted. Ann.” She moved
forward, walking across the hard wood floor in about seven steps. Then she
touched her hand, as if it were a greeting, and not drinking in all the
information that made Eve up.


The girl grinned at her then, as
the tingling stopped, understanding more than Eve did, probably.


“Hey! How are things going? Did
you come to give Troy a little girl tugjob?”


Eve watched the other being,
knowing that if she had come for that, Troy wouldn’t have had a choice in the
matter, but there was a firm head shake.


“Not at all. I just have the day
off of school. The whole week, so I thought to come and stay with my friend.
There are some interesting things going on in this area. Really, there are
several pockets over the United States, right now. That moron, Fram, is
involved, but he’s not the only one, as you know already. I don’t think that
you should blame him for the problems of the last days however. Like I
just said, he isn’t bright. Well, that isn’t fair, truly, but he can be
tricked, using his weaknesses. In this case my bet is that he’s being set up,
by one of us. To face off against you, in particular. That’s flattering isn’t
it? Someone thinks that you’re smart enough to work this out, or at least
enough of it to make a difference.”


Eve knew she was missing part of
it, but didn’t bother asking the meaning of it all. She didn’t have any kind of
arrangement with The Rotted, and the woman was so freaking old and
insane that even trying would probably be dangerous.


Before she could mention why she
was there, the girl turned and tapped on the computer for a few minutes, then
waved at the screen.


“There you go. Three houses
within walking distance of the Des Moines Node. I like the second one for your
friend, but I put the others in to steer you toward it. Six rooms, and while it
will set you back about a million, after closing, it has the best location.
Here, take a look.” Sliding out of the cushioned chair without making the
wheels move at all, Ann waved again, this time for her to sit.


It really was nice. The others
weren’t bad, and one was larger, in square footage, but not, she was assured,
going to be as well constructed.


“Vampires need to buy for the
long haul. You should call the agent handling it and see if she’ll be able to
meet you there today. Not that you can buy for a while. These things take a
ridiculous amount of time, for the modern age. Title searches in particular.
You’ll want to get the home inspections as well. It costs extra, but not doing
that, knowing as little as you do, would be asking for trouble.” Ann didn’t
grab the phone for her, not being that pushy. Not that day anyway.


So she set that up herself, and
looked up the map she needed. If she ran on the freeway for most of it, she
probably wouldn’t get lost, she decided. Still, she printed the directions off,
since Troy had a nice machine for that right there, and moved to leave.


At the door, a tiny hand stopped
her. The face behind it was serious however. Enough that the idea of this being
a real child fell away totally.


“When you get back you need to
get with some of the others, about what’s been going on, and to refine what you
have planned. Killing Fram… It’s a good idea. He’ll push for you to kill his
Vampire slave, but the risks of failure are higher there. The Technician can
assure his life however. You’ll need something to trade with her for that. For
that…” There was an actual pause and the little girl looked away, then started
to nod. “For that, I think you’ll want to get in touch with The Cleric. Gregor.
He has something that might be of value, and Darla won’t think to go to him
directly for it.”


Eve looked at the kid, and
shrugged.


“Nothing is ever free, so what do
you get out of this, helping me? It’s some kind of set up, isn’t it? Putting me
in place to get something you want done.”


There was a solemn nod then.


“That, is exactly right.
You’re very clever for a Vampire. Now, run along. You don’t want to miss your
appointment.”


After that, with no small amount
of force, the little girl all but threw Eve outside, onto the busy street.


Taking a hint, she ran.










Chapter six





 


Buying a house was both a longer
process than Eve had thought, and the first time that she ran into
outright anti-Vampire bigotry that didn’t have signs and chanting to go along
with it. Sheila, the divorced mother of three, who had scrambled and fought to
find a career in a down market, met her with a big enough smile on her face.
She seemed to be a bit too made-up for the scene, making Eve feel a bit under
dressed for it. She’d gently applied a light layer of foundation, so that she’d
have a bit of color to her cheeks, and some lip stick. It was a nice crimson
red. That was just so no one would get confused and think she was a bull
lesbian. Her hair was so short still that she was a bit surprised that no one
had made fun of her over that yet.


Sheila though, looked ready to go
toe to toe with Batman.


Her hair was even poofy, and kind
of helmet like. Not green though, so she was failing on that part. Her smile
looked predatory enough that the very first thing Eve did was check to see what
she really was. Human, it turned out, but there was a scent that seemed primal,
under the perfume and deodorant. Really, the lady didn’t seem all that nice,
even though her voice fairly glowed with false cheer.


“Hello! Are you Eve?” There was a
pause, and a look that went all the way down her nose. True, she was wearing
running shoes, and slacks, but also a nice button up shirt. It was plain and
white, so it couldn’t be called fancy, but it was just a meeting to see if she
wanted the house or not.


“That’s me.” She tried to not
respond to the lady, and just let her take charge and point out all the good
things, while hiding the negatives that the place had hidden. Not too many of
those, but when you asked for nearly a million dollars you couldn’t get away
with that kind of fixer-upper stuff. Not if she were going to be buying
it anyway.


It was a fine looking house, and
even had an indoor pool. It was small, being long and very narrow, but big
enough for a person to swim laps in, which was the point, she guessed. Cormack
didn’t really need to exercise, but it came with the place. There was a great
three car garage, and the kitchen looked ready to cook for hundreds of people.
Each of the bedrooms had a bathroom too, which was a great feature.


The problem though was that
Sheila started almost directly into bigotry. Being that she didn’t know what
Eve was, that seemed a bit over the top. Like she just started all her
conversations with the fact that she was a moron.


“This is a nice place, but we do
have some Vampire activity in the area. Shape Shifters, too. I keep telling
Mrs. Johansen to lower the asking price, because of that, but she wants a
return on her investment. I can’t blame her, but that kind of thing…” She
actually shuddered. The whole act was that of a woman about forty years
older than she actually was though. If the woman was thirty-five it didn’t
really show. Her cheeks were a little plump though, which might hide some of
the lines under the face paint.


Eve tilted her head a bit.


“Vampires and Shifters? Like, as
neighbors? Or do you just mean in the general area?”


There was a pause, and a deep
intake of breath, as the woman whispered at her, hissing a tiny bit in the
effort.


“Both! Right next door, the man
who lives there, he turns into a large cat. I can’t believe it, but I saw him
do it on the news. How am I supposed to sell anything in this market? I
wouldn’t even have taken this house, but we’re required not to discriminate, by
law. No one knows if that counts for the dead yet, but the word has come down,
from the higher ups. For now we have to act like Vampires are real people.
Still, they didn’t say that I couldn’t let people know about things like that
before they move in.” She sounded conspiratorial about it, so Eve nodded along
for a bit, and kept looking at the house.


It really was a great place, but
she didn’t really want to help this lady out too much. Just as the woman was
about to leave, she winked and leaned in though.


“What about darkies? Oh, and the
Irish? You don’t have any of those around here, do you?”


To her credit, perhaps, the woman
got the idea and stiffened. Her nose actually climbed upward in the air too. It
was kind of cute, in a piggy looking way.


“I didn’t know that you’d have a
problem with people being different.” She almost growled the words, trying to
take a step back, to physically distance herself from Eve.


To get away from the clearly
creepy asshole.


“Oh, I don’t. Just,
there’s no difference between a Vampire and a black family wanting to move in,
is there? Or some Shifters? I mean, as long as they vote and take care of their
lawn, then what’s the problem?”


Now Sheila frowned, the idea of what
Eve was getting at sinking home.


“Well, I don’t know that any
African Americans would want to kill me and drink my blood. They wouldn’t be
turning into a wolf man on the full moon and try to sneak into my house though,
would they?”


“Nooo, they wouldn’t, even
if they were Shifters. Then, Vampires need to leave you alive, and it’s against
their own rules for them to feed on people directly now, so even that isn’t too
big of a threat. Cormack, the man that I’m thinking of buying this place for is
Irish though, so you may want to keep that in mind. He’s good Irish though.
Hardly drinks at all, and doesn’t have a cooked cabbage fetish. That I know
of.” He might, come to think of it. That probably wasn’t the case though, since
it was just too bizarre to even figure out how it might work, as far as sexual
gratification went.


“Hmmm. You’re planning to buy
this as a present for someone else?”


She nodded, making it seem happy.


“Yeah. He’s the new Vampire
ambassador for this state. A good friend of mine, and no, he doesn’t eat
people or anything. In fact, he only eats cow, which is no worse than most of
the people you know, is it? Hence me getting a bit snooty with you. Everything
you said about Vampires was wrong, and you were off about Shifters, too. For
one thing, both groups have people of all skin colors and religions.” She
stopped, since it was kind of clear that the woman was getting upset. As in
angry, rather than just confused, or unsettled. 


The woman glared a bit, and
finally leaned in to hiss, keeping her voice down as it was clear that someone
was in the front lawn next door. There was a fence, but the man there was tall
enough to be seen over it. He was pretending to rake, she thought.


Sheila sounded well and truly
pissed though.


“This is a pretty normal area.
Maybe you should send your freak friend someplace else? We don’t need more of
that kind here. There should be a law against it.”


Eve shrugged, then looked over at
the man, who was forcing a smile on his broad, dusky face. Eve waved to him,
and spoke in a normal tone.


“Or you need even more of that
kind? It seems like it to me. This is a nice neighborhood, too. I take it you
don’t live near here?” She just meant it was pricy, but it sounded so catty
that she got glared at over it.


“No, I don’t. Thankfully.”


Then, rather hastily, the woman
got into her car without saying anything else, and drove off. It was
mid-afternoon still, so after watching her leave, Eve moved toward the stone
wall, which was about five feet high, that separated the two properties. It was
better than an acre for this one, which given how close to the Node complex it
was, had to be a lucky find. There was enough space to have some extra trees
put in, if Cormack wanted that kind of thing.


She waved at the man again,
getting close enough to tell that he didn’t smell strictly Human. Probably a
Shifter of some kind, then. Not a Cat though. Something different. More
reptilian.


“Hey. I was thinking about buying
this place. I don’t suppose that all the neighbors are like her?” She didn’t
have to wave after the car, since it was clear that the guy in front of her got
the general idea.


“No. Really most of the people
here are pretty nice. That’s the second clearest case of someone just hating on
Vampires I’ve seen yet. The worst one was a group of protestors that were
throwing things at the kids from the Yoghurt World, in the mall down the
street. That sucked, because the poor kids are just the daytime staff. All
Humans, you know?”


She nodded, since that was what
would have to happen, if you didn’t have someone around that was able to stay
up all day. It was kind of why Cormack was getting the job, really. That he was
also responsible and knew the work was just a bonus.


“Really? Well, that’s good to
hear. Maybe I’ll make an offer. Thanks, by the way. Do you live here?”


There was a head shake then, the
Latino guy smiling and glancing back at the house.


“I wish. No, I just do the yard
work. I don’t suppose your buddy would want a gardener? If you get him this
place. You really shouldn’t let that bitch make your mind up for you. It isn’t
like you’ll be living with her.” He looked down the road and glared, then
glanced back at her. “Anyway, I should get back to work, if I’m trying to get
you to suggest my services to your friend. Julio. I’ll drop a card off for him,
if you get the place.”


“Thanks. That’s probably a good
plan, at least to start with. I know nothing about lawns and all that.” She
waved again, and felt foolish for it, then took off as fast as she could, once
the man had gone back to work.


The real estate agent had left a
bad taste in her mouth, one that even the agony she threw herself into didn’t
fully erase. It was the twenty-first century, for goodness sake. Eve really
would have thought that things like bigotry would be gone by now. Apparently
that wasn’t true. They had Shifters, Vampires, and chubby people left to hate
on, after all.


Of course the world really needed
to watch out for those big people. They could be anyone, after all. Hiding
there, in secret. Eating all the sandwiches.


She tried to smile to herself
about it, but even playing at that kind of thing anymore just seemed like a lot
less fun. In her life Eve had been looked down on for several different things,
herself. For being a slut, and for being poor, mainly. For having a bad mother
and a father that had basically just walked away from her. This had been the
first time she’d ever met a person that wasn’t holding a sign that really just
seemed to hate her though. Just for being.


Hell, even the protestors had
mainly just seemed scared, not like they were just evil people looking for a
reason to dislike someone else. Sheila there, she hadn’t been like that, had
she? No, the closest to that kind of thing that Eve had ever been before had
been that man, months back, who’d tried to shoot Edom. Even that was more about
fear than hate though, or so it had seemed to her at the time.


This was different, and left her
feeling edgy as she pushed herself to get back faster than she really had to.
Then, as she got to the edge of the city, she realized something. It wasn’t her
problem. Oh, it was annoying to have to deal with bad people like that, but it
wasn’t anything that she should let ruin her day. So she fought for a smile,
and to forget the woman, as best she could.


It was still a good house, and a
nice neighborhood. One in which that creature didn’t live. Her friend, Cormack,
would be fine there. Maybe even happy? She hoped so.


Stopping by Troy’s again, since
he had actual computer equipment, and a real printer, Eve made up a card for
Cormack, congratulating him. Then she slipped in a picture of the house. It
didn’t do it justice, but she left in the address to the web site, so that he could
see more of it, if he didn’t want to pick something else.


Then she changed, into jeans and
a t-shirt, a nice purple one this time, and got back just in time to meet him
at the door as he came in. It was early, but he didn’t need sleep anymore, so
having him come in at six was fair enough. 


It was a funny thing, but none of
the Vampires she’d met had a good concept of real work hours. Part of that, she
knew, had been about the fact that Lenore had worked nearly every day shift by
herself for years. Possibly decades. It was hard to whine about having to work
long hours when the boss was required to do even longer, and never got a break.


The other part was that some of
them were just so old that the idea of working a twelve hour shift was kind of
natural to them. It was the time from sun up to its setting. That was the
natural time that a person could work, right? The Humans, at least. Now they
could have pushed longer, but the point wasn’t what could be done, but the
habits that people had grown up with.


Not that the work was hard, but
things could be a little boring at times. 


Not that day though.


Eve was literally right behind
Cormack at the door, and could see the ten people inside, waiting for them.
They were all Vampires, and from the stillness of several of them, they seemed
very young. Not as much so as she was, but like kids anyway.


They were mainly behind Lenore,
however, who smiled hugely at Cormack, when he got through the door.


“Ambassador Gillhall.” Then she
moved forward, not wearing her work apron over her nice blue dress, since this
was an official thing, and put her hand out to shake.


Cormack seemed to understand, and
took the hand instantly.


“What’s this now? I got a
promotion?”


Lenore nodded, and beamed at him.


“You did! You’re the new
ambassador for the Iowa Node. It’s set up is rather like our own, which is why
the Council decided to place you there, instead of one of the other places, I
believe.”


Bey was smiling too, and moved in
to shake the larger Vampire’s hand, his face nearly splitting in two he was so
pleased.


“Ah! This was indeed part of the
reason. It will take much effort, to put things to right there. They have not
had an ambassador in all their history, and only a sole, very youthful, young
lady to work the nights there. Sandra, I believe the name is? She has done her
best, but with you there, we can run a much more official station. The goal is
to turn that place into a major hub, given its central location. It may sound a
humble thing, but there is much room for growth, if you choose to see it as
such.”


David, who was standing next to a
young looking girl, who seemed to be about fourteen or so, and had a thin body,
but a round face that was nearly boxy, cleared his throat.


“See, now it looks like I
should have worked harder at staying awake, doesn’t it?”


Eve chuckled, and nodded.


“It does. Well, no big thing,
we’ll just start over. We can run out in a few days and help fix up the Yoghurt
World in Iowa. If Lenore and Edom are all right with that?” She looked at them,
and then glanced at Bey, who would let her know if she had other things to work
on.


Lenore shook her head.


“David will be working nights
here, and I don’t think he can make the trip back and forth each day. Perhaps
if you’d see to aiding Ginger? You could stay at Cormack’s new dwelling there?”


Eve shrugged, not knowing who
Ginger was, but seeing the girl next to David straighten, guessed that it might
just be her. She looked really young, barely a teen, but that didn’t mean
anything for a Vampire. That she hadn’t been working the embassy though
probably did. What that was, however, Eve needed to find out.


She shrugged though.


“Not likely. It will take at
least a month for everything to clear. Oh, here, it’s from all of us.” She
handed the envelope over, which looked a bit low rent, suddenly. It was just a
regular kind of thing, made of white paper, meant to hold checks to pay the
electric and cable bills. It was all Troy had on hand. Cormack however, didn’t
seem to mind.


He hugged her when the whole
thing hit him.


“You’ve gotten me a mansion?”


“Well, you don’t have to take
that one in particular, but it’s a nice place. I looked at it today, earlier.
It’s close to the mall there, and the neighbor is a Shifter. I don’t know who
he is, but I met the gardener, and he seemed nice.” She left off the stuff with
Sheila, since even if it was everyone in the area, Cormack was already going,
and couldn’t get out of it, she was willing to bet. Not unless he wanted to
piss off the Council.


“It’s incredible, girl! I’ll need
to see about getting some staff in, it sounds like. What say, Barbara? I could
use a second there.”


Lenore reached out, and took the
girl’s arm, then shook her head.


“No. She’ll be needed here,
as second. You’ll need to look elsewhere for someone to do that work for you.”


That got Edom to look at her, his
face curious, but not upset seeming. He was, it seemed out of a job, but Lenore
winked at him, as Bey moved in, to bow, a bit.


The ancient Vampire smiled, and
clapped him on the arm, after he stood up.


“Ambassador Freeman shall stand
for the Council here, as Miss Hawthorne moves to take the position of Vaughn,
as Regional Director for the Western States. It is, how do they say in these
modern days? A shake up. Vaughn is moving to Washington D.C. and will be the
official liaison to the governments of North America.”


It was a lot to take in, all at
once, but a bunch of people, some of them her people, were getting promotions.
That was exciting, if a little scary. After all, she’d kind of thought that
they’d all be there for her, unchanging, for a long time. Now it was different.
In a single moment, her world had shifted on her, and that left her feeling
uneasy. Not that she couldn’t handle it. This wasn’t her first time after all,
and she was used to things happening without her permission. That was, after
all, just life.


So she smiled, even though some
of the others seemed a bit uneasy too. It wasn’t just her, which was nice, in a
misery loves company kind of way.


The younger looking Vampire, who
was smaller than anyone else there, Ginger, wiped at her shoulder length blonde
hair, and made a face. It was fierce seeming. Covering a bit of fear.


“So, we’re moving? I don’t know
what this means for me… Which is selfish. Sorry.” She managed to look contrite
then, and Lenore winced, and looked away.


Everyone else looked away, too,
except for Barb, who moved in and touched the girl’s arm.


“I guess that makes sense. Still,
you can visit us here, and stay sometimes?” She looked at Lenore, who did nod
then, even if she was a bit uneasy about it all.


“I won’t leave you, Ginger. Don’t
worry about that. Not until you’re ready.”


It was actually really sweet to
hear, for Eve at least. The girl started to get mad though, the change being
too much for her. Her hand curled into a fist, and Lenore seemed to be getting
ready to strike out, to control her with a beating.


Eve cleared her throat, and waved
her hand in the air a bit. It worked, getting the red eyed and tiny girl to
look at her.


“Stop that. You’re with me for
the time being, to learn control, and how to stay up all day. You can travel
with Lenore then, and be her assistant, or move into another job, if you want,
after that. It’s like school, and a pain, but you’ll have David to boss
around, if you can.” She liked the turn of phrase, and smiled as the girl came
for her. Eve just moved out of the way, several times, as she was flailed at.


Finally she grimaced, and grabbed
the girl’s tiny fist out of the air, holding it still.


“So, this is the last time
you do this, understood? Not because you’ll be beaten if you don’t, but
because you’re in control of yourself now. Take it. Take control. You own
this.” Then Eve let go, ready for more hitting.


It didn’t come. The girl just
froze, her face looking hard and her eyes a lovely blood red color. Everyone
else just stood there, watching the scene unfold.


Ginger did it though.
Slowly, and with a lot of effort, but she didn’t keep fighting, and after only
about five minutes, got her teeth put away. Eve nodded.


“Like that. Only all the time
now. You can help me put together the first class for the new Vampires? You can
manage being around Humans, right?”


There was a slow head shake then,
and a muttered word. “No.”


Lenore looked worried, but Bey
clapped, happily.


“Then you will be soon! These are
exciting times in which to exist, are they not? Eve, you will see to Ginger,
and that she has the skills needed to take over for Ambassador Gillhall, in his
duties here? How long do you think that will take?”


Eve had no clue, but looked at
the young seeming Vampire, and shrugged.


“Half a year? Staying up won’t
take her as long to learn as it did these others, I bet, and after the first
few days, she’ll be able to resist people, at least well enough to go crowd
surfing. It’s going to take me a while to teach her to fight though. That
flailing was slow, and kind of sad, Ginger. Cute, but not everyone will
always be stunned by your adorableness.”


Bey smiled and touched the tiny
girl on the arm. She was wearing a t-shirt too, like Eve.


“Very well, you will be ready
inside that time frame then. We cannot coddle our young as we once did, I fear.
I would not put you to such a hardship, otherwise, Ginger. You are ready for
this growth however. I have great faith in both you, and Miss Benson.” It
seemed so genuine that everyone there nodded, even the people she didn’t know.


Eve moved over and hugged Cormack
again.


“Right, so the rest of you can go
and celebrate with the new ambassadors. Ginger and I will hold down the fort
here. Dave, you’re coming in tomorrow morning?”


“Fuck.” It wasn’t much of an
agreement, but he nodded, so she did in return.


“Good. See you then? Now,
everyone, go on. Do something fun! We have this, and will call if anything
comes up that we can’t handle. Or, you know, if we get bored, or lonely.” She
let her eyes go wide, but everyone fake laughed and actually got their coats
and went out the front door.


Eve sighed and turned on Ginger,
who winced away, clearly expecting to be beaten, now that everyone else was
gone.


“I’ll go over how to run the place
here. For now, I want you to do that, and focus on your breathing. Make sure
you really do it, constantly. Have you eaten anything today?”


There was a nod, that seemed a
bit scared, like she was a meany or something? Eve let that go, and
simply waved for the other girl to follow, trying to make sure she kept up with
her own breathing. Otherwise she was going to look bad, if Ginger noticed any
gaps, wasn’t she?


“Good, first, we need to make
sure we always wear our aprons here. Day or night. It marks us as working here,
and to the Vampire part of the public, as officials of the Council. We’re going
to spend most of our time cleaning. When in doubt, start wiping things down. All
the time. It’s boring, but that’s part of the point right now. Learning to cope
with boredom, hunger, and anger, are the real goals here. Then pain. If you’re
willing to do that, you can be special and strong. If not, well, then you
wouldn’t be here, would you? No one chooses to be a Vampire if they don’t want
to be strong.”


The girl shook her head.


“I didn’t get a choice. I was
attacked a few years ago, and turned by someone. I was dumped on Lenore because
it was clear that I’m of the Bey line. She took me in, but I’m an orphan.
Whoever made me didn’t stick around.” She seemed ashamed of that fact. It was
clear in the way she looked at the floor.


Eve nodded.


“Good, so you have the speed?”


“Yes? I’m not very good at it.
You saw, earlier? That was as fast as I get, and you just vanished over and
over again, when I tried to hit you.”


Thinking about that, Eve
shrugged.


“We can work on that. It’s
boring, running or walking places at those kinds of speed, but it really can be
handy. I was in Russia a few days ago, and didn’t have to get on a plane for
it. We won’t do that tomorrow though. Soon. Not to there, but someplace neat.
The beach, maybe? I haven’t been to the ocean much in my life. Also, do you
have parents? I mean, living people, not just Lenore?”


There was a brief pause, then the
girl took the green and white apron, and started to copy Eve as she got hers
into place.


“Sure. I haven’t been in touch
with them, because it’s been hard for me to adapt. Lenore thinks that it has to
do with how I was born. As a Vampire? I… Frenzied at first. I killed a bunch of
people. They almost didn’t keep me around, but the Proctor here put me in a
camp, and then found Lenore for me.”


That was pretty special then,
given how the two women felt about each other.


“Really? Well, we can fix most of
that. And by we, I mean you. And by fix, I mean toughen up and be
willing not to be a pussy, like David.” She grinned, and the girl did too, but
she also looked away then.


“He let me practice, you know,
having sex? It isn’t that hard. Well, I mean he is, but you know, doing it
isn’t. I didn’t really do anything, back when I was alive.”


It was an interesting admission,
but the girl stopped breathing after she said the words, and Eve had to remind
her to both do that and blink. Then she gently tossed a rag to her.


“Start at the front, and keep the
act going. If a Human walks in, move back away from them. If you have to, lock
yourself in the supply closet. You won’t need to though. Just remind yourself
that you’ve eaten in the last week, and have plenty of strong energy links.
Now, you were telling me what a pervert David has been being?” She grinned
about it, changing the subject trying to make certain the girl didn’t get too
hung up on the idea of being around people soon. They normally didn’t get
Humans in at night, but it could happen, and while Ginger needed a strategy to
cope with it, worry wasn’t going to help her.


The first person through the door
though wasn’t a Human at all, being Zack. He looked over at the girl, who
clearly recognized him, and smiled.


“Ginger! Come to take over for
Lenore, now that she got that promotion?” It made sense that he’d know about it
all. Because his girlfriend would have told him. For a half second Eve wondered
how it was going to work, if Lenore was traveling all the time, but then it hit
her. Line Walker. This was the one being she knew for certain that could
be with his honey whenever they wanted to take the time. Really, most of the
other Greater Demons probably could, too. They didn’t seem to have anyone
steady though, did they? Not as a group.


“No, sir. Mr. Line Walker, sir.”
The terror nearly cut through the place, and Eve rolled her eyes.


“Remember your breathing and
blinking. Focus on what you’re doing. Concentrate on the motion of the rag, and
feel it all. Everything that you’re doing. I’ll help Zack this time, but later
you’re going to give him a blowjob.”


That got the Vampire to turn and
stare at her, seeming like she was going to pass out. Zack just laughed though.


“Don’t worry Ginger, she’s
kidding. You won’t have to do anything you don’t want to, sexually, with Eve
around. She’s one of the best when it comes to that kind of thing.”


Eve nodded, and started making
some things for Zack to munch on while they talked.


“Hey, just because you scare her,
that doesn’t mean she won’t want the practice. You can pretend to be a Human
for her, so that she’ll learn not to attack, you know, while she does you?”


Standing there, behind the
machines, she felt it happen.


The energy in the room shifted,
and the scent, and instead of Zack, the mighty Greater Demon, it felt like a
regular, and very healthy, Human man was there. Eve stopped what she was doing
and moved around the machine she was getting a stream of vanilla frozen yogurt
from, to look at him.


“Just like that actually.
This is perfect. Ginger, why don’t you sit at one of the tables with him, while
he eats?”


The other girl did it, slowly,
and looking both scared and a bit like she was about to frenzy and take the guy
out.


She didn’t though, just sitting
there like a good little Vampire girl. For hours, while Eve provided treat
after delicious morsel, to keep Zack busy. It worked wonderfully, because by
the time morning came, and a few regular people came in, Ginger was well and
truly in control of her desire to eat them.


Scared of them? A bit. But that
didn’t matter, as long as they all stayed alive, did it?












Chapter seven





 


Very early, well before the sun
tried to come up, Ginger tried to die for the day. That was pretty common for
the very young, Eve knew. She just kept the girl moving and working, glad that
she finally had a chance to chat with Zack, who’d stayed the entire night with
them, more or less. He’d run out a few times, going through the back, to make a
transfer, or in at least one case to get even more food.


As she waited for David and Nikki
to get there, and directed Ginger to keep working, like a boss, she sighed, and
finally turned to her Greater Demon pal.


“So, I have this thing with Fram,
and Maggie Sims. You know about it?” It was clear that he did, but to her
amazement, instead of making a big deal out of it, he just shrugged.


“Yep. You have that in order. He
won’t cheat you, or trick you. You had a problem with him, and came in with an
offer that wasn’t going to end up with him losing that much. A slave, possibly,
but if you do it right she’ll live. I’d take out Fram, personally. It
was his fault. Really, what he was thinking, trying to take you on… Still, that
isn’t why I came. Ann was in earlier and wants me to set up some work for you,
with The Cleric? That… Um…”


The Greater Demon stopped, and
finally let himself smile a bit.


“Okay, this is second hand
information, but you might be able to remember it. I can, and Keeley is
making herself, but none of the rest of us, our kind, can do it. You’re smart
though and not a Demon, so it might work. Gregor is an Angel. Just pretending
to be a Greater Demon. That doesn’t mean he won’t trick you or anything, but
he’s not like the rest of us. So you can deal with him, and he can’t
take your soul. I don’t think any of the others are like that, but it could be
a thing. Don’t risk it with anyone else though. The Rotted doesn’t know that
though, which means that she’s probably using you in this. I think I can see
what she has in mind, but for your part, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t do
it.”


Eve started to feel her mind reel
at the news, then nodded. Angels. Well, that made sense. If there were
Greater Demons, then why not? Though that might mean that God was real, too,
and if that was the case, she was going to be pissed. It was one thing for Zack,
her Greater Demon buddy to leave her to be raped for years by a mind
controlling Mage, but something very different for God to let that
happen.


Not that she remembered any of
that, but it was the spirit of the thing that mattered. She got part of what
was going on there now though, since it had been Fram behind it all, and there
were others behind, or at least with, him in whatever he had going on. Starting
a war. That’s what he’d told her.


Zack looked away, then reached
out to touch her hand.


“Your helper needs to be reminded
to stay awake.” He gestured to Ginger then, so Eve shook her a bit, and blocked
the arm that came out, in slow motion, to try and hit her.


“Keep cleaning! You can do it.”


The youthful looking Vampire, who
was still actually younger than Eve was, went back to work like a zombie. It
was like she was on drugs, very nearly.


Zack started to leave then, going
out the front, which had her following and taking his arm, gently.


“Not so fast. What’s the thing
with The Cleric? Do I call him, or something? What does he want done, and do I
have the time for it?” She looked back at Ginger, which got Zack to do the
same.


“I don’t know exactly. He has
something that Darla wants, which will be several pounds of atomically arranged
graphene sheeting. The stuff is hard to come by, but useful, I guess? Gregor
has some of it, but they don’t really talk. Darla is a bit of a bigot, when it
comes to Christians, and Greg started that whole mess.”


Eve still didn’t know what to do,
but Zack jogged around the counter, patted Ginger on the back firmly, and wrote
something down, then fixed himself a large cup of vanilla product.


“You need to start a new batch
soon.” He patted the silver machine like he had Ginger, and walked out eating
as he did it.


She just took him at his word,
and called out for her new little Vampire pal to keep going, as she did that,
talking to Ginger the whole time.


“No, don’t sit. Keep wiping
things down. Do the tables.” They didn’t need to be done, but she wasn’t really
doing much, so it worked out.


Edom came in, at seven sharp,
dressed in one of his nice suits, and carrying a briefcase. Since he was the
boss there now. He looked around at the place, and saw what she was doing, then
grinned.


“No problems then?”


“Nope. Zack came and helped
Ginger, so she won’t want to eat people now, all the time. Then he suggested
that I help out some other Greater Demon, to get something that Darla wants,
which might lead to her helping me keep Maggie Sims alive. The Cleric, which,
if I was told correctly, and it isn’t a trick, is the one Greater Demon we can
all trust. More or less. It might be worth it. I don’t know. It’s also probably
something being set up by The Rotted to help her. So, I don’t know. Anyway, no
trouble, embassy wise. Zack sitting there all night didn’t even mess with
people coming in to shop for blood, since he seemed like a Human the whole
time.” It had been true, which was interesting to watch, since a few of the
Vampires that had gone about their business like it was totally normal had met
him before. They didn’t respond like that though.


It was like they noticed him, but
couldn’t see what he really was, past the surface of the energy he was
presenting.


Edom moved to the back, and
didn’t put an apron on over his clothing, having several people coming to watch
the shop out front.


“Well, be careful. My
recommendation is to not get involved, but it would curry some favor with the
Council if you could pry Jasmine Transmorguire free like you have planned. It
isn’t worth dying to do though. Very few things are.”


Eve could see that one. It was
brilliantly clear to her, actually. She shouldn’t be involved at all, given the
normal course of things. She was though, since she was an idiot. That’s why she
was babysitting Ginger wasn’t it? Because she’d stepped in when it wasn’t any
of her business.


Still, the girl, zombie at the
moment or not, was doing it. It was daylight, if very early still, and here she
was, cleaning the same table for ten minutes. It was funny, but it didn’t
matter if she was with it or not, as long as she kept moving all day. The rest
would come.


“I hear that. I’ll be as careful
as I can. For now, what am I supposed to be doing? I mean, my actual job?
Working here on nights?” She could do it, but there was a firm head shake.


“Not most of the time. David will
do all the night shifts, until you have him trained for days, too. Barb is
going to split her time, getting mornings off, and working the afternoon
portion here, as well as shifts at the clubs. She’ll need to get up to speed on
managing the various properties around the state, for the Council. It isn’t
that hard. You… Would you look into what happened to Brian, from the club? He
was beaten to death, several months ago. We were told that it was a car
accident at first, but then the story changed and his body vanished. I haven’t
been able to find anything, and it might be that you won’t either, but we
should at least try. He was one of our people.”


Eve could see that. She wasn’t
Nancy Drew though, much less Veronica Mars. What the heck was she supposed to
do that Edom hadn’t already tried?


That would take some thinking,
but it was also kind of clear that she was being given a make-work project.
Edom wanted her to feel like she was contributing, but was holding her back
from the real work, or at least too much of it. That was so the others could do
their jobs and be in charge, of course, like they were supposed to be. She was
younger than the rest of them, which, when she thought about it, had to
piss them all off. Barb had told her that much, hadn’t she? Even Ginger was
higher up on the pecking order than she was, and here she was, acting like she
was the one in charge of everyone’s lives.


What a bitch.


She nodded.


“Sure, I’ll see what I can find
with that, and you know, keep the floors clean? Ginger can stay with me for a
bit? Since she’s going to be up for a while?”


That got Edom to seem happy
enough, and he went back to his office, while she worked and kept talking to
the other girl. David and Nikki both came in, the woman seeming far more
chipper than the man was, but both of them were alive and lively enough.


“Hey, David, can you handle the
front here, while the rest of us take a jog around the place?” It was something
to do, and seemed to help a lot more than just standing did, which might be a
good thing for poor Ginger the newb.


They alternated then, with the
younger Vampire doing all the runs, along with Eve, trading in David and Nikki
in an alternating pattern. The girl Vampire sobbed as they moved, and got stared
at, since they weren’t going nearly fast enough to keep people from seeing
them, but Eve was without mercy, and kept her going through the horrid pain.


“Don’t give up. Never. Let
all your air out and run, now.” That stopped the sound portion of the crying,
and unlike Nikki, she didn’t whine about it hurting, even though it did.
On the good side, even though the sun was up, Ginger started to rally at about
five. By six she was back to normal even.


Eve hugged her, picking the girl
up off the floor and spinning her around once.


“You did it! That’s awesome. Now,
we need to go over the store here once, and then… Get an address, I guess? We
have a mystery to solve.”


It sounded a lot more exciting
than the reality of it was. 


Brian, the old bouncer at the
club, who’d been beaten to death it seemed, didn’t have an address on record
with them. No listing in the phone book either. It didn’t take long to realize
that, even though she’d met him, the man had never actually existed. For a
second she found herself hoping he was actually a government spy, but standing
in the back of the Vampire embassy, as David worked the front section, that
didn’t seem too likely. Not even if the CIA had been spying on the undead.


“Well, sidekick girl, do you have
any ideas? I’m tapped. It’s pretty clear that Brian wasn’t himself, the whole
time. Even his last name, Smith… How phony does that sound?”


Ginger stared at her, hard, for a
bit. No hint of red came to her eyes though, so it was probably fake, Eve
decided. Still she waited, to see what the girl was going to say.


“I’m the sidekick? I don’t
think so. I’ve been a Vampire like, five times longer than you have. I did the
math on it earlier. That means I’m the boss. Doesn’t it?” She seemed
uncertain suddenly, but Eve just looked at her and then made a considering
face.


“Well, if you can come up with a
plan, and control yourself at the same time, then… Yes? If you can’t then no,
but why not? That is the traditional way of doing things. What do you
suggest then? Boss.” She didn’t smile, or seem playful about it, which got the
other girl to grin. Just a bit.


“About time I get a minion.
Unfortunately, I picked the bossy one. Slim pickings, so what could I do?
There’s only one person around that I outrank.” She put her hands out, and
looked pretty cute about it. Then winced, waiting for the backhand that didn’t
come.


“Too true. Well, I need to go and
find out which Greater Demon was faking being Brian at the club…” She stopped,
and then looked at the front of the shop, her mind going to the place across
the way. Where Fram had been hiding the whole time, practically, right under
her nose. Putting himself in place, at her orders, on the second or third day
that she was a Vampire.


Using Maggie, his slave, to do
it.


That didn’t mean he was Brian
though, did it? The very idea that the guy hadn’t been a regular person was
hard to buy. He was just so good at it.


It fit though. Not that Brian had
been a demon, but that no one had seen him hurt. They’d gotten calls, first
saying a car accident had happened, from the hospital, then later from the
police, claiming that he’d been beaten to death.


Without waiting Eve settled
behind Lenore’s old desk, and used the phone, to call Althea Sims. The Police Chief.
She didn’t even think about it, looking up her home number, since the woman
didn’t have to sleep, and it wasn’t that late yet, but she also didn’t have to
work twenty-four hours a day either.


Suddenly that sounded like kind
of a sweet gig.


“Hello?”


“Hi, Althea? This is Eve Benson.”


There was a dead silence for a
long time, stretching out almost to the point where Eve was about to ask if she
was still there. The woman sounded fierce, but like she was hiding fear.


“The Bey’s protégée? May I ask
why you’re calling? Is there a problem?”


Next to her, listening closely,
Ginger looked freaked suddenly. It was the protégée thing, but she hadn’t
responded like that with Bey in the room with her…


Because, Lenore had been right
there, to protect her? Then it might have been the crack she’d made about
picking the bossy one to be her minion. Some Vampires might have had an issue
with that kind of thing.


Winking at the other girl, she
cleared her throat a little.


“Nothing like that, just your
buddy, Eve. I was wondering, there was a death reported to us, a few months
ago. Brian Smith. He was a bouncer at the Terran 2 LA? I’m supposed to look
into it, but I hit a wall. It’s like he never existed. I was wondering if you
could check your files? The police ones, I mean, not personal ones, unless you
have that kind of thing? Any help would be great, because otherwise I’m kind of
stuck.”


“One of my people called you
about it?”


“I think they spoke to Edom, but
yeah.”


They had to exchange more
information, but the woman assured her that she’d get back to her with that
information, just as soon as possible.


“I can send that by in the
morning? I’d rather not come in, personally, if that’s all the same. I
understand you might have some hard feelings toward my maker, and given my
position here, I can’t afford to die right now.” There was a lot of tension in
the words, as if she was really afraid that she’d be targeted for retaliation.
By Eve.


Like she wasn’t the sweetest
fucking Vampire ever? It pissed her off, but she grinned, and let her heart
settle a bit, the rage dying a little with a bit of focus.


“That works. I’m not holding too
big of a grudge. Not the kind where I’d go after innocent law enforcement over
it, anyway. That would be great though, thanks.”


There was a doubting tone, and a
grunt, then the phone went dead.


Ginger actually took a step back.


“I didn’t know that. You’re The
Bey’s second? What are you?”


“I’m your best friend,
didn’t you notice how I had your back all day? Now, I think that’s about what
we can do for now, and we’re supposed to leave David alone, and not do all his
work for him, so, what do you think we should do?” She was the one that wanted
to be the boss, after all.


“Um, we could, um, have something
to eat? I normally have something about now. Only once a day though. I used to
need more, but Lenore put me on a diet.”


Eve nodded, “Because she’s smart.
Vampires don’t really need to drink blood every day, it just feels like it. I
only need to eat every week or so. Even then it’s just to give the links a
rest. Why don’t we skip out today, and have something in a few? The hunger
won’t get any worse, not having anything, I promise.”


“Oh… That sounds like something I
don’t want to do. That’s kind of the thing here though, isn’t it? I have to be
your slave, or else everyone will leave me again.”


“Slave? Why say that? You’re in
charge, like you just pointed out. I’m just saying that you shouldn’t be
a wimp, that’s all. If you want to get some animal blood, we can do that. I
have my card with me.” She waited, and felt a sense of reward when the light
haired vampire glared at her.


“Thanks. If I do then I’m a
failing, but it’s all my choice, is that what you’re saying?”


“Yep. Good catch there. Great
actually. Learning through shame. I’m thinking of writing a book on the topic.
We could try running, if you want? Back to Ed’s? I don’t know what he has
planned for the night, but he tends to keep the orgies to a minimum, so it
shouldn’t be too big of a problem. I live there. He never said I couldn’t have
people over.” It had never come up, to be truthful. That probably showed how
horribly boring she’d gotten, since she’d stopped having sex all the time.


“I guess. Does he have cable?
Lenore let us get that, a few years ago. I have some shows that I DVR.”


“Um, no. That’s kind of shocking,
to hear about Lenore. I bet it was Zack’s idea.”


“Oh. Still, it will take hours to
get there, unless you have a car?’


“Edom is using mine. He needs to
get a new one soon. Still, we can get there in a few minutes, even if you’re
painfully slow. You’re a day walking hard ass now, Ginger. You can use your
super speed now. It will hurt, but no worse than jogging in daylight, under the
full sun. Come on, it will be fun. Or, what’s the opposite of fun? That,
but it will be good practice. Try to walk, and do what I do.”


It didn’t go well, and really did
take about half an hour to get there. Mainly because Ginger kept stopping,
trying to catch her breath. Eve just stood there, not doing anything at all,
waiting for her to realize that she didn’t need to do that anymore. It took a
few tries, but the last five miles were done in one trip, the girl screaming on
the doorstep.


At least she looked mortified
over it. Eve didn’t even have to wait before speaking, since it hadn’t been a
hard trip at all.


“Well… That wasn’t even close to
what you can really do. Here, let’s get a shower, and then we’ll head back.
When we do it right the whole trip should take about five minutes.” Even for
the Vampire next to her. It would take a while for her to realize that though.


When she grabbed her clothes,
Ginger came with her, which was a bit strange. Then, without asking if it was
all right, she climbed under the warm stream of water that Eve had going. She
just stood there though, with the mottled glass door open. Waiting for Eve to
join her. It was weird, since there was no way that the other girl was going to
get any more turned on by it than she was, but she did it. Then tried not to
jump as Ginger started to soap her back for her.


“I’ve never… Done anything with a
girl before.” The words were tentative, almost frightened, but the cool hands
were ranging all over her back. It felt nice enough, but again, held the sex
appeal of washing dishes for her.


“I have. Not a lot, but I wasn’t
suggesting anything, when I said we should take a shower. I meant I
should, and figured I’d be alone. Not that it’s a big deal, but I wasn’t
thinking…”


The girl nodded, her hair getting
even wetter as she stood there, blocking most of the falling water. Taking the
good spot. The scamp.


“I know, but, I’m in charge, and
you have to do what I say. Unless, you know, I’m told I can’t by someone over
me. No one said that, so… Um, you should go down on me. Eh… Now?” She was
trying to act in charge, and it was pretty cute, really. Eve thought about it
for a bit, then washed the other girl, from head to toe, and did the same to
herself, before getting on her knees. Her senses were way too keen to bother
trying this, if the other Vampire wasn’t going to be morning fresh.


She was kept there, working for a
while, until Ginger wanted to try it on her, experimenting. It felt
interesting, but the thrill that would have made it worthwhile for her just
didn’t come. It was contact, but not pleasure inducing.


Over the course of an hour, the
other girl inserted fingers into each of her holes, and asked for Eve to do the
same, to do things with her tongue, and then she did them back. It was about
curiosity though, and she went along with it. They had the time, so why not?
Halfway through, Eve started suggesting things though.


“Moan a little. Make sure you
keep breathing, and a few of the inhalations should be sharp. Like this.” She
mimicked what she meant, which would be good enough for low rent porn, and fool
about ninety percent of guys. Women would be harder that way, since they both
needed to control their faces better for that to work. It ended up being a
lesson in faking orgasms and sex noises, while breathing and blinking
correctly.


Then they got dressed, and ran
back to the mall. Slowly again. They did the same trip several times after that,
pushing harder on each one, however, until it only took about ten minutes. The
other girl just couldn’t get herself to take more pain than that yet.


When they got back to the mall,
at about six-thirty in the morning, the sun starting to poke over the edge of
the world, feeling like cigarette on her face, Ginger looked scared.


“Um… Don’t tell anyone. About
what I made you do? I’ll be beaten for it. I shouldn’t have, but everyone else
has had power over me, for so long, I wanted to try, and…” She seemed to feel
miserable about it, but Eve shook her head.


“Nope. We don’t hide shit.
Powerful people don’t have to, not really. Besides, you did it right, and
didn’t force me, so no one will care. Go in and own it. You wanted to try it,
and so we did. I didn’t put you through the wall, you noticed that, right?
We’re both single and old enough, and you didn’t bite me, so, I think we
don’t have anything to worry about.” She walked in then, smiling, since there
were at least ten people in the place that would have heard her.


“But… Lenore never let David do
anything with me. We had to hide it.”


“Did you? If you’d asked her, she
wouldn’t have stopped you, I bet. She just didn’t want Dave to give you a bunch
of bad habits, most likely.” It might have been something else though. It was a
thing that she’d noticed. Ginger really seemed to like David a lot.


Too much for just some guy that
had kind of abused her sexually for a few years, and been a bit distant
otherwise.


Squinting, she tried to look at
the energy links, to see if there was one from David to the other girl, but if
that was a thing, she couldn’t tell. If the local Proctor had found her, that meant
that the girl had to be from the area. There were only about seventy or so
Vampires in southern Washington, and a lot fewer that were of the Bey
line.


True, Bey had been through over
the years, but he would have kept the girl with him, and done his duty
to her properly, no matter how hard it was. Edom was in the same boat. If he’d
turned the girl, well, it wouldn’t have been done by accident, or in a panic,
but he would have kept her, even if it meant leaving his entire world behind to
do it.


Lenore, Nikki, Bey, Edom, Barb,
and now her. It could be Barbara, but she would have stood up too, most
likely. It explained why Lenore had taken the girl though, didn’t it? It pretty
much had to be one of her own children that had done it. Edom only had her, so
if it wasn’t him…


On the good side, it meant that
Lenore thought highly enough of her sister to simply accept that she wouldn’t
have dumped her own problem on her like that, didn’t it?


So, really, Ginger had to be
David’s. Barb would have tried to be there for the girl, far more obviously, if
it had been her.


Part of her wanted to think of
David sticking his dick inside the girl he made a Vampire as sick, but that
wasn’t the way it worked. That Edom hadn’t done that with her really had to do
with the fact that neither of them really wanted to, she was willing to bet.
With Dave, it might be that he’d been using it as a way to draw closer to the
girl that he’d turned, and then realized he couldn’t take care of, being a fuck
up himself.


Not that he really was, he was
just young.


Not that brilliant either, though
not an idiot.


Still, it was daylight, and today
the dark haired Vampire behind the counter seemed very nearly fine, so she
waved to Ginger.


“Go running? None of that slow
stuff anymore, and no stopping. Come back at about one. Then Nikki will
spell one of you. Whoever is less of a little girl about it.” She smiled, and
stared at David, as if saying it would be the other one. It was meant to be
funny, and he did manage a grin, though his voice was a bit rough.


“You think I’m a woman?”


“Nope. I think that you’re all
man, baby. A slow, kind of lazy, man. So run, and I’ll do the things here with
Nikki. Who should be in soon.” She’d better, since Edom was supposed to
be working in the back, not making frosty treats. He could, in a pinch, and
would do it well, having had the job for a long time, but he shouldn’t have to.


Oddly enough, when he came in, he
wasn’t alone. Lenore was with him, and had paperwork for Eve to arrange.


“For that house? You’ll need to
go to the bank, when it opens to start the process and get the wire transfer
information for the holding company. I spoke to a rather interesting woman on
the phone, Sheila? She seems rather… Convinced that Vampires are the new evil
in the world.” There was a sour look on her face, which oddly made Eve feel
better about the whole thing. “Was sure to remind her that we’ve been around
for quite a long time. It didn’t seem to make her feel any better.


“I noticed that, when we met the
other day. Still, what can we do about it, except for letting her know that it
isn’t true, and go on with our lives?”


“Cheat her out of most of her
commission?”


That sounded good to her, and
wasn’t too hard to manage, for someone like Lenore. She’d actually done that
before. They could start by hiring their own agent in the area, who would get half
of the percentage after they said the word. It was one of the things that being
old had taught her, over the years.


That, and how to stay on topic.
Luckily she was working on the project with her, or Eve would have forgotten,
even as Cormack geared up to move to Iowa. Leaving him hanging on the other
end, not only without a place to stay, which they still needed to arrange for
him, as a temporary measure, but also with no house for several extra weeks or
months.


First though, the offer would
have to be accepted. That could be sped up, since she was doing it in cash up
front, and paying the asking price for it. Hearing that made Lenore wince,
since it was, she assured her, too high.


Eve understood the idea, but
shrugged.


“Also a gift. I don’t have a lot
of wiggle room, if it gets turned down. It might anyway, if the bigoted
anti-Vampire real estate agent has her way. Giving the seller what she wants
might get around that though.”


“I know. It just hurts my heart,
seeing you pay the full price like that. Well, we can go to the bank, you do
use a local one, don’t you?”


She did. In fact, it was the one
on the edge of the mall parking lot, so Lenore offered to go with her.


“Not that you need to have your
hand held, but I’m actually at loose ends, myself. Edom is more than a match
for the job here, and Vaughn won’t be leaving his spot for another few weeks.
It’s strange. I haven’t had time to myself like this for… I’d say years, but
the truth is closer to the better part of a century, really. Oh, a few days,
here and there, but nearly a month? I wonder if my sanity will hold?”


Eve didn’t know the answer, but
knew enough not to nod her head.


“Well, as soon as they open,
let’s go and see about getting it all done?”


That seemed to be a good enough
answer, thankfully.












Chapter eight





 


It turned out that setting up a
wire transfer wasn’t all that simple. It wasn’t hard to do the actual thing,
but what Eve needed to get first, was just proof that she had the money in the
bank. The teller, a very sweet, slightly older, woman whose name plate said she
was Gloria, gasped softly when she pulled up the information, printed out a
receipt, and passed it over the counter to her.


At first Eve was afraid that the
amount of cash was too low or something, but there was no way the teller would
have known that. It wasn’t that though. It was just that she had five million
and change in her checking account. Glancing at it, Lenore rolled her eyes.


“You should at least get a
savings account, and put most of it in there. Otherwise a crafty person might
take it all, and then you’d be stuck with nothing.”


The teller nodded, and called for
the bank manager, to help her with that, without even asking if that was what
she wanted to do that day. She didn’t really see why she needed both, or
hadn’t, but now it kind of made some sense. The thing was, she didn’t know why
she had that much in there. It should be about three million, and that only
because Fram had tried to buy her love. Poorly. He should have sent some
flowers, and maybe, just maybe, not have let Maggie, his slave, burn her arms
and legs off.


Especially just to send a message
to the Council. Eve was going to send them both a book on calligraphy and some
nice paper, she decided. It was snarky of her, and not enough to actually get
them back for it, but there wasn’t a lot she could do otherwise.


When the manger, a rather portly
man in a suit, with a bald head, named Charles, showed her where the funds had
come from, it made more sense. It was from A.B. Limited. That meant
nothing to her, but Lenore got it.


“Ah, that’s the company that
Marissa set up with you. It looks like that’s two quarters’ worth. You’ll need
to do payments to the government, for taxes. I have a man for that, myself. I
can get you his card?”


She nodded, not having thought
about it before really. No doubt they’d want most of it, but as long as she
could pay for the house for Cormack, that would be fine.


The rest of the process wasn’t
hard, and she had the needed proof of funds when she left, which her former
boss took from her, as they walked back toward the mall. They’d left Nikki
inside, and Lenore pointed gently, as she watched Ginger and David trudging
around the outer section of the mall, on the sidewalk. Slowly.


“That’s impressive. We were very
worried for a long time that Ginger would have to be put down. Now she’s
fighting to master herself, instead of just letting the world push her like she
has been.” There was a pause, that became a total stillness with a sudden lurch
that forced Eve to walk back to the other woman. She’d taken several steps away
not noticing it at first.


Lenore was staring at her too.


“It’s dangerous, what you’ve been
doing. No one likes it when the boat is rocked too much. We, Vampire kind, need
to change, but they will come for you, if you keep doing too good of a job of
it. Worse, I fear that you have no option but to try now. Too many know that
you can do it, so will insist that you do. But they will also hate, and fear,
you for it. Be careful, Eve. At all times. If you are too powerful, show too
much success, the others will try to tear you down. They’ll have to in order to
assure their own place in things.” Then she walked again, as if they hadn’t
spoke at all.


Without acting like she’d said
anything weighty, she glanced up as Ginger and David came around again. It was
nearly a mile long circuit, but they were going slow, at only about sixty miles
per hour.


“What do you intend for her?
David has a place here, but Ginger, even if she can walk in the light, as she
is doing now, that won’t teach her the rest of what she needs.”


“She’s learning to be around
Humans, and how to focus, right now. By the time we’re done, she’ll be ready to
not give in to hunger too easily, as well. Anger, or at least learning to
control her actions will happen at the same time. The rest, well, I can teach
her to do a few things, but really, once she has all that, you might consider
keeping her with you. As an assistant?” It made a lot of sense to her, but the
other woman went blank.


“Why do you think that?”


“Well, she needs to be with
someone. I could keep her with me, but for the time being that might not
be a great place to be, long term. Like you said. Besides, you’re her mom. Even
if she’s your grandkid, it’s close enough. You’re the family she has, and
that’s important. It will be for a few more years. You know that though.
Last night you told her that you wouldn’t abandon her. It’s a thing for her,
and a bit of training won’t undo that. Which one did it? David or Barb?” She
said it like it was the only option. The Vampire next to her jogged ahead a few
steps, then looked behind her, to make sure the others wouldn’t be able to
hear.


“David. Not everyone knows that.
I’m not even certain he does, to tell the truth. How did you find out? Zack, or
one of your other friends?”


“Nope. It was just all there in
front of me. I’ll keep my trap shut though, don’t worry. He’d be a pretty bad
dad, at this point in his life. She’s better off with you.”


She was about to add a bit more,
trying to sell the idea of Ginger being a great personal assistant, in
potential anyway, but the man that screamed distracted her.


“Die!” It wasn’t very
clear, though it was far enough away that she didn’t think it was about her or
Lenore. Without thinking, which was a horrible habit, she knew, Eve pushed into
a brilliant pain that nearly left her blind, running as fast as she could to
find a man with a gun, shooting through the window of the yogurt shop, directly
at Nikki. He had files in his hand, the left one, and was aiming with his
right, which kept jumping around as he did it. “Die, you fucking Vampire slut!”


She stripped the things away from
him, taking the weapon first, very carefully. Then the files, which said they
were from the police on the outside. That would, she was willing to guess, make
the man one of them. There to kill Nikki, possibly on Althea Sims’ orders?


That was the kind of thinking
that could make her go mad, if she considered it for too long.


She had to slow way down, and
even then tap the man on the back of the head, with two fingers, just
where the brainstem connected with the neck.


“Ouch!” He very cleverly didn’t
fall down, like he should have. Instead he hopped away grabbing the back of his
head. “Why did you do that?”


“I was trying to knock you out,
without using too much force. I tend to, you know, destroy people’s heads, when
I hit them anymore, but you might be from the police. Even if you are acting
like a lunatic. Why are you trying to shoot up the shop? Are you an ice cream
fan?”


“Oh, I wasn’t. I was trying
to hit that bitch, Nicole. She’s a Vampire. I figured that out before, but then
she did something to make me forget about it. When I heard the announcement,
all those months ago, I worked it out, but when I saw her just now I remembered
what she did to me. Getting some cadaver, and that skinny tweaker friend of
hers to brainwash me. The one from the candle store.” He pointed back, behind
him, to indicate the place, like she might not get the right one.


Moving in, her body barely
showing that it was happening, the older Vampire moved in alongside Eve, her
face calm.


“Zack. That was right, about five
or six years ago. He’s filled out a bit and changed his appearance since them.
The cadaver though…” Lenore looked at the policeman, who was plain clothed, or
at least off duty at the moment. “I don’t know that one.”


Nicole came out of the shop, and
then ducked as the man tried to punch her, because her stepping out of the way
of bullets wasn’t a sign that she could get out of the way of his punches?


“Detective Bacconni. How nice to
see you. Why are you trying to kill me again?”


“Kill you? How can I do that?
You’re already dead. Like you told me, but I didn’t believe you. Then I
forgot, and now…”


Eve recognized the story, having
heard about it from Zack, years before. She snapped her fingers several times.


“Oh, right. Bey and Zack used
compulsion on you, so that you’d stop stalking Nikki. I can’t see how that
would get you to shoot at her now. It isn’t illegal to be a Vampire, or
compel people. Yet. Even if it was, that wouldn’t be a good excuse to shoot her
over it. You could just, I don’t know, file a complaint? Not that it would do
any good.”


“Well what the hell am I supposed
to do about it? It’s either shoot or…”


Eve looked at Nikki, and
shrugged.


“Talk? Have a frosty treat? Get
your checkbook out, so that you can pay for the window you just trashed?”


That one got a happy nod from
Edom, who was acting pretty relaxed about the whole thing. Then, no one was
hurt, so why not? It was just another day, really, except for the broken glass.
That was going to be a pain in the ass to pick up.


“Come on then, Detective. Let’s
get this taken care of, and then you can go home and just not bother with it
anymore. Vampires are real. Everyone knows that now. At least the ones that
care to believe it. No big whoop. Actually, you can start sweeping while I
look at the secret file you brought me.” She nearly added a sinister laugh, but
didn’t, because the man actually followed her. There was no need to go all
silly if he was actually going to go along with her idea of what to do.


Eve opened the file, which was
very plain on the outside, having a sticker that said Vancouver City Police
Dept. on it, to find that there was only a single sheet inside. One that said
simply that there was no one by the name Brian Smith reported injured or
missing in the area in the last five years. It wasn’t in their files either,
under any variation that fit the right time frame.


“That’s hardly worth a visit in
person, is it?”


She put it aside, and ran to get
the brooms. It didn’t take that long to clean up, but they were left without
the right front window, as judged from the outside of the place. It was her
favorite one, being both the largest, and the side that the people inside the
mall came from. When they did.


This time, shots or not, there
was no more than casual interest in what was happening. Really, people had
barely even come out to look, even though six or seven bullets had been flying.
It probably meant they were all becoming incredibly jaded. She decided to blame
Zack, or possibly Fram. They’d had too many Greater Demons around the place for
too long, and now everyone just assumed they needed to not get involved when
trouble started. It was the smart thing to do, but really, Eve was starting to wonder
if it was really the best way to be. Yeah, minding her own business was the
thing that would keep her alive, but what about everyone else? If she stood
back and did nothing, if they all did…


Then who would save everyone?


In the end it was going to take
more than just her, she was certain. Then again, if Lenore was right, her odds
of living long enough to make a real difference were pretty small anyway. Given
that, she wondered for half a moment if she should revive her plans to be a
super-hero. She tried to remember the costume idea that she’d had, so long ago,
but nothing came to mind. It had probably been kind of slutty though. Hot, in
other words.


That was the way to do things, if
you got a choice. It was easy to get things done if you threw enough sexiness
at them.


Edom went to the back, half
pushing the Detective with him. She kept working, because there were things to
do now, and only half listened as Ed very politely explained that Althea’s
chosen delivery boy had gone insane and tried to kill the local Proctor. It was
half funny the way he said it. Hyper polite, and like he was discussing the
fact that the paperboy had tossed the darned thing in the bushes again, rather
than putting it in the box. Not that Eve had ever lived in a place that had papers
delivered. She’d seen a lot of television though, when she was little. Mainly
the kind that you got for free, with an old, half broken set.


Cable was too expensive for her
mother to have bothered with, since that money could better be spent on drugs
each month.


It was a sudden turn, but she
filled with rage at the thought. It was a hot and fierce thing. Lashing out at
the world wasn’t going to help her though, was it? Killing the Detective wasn’t
even going to get the window fixed, much less fix her broken childhood.


She had to take several deep
breaths to fight the feeling back, and standing there behind the counter, Nikki
noticed. The Proctor didn’t stop to ask her questions about it though. No, the
woman, who was hundreds of years old, pierced through the nose and lip, or not,
knew better. After a few minutes, there was a glance toward the back.


“Sorry. I thought that part of
things was done. I guess I’ll have to kill him now. I told him I would, before,
but tried to get around it. Now, after an attack on the embassy like this, I
doubt that will be allowed.” She seemed a bit sad about it.


Eve shrugged.


“Don’t mind me, I was just having
a flashback to when I was a kid. That still happens, so, you know, I have to
beat that, somehow. Anyway, he was just shooting at you, the embassy was
incidental. That may still be enough to have him killed, but we can probably
let Althea handle this one. She’s his boss, and he broke Human law here, too.
He’s a cop though, so I doubt that it will be more than a free vacation, but
asking that he be locked in a little box for this is probably over the top.
Still, maybe you should go, and chat with Edom in the back? See if you can get
Bacconni something more interesting than instant death?”


Nikki went, her face firm and set
for an argument, so Eve did her part, and cleaned up the remaining mess, then
called several local glass shops and set up an appointment for the next day to
have the window fixed. It wasn’t going to cost that much, luckily. Enough to
have the Detective feeling upset about it, but if he didn’t understand that
people were gently discussing having him killed, right in front of him, then he
was too stupid to be left alive in a position of power.


For all that no one had come to
see what the shooting was all about, they also didn’t trickle down later, even
for their normal treats, or to visit. On the good side it let Eve get the place
ready for the day, even as Lenore stood there, off to the side, looking lost
and a bit lonely.


Finally Eve snorted at her.


“Listening to what the new guy is
doing about this?” It was her job, after all. More to the point, it was Ed’s to
fix this, and hers to make sure it happened correctly, now. She had nine other
embassies to look after though, and this was one of the best of them, if Eve
had the idea right. She’d never even thought about it before, but something
caught her attention just after she dumped one of the soft serve machines, so
that she could restart the base.


“Hey… You getting this promotion,
it’s because of what we all did here, isn’t it? Cormack and Barb, I mean?” Eve
was ready to explain more, but Lenore simply smiled at her. It was a soft and
gentle thing though, that seemed almost proud.


“Exactly, Eve. Edom as well.
We’re the only location in the world to have five daylight Vampires in one
place. That doesn’t even count Nicole, David or Ginger, who I think will all do
well that way now. The only single group of undying that’s larger is the
Council. So it makes sense both to part the group out, and to spread the skill
around. I have to say, I look good right now. You and Edom as well, but
success is often credited to those above you, even if they had little enough to
do with it. It’s why Vaughn is being promoted as well. Not that he isn’t worthy
of it, in his own right.” She still seemed happy about it, which was either
well and truly faked, or the very rare genuine thing poking its head through
the mask of being dead.


Either way, it was good to see.


Then, without knowing exactly why
she was doing it, Eve moved to the front counter phone, dug the paper that Zack
had given her out of her front jeans pocket, and dialed the number there. She
didn’t feel like there was compulsion involved, but it wasn’t a conscious
decision either. 


On the third ring it picked up,
the voice on the other end of the line sounding friendly, and fatherly. Not in
a creepy way though. Like one of those guys from an old program that didn’t
fuck their kids at night when the wife had gone to bed.


“Miss Benson? So good to hear
from you. The Line Walker told me that you might be calling, about a project
that I need to have seen to?”


“Cleric. That’s right. I don’t
know that I can help, not knowing what it’s all about. I was wondering if I
could get some information about that?” Again, she didn’t know why she was
saying what she was, and it even sounded different than she normally did. More
polite, and cultured. She tried to say fuck, or to throw in another curse word,
but nothing came out. It just stuck in her throat, feeling like she’d swallowed
sandpaper, and couldn’t throw it up.


“Certainly! May I visit you
there, in your workplace? It won’t take long, but I have some pictures to go
along with the speech I have ready. It’s somewhat involved, but I think it’s
within your abilities to accomplish, and the kind of thing that a Vampire like
you can endorse, morally.”


What that meant, she didn’t know.
Did he think she was a being of absolute evil? That was possible, but was it
true? She didn’t feel all that bad. Sure, she’d killed a lot of people, but they
were the bad ones. At least they’d been trying to kill her first, or those
around her, which made it self-defense.


“Sure. I’ll be here until dark.
Then I’m supposed to get out of the way so the night guy doesn’t have to worry
about babysitting me. We can meet down at Zack’s book store, if you want?”


She was ready to negotiate the
day and time, when there was a pop on the phone and the line cut.


“Hello? Cleric? Um… I don’t know
if you can hear me, but the line seems have dropped out. I guess I’ll try
calling back?” The phone, a cream colored handset, was hung up with a soft
click, just as an older looking gentleman came through the front door.


Holding a small briefcase that
looked to be made of hemp, if she had that kind of thing down. It was beige,
and seemed both soft and strong. The man had gold wire rimmed glasses, and gave
away who he was instantly, being dressed like a Catholic priest.


He didn’t even pretend not to be
him, moving to one of the tables. The one closest to where Lenore was just
standing, in fact.


The other Vampire stared, then
bowed a bit.


“Cleric. So nice to see you
again.”


“Lenore! Wonderful to see you as
well. I’ve just come to beg aid from Eve here. I need some beings handled, and
my government sources, while potentially able enough, are moving too slowly.
Here, Miss Benson, let me show you…” Then he laid out building plans, glossy
photos, and a large, thick manila colored file folder on the yellow table top.
Then the man, looking like a fifty year old priest, more than anything else,
waved at the information and sat.


She moved in across from him,
feeling a bit wary.


“So, what’s all this?” She
glanced at things, but it didn’t make a lot of sense, not at first glance. One
of the pictures was turned to face her, which helped. It was some kind of
lizard woman.


“Several large laboratories in
the United States have been working together to build a stronger version of
humanity, for some time. Genetics research, drug treatment protocols, and even
machine and computer implants. It’s most exciting, actually. Here though, in
this bio-research lab in California, they created something rather dangerous.
Neo-dracanoids.”


Eve could see that name working
out for them. The woman in the picture was all white, but had scales. She was
on two feet, but had a large tail, and if the picture was correct, seemed to be
growing wings out of her back. Her eyes were a lovely gem green though, and she
had bumps that corresponded to breasts, if without nipples, as well as soft
features.


“Okay. I don’t see the problem
yet? Are we suppose to hate them for being different?” She looked at The Cleric
directly, but he smiled back at her, lovingly. It was a bit weird, so she
looked away.


“No. If it was merely a
difference in size and shape, I would have let the project go onward, and not
bothered with it. Diversity is good for Humans, even though it’s also a great
stress for them. The issue here is a simple one however, the neo-dracanoids can
pass their differences through bites, and enjoy dining on Human flesh. It’s an
imperfect process, and takes a lot of time to take hold of a person, but it
would eventually, cause the deaths of thousands of people, if left unchecked. I
wish to hire you, Miss Benson, to stop it now, before that takes place.” The
man pushed his glasses up, the lenses distorting his face a little, as if they
were real.


Eve looked at the pictures again,
taking all of them one by one, then, without asking anything else, examined the
file, and the building plans. The written part was the most useful for her,
since it had notes from a lab-tech, outlining what had been going on with the
eight subjects they had. They’d started with three, two women and a man, but
they really did crave Human flesh, so had bitten people. Not everyone had survived
that either.


After nearly half an hour of
reading, she realized that Lenore had gone behind the counter, and was helping
someone, and that the people in the back had walked past. Gregor, The Cleric,
just sat there, watching her.


Finally, she sighed and sat up a
bit straighter.


“So, you want me to kill them
all, before they can spread?” It was the kind of thing that she could do, Eve
knew. The creatures were strong and fast, having sharp claws and teeth, but
they seemed a bit simple minded, and that was compared to a Human, not even a standard
Vampire. Plus, if the papers were right, Vampires shouldn’t be able to catch
the dragon virus thing, since their blood didn’t really pump, and there was
nothing living to change inside of them.


The man, the Greater Demon,
across the table from her shook his head.


“Not exactly. What I’d like you
to do is go to this location, inject the Neo-dracanoids with a compound that
one of my facilities has created, and then make certain they do not harm anyone
for at least five days. The people at the facility will work with you, but I’d
rather not risk this getting out. Having people go into the cages to try and do
this, who might be affected, is less than optimal. They could, if you weren’t
available, and of course, I could do it myself, but it will work better to have
this handled by one of your people right now. I’ll pay, of course.”


Eve looked at the papers, and
then shrugged.


“It will take a few days to get
there. I think. If Ginger is coming with me. She isn’t fast, really.
Immune to this kind of thing though, it looks like, so that won’t hurt. I could
go in tonight though, and do the first bit, and come back during the day
tomorrow? It… That’s a lot of work.” Mainly that she was making for herself,
but it was probably the best plan, so she nodded. “Can you have the stuff I’ll
need waiting for me? I’ll get the directions, and head out as soon as they can
be ready for me. As for payment…” She didn’t remember what the stuff she needed
to try and get was called.


Luckily, Gregor did. It was
pretty clear that someone had briefed him on what was needed.


“I’ll trade you two kilograms of
uniform nano-aligned graphene sheeting, built for spintronics applications.
Plus share some information about the things happening around here? I don’t
have all of it, but there are some things that have come to my attention that
may aid you? Or not. The others are responsible for most of it, but it won’t
hurt for you to know what things to avoid, if possible. Is that enough?”


Eve shrugged, then decided to
negotiate, if poorly. All the Greater Demons did that, from what she’d seen. If
she wanted their respect, she’d need to be at least kind of similar to what
they expected.


“I’d like a bit more, so that I
can feel good about how I took you to the cleaners. Any suggestions that way?”


The man actually reached out and
patted her hand. There was a tingle, like she expected, but it was warmer,
somehow. Different than what the Greater Demons did.


When he pulled back, the man
nodded.


“I could, possibly, see that a
certain real estate agent in Iowa learns to not be a bigot?”


“Without harming her? Physically
or mentally?”


“Yes. She won’t even know that it
happened, her mind will simply start to become more open over the coming
months. So the two Kilos of graphene sheeting, the information to be named
later, by me, and a powerful, but not harmful lesson for your friend?”


She nearly blurted out deal, but
didn’t, simply giving a single nod. He might be an angle, underneath it all,
but he was pretending to be a Greater Demon, so doing that kind of thing
might give him away, if anyone was watching them.


“For my part, I’ll go to this
facility, give the neo-dracanoids the needed shots, and then make sure no one
is contaminated for five days. If the people there will actually work with me,
then it will be easier.”


“They will. Believe it or not,
they’re actually decent people, in the main. A bit adventurous, but that isn’t
a sin, rumors aside. So, that settled, I should be making my leave. I have a
few things to make ready for your arrival. Call it fifteen minutes?”


She could make the trip in that
time, but shook her head.


“Nope. I have to work here until
at least six. Plus I need to find someone to watch Ginger… Unless…” She looked
behind the counter, and then tried to count things off in her head. It was
risky but they could do it, possibly. “Lenore, would you watch the shop for me?
That way Ginger and I can run down now. It will take forever, but if we leave
right away, and she doesn’t wimp out too much, we should get in about six or
so?”


Lenore actually laughed, and
shook her head.


“Or I could just watch her? She’s
my daughter, after all. I’ve done it before.”


It would work better, so Eve
agreed, standing fast.


“I’ll be back in the morning
then? Ginger and Dave will need to meet me here. I don’t want to lose the work
we’ve been doing. Nikki, too. Really though, she should be fine in a few more
days. Maybe less.” They grew up so fast.


Lenore seemed resigned to filling
in, but didn’t ask for anything for herself, which was strange. Not even after
The Cleric left.


She just seemed a bit scared.


“Be most careful, Eve Benson.
There is no way that this is as it seems.”


That pretty much had to be the
case, so Eve nodded, then, after making sure she knew where to go, ran under
the noonday sun.


 It slowed her down, but not
nearly as much as dragging poor Ginger along would have.












Chapter nine





 


After spending the following week
running, a thing that felt literal to her, even if the fact was that she only
made ten trips, back and forth to the lab complex, she felt ready for a break.
Not that it was going to be in the cards for one Eve Benson. On top of
everything else, that started to feel almost like a bit too much for her to
take.


The situation on the ground had
been dismal, especially at first. The scientists that had been working on the
program had mainly been transformed into cannibal dragon beings that thought
anything that looked like meat was fair game. That didn’t include each other,
for some reason, but they did go at it like bunnies if left in a mixed sex
group, so it was decided to hold the nine beings in two separate enclosures.
Not eight, like The Cleric had mentioned, since another one had turned
far enough to require isolation, while they talked.


 As promised, the new highly
experimental formula was waiting for her. That part went about as expected,
with her darting into the closed off rooms, using her full speed. Leaving the
rather slow, scaly creatures, standing there like statues to her way of seeing
the world. So in that way they were all given their doses as scheduled. That
was another thing that had sounded different when she’d been told about it. It
wasn’t one shot for each of the new type of beings, all of them white
and kind of standardized in form, to her eye.


No, they needed three
pokes, every eight hours. No one else would risk doing it, and the fact that
she could get it done meant that the vast majority of the people there wanted
nothing to do with her. Not because she might drink their blood, either. It was
a refreshing change up from Sheila the bigot Real Estate Agent. No, they were
just afraid that she’d be bitten and change, then kill them all.


Like hiding in the break room was
going to save them if that happened?


After the first five days, she
was technically finished, that being what she’d contracted for with The Cleric.
The beings were still a bit bitey, so she stayed at the white halled, hospital
feeling place, until they all changed back enough that the others could
communicate with them. That part was interesting, since over the course of
seven days the creatures went from looking like aliens, into people again. It
was slow, but each day she could tell it was happening.


The real trick was keeping Ginger
going during the day, at the same time. That meant a lot of fast moving on gray
freeways, passing cars that seemed to be hardly moving at all. Eve timed things
carefully, so that she’d be with her as much as possible, without messing up
the dosing schedule. Thank god she didn’t need to sleep. Dave and Nikki
were both doing well enough on their own by the end of that week to not need
her help or encouragement anymore. 


Nikki, in fact, really didn’t
need her at all anymore, and David was being watched by Edom, who didn’t need
to do more than remind him not to lay down at about noon each day. That would
probably take a while, since the Vampire in question was a bit lazy, by nature.


Careless too, as well as sloppy.
Eve didn’t know when it had happened, but at some point the way that she viewed
other people had shifted a lot. Somewhere in there being dedicated, hard working
and precise had pushed past other things, in regards to how she saw everyone
else.


David was cute though, which
unfortunately didn’t help him much with the crowd at work. It had probably been
a big shock to him, honestly, when he’d first turned. Good looking people had
an easier time of things in life, because other people kind of wanted to fuck
them, so treated them better. This entire embassy was staffed with Vampires
that didn’t care at all about sex. That meant he’d gone from being a side of
prime specimen, to just another person on the payroll, without warning. Oh, she
could tell that David was nice looking, and symmetrical, but that fact wouldn’t
get him treated any better than say, Cormack, who had been far more normal
looking.


On her last trip back home, on
the final day of the lizard project, she found herself sitting on her bed in
the room Edom had provided her. It was small, and tidy, which was enough for
her. She’d never really had a huge space anyway, and hadn’t used it as more
than a changing room for a long time. She’d only stopped now, because there was
a package resting there. Waiting for her. It had her name on it, in bold black
printed letters, and several white envelopes were taped to each of the three
things sitting there.


She didn’t dive in, being a bit
leery about new and strange things suddenly. The writing on the outside was
nice enough though, so, moving slowly, she opened the first one, which was an
envelope that just sat on the rust covered bed spread. She’d never even laid on
the bed, she realized, and it would need to be washed soon, since it had gotten
a bit dusty. She could see that, since moving the things there around a bit
left faint marks. Swooshes of color, shining lightly in the glow of the single
lamp the space had.


They had a washing machine, so
she could do that later. It made it a lot easier to keep on top of things that
way, compared to going to a laundrymat.


The note, inside the envelope,
wasn’t a long one. The printing was pretty nice though. Very clear and easy to
read.


The larger box contains the
graphene. The smaller package holds what information I think you can use, at
the current time. Gregor.


That was it. The other envelopes
said basically the same thing. It was a bit redundant, but it was just
possible that The Cleric didn’t think she was all that bright. Compared to him,
she probably wasn’t, but she could have made it through with only one letter to
direct her easily enough.


She set the larger box, which was
bigger than she thought it would be, but lighter, to the side, and opened the
smaller thing, which was filled with papers. They were clean and sharp, with no
smudges or hints of dust on them. She could smell the fresh ink that had been
used, which meant they’d been done in the last few days.


The reading was a lot more
fascinating than she would have figured on.


For instance, the first ten
pages, written long hand with very good and legible penmanship, outlined what
Fram had planned. There was more than one plan in the works, because the
Greater Demon would change up, if he was stopped in one place. He’d told her
about the planned Vampire/Human war, but if this information could be trusted,
that one was already a bust. Apparently because she hadn’t killed
Lenore. It said it that way specifically too. It wasn’t about one of them
dying, or Zack killing her. Just her taking out Lenore, as if that was the only
real option.


The next most likely thing
would be a set of financial attacks on Zack’s holdings. The ultimate goal,
which wasn’t stated, really seemed about a combination of things. It wasn’t
about The Line Walker though, but Keeley. If everyone loved Zack, they
seemed more than a little bit less enthused about The Mistress of Souls.


Fram was actually leading a
rather careful plan to set her back for a good long time. At least as far as
this information went.


Under that, in the same hand, was
a sheet that told her the story of Brian Smith. The bouncer. How he’d actually
been a Greater Demon the whole time he’d been employed at the club, and that
the same being had been around her in more than one place. There was,
naturally, no name attached. The point wasn’t to tattle on the Demon, just to
let her know that she really didn’t need to start looking for his grave off in
the countryside. That was clear, since Gregor had kindly added that in for her.


The rest was constructed out of
bits of information that were in single lines. Like the one that just said she
needed to work with Ginger on handling her desire to feed on Humans, before
she was reintroduced to her parents.


It was leading, suggesting that
it happen for some reason, and that wasn’t lost on her. It also wasn’t a
horrible idea. Looking at the time, she nodded, stood up, and went to the phone
in the light colored living room.


It range a few times, and when it
was answered, the man on the other end sounded bored.


“Roy Benson. What can I do for
you today?”


“Hey Dad. It’s me, Eve. I thought
that I’d finally call, making me only the fifteenth worst daughter in the
world, instead of vying for number three. I’ve just been busy, and you know,
avoiding you and Karen. How are things going?” She didn’t explain herself, but
delightfully, she didn’t need to. Her bit of honesty seemed to be enough
to tell the whole story, without having an argument about how she was a
horrible person. She knew that one, so it would probably be a bit boring
anyway.


“Things are going well here. We
saw you in the news a few months back? When you were in that box? Those guys,
the ones that, ehem, you know, I take it they’ve been dealt with?”


Eve had to actually think about
that one, having kind of forgotten about it, actually.


“Well enough. A friend of mine
had them cursed, so their lives won’t be much fun for a few years. This is a
great location if you want to do things like that. Speaking of which, I need to
get with him. Go to a movie or something. I’ve been working almost constantly,
outside of being in a box.” At that, she was done. Everything she felt like
sharing had been spoken already, and it seemed like her father felt much the
same way.


They ended up talking about
Richard Swerlin, and who had messed with his mind, in order to get him to out
the Vampires like he had.


Eve shrugged.


“A Greater Demon, and not
Darla or Keeley. Other than that, I don’t really know for certain. He doesn’t
know. I asked him about that.”


“Swerlin?”


She nodded, knowing that it
wouldn’t be heard.


“Yep. I’m connected in certain
areas now. If you ever need a good deal on animal blood, let me know, and I can
totally get you a discount. You know, if you get any Vampire officers
going? You should look into that. It will probably mean having them on night
shift, but I bet it would come in handy in a fire fight. The whole not dying
thing, I mean.”


“Plus, that might set some of the
men at ease. They’re all becoming paranoid that they’ll meet up with something
they can’t handle, and end up dead, or someone’s human servant. Do you have any
recommendations for me?”


She knew that he meant
individuals that might be able to do the job, but she really didn’t, off the
top of her head. All the ones she knew that would be good for that kind of
thing were kind of already working for the Council.


But she knew who to ask, and
could do that for him. That was being a good daughter, wasn’t it? Helping her
dad out with his work?


“The Council has a database of
Vampires that are useful, and good at various things, but the Chief here,
Althea Sims? She’s one of us. I bet she has some great ideas that way. She’s
still not out, but might have some officers that are. I can pass her your
number?”


“Great honey! So, you should come
down for… When’s the next holiday?” 


It was May, so she had to think
for a moment. They only did the big ones.


“The Fourth of July? I don’t know
that I’ll have that off, but I can ask? Though if we’re doing that one, you and
Karen should come here. They put on a super massive fireworks display every
year. I’ve seen it a couple of times, and it’s worth the trip. Let me know
ahead of time and I can get you a good hotel room.”


She could tell it probably wasn’t
going to happen, but that was fine. She hadn’t called for any particular
reason, just so she wouldn’t be the one forcing everyone else away. The
truth was, she just didn’t have that much in common with her family, and never
really had.


They made pleasant noises for a
bit, then her father, who was halfway through his work day, had to actually go
and see to running a police force. Apparently that actually took management,
for some reason.


She had things to do too, she
thought. If not, she could make some shit up.


The first one was checking on her
enemies, which she hadn’t done yet, really. 


Eve wasn’t all that sneaky about
it, just going to Burgerville, which was only a few blocks from Troy’s house,
to see if Maggie was there, running things. She was, and looked good doing it
too. Healthy, and not at all like her left eye had been ripped out of her head
telekinetically. Though from what Eve had heard, it really had been. She’d tried
hard enough at the time to make it happen.


The place was busy, being that it
had to be just after the lunch rush, and before people came in for dinner. It
was bigger than she’d thought it would be inside, and clean. Not to the
standards of Yoghurt World, but for a fast food place, it was freaking tidy,
and smelled right. Like French fries, and meat patties, along with
onion, instead of rancid fat, like so many of them did. Around the corner, by a
full sized classic car that was a polished mustard color, apparently used as a
decoration, sat Bey, reading a stack of papers. Like for work, or something.
She’d never seen that happening before, but it made sense. They normally only
had to go and lay down the law with a Bey smack down a few times a decade. He
probably did normal Council stuff most of the rest of the time.


She slid into place, across from
him, which got a smile to form on his lips.


“Miss Benson! You’ve been busy, I
hear? Things are going well with your other work, aiding young Ginger? David,
as well.” His tone was less warm for David, she noticed.


She could see that one too.


“Both are doing really well.
Ginger will be up on her own during the day in about a week or so now. David is
pretty much there. Nikki, is, by the way. She’s still a bit
whiney. Ginger is less so, though. Not very fast, but she doesn’t complain
about trying, so I’m giving her a gold star on that one. I just came to spy on
Maggie, since it seems like it’s within the rules. You?”


There was a warm nod.


“I too, am here to spy a bit.
It’s a pleasant place to catch up on things for the Council, as well. There is
a small difficulty that might be forming in Australia. I should have you go and
look into it for us? You have some time left, before you need to meet with the
Greater Demon, The Bold?”


She nodded, trying to work out
how to best get there. Just in case. It would take a boat, or swimming, she
thought. Unless she could work out a way to get Zack to take her? That would be
hard though, given that he didn’t really need her there for any of his own
projects, that she knew of.


It was the only thing that would
work though, unless she flew. There just wasn’t enough time otherwise.


“That might work, what’s the
situation, late taxes?” That was the most common thing, she knew. People would
get mad, or lazy, and decide not to pay. Normally that just got a few letters,
like with the IRS. If it got serious, then things were ramped up a bit though.


A bit angrily, Bey shook his
head.


“No, there is an effort, amongst
some of our kind, to infiltrate the Human government there. In secret.
This is counter to the current plans of the Council. The Vampires in question
are to be required to either go public with who they are, or drop from their
races. They’ve been told, but our missives have been ignored, thus far. It is a
sad thing, but some of our kind do need to be reminded why the Council rules,
from time to time. Normally with death.” He really didn’t seem all that happy
about it, which was nice to see.


Eve really didn’t want to be
around people that killed for fun, did she?


“Cool. Get me the names, and some
pictures, if possible? I’ll see if I can set something up.” 


The people walking up to her got
her to go quiet. It took a few seconds for her to really get it though.


It was Maggie, who was smiling at
her, and seemed genuinely pleased to see her, and not like she figured there
was about to be an epic battle. One that would trash her shop, if it happened.
Behind her, looking nervous, were three men. For half a second, she wondered if
they were there to guard Maggie, even if they were just Humans and seemed a
little wrong for the job, if that were the case. One of them, who had tan skin,
was a bit big around the middle for instance, and the black guy was thin enough
to secretly be hard under his baggy clothing, but moved a bit awkwardly. Like
he’d recently been hurt.


The last one she looked at was
the key to bringing it all together for her though. He had clear skin now,
unlike the scars and pock marks that had been there the last time they’d met,
but she got who it was, and by extension who the others probably were, shortly
after that.


The Jerky Squad. 


She grinned and waved to Maggie.


“A present? Just for me? I
can do so many things with them!”


Bey gave her a strange look, but
smiled up at Maggie, who was his wife, or had been once upon a time. They
seemed to get along pretty well, now, so there was that, if nothing else.


Maggie explained.


“When Eve was in the glass
prison, being unfairly humiliated in front of the whole world by the Council,
three men went to her and made a point of abusing themselves over her case, to
further compound the injury done. I made a point of finding them, and made sure
they all had jobs here, to keep tabs on them until such time as we could deal
with them. They were, and are, members of the role playing group I’m involved
in, which makes them my people. I didn’t order them to do that to you though, I
swear. Fram didn’t either. Though I understand that he did think it was funny,
when he saw the video. They were just being… I don’t know. Adventuresome?”
She glanced over at them, and then at Bey, who’d shifted only the tiniest bit
in his seat, his face suddenly very close to enraged, for him.


Eve cleared her throat, then
winked at the boys. Not that they were kids, but none of them was thirty
either.


“Well, I’ll take an apology, and
then, if you want, tell you what you need to do in order to have the curses
that were placed on you broken? I mean, if you really mean it.”


Maggie looked at her, slightly
aghast.


“Death curses?”


“Nope. Bad luck, problems with cars
and relationships, that kind of thing. They probably wouldn’t have jobs right
now if not for you. It will last for a few years. I didn’t do it though, Ben
did. From your group? So you all get the idea, don’t screw with him, or
any of his friends? It was a bit of an annoyance, plus and I mean this with
love, and trust me it isn’t a deal breaker for every woman in the world or even
me, but none of you are exactly porn star material, you know what I mean?” She
placed her index fingers about five inches apart. “Big enough for real life,
but that probably isn’t what you want to advertise on the web. If I hear of any
of you doing anything like this again however, you will be. Probably in
ways that are a lot more creative than you can imagine.” She could compel them
to do that.


The darkest skinned one glared at
her, the whites of his eyes showing.


“You made us lick that stuff up.”


She shook her head.


“Nope. I just told you all
to clean it up. I would have gotten sponges, if it were me, but you did
what you thought you had to. That came from inside you though, not from me,
directly. Now I could do that, if I wanted, so don’t think it isn’t an option,
later. For now though you need to go to the candle shop at Westfield mall and
talk to a man there, named Bob. Candles and More. Then tell him what you did,
and he’ll tell you what you need to do in order to break the curse. It won’t be
easy. It isn’t just about magic, you’ll have to prove you won’t do it again, or
anything like it. Probably do some charity work too. That kind of thing.”


None of them looked very pleased,
but Bey had gone neutral, which was nice to see. She’d been worried for a bit
there. Bloody boys all over the inside of the nice clean place would be tacky.


“Now, you should all get back to
work, before you get fired for being lazy.” Eve smiled at them, and waved them
away. She could have killed them, or had them beaten, or even humiliated, but
that wouldn’t really fix anything. She could see that now.


Once they were out of ear shot,
Maggie moved to sit next to Bey, across from her.


Eve winked.


“Bob probably won’t make things too
hard on them. Curse breaking is one of the services that the Mages offer for
free. My guess is that they’re going to have to do some work though. To show
they mean it, and that they aren’t going to do that again. Because I’m going to
call Bob and let him know about that part.”


Bey sighed and shook his head.


“I do not know if it is enough,
to keep spirit and heart together for the wronged party, but we do not need
negative comments about us in the media at the moment. It is most wise, Eve,
that you handle it this way. Now, Jasmine, tell us, if you are allowed, what
plans do you have? There has been some question in the Council as to your
current disposition?”


Maggie moved a bit closer to Bey,
her shoulder touching his. They weren’t the same size, the woman being just
fractionally larger than the man was. About the same height, so not huge that
way by any means, but the lady had a bit of cushion to her form that wasn’t
there with the killer of the Council. Saying she was even normal however would
be a mistake, since in modern terms she was slightly thin for that, but her
face was round at the chin, and along the line of the face. Smooth and clean,
too.


Eve stared for a bit, and made
herself smile, so that she wouldn’t lurch over the table and start fighting
right then. It was hard to manage, since everything inside of her
screamed to do it. To struggle and survive, by removing the threat before the
Vampire across from her could set her on fire.


Instead she sat there, not moving
much, smiling like a creepy puppet from a movie, ready to strike down a person
that she’d once thought might be a friend. One she thought might actually still
be, as fucked up as that was.


Maggie smiled back, and did a
better job of it, her brown eyes warm and inviting.


“I don’t have much choice at the
moment. I rather sent them a message they couldn’t ignore, didn’t I? Telling
them that I was taking over from them. I do notice that they haven’t
stepped down yet? That’s rather disappointing. I’ll probably end up having to
fight them all, one by one. I have orders, and I can’t exactly go against them.
That was… Incredibly foolish of me. I simply hadn’t even considered that
Marcus was more than he seemed. Many of the others in the game seemed to be
roughly the same kind of being. I honestly thought he simply liked me.
Perhaps wanted to date? I was seeing Fred, back then, but it felt harmless
enough, when he awkwardly asked if I’d go to coffee with him. I agreed to a
deal though, a bet that I lost. Not one that should have held someone like me,
but he managed to grab me anyway.” It came out all at once, with a sense of
resignation underneath the words, rather than panic.


Like she knew that, no matter
what else took place, she was going to die.


Eve could see that. Even if she
got her out from under the Greater Demon that had taken her life, and will,
from her, the Council might not be so forgiving. It was so rare to break free from
that kind of being that they might not believe it had happened, for one thing.
Everything she knew about it came from people that had done it though, so there
was that. If you killed the Demon, even if they came back, the line would be
broken. That seemed like a pretty heavy thing to ask of Fram though, didn’t it?
Sitting there, looking at the slightly nerdy seeming fast food manager, in her
white shirt with her gold name tag, Eve didn’t feel as much like killing her as
she had before.


It would come back, that feeling.


The next time she saw a flame, or
felt something burning her. Probably for a long time, since having your limbs
singed off could do that to a girl. At this single moment in time though, Eve
really didn’t feel anything all that intense toward Maggie. A bit sorry for
her, being trapped like she was. That was it.


She didn’t make any offers to
help her this time though. She’d either pull that one off, or it wouldn’t be
happening. They had a plan in place, but Fram would most likely try to use that
to his personal benefit. Really, that was probably the only way it was going to
work out, in the end. She couldn’t just grab him, and snuff his life
out.


It was probably true that it
simply wouldn’t work, and if she tried it, the person dying would be her. He
was a Greater Demon, after all. Even if she managed it, and he was brought
back, either by some trick of his, or the others, she’d be dead, she didn’t
doubt. It might end up being the case, even if she did everything perfectly.
The thing there was that Eve simply didn’t feel like bowing down to him.


That was suicidal, but there it
was. If it meant not having the life she could have, but also not being a slave
to fear, then so be it. There were worse things than death. Living in constant
fear was one of them, at least to her mind.


Bey reached over and patted
Maggie’s arm, lovingly. It was a slow and gentle thing, that even on the
friendly being seemed different. Like an old and familiar move that had taken
place a million times, but so long ago the move had developed hitches and rust
along the edges. Still, it fit, even in that moment.


“Do not worry about the others,
love. I will discuss this with them, and they will not seek to harm you over
it.” The way he said it spoke of him thinking they were a group of reasonable
people or something, rather than the idea that he’d kill them all, one by one,
if they didn’t agree.


Eve snorted a bit, and shook her
head.


“That might be a hard sell with
some of them. Like Gene? That kid has major problems.” She didn’t guard
the words, just speaking then without much thought, and felt confused when both
of the others smiled at her.


Bey even covered his mouth with a
hand, so as to not offend her by flashing his teeth.


“Perhaps, if the discussion was
about you, dear. He does seem most negative in that regard. It is, as I have
mentioned, only that he fears you, not understanding that your true
power is that you seek to act in balance and wisdom, in all things. He, so far,
sees only the outer trappings, and knows that if you sought his removal, he
would fail. Not all of the Council has that issue, but it is his true ability,
to know when he is overmatched. Still, The Burning One will not be a problem in
this case. Jasmine is his maker. In many ways, he is the child of both of us.
We saved him from certain death, by transforming him, and then taught him for
the better part of a century.” Bey took the fast food manager’s hand, gently.


Because, of course, it made
sense, didn’t it?


Then again, the older Vampires
got, the closer the lines would be, in the end. That Gene would have similar
powers to Maggie made some sense, if he was her child. That was the most common
thing to happen, wasn’t it? You got the powers of your line, the vast majority
of the time. Like how she had Bey’s speed. He was the weird one there, having
that power instead of the ability to make fire.


Changing the topic, she shook her
head, wrapped the salt shaker with lines of life energy and pulled it to her,
slowly. She could do a lot more than that now, but Maggie understood what she
was getting at, making leaps that Bey didn’t seem to get yet.


“Indeed, Eve. That power, once
you have mastered it, and made it into a thing that is unique, will likely pass
to your own progeny. The mother of your own line. As I am, and as my husband,
The Bey, is. I know that I was most surprised when my eye ripped out.
Not that I blame you, given my entrance before that. I… Had orders to do it
that way. Those poor Human women in the nail shop… I hear that all the
Trollienkeine survived, with only minor injury? I wouldn’t have war with them
over me, too, if I can help it.”


She nodded, the subject skipping
around too much for her to think she was going to collect a lot of useful
information.


“A few were injured, and I don’t
know how they’ll take to the idea that you couldn’t help yourself. They seem
pretty big on the idea of personal sacrifice, and might wonder how you managed
to let Fram control you in the first place, without ending your own life to
stop him.”


Maggie gave her a look then, that
was bleak and sad.


“I have orders not to. I can’t
even struggle against him. Worse, the Human authorities have been coming
around, investigating the damage. DHS, not just the local police. Fram hasn’t
allowed me to run, and short of killing the agents until they stop coming, I
fear I don’t know what to do. It was an act of terror. The Demon meant
it as such, to further his plans. I…” She went silent, like her mouth suddenly
wouldn’t produce any sound.


There was a quality to it that
told Eve a lot. She was trying to tell them something, about what Fram had
planned, but wasn’t allowed. It was what losing your soul, your entire being,
to a Greater Demon really meant. If you were a slave to one, and they wanted to
eat your arm, you’d hear the order, hold out your hand and wait. You just
didn’t have a choice, and had to do what they wanted.


It was why Keeley was considered
so dangerous, even by her own kind. She could take other Greater Demons as
slaves, and make them kill themselves, or walk into a trap and just sit
there, not struggling. She’d never done it, but it was possible that she could
take a group of them and use them as weapons against other people or groups,
too.


Really, that probably meant that
Fram was being an idiot, trying to go up against her, even at a distance. The
smart play would have been to turn her into a friend. Even if it meant sucking
up anger, and shame to do it.


Honestly, that he wasn’t making a
play with her, to get a relationship going, was insane. Even if he was just sleeping
with her occasionally, it would bind them together a bit, on Keeley’s side of
things. She was nice, to her friends. Not using that was insane. Then, so was
Fram, so it worked out.


She nodded, and stood, then moved
around the table to the open end of the little booth and leaned over to give
Maggie a hug.


She didn’t promise anything
though. In the end, Eve just didn’t know if the other woman could be allowed
to survive. She wasn’t even sure if she could be.


Since the honest answer was
probably no, Eve didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up.












Chapter ten





 


Setting up a trip, through the
Node, to Australia, wasn’t all that hard. 


She just asked Zack how she might
get something like that set up, without paying for it, or cheating anyone. That
he told her how, reminding Eve about the business deal they had in
regards to the animal blood products, and that they serviced that location
regularly was nice of him. Helpful even.


So, the next day Eve went in,
along with Ginger, to the main Node complex there, which wasn’t a mall at all,
being more like a giant business center. It had offices, and was so isolated
that she needed to get Alice, the assistant ambassador there, to help her find
the map locations for the three Vampire politicians that she needed to have a
chat with.


They were all old enough to fake
being Human, being up during the day. It was good, because they wouldn’t have
as many Vampire followers around to help them if things got interesting. They were
also well spread out over the entire land. She ended up running across the
whole continent six times, trying to find them all. They were all men,
and looked like what they were pretending to be. 


Blood suckers. The political kind
though, so no one noticed too much.


On her third trip she found the
first man, who was actually walking outside, under the burning sun, his face
holding a fixed smile when she walked up. He had broad cheeks, and a manly look
to him, as well as a predatory gaze that would have marked him as a
psycho-killer in any decent movie, or novel. Along with him were a group of six
people, all regular and healthy, though two of them had direct blood links to
the man they walked with. Strands of pink energy flowed through the air between
them, when she focused on the air. That meant he was feeding on them, directly.


It was a bit of a gray area,
actually.


They weren’t supposed to feed on
Humans like that anymore, but lovers and close friends weren’t totally
forbidden that way. She decided not to ask about it.


“Mr. Lebeold? May I have a word
with you?” She was trying to be discreet about the whole thing, but the
man clearly wasn’t going to make it easy, just holding his hand out, like she
was a constituent.


Then he frowned.


“You’re American? I recognize the
accent. What may I do for you, young lady?” It wasn’t patronizing at least.


She nearly froze, but then
shrugged.


“We could speak in private? I
don’t have much time, and have a message for you, from the Council?”


That could mean almost anything,
she knew, but the man sneered at her. As if he were the one in charge at the
moment? As far as she knew he hadn’t won anything yet, and even if he had, that
wouldn’t have freed him up from following the freaking rules.


“I’m certain that you can say
whatever you like in front of my aides, I hide nothing from them.” The way he
said it made it clear that he hid a lot, and was trying to use the fact
that she wouldn’t want to admit that Vampires were real to them in order to
control what she could say.


Eve sighed. They were out. Oh,
not in Australia, but if these people watched the news they‘d probably worked
out that their country would have them too. She wasn’t going to be blackmailed
that easily. Even if it had worked, did this guy really think that baffling her
for a minute or two would keep the Council off his back? If so, he was too
stupid to be allowed into office.


“All right. They want you to
either pull out of the race here, whatever it is, or stay in, but run as
a Vampire. If you refuse to do either of those things, then you’ll be killed.
Alternatively, I could simply go to the press and tell them about you right now,
but the Council actually wants that first one, where you die? You have
one minute to make a choice, and set in motion. I have some other things to see
about, too, so standing here all day long isn’t going to work for me.” She
managed to sound pleasant about it, half expecting the man to simply attack
her, which he did.


Fast and hard, with a knife in
his right hand, slashing for her throat with speed that would have killed most
Vampires. She just stepped back, dodged a few times as he seemed to move in
slow motion compared to her, and when he stopped, his eyes blood red, and fangs
showing, Eve winked at him.


“In case you missed it, if you
pick the wrong thing, I’m supposed to see about making sure you die. I’d
really rather not, if it’s all the same. You have a little over half a minute
to make a choice.”


Instead he tried to attack again,
which still didn’t work, and finally, as she was about to end his life for him
very publically, stopped and put the blade away, spreading his hands and
smiling professionally. His fangs weren’t even out anymore, which she took as
being a good sign.


“Could I have a few moments to
discuss this with my people? Neither of those options is optimal for me at this
time.” He waited though, tense, and like he expected her to be
unreasonable about it all.


“Sure. Please don’t take long
though, you aren’t the only one on the list today.”


It was nearly funny, since four
of the people there practically freaked out, and one of them, a man that looked
to be in his thirties or so, wet himself in fear, while staring at the
politician. That had to be embarrassing.


“You’re a monster?”


Eve shook her head, as the other
people all looked at their boss, or whatever he was to them.


“Nah. Just being undead doesn’t
mean he’s a bad guy. Unless you meant that you just worked out he was a
politician? I doubt he can win an election here right now, given your reactions
though. Not if he’s out. It might be worth trying though? He’s still the same
person you knew, just a bit less subject to blackmail now. Think of it like him
being gay. Except that he likes to suck both men and women.”


Wet Pants the Scaredy-Cat got a
look on his face of pure disgust then, which probably meant he wasn’t going to
go along with that idea either. In fact, he turned and trotted off,
leaving a damp, and reeking, trail behind him. It actually didn’t smell that bad
to her, his urine mixing with fear in a way which told her, and the other
Vampire, that he was possibly lunch.


It wasn’t her problem though.
None of it was, as long as the politician came to a choice in the matter, and
soon.


That wasn’t in the cards though,
it seemed, and they ended up standing there for a long time, the man talking
into a pad like device to several people that refused to believe he was a
Vampire at all. It seemed that Australia hadn’t quite gotten up to speed on
that kind of thing yet. Since half of America was still having denial issues
with the same thing, and the television coverage hadn’t been nearly as heavy here,
she could kind of see it.


In the end the man, defeated
looking, simply announced that he was withdrawing from the race, for personal
issues.


“That will be fine, too. Next
time just answer the calls from the council, and it will save me a lot of
time.” It was true, but she really did have other things to do, so took off,
after finding the right direction, running as fast as she could under the
blistering heat of the sun.


She used to love being out under
the heat and light, back when she was a cheerleader for whom the worst thing
that could happen was skin cancer. Now she kind of hated it, she realized. It
hurt enough that she just didn’t want to be there.


The next man made things easier
for her, just attacking when she explained the ultimatum from the Council, and
doing it well enough that she had to kill him, and his compatriot. She was a
Manthori woman, who tried to take over Eve’s mind. It didn’t work, and she just
left both of the bodies, headless, lying on the ground.


The last man opted to tell
everyone about who, and what, he was.


“I’ll lose, as you know. Still,
there’s always the next election, and perhaps I’m reading the current climate
incorrectly? My platform is a minority one though, for the time being, so it
doesn’t bode well. I don’t suppose you could send a message to the Council for
me?” The man was wiry, and small, but held himself like he was older, and far
more powerful, than the other two had. In fact, there was something about him
that reminded her of Bey. It wasn’t a look, since this man was clearly white,
and Bey was different than that, being Middle Eastern, but it was there,
in the way he smiled and held himself.


This being was either very good
at faking things, or was thousands of years old.


She tilted her head, “as long as
it isn’t my head in a box? I might be able to. What do you want them to know?”


The man moved, fast and hard,
directly toward her, his right hand moving out toward her head. Eve slipped to
the side, the pain of reality, and the movement on her. They fought then, for
several minutes, or what felt like it. The man, who was wicked fast, finally
jumped back, and laughed, after she’d managed to land a few very solid blows.


“Oh, my! You are a strong
one, aren’t you? Perhaps I should have simply asked you to carry a letter for
me?” Standing back, the man, who seemed even older suddenly, started to glow, a
golden light coming from his entire body.


What it did, she didn’t know, but
she had tricks, too, other than being quick, didn’t she? Wrapping him up
carefully, focusing as hard as she could, Eve picked the man up, standing ten
feet away or so, and used the lines to flip him over and slam him bodily into
the ground. The Earth below them shook, as the golden light flowed into it.


The Vampire stood then, and
bowed.


“I understand. Well, perhaps it
is for the best then? Still, I do not like to be ordered about. Tell
them that Wallace is not amused by their antics?”


She nodded.


“All right. Just Wallace? No
title?”


The man gave her a look that
spoke of something dark, and a bit put out, probably because she didn’t know
the right thing to call him.


“Just that. They’ll know who I
am. Speaking of which, may I enquire as to your name?”


“Eve. Benson.”


“Very well, Eve Benson. I’ll
remember that. Perhaps if we meet again, it will be under happier
circumstances? One in which I’m not being taken to task so firmly perhaps? It
has been a long time since anyone has bested me like this.”


Then the man walked away, as if
they were done. Since he’d made his calls and told people to make the
announcement about what he was, they actually were, so Eve tried to find her
way back to the main Node for the continent. She got lost, twice, and ended up
wasting a lot of time getting there. Still, the whole thing, including making
sure that Australia and New Zealand had a good supply of animal blood coming in
regularly only took about six hours. It wasn’t the most exciting thing in the
world, but Ginger seemed to be having fun, which she explained when they got
back to Vancouver, and were away from Zack.


Walking down the hallway toward
their shop, the younger girl, who was only nineteen, if you counted up all the
years of her life, seemed pretty happy.


“I’ve never actually been
anywhere before. Not even Mexico or Canada. Not that I was needed for this,
today. I’m kind of useless, aren’t I? You’ve only been a Vampire for a year,
less than that even, and have an important business, a good position with the
Council and are helping people like me. What do I do? Sit around and watch late
night movies? I practically have a panic attack every time I realize that
Lenore isn’t right here to hold my hand still.” She seemed a bit disgusted with
herself, which was a good sign. It meant she was probably getting close to
ready for more responsibility. 


“Have you considered the rewarding
field of training would-be Vampires? I can show you what to do. It means being
around Humans, a lot, and being in total control of your anger, but you haven’t
been doing badly that way. Being up during the day, well, you’ll have that now.
In fact, in a day or two, I think that will be fine. You know… Why don’t we
start on the actual shop stuff tomorrow? Learning to make the products, and run
the machines? You can spend your nights learning the paperwork stuff with me. I
need to go over all that again, and you should have that down too, even if you
do choose the great career of Human wrangling.” She grinned, since that wasn’t
even a thing yet.


They’d gotten applications
though, and someone should at least call the people back, if they were
going to be nice enough not to just go and find some Vampire to turn them into
half wild animals. It was, she guessed, her job, more or less.


After all, she was the one that
made that BS up in the first place. That someone higher up had thought it was
actually a good idea wasn’t her fault, but it actually was one. Which
she kind of had to take some of the credit for. Now she just had to turn Ginger
into her minion of baby Vampire training, and possibly get one or two others to
help her with it, and she’d be set to begin her plan of world domination!


Smiling, she realized that some
would probably think she really meant it, if she ever said that out loud.
Because all those young Vampires not acting like insane assholes clearly would
turn out to be trouble.


When they got in Edom was working
behind the counter, even though it was evening already. Glancing at the clock,
she saw that it was eight already, though he didn’t seem upset or anything.
Before she could ask, he shrugged.


“David asked for the night off,
so I’m pulling a double. Unless I can interest you in the job? Hmm? That, or
trading out with Barb at the club? It’s great fun…” He was actually being
really charming, and smiling the whole time, so Eve nodded.


“Um…” She turned and looked at
Ginger, and tilted her head. “Which do you want to do? The club will have more
people, which will be good practice for you, but might be hard. I’ll be here
all night, but you can meet me back in the morning?”


The girl, looking as young as
ever, froze.


“I get a choice?”


“Yeah. I mean, if Ed’s good with
it? You can handle being around people now. As well as anyone. You won’t lose
your temper either, even as the pervs feel you up, so, it can work, if you want
to give that a try? You know where the club is, right? Barb can get you in.
Call if you have a problem.”


Edom seemed very unsure about the
wisdom of doing that, having known Ginger longer, but the girl seemed pretty
solid to Eve. A little uncertain of herself, but she wouldn’t fail. Even
without the threat of a beating. She’d been a Vampire for five years, and could
already face the sun, which took a lot of will power. That kind of thing
translated to other areas of life, like not eating the patrons.


“I’d like to go to the club, I
guess? What will I do there?”


Eve knew that one, and smiled at
her.


“Clean disgusting toilets, and
avoid going down on anyone, just yet. For one thing, you look fourteen, which
would make it creepy, if they don’t know how old you really are. For another,
we’ll want to test you a little more slowly than that. Give it a few weeks of
practice being around people before you move to licking them, and all that. We
should have already done that, but you just got into cool Vampire kid classes
with me, so what else could have been done? Meet me back here at seven?”


The girl nodded, and looked at
the dark man in his very nice suit, who slowly did the same thing.


“You’re ready for this. Remember,
if things get to be too much for you at any point, just leave. You won’t get in
trouble for it. Come back here in that case. We can keep working on this every
night, if it comes to that. I don’t think it will though. I’ll call Troy, so
that he knows that you’re coming.”


That would be useful, since most
girls that looked that young didn’t work at night clubs, did they? Still, she
was a Vampire, and people knew who owned the club, so as long as she was open
about it all, that might not be a huge problem.


Eve watched her leave at a run,
one that was still too slow really, and heard Ed call the whole thing in to
Troy, assuring him that Ginger was a seasoned hand at managing the public, and
would be a great asset to the team.


When he came back out, she smiled,
but it looked worried.


“Do you think she’s going to kill
all our best customers?”


“Nope. I bet she doesn’t do
anything but work the whole time. This is really important to her. She feels
like a fuck-up, and no one wants to be that person, do they? She isn’t
though. She just got a raw deal. We need to make sure she’s up to speed on
things before she meets back up with her family. It’s going to be happening,
and we should control that part of things, if we can.”


Ed nodded, then tossed her a
clean apron on the way out.


“It’s your call. They’re going to
be upset though, their daughter being turned into one of us. I can’t blame them
either. I’ll see you in the morning.”


Then, his rather cute butt left
the room, going through the back, since he’d driven in, and parked in the upper
lot.


Eve remembered to call the
Council, and ended up talking to Gene, which was her favorite thing in the
world to do. The boy looking ancient being snickered at her when she told him
that Wallace had given her a message for them.


“Oh? What did he remove from you
then? He tends to be a bit messy with things like that. To be most fair, Bey
shouldn’t have asked you to see to that one. He probably didn’t recognize the
name, since it’s a rather new one. He’s the eldest of the Australian Vampires
however. Originally from Europe, about three thousand years ago.”


It was a handy lesson, and didn’t
sound all that snide, for once.


Eve sighed.


“I’m intact. He tried to move on
me, using speed, but I managed to stay ahead of him that way, and give him a
few thumps. He didn’t disintegrate though, which means he’s pretty tough. Then
he glowed, and caused an Earthquake when I dumped him on his head. It’s a skill
of mine. Moving things at a distance.” She probably shouldn’t have told him that,
but she doubted that he’d be without that kind of data for long.


After a moment, he made a
slightly choked sound.


“He engaged you in battle, and
you won?”


“It wasn’t much of a fight, and I
didn’t hurt him. He kind of gave up when he realized it wasn’t going to be all
that easy, I think. He did seem impressed, but that could just be my looks. It
happens, you know?” She wasn’t joking on that one, it really did, but the boy
laughed.


“Impressive. We really should
kill you, for the safety of all of us. Well, it’s probably too late for that,
if Wallace can’t manage it. So, I suppose you’ll want a voice on the Council
now? Or are you throwing in with Jasmine, and helping to depose us?” He
pronounced it differently than Bey had the whole time, as Yasmeen. Eve
thought that was probably the way it had been said originally.


“No. To both. I have something in
the works, to try and save her, but it might not work. Say, if we’re going to
be buddies now, and have sleepovers and all that, can you tell me the name of
the Greater Demon that you’ve been hanging with lately? I think that they might
be involved with some things here. Or, I guess, ask if they mind if you let me
know?”


“You think that I don’t have
enough control over my own life to tell you if I wish?” There was a low,
whispered, and deadly tone to the words. Like he was pissed that she’d said
them.


“Nope. I just think that pissing
off a Greater Demon for a person you don’t care for all that much would be
stupid, and they might not care if I know, so asking probably won’t
hurt. If you want to. If not, well, I’ll either find out or not, right? Anyway,
I was just calling to pass that info on to you. The situation, at least that
part of it, in Australia, has been taken care of. I tried to do it without
death being involved, and you know, two out of three? It isn’t perfect, but
really was the best I could manage at the time.”


“Ah. I should probably tell you
that it wasn’t good enough, and make fun of you now. But anyone else would have
either killed them all, or died. Except perhaps Bey, his legend proceeding him
enough that some might have given up, or fled rather than engage him. You did
well. That wasn’t ever my question though, Eve Benson. I do not doubt
your skills or abilities to get things done. What I fear is that you may be
more than you seem, and working for forces that even you can’t name. If
you’re a Vampire at all. There are too many Greater Demons in my life, to trust
that you are only what you seem.”


She could kind of get that one,
but she really wasn’t anything more than her. That was pretty clear.


“I’m really just me, but you’ll
get that, over time. As long as you aren’t going to send a hit team after me?
That would be annoying, so we can skip that, if it’s all the same?”


“Fine. For now. I’ll contact you
if more work is needed. Bey is distracted for the moment, with Jasmine. I have
to admit, I was surprised to see her as well. She used to be one of the
Council, long ago. Now we may well have to kill her. That isn’t the ending I
would have for her, if you can avoid it?”


“Working on it. You and Bey will
need to handle the Council parts if it’s going to work. I’m going to be busy
with the rest.”


The phone went dead, so she got
to work, making certain the whole place was clean, and that all the Vampires
coming in for blood got what they wanted in a timely and well presented
fashion.


It took up most of the night, until
about five in the morning, when everything when totally dead. Then she got the
place ready for the next day, which didn’t take too long, and heated up a mug
of blood for herself.


She had the time, and refreshing
the links wasn’t a horrible idea.


Plus, she’d been meaning to try
something new, for a while now. 


She dropped several of the lines
that she’d had, and replaced them with new ones, then, taking one tiny sip at a
time, did the same until all of the lines were new and fresh. Eight of them,
just like she always had.


Then with as much focus as she
could muster, Eve tried to grab, and hold, another one. It didn’t sink into
place on its own, but she could, as long as she held it in her thoughts the
whole time, keep it. She ended up with ten links in all, though it was nearly
constant work to keep them all going like she was.


It also filled her with
power. Energy that she couldn’t really contain. Not knowing what else to do
with it, she made her hair grow. It was all the same length, but by the time
Ed, Ginger and David got there in the morning, it was past her collar by about
four inches. She tied it back, using a piece of string from one of the drawers.
It was the longest her hair had been since she was a little girl.


Edom noticed it and gave her a
funny look, so she explained. She was cool like that, being honest and sharing
like she did. That’s what she was going with for the moment anyway.


“I’m holding two extra links, and
the energy has to go somewhere. So new hair. It was all I could think of.
Anyway, Ginger, grab an apron, since we’re going to make some goodies. Oh! Ed,
can you get with Lenore? Or at least, if you talk to her, remind her that we need
the waffle cone maker? I’d call her myself on that, but I don’t have a cell
phone yet.” Not that she couldn’t use the land line at the store, but she
really should have one soon.


Edom nodded though, as if him
doing it was the correct order of things. To him it probably was. Lenore was his
boss, after all.


The day was spent in training,
going over the notebook that Lenore kept under the counter, and making things,
then delivering them to various people around the mall. She had Ginger do that,
personally, so that everyone could meet her, while she got practice interacting
with the public. No one mentioned how she’d done the night before, but since
she wasn’t hit with the tale of a Ginger-centric bloodbath first thing, it had
been fine. Eve would have heard about any problems, probably before anyone even
noticed her new hair style.


This way, by not asking, it
looked like she really trusted Ginger to have handled things. Which she did.


In fact, she was doing so well,
that even given the daylight outside, Eve sent David away until his shift
later, and had the girl running the whole place for several hours. On her own.


Eve looked over the applications
that different people had given them over the prior months. She kind of triaged
them, trying to separate them into three groups, based on what she read.


Organized and professional
seeming in one group, sloppy but promising in another, and of course, the
largest section. Bat-shit insane. One of them was even written all in blood.
It was Human and hopefully the person’s own. Worse, it was a contract, selling
their soul to the Vampires, for power. That, thankfully wasn’t how it all
worked, but meant that the guy that wrote it wasn’t exactly up to speed on
things like that.


When Barb got in, at about three
that afternoon, taking the swing shift, so Edom could leave early, she stared
at Ginger for some reason, then sank into the booth, across from Eve.


“So… Things are looking up,
aren’t they?” She glanced at the apron wearing Vampire girl behind the counter,
as if it should have meaning.


“Yep. In a few days I was
thinking that she and I might run out to Iowa and visit Cormack. See if he needs
help, or anything? I have about a week and a bit before I need to be back here.
Then we should see about starting that training for people that want to become
Vampires. I’m trying to get Ginger to help me with that. That’s what I’m doing
here. I was just about to start on some calls. I really need my own phone, but
I don’t know if Edom will let me have one yet. I tried to drop a hint earlier,
but I don’t know if it was a no, or if he missed it, distracted by other things.”
She spoke the words a bit more loudly than normal, and there was a dark chuckle
from the back.


Then he spoke softly, like she
was right next to him. It was one of the best things about being a Vampire,
being able to hear people talking to you from that far away. Not that most of
it wasn’t fantastic.


“Are you sure you want to do
that? I have no problem with a magical tether that means you have no
reason not to hear my orders all the time, but I was thinking you
might.”


She hadn’t thought of it that
way, but it wasn’t like she did anything but work anyway, was it?


“I’ll risk it? Say, what are the
plans for the night? Are Ginger or I needed for anything? I was thinking that
we might jog over to the Iowa Node, and spend the day there tomorrow. Do we
have coverage if we’re not here? I don’t want to leave anyone in a lurch.”


There was a rustling of paper
from the back, and Edom cleared his throat.


“I can hold the fort here. Make
sure to check with Ambassador Cormack first though, before just showing up to
visit.”


Eve froze, having not thought
about that at all. She nodded, and went wide eyed, which got Barb to cover her
smile with one hand.


It was probably funny, if you
weren’t the heavy handed a-hole in the situation, that had nearly invaded
without even a call first.


She hopped up, dashed to the
front counter phone, and did it then, reaching him at the Node. Cormack
actually seemed pleased, when she reached him. Happy, it sounded like.


“Visitors? So soon? Wonderful.
I’ll get with my assistant on that. Sandra. Great lady, you’ll love her. We
could use a bit of help, setting things right here, shop wise. The paperwork is
perfect, but, well, you’ll see. It’s better than it was, but not up to
standards yet.” He sounded a bit embarrassed about that, which could mean
anything.


On the good side, everyone was
fine with them leaving right away.


Except Ginger.


For some reason she didn’t really
want to run halfway across the country like that.


That was just plain silliness, of
course.












Chapter eleven





 


The run, which would have taken
Eve a bit less than an hour, she thought, took fifteen with Ginger along.
They’d started before six in the evening, so walked through the doors of the Plentiview
Mall, where Iowa kept their best Node complex, at nearly nine sharp. In the
morning.


It was strange, traveling like
that with Ginger. Then Eve only had two other Vampires to compare being on a
trip with. Bey, who made her feel slow and clumsy the whole time she did
anything with him, even as he beamed at her as if she really were a
special snowflake, like Barb kept claiming she was, and Nikki. Ginger fell
somewhere right between the two really, as far as traveling companions went.


The girl was slow, even though it
was clear she was trying. Her best speed though, pushing as hard as she
could go, was maybe a hundred miles per hour. She had picked up the idea of
walking instead of trying to run however, on the physical level. It was more
stable and easier to make sure you didn’t miss a chance to push or pull off of
anything. Not that it helped much at those low speeds.


On the other hand, little Ginger,
the Vampire child that should have never been, young in every way imaginable,
and from a white bread and pampered background, never once asked to stop. She
didn’t whine or cry that it seemed to take a month of walking either. If she
got bored, the dear thing kept it to herself, too. So while she wasn’t exactly
going to win speedster of the month, Eve was pleased with her over all. Not
everyone had to be super powered at that level, and being willing to stick with
hard things was important, too. Maybe more so than having a particular skill
was, in the end.


When they got there, the place
looking a bit more commercial than Westfield really did, plus a little bit busier,
given the time of day, Ginger didn’t even scream, having remembered to empty
her lungs first.


Eve went in, watching carefully,
walking slowly through the length of the single story complex. It was smaller
than what she was used to, but every store front had a shop in it, meaning it
was a lot more lively than Westfield, at least in how it felt. There was no
food court, but the place did have a few food locations, all of them tucked in
the center, with one on each corner of where the two main halls met, with a
large water fountain in the middle. The thing made the air moist, but it wasn’t
warm enough to really feel humid.


There was a Mrs. Fields cookie
place across from the Yoghurt World, and to the right was a Burger stand. It
was actually called that, even though it had a real store attached to it. The
Burger Stand. There was a man working away there, who looked over and
smiled at them, but then went directly back to work. He looked incredibly normal,
which could mean any of a thousand things. There was also a place that sold
what seemed to be whole roasted chickens and turkeys, if the sign out front was
any indication. At least Eve could tell who was running that place, since the
three women there were all clearly Trollienkeine.


Shaved to an inch of their lives,
too. Other than their heavy features and large size, they could pass pretty
well for Human though. Basically because they all looked like they must be
starving to death, for their people. Eve could see that one, she thought.


Their people weren’t poor, as a
group, but valued other things, like hard work and what you could make of the
world with your own two hands. So they sent out people from their lands to fend
for themselves. The trouble there was that in this case, they’d made a huge
miscalculation, as far as what Humans would want from a mall location. They
probably didn’t sell much at all, and what they did wouldn’t be enough to keep
them all fed and housed, even if they lived together.


Being proud and strong people,
they wouldn’t ask for help either. Oh, they’d take it, if it was offered
correctly, but asking would be seen as weak. That was pretty much the Vampire
and Human way too, so who the heck was she to judge? Eve wouldn’t have asked
for help either, even if it meant she was going to die. These three didn’t seem
that close, but they weren’t big and muscular, which was kind of the default
for their kind, even if they were women.


Honestly, they needed a better
store. She didn’t have one of those around though, so she just moved along, to
the rather run down yogurt place. There was a chalk board on the outside that
said they had a sale on milkshakes. Not that it was a horrible thing to sell,
but the thing was half wiped off, and looked like whoever had written it was on
drugs. That, or had failed to get their GED. While on drugs.


It was messy inside, too. Worse,
it smelled. Like rotting dairy products, stale… Everything that could be
imagined, and dirty machinery. Eve stopped herself from gagging, by not
breathing, and then forced herself to inhale. It wasn’t really that bad,
even with senses that were about sixteen times better than a dog’s, as far as
being able to smell things went.


There was a young man behind the
counter, who was a plain old Human, smelled like pot, and was wearing a shirt
that he’d probably had on for half a week. No apron either. He did have a green
and white Yoghurt World ball cap on though, which was cool. Everything inside
the place was dirty though. The walls were covered in grime and grease,
probably from either the skin of the people that worked days, or the other
stores across the way. Since it smelled like roasted chicken, it was probably
that one. It wasn’t unpleasant at least, when she focused just on that part of
things. The rest of it was just a bit off. Not like it did smell of unwashed
socks and body odor, but like it should.


She stopped in front of the
counter, which wasn’t made of professional looking stone, but Formica, like the
table tops at the booths. Those were all dirty, but the ugly orange color
matched for all of them. She let her expression go, and went blank for a
minute, then looked at the guy behind the counter, and smiled at him. There was
no reason for her to blame him in particular. He wasn’t the one in charge.


Now that was Cormack, but it had
been Sandra, whoever she was. She wasn’t up to day walking yet though, it
seemed, so had been trying to run everything through other people. Honestly,
given that it seemed like she’d been the only Vampire working there at all, and
that it had all been done in secret from the Human employees, she’d probably
done pretty well.


The place was still a mess. It
kind of exuded a sense of grunge and grime that would have stopped most of the
world from eating there. Worse, it should have stopped them, since it was
probably an actual health hazard.


“Hi! I’m Eve, and this is Ginger.
We’re from the corporate office?” She didn’t know how to bring things up,
exactly, but the guy, who stoner or not seemed like a dork, used his index
fingers to make fangs by his mouth.


“From the Vampires? Mwa-ha-ha.”
It was at least done with a good attempt at a Dracula accent. The guy’s shaggy
brown hair and sleepy eyes made it seem a bit off though. Then he laughed.
“Sorry, I get some variation of that one three times a day. People coming in to
try and become one of them. I heard the thing on television too, but if there
are Vampires around here, no one has told me about it. Honest.”


She nodded, then listened, to
find that Cormack was in the back already, working on something. Possibly
hiring all knew employees for his place? Running an embassy with two people was
close to impossible, and for one person to try it on their own…


“What’s your name?”


“Jay. Why?”


“Let me short hand this for you,
Jay.  First, promise not to scream like a little wimp?” She waited, until the
man gave a nod, then pointed at her mouth and popped her teeth down with an
audible click, her eyes turning blood red in a flash at the same time. “Shee,
fangsh.”


The guy did jump back, but
laughed after a few seconds.


“Holy crap, that got me. So, this
is for real? I’d kind of thought it was bullshit, to tell the truth.”


“Yep, we’re actually here to make
you work and fix this dump up. We’ll start with cleaning.”


It wasn’t that easy, since Eve
actually had to physically run to a big box store, about five miles away, and
buy cleaning supplies for it. Then she started scrubbing, with Ginger doing the
same thing without being told, and Jay standing there, like he had something better
to do.


Eve cleared her throat.


“Cleaning? You were just
about to jump in and start? I know, it’s dazzling, having such incredible women
here with you, but you’ll live. Honest. From now on, if you aren’t doing
something else, business related, I expect you to be wiping something down. For
now, explain the milkshake thing? You don’t have a machine for it. Are you hand
mixing them? That’s not a horrible idea.”


He grinned, which on him looked
vapid and annoying.


“The frozen machine things
stopped working a few weeks ago, not like they did, so we improvised. Pretty
clever, right?”


Eve nearly growled, but then
stopped.


“Actually, yeah. If you
don’t know how to get anything fixed, or how to do it yourself, that isn’t too
bad. Let me see here though… It probably just needs to be defrosted and reset.”
That turned out to be the case, since they didn’t clean their machines between
uses, normally just dumping in premade ice cream base each day. Then they sold
it as frozen yogurt, like there was no difference.


Eve sighed, and started making a
list of what they needed. It was pretty much more of everything, though they
had a decent start on the basic machinery, so at least there was that. There
was also, when they moved the larger of the two frozen base mixing machines
out, a dead rat underneath it. Not a little mouse, but a stinking, desiccated,
dead thing the size of her hand. She just cleaned it up, since it was kind of
clear that beating Jay wouldn’t fix anything. If he was more than a place
holder there, meant to keep the doors open, no one had ever told him about it.


At two he got to leave, having
taken several breaks, which were mandated by law. That he came back baked from
each one was illegal, but it wasn’t her job to fix that. Cormack was
there after all. Talking to people on the phone, nearly constantly. There was
an hour long gap until the next worker got there, which showed either that she
was late, Jay couldn’t read, or that there was a major weakness in their
scheduling. The short, chubby, white girl seemed to think it was everyone else.


Definitely not her though. No matter what.


“My schedule said to be here at
three when I left yesterday! I can’t be expected to come in if I don’t know I’m
supposed to.” She sounded angry about it, but Eve just smiled and shrugged.


“No big thing, this time. You’d
be Deena, then?” She’d read it off the schedule. It was pretty clear that the
thing had been changed, but it was done in pencil, which kind of invited
that. Her guess was that Jay had wanted to get off early, for some reason. One
that would involve smoking things, she didn’t doubt.


“Wait… Who are you, and what
happened here?” She looked confused, and didn’t seem smart enough for it to be
fake. She stared at Ginger for a long time, then shook her head. “Am I not
working today?”


Eve was about to answer, when
Cormack came out of the back, finally. He looked normal for him, which this
time of day meant there was a fixed grin.


“Ah, there you all are! I’m the
new ambassador, and store manager, since we have two staffs working here on
different projects. Deena? I’m Cormack. These are Ginger and Eve, who both came
from the corporate office to help us get up to speed here. We have a lot of
work, and remodeling, that will be taking place over the next month or two, so
be ready for that. Also, we’re getting uniforms. The store provides them, for
free, so it won’t cost you anything. We’re going to be tightening things up and
improving, from here on out.” He let his smile get bigger though, showing a
nice row of very white teeth. They weren’t perfectly straight, but no one would
think twice about it if they noticed the fact.


Deena, for all she seemed a bit
slow, let her chin come up, and then looked at each of them, closely.


“Is this because of the Vampires?
My mom was telling me about that. She babysits Gina for me, when I have work.
That’s my baby girl.” Then she went silent, as if that news was over sharing.
It might have been, but Eve smiled, and so did Cormack. Friendly was better,
after all.


Ginger just kept cleaning, moving
faster than was strictly Human.


Cormack regarded the short girl,
who might have been twenty-five, though it was hard to tell, and then tilted
his head to the right, just a bit. Enough to get her to notice him.


“That’s right. This is actually
an embassy, so we need it to be up and running, but also looking nice, all the
time. It will be a change, and not everyone that works here right now will make
the cut. If you do, however, you’ll be earning nearly twice what you did
before. So it’s worth trying for. It won’t be easy though, I’ll warn you right
now. Still, I hear tell that you already have the job, and that has to
make it easier for you to keep it than for someone else to come in and get.”


He sounded decently positive
about the threat to the woman’s employment, but Eve really couldn’t see how
anyone coming in wouldn’t do just as well as the Humans that had let the place
fall into disgrace like they had. She also realized that she was thinking like
Lenore on the matter. With the exception of the beatings that the elder Vampire
would have been handing out by then.


Making a face that said she knew
her real worth to the people she was with at the moment, Deena screwed up her
little pig like face, and went hard.


“I’m not a Vampire. I bet you
hire someone to take all my shifts. What am I going to do? I need this
job, it’s hard to get anything around here. The economy kind of sucks right
now, in case you haven’t noticed?”


Eve had, after a fashion. She’d
done all right, even before she was a Vampire, but a lot of that had to do with
the fact that she had some powerful friends that had been looking out for her.
Plus, she’d worked her ass off. She’d had three jobs really, and hadn’t done
much for entertainment for a long, long time. Asking this person to do the same
seemed mean though. She had a little girl that would need her. One she cared
enough for that she didn’t just leave her in a room alone while she went off to
get high, but had her mother babysit, and went to her crappy job,
instead.


“Right. Most Vampires can’t
manage being up during the day. Standing right here, with us, you’re probably
in a room with half of the ones that can in the entire state right now, and two
of us are going to be leaving in a few days. So if you hustle you can do it. We
do need more Vampires here, and if we can get one to work days with you,
that would be great, but you can still have a job. If you don’t come in high
all the time, and then keep being lazy, like a certain Jay I won’t name.” She
grinned, not because it was funny, but because that guy so needed to be fired.


Deena nodded, looking a bit sad.
She wasn’t the most brilliant person in the world and knew that, it seemed. The
job didn’t require that though, just hard work and perseverance. The rest would
take care of itself.


Clapping, to get people moving,
they all started to clean and straighten, again. Cormack got sent to the store
for supplies, a bit highhandedly, but with enough humor he did it. Emergency
ones, since the first real food order from their new provider wouldn’t be in
for three days. It meant working out of cans for a lot of things, but the
quality was very much improved by the time dark fell. The place didn’t look
good, but it was clean, and smelled like someone worked there, and actually
cared about their job.


The product was, if not perfect,
then so much better that Eve kind of wondered if she should kick everyone’s
butts the next day, to make sure they didn’t forget how to do things. It would
be overkill, but what was the point of being her if she didn’t get to use her
abilities to make a difference now and then?


On top of everything the entire
place was incredibly orange too, which had to have been the cheapest
color that had been available at the time they put the current fixtures and
tables in. Otherwise no one in the world would have chosen it. That seemed to
have been about fifteen to twenty years before. Eve looked at the cracks in the
tables, and nodded at her own assessment. That was really about right, too.
Since they had enough of a budget to not have to actually make a profit, not
fixing things up was just being lazy, in her estimation.


Everything really did look better
though, and at eight, when the first Vampire came in, she stopped in the door
and smiled.


“This looks great! Did the blood
shipment come in yet?” She looked around, but was clearly speaking directly to
Cormack, who shook his head.


“They called and said they’d be
here at about eight-thirty. You mentioned that the problems we’ve been having
with it won’t occur until later?” He glanced at Ginger, and then Deena, who was
still working away, not whining about breaks, since she wanted to be seen as a
good, hard, worker. It was a brilliant plan.


The black Vampire woman, who was
fresh faced and slightly better looking than average, if not actually pretty,
went a little wide eyed.


“Yeah. What did the Council rep
say?”


Cormack turned to Ginger and Eve,
his face holding a bit of a smile, and even though there was a glance at Deena,
he didn’t mince words.


“A Manthori group here in the
local area has been coming by weekly and robbing our patrons, taking half of
their food monies. Sandra wasn’t able to do much to stop them, though she’s had
words with them. There tend to be… Fifteen, is that right?”


The darker woman nodded, her
wonderful hair, which was brown but had gold highlights, and individual
ringlets, bobbed a bit.


“It varies, but when the others
get here, they’ll come and shake down the entire line. A few of the people are
old enough that they’ll tell them to go take a flying leap, but it’s getting bad.
I didn’t know what to do about it. I’m still not certain.”


The ambassador, who was wearing a
nice white shirt, a real tie and suspenders that were a stately black, cleared
his throat.


“We’re to suggest to them that
they stop doing it. If they don’t, immediately, we have license to kill them
all, as a threat to public safety. We will not have a problem with them
past tonight.”


Sandra took a breath that was
nearly a gasp, and Ginger looked scared for a moment. Deena did, too, her eyes
going very wide.


“I… We’re suppose to go and fight
fifteen Vampires?”


The words, as frightened as they
sounded, got Cormack to smile at the chubby woman.


“Exactly, or rather they’ll come
to us, but I take your point. If it won’t offend you, would it be all right if
the rest of us handled this one tonight? I’m sure that we’ll miss your aid, but
it would look better if the Vampires handled things to start with. I’m sure
that you’d make short work of it, of course, but…” He was actually being polite
about it, and not making fun of the girl, though Ginger had to fight not to
smile.


The second in command didn’t
though, she just looked deadly serious.


“Can you work tomorrow, Deena? We
may need the extra help here. I guess things are going to be changing? It
doesn’t smell like a sewer anymore, which I have to say I like.”


“I’m on at three. I could come a
bit early? I think my mom will watch Gina for me, if I ask?”


Cormack winked, his face cheery
enough.


“Perfect. Thank you. Now, I think
we have time to set up in here, for the rush. Things are handled a bit
differently here? Most of the blood products are sold on Wednesday nights,
people getting enough for a week at a time and taking it away with them. I can
see the desire to do that. When the gang gets here, Eve and myself will handle
them. Sandra, can you run sales with Ginger in here? Naturally, if we lose,
then you two should avenge us immediately, or come to our aid, if we start
screaming, and yelling for help.”


Eve nearly laughed then, but
didn’t, since the others seemed scared about what might be coming. It could be
a real threat, if there were that many of them. Especially if they were
disciplined and well organized.


She just went back to cleaning,
until the order got there, at about eight-forty-five. There was a line of
people there, trying to get in first thing, but the blood wouldn’t be sold
until nine. Almost as if they knew all of that, the Manthori crowd got there
just as they started to portion things out, and crowded around inside, blocking
the front counter.


All of them had knives, and black
clothing, which looked sort of hard, given their chalk white skin and rows of
fanglike teeth. The leader, who was, handily enough, the largest one, spoke
loudly, his diction a bit mushy.


“We’re heresh for our tributes.
Come pay, or we will take it, and your lives!” It was pretty dramatic sounding
really. He even waved his large knife in the air several times, to menace the
fifty or so Vampires collected just outside the door. Grumbling, some of them
actually started to comply, rather than fight.


Cormack moved from the back of
the room to the front.


“Sorry, that bit of robbery ends now.
I’m Cormack Gillhall, the Ambassador for Iowa. This activity has been deemed
unlawful by the Council, and will end. Instantly. If you choose not to comply,
your lives will be forfeit.” It was a good speech, but for some reason, none of
the people watching were all that impressed.


Nervous was more like it. It
certainly wasn’t a big show of faith in their ability to pass out the white
boxes of blood, without letting people be ripped off, was it?


The large man, who was thin, but
well over seven feet, tried for a menacing laugh.


“I think not, Council fool! We
rule here, not those scum that try to,” he didn’t make it to a pronouncement of
what the leadership did that he didn’t like.


Eve moved in fast, ready for him
to do the same, or try to use a mind power on her, since his kind were all
pretty strong that way, but first his chest and then head exploded when she hit
him. She managed to hop up and get the heads of the two people on either side
of him, and then moved back behind the counter again, standing about where she
had been.


No one yelled or screamed, and
other than a bloody hand, which was a bit black and red, given who’d been hit,
there was no sign who’d done what. The bodies fell, crumpling slowly, the
sticky blood that came out of the holes in their bodies making a mess. It was
probably going to be her job to clean it up, too. It would have made her sigh,
if she’d had any air in her lungs.


After a moment, everyone froze,
except for Cormack, and oddly Ginger.


Eve stayed ready to move, but
didn’t, since there may not be a reason to kill the entire troop of
Manthori. Vampires generally had to do what the leaders said, and that might
well change, if the ones in charge shifted around.


Cormack waved at them, his face a
bland study in calm.


“Now, get those bodies out of
here, without being seen, and pass the word. We do not have this kind of
thing in our area anymore. The orders have come down for us to integrate into
the Human world. We won’t be doing that as criminals and scum. Do you
understand?” He was speaking directly to the other gang members, one of whom
rushed him.


That was a mistake. Cormack might
not have had Eve’s speed, but like he’d mentioned once, he was a bit stronger
than most. The single punch he used knocked the knife wielding woman back. The
only thing that stopped her was the wall, on the far side of the room. She
screamed, in pain, but didn’t try to get back up.


Ginger, very cutely, moved to the
register.


“Next? I think this is done now.
Can I help you, sir?” Her tone was very, very polite, as she addressed a young
looking fellow in jeans and a t-shirt. He looked very Human, on the outside,
and pulled two fives from his pocket laying them on the counter.


“Two please?”


Eve smiled at him, and then
tilted her head.


“New Vamp? Have you considered
signing up with the Council? We could use a good person on day shift, here. I
don’t know what it pays, but it’s important work.” She had heard what Deena had
said, which seemed to be a real enough thing, since several Vampires in the
line paid attention to her, and not the remaining Manthori gang members.


Cormack caught that too, and
walked forward, addressing the assembled people.


“Day and night shifts.
You’d need to be able and willing to work with Humans and other beings, but
we’re putting on nearly a complete staff right now, so it’s a great time to get
your foot in the door, if you’re so inclined? If so, please come see me, I’ll
be right back here. Eve, would you make sure the bodies are disposed of well
enough?”


It took a bit, but some of the
Manthori that remained stared at her, and noticed the bloody right hand. One of
them, who was a male, and looked a bit short for his kind, being only about six
feet tall, tried to compel her, his mind suddenly reaching out to hers,
slamming against her so hard that for half a second she nearly lost herself to
him. She fought then, seizing control of the buzzing in her head, and taking
him instead.


“Stop that. You heard the man.
You’re going to get rid of the bodies, and do it right. I don’t care
how, but do it without attracting notice. Understood?” She glared a bit, as the
man that had tried to take her mind and will stopped and then shuddered a bit.


“Yesh. It will be done. Master.”


“Good. Go. Now.” For some reason
that was enough to get the others in line. One of them, who had been at the
back, near the door, looked like a boy, compared to the others. Maybe sixteen
or so. He wasn’t the smallest, in how tall he was, but the kid had an abused
and neglected aspect to him. His clothing was ragged, even though the rest wore
nice, fairly new things. He also held himself with his arms across his body, a
weak, but defensive, position. That he was also the very first one to move when
she ordered it told her a lot about what he was used to in life.


He was, in short, this group’s
slave. Probably their sex bitch, too. Rebekah had told her that a lot of the
Manthori groups worked that way. Even if they had money enough, the lowest
person in the group could be beaten and raped for fun, and would have to do
most of the hunting and work.


She pointed at him, which got a
large wince, one that had him stumbling back, away from her, in case there was
about to be violence.


“What’s your name?”


“Hank. Ma’am.” His words were
clearer than the leader’s had been, which meant that he either really cared to
be understood, had been around for a long time, or both.


“Fine. You work here now. That
may change in the coming days. Start cleaning the back up. Sandra, will you make
sure Hank knows what to do? He’s your assistant now.” To her shock, the woman
did it, even though she was an assistant ambassador, and Eve was only her.
Barely a yogurt girl even.


Then, she was the one with the
bloody hand, who had the Manthori, the rest of them, carting bodies out through
the back door, to a waiting pickup truck, not half an hour later. They had to
steal shovels, but she ran alongside the vehicle, and made certain they buried
the corpses deep, when they found a nice safe clearing for it.


None of the white haired beings
tried to talk to her, not until the very end of things, when it was time to
leave.


It was a woman who did it, her
voice harsh, but relatively clear.


“What do we do now? We needed
that money to live.”


Eve nodded, then killed her,
doing it so fast that her hand was nearly clean when it was pulled back. That
meant more digging, but at least they were at the right spot.


“The answer, is that you can do
anything you want. As long as it isn’t breaking any laws. Like anyone else.
Come on peeps, this isn’t that hard, Vampires are a known thing in the States,
and the Manthori have celebrities now. One anyway. Fuck, you could use
compulsion like hypnosis, and help people stop smoking and lose weight. Or, you
could dig ditches, like this. Get with Marissa, of the Council, and see about
setting up a local blood farm… There is really no end to what you can do, if
you just apply yourselves and try. Now, let’s get that last body in the ground.
Anyone else have any questions?” It was interesting, but one of the men
actually did, raising his hand, like they were in school.


“Yes?” She pointed at him a bit,
so that he’d know she meant him.


“Who’s in sharge of ush, now? You
killed everyone…”


Eve smiled, and then tilted her
head. More than half of them were still there, plus anyone they left at home,
so he was really kind of being a bit of a bitch about the whole thing. Wah,
everyone that’s the boss of me is dead, what so ever shall I do?


Telling him to fuck off and die
would probably be a little too hardcore, even for her, so she thought for a
second and said nothing that was even remotely like what she’d been thinking.


“Hank is. I thought that was
clear? He works for the Council now, it’s why I got him the job. If any
of you touch him, or treat him without proper respect, I’ll know about it. Do
what he says, from now on.”


None of them seemed that upset
about the idea, but then, if they were, they probably wouldn’t tell her
about it, would they?












Chapter twelve





 


In all it took them three days to
really get the Iowa node up to speed. Even at that, the product was inferior as
far as yogurt went. Eve actually ran all the way back to Vancouver to get a
culture sample for the base, because otherwise they were going to have to use
store bought, which wasn’t nearly as mild. Ginger worked the whole time, without
any complaints at all. It was a nice change, compared to some of the people
she’d been around.


 Eve noticed that she’d started
to integrate the two links that she’d been holding, as well, on top of her
normal eight. At least they didn’t fade the instant she forgot about them
anymore.


On the fourth day she and her
side-kick ran back, making it in twelve hours of actual travel time. It wasn’t
fast, really, but it was an improvement.


That meant they got in just as it
was turning light. The sky was a pretty pink and bright blue, given the clouds
on the horizon, as pain ripped across them both. It was still lovely, even with
that part of things being so powerful.


Inside they found David still
there, but Edom not yet in. Ginger got right to work, cleaning, without needing
to be asked. It was a sign that she was taking control of her own life now, and
doing it really well. For her part, Eve knew that it was time to stop putting
off some of the things that she’d been doing.


First, she called Fram, using
Marcus’s old number, that being the only one she had for him.


“Top o’the mornin’ to you!” The
voice was the same as the last time they’d spoken, but a bit more happy and
glib.


“Hey Fram. I’m just calling to
make sure you remember our date in a few days? I’m planning to have advisors
in, so that I don’t mess things up. No tricks or traps, though. I don’t know
who will be there yet, since I need to ask still. I can call with a list?”


“Oh? That’s nice of you. Yes,
that would be good. If the wrong people are coming, I might need to have you un-invite
them? I don’t particularly want to end up dead, or in a tiny box, and I do
understand that you can’t control all of my people perfectly yet. Really you
need to get on that one. I’m kinda shocked you haven’t fixed that yet. Falling
down on the job already… Tsk. Tsk. They’re only Demons.”


The cream colored hand piece was
suddenly a lot more annoying to her for some reason. She smiled though, and
tried not to hurl the thing to the ground.


“Or, and this is just a thought,
I could survive the year? Hmm? Sounds pretty good, doesn’t it?”


“A point. Still, get me that
list, before I show up? I take it the regulars will want to be there. Zack,
since it’s his territory, even if he is still just a kid. Darla, being that
she’ll want to make sure you treat me right… And Keeley.” There was enough of a
pause, and heat, to the last words that she laughed. Like she was a disease and
not a girl Demon.


“I get that one, but seriously,
you’re going to need to suck that one up and not go after her Fram. I can
understand why you’d want to, but seriously, no other Greater Demon in the world
cares. To them it was just a thing, and getting taken by her again would be a
sign that you can’t handle yourself. No one has managed to really get around
her yet, so doing that, by not trying to step on her dick, might just be a way
to impress people. Not that you should give a flying fuck about what any
Greater Demons thinks. I don’t, and look how well that’s working out for
me?”


There was a long silence then,
and rather than yell at her, or call her names, there was a long and mournful sigh.


“I know. Plus, if a Vampire can
figure out my plan that easily, it can’t be a very good one.”


“Exactly. Plus, that isn’t the
real plan anyway, is it? You have a bunch of them lined up, with that one just
kind of acting as a screen. The Vampire-Human war thing, too, but that one
isn’t yours. Who was that again? The Greater Demon that was pretending to be
Brian Smith? Then they moved on, faking his death, for some reason. It was a
bit dramatic, since they could have just quit and claimed to have a
better job. That probably means they wanted someone to figure it out, doesn’t
it? None of you would make a simple mistake like that.”


There was more silence, and then
a laugh.


“Know this, Eve Benson.
Snowflake. I could tell you that, and by our agreement am required to,
being asked like that. If I do, then you’d probably be killed for knowing that
information, right now. Do you really want to know? Truuuly?”


“Don’t call me Snowflake. I guess
not though, if death is the result. Anyway, we’ll meet in, call it five days?
That gives you a bit more time. I’m really cool that way though. We can do it
sooner, if that works for you. I’m easy.” She waited to be called a slut, but
there was just a click.


Then the phone went dead.


Hopefully because someone was
mugging the bastard. 


Not that it would be that, but it
was nice to dream. The fucker had killed three innocent people, and influenced
several Mages to do things they never would have on their own. Oh, he probably
hadn’t forced Warren to abuse the people he worked with, but really, once you
gave total power to anyone, what was going to happen? Eve was willing to drop
the blame for that one on the Greater Demon. Even if he wanted to argue the
point, which she doubted would be the case. His kind tended to just assume it was
a good thing when others were miserable, as far as she could tell.


Not that she was trying to be
anti-Demon, or anything like that. She just didn’t think Fram was the good
kind. Even if he wasn’t the worst, either.


She called Darla up next, having
waited far too long between the times she was in touch. Worse, she was calling
up because she wanted something. What kind of douche did things like
that?


“Eve?”


She blinked, then looked around.


“That’s magical, how did you know?”


“Caller ID, added to the fact
that no one from that number would be calling me directly, except for you.
They’d ask Zack to intercede for them, if it were an important issue. Otherwise
they’d find some other way to deal with things. Now, what can I do for you
today?”


“Two things. First, can I trade
for some way to kill Fram, or Maggie Sims, she’s a Vampire, and an old
one if that makes any difference? I’d prefer taking out Fram, but Zack thinks I
won’t be allowed to leave him dead. Second, when can we get together? We should
have a party or something. Maybe on the Fourth of July?” It sounded good to
her. Her parents could come too, if they wanted. They knew Darla.


Hell, they’d both fucked Darla.
And had for decades. It wasn’t like they’d be the party killers.


There was a soft chuckle, as if
Darla knew what she was thinking.


“I do have the Fourth free. Let
me see… I could let you use, or rather use for you, my Geordis. It’s a
localized time machine that separates a discrete area from the time stream and
reverses time for what’s inside. You’d still have to get him to die inside an
enclosed space, and not force him to end up in too many pieces. Do you have any
clue how to do that?” She sounded doubtful.


That got Eve to roll her eyes.


“Yes, I invited him to a meeting,
with you, Zack and Keels, if you want to come, and possibly some others, though
he hasn’t agreed to anyone else yet. You know, to plan how to kill him, as long
as we’re bringing him back to life. I was thinking of choking him to death.
Slowly. That, or burning, but he’d just kill off the pain anyway. So far we’re
set to meet in five days.”


“I can… Make that. It’s
impressive. You actually set up a meeting to kill him? I’d love to hear the
story about how that happened. Now, let me… Do you have anything to trade,
directly? Just to use the device would normally cost a person about a hundred
million dollars, American. I can of course give you a discount, but there has
to be some parity.”


Eve froze, going still, since it
actually sounded fair, given that she wanted to kill a Greater Demon then bring
him back to life. It was just so much. After a second or two of
wondering if just stabbing him in the eyes enough times at a hospital would
work, she spoke.


“I, uh, have two kilos of pencil
lead for spin class?” That didn’t sound like enough suddenly, but there was a
pleased gasp from the phone in her hand.


“You don’t mean graphene, for
spintronics, do you?”


“That’s the one. In
sheets. Is it enough?”


“Yeesss. I could throw in
something else, to sweeten the deal a bit? Perhaps you’d like to kill Fram
twice? Or this Maggie, and him? It can’t hurt to be prepared after all.”


Eve could see that one, “we’ll
probably just need the one, but we can keep that on the table, just in case it
comes up? Unless you want to help me figure out who else has been messing with
my life? The information I have seems to be saying I need to just drop it, but
that won’t work, if someone is gunning for me. Though, who’d do that? I mean,
who, with the power too, would waste the time and effort. It’s not like I’m not
open to sufficient bribes, after all.”


There was no answer.


Finally Eve sighed, sounding
credibly put upon.


“I hear you. Well, if all
the Greater Demons are saying it, I guess that’s what I need to settle on then.
So, the Fourth? And I’ll see you at the meeting? I need to get with Zack, too.
He might want to borrow that Geordis thing for the same reason. Fram has some
things to answer for, and no one to really hold his feet to the fire.”


Darla laughed.


“You can remember to call the
time machine a Geordis, but not what graphene is?”


“Well, you now, old habits, and
all that. I still occasionally pretend to be dumber than I really am. It throws
people off. At least that’s the theory.”


There was something close to
mirth coming off of the phone then, and a voice that hadn’t spoken before that.
It was female, and familiar, but in the distance.


“Oh? Keeley wants to know if
you’re up for a guest later today? She’s thinking of bringing a friend for you
to play with.”


“Sounds good. What kind of
friend?”


Darla repeated the words being
said, even though Eve could hear them, now that she was paying attention. “A
Vampire? It will have to be after dark.”


“Got it. I’ll be here, I think,
at the yogurt shop, in Vancouver. Tell her I’ll see her then?”


“Of course. I missed you, Eve.”


“Who wouldn’t? I’m awesome.
You probably noticed that though, being so smart and everything. I missed you
two. Both of you.”


The thing there was that she
really had. Greater Demons only felt what they wanted to. The idea that any of
them would choose to miss her, in particular was too strange to credit.


Planning to spend the rest of the
day cleaning and doing work around the shop, or possibly the Candles and More
across the way, was a good idea, but not needed. Lisa had a young helper in,
and even though the boy was a bit young for the work, he was a Mage and looked
to be taking his job relatively seriously. Todd, the brother of the Mage kid
that Zack killed.


He was probably there to plot his
revenge, which was both a bit stupid and also not that far from the likely
truth, once she thought about it for a minute. If she had someone she liked, a
brother or sister, or maybe a dog, and they had been killed, would she just
stand back and do nothing? Even if it was the only sane thing to do?


The real answer surprised her,
because if it were a Greater Demon that did it, she might just have to eat the
death. Then again, Todd wasn’t her. No, he was young, innocent, and probably a
better person by far. Not a killer, for instance. She knew what she was, and
didn’t bother apologizing for it a lot, but that didn’t make it a good thing.


He was working though, and seemed
to be doing a great job of it so far.


That meant she wasn’t needed over
there. Not unless he needed her to jerk him off, or possibly give him a hummer
in the back room. Since that was probably illegal, she decided to skip it for
the time being. If he wanted that, well, in a year or two, or even ten, she’d
still look the same, wouldn’t she?


It really kind of left her at
loose ends, but the truth was, Ginger didn’t need her as far as basic shop
upkeep went. Crowding in with Edom to read paperwork and try to memorize it was
possible, of course, but really, there was something they needed to finally get
going, wasn’t there?


The Vampire in Training Program.


She’d already started on it,
having sorted the applications, so she picked the pile that looked best, having
been typed and filled out by sane seeming people, and started to call them, one
by one. Of the twenty she tried, three weren’t really interested anymore. In
all cases it had come down to them finding a boyfriend or girlfriend. Eve also
had not one, but three parents scream at her about being evil, and trying to
corrupt their children. Those applications all got pulled and marked, though
two of the parents belonged to the same girl. There was enough of a holy
rolling vibe to what they were saying that it really seemed a bit like they might
be abusive people.


True, they might not be beating
her, or anything like that, but they were willing to totally deny their kid an
incredibly long life, superpowers, and the right to decide for herself what she
wanted to do in the world, without even stopping to ask if they might be wrong.


Apparently due to their religion.
Since God was, if she had that right, real, then the douche-bag needed to fix
his people, and fast. Eve bet it was some kind of BS about free will, or
something like that though. They had to be allowed to be miserable excuses for
Human beings, so that…


That was the part that didn’t
make sense to her. It never had. So that what?


They could condemn others for
being different, when, if there was a God, he clearly made them that way? Then,
it was just possible that there could be a God, and that religion was a farce.
That could be it, too. She would have asked her friends, but getting advice on
that kind of thing from Greater Demons and Vampires was probably right out, if
she wanted anything close to a true answer. Maybe The Cleric could tell her
what the real situation was? If he were really an Angel, then he just might
know that kind of crap. Probably not though, since she was willing to bet that
there was no such thing as a benevolent deity.


It would be more hot air, and
promises of ponies, in a secret back room. All you had to do was trust them,
and not ask too many questions. Then when you got there, they’d do whatever
they wanted to you. Just like everyone else.


Half of the people in the first
pile weren’t available, reachable, or whatever else they had going on, so she
left messages to call her back when she could, and marked it on the papers she
had. In the end she got to talk to ten of them, and seven agreed to come by the
next day for interviews. Not that she knew how to do any of that, but faking
things wasn’t exactly new to her, so she didn’t doubt that it would be possible
to weed some bodies out. She wanted to start with a small group. Five sounded
about right, though she could go with a few more, or less, if the people coming
in didn’t fit, or were all perfect.


That would be at seven in the
evening the next day, so that she could let them all talk to a few real
Vampires. It had helped her a lot, being able to ask all the stupid
questions that no one ever really told you about otherwise. Like where you’d
sleep, and how they were expected to get blood. Even the bit about not really
having a sex drive, if they went Classical, was important. If you thought you
were going to become a Vampire and get all the poon or peen, then woke
up starving and not caring about that at all, it could really affect how a guy
might respond to the world. A woman too, for that matter. 


If she hadn’t been warned, it
would have thrown her for a real loop. It kind of had anyway, now that she took
the time to think about it.


Before, when she was alive, Eve
had gotten most of her contact with men by having sex with them. True that had
started to change a bit as she got older, but it had still been her major
interaction with them. She could continue do that, of course, but it just
didn’t feel the same, if she wasn’t at least a bit into it, too. Ideally, the
new kids would get to have meetings with several different kinds of
Vampires, so they could see where they, personally, might be the best fit.


There would have to be classes,
too, and lessons. Things that were monitored, and all that. She’d done it for
herself, with guidance from a few others, but the point was to make sure these
people would have a chance to be the best, and most in control, Vampires they
could be. 


Grabbing a pad from the back, she
started making notes for herself, about what would be needed for that. At seven,
when David came in, later than he had been, Ginger took off her apron, and sat
right next to her, taking the notebook like she had a right to it. Rather than
snap at the girl, Eve pointed at a few different points.


“So, do you want to take on a few
of the people, if we get anyone that wants to try it? The two of us can
probably handle them all, but I don’t know if traveling with Lenore will really
allow that all the time. Then, she probably doesn’t really need you yet. Vaughn
never had a secretary with him, for instance. Not that you shouldn’t learn that
job. Plus all the paperwork stuff here, and a few other things. I’ll handle
that part though, so anyway, what do you think? It’s all right to say no. This
is experimental, and for all we know, no one will want to even give it a shot,
once they learn what it’s going to really entail.”


She was proud of herself, having
used entail in a sentence that didn’t involve small furry animals. She’d known
what it meant for a long time, but it hadn’t really come up a lot in her life
before that. It wasn’t a huge word, but did sound professional, she though.


Ginger smiled at her.


“Well, now that I’m practically a
kick-butt day walking Vampire that doesn’t need sleep, it does kind of change
up what I can do, doesn’t it? Do you think I can really work that closely with
Humans though? I mean, is it safe, for them?” There was practicality to the
words, and no fear in the slightest. It was what Lenore would be asking, later,
without a doubt.


“Yes. I really do. I mean, don’t
cuddle one for hours at a time yet, but I’ve seen you with the public. You can
deal. Just hold to that, and remember that you have to be a good example for
the children. Not that all of the ones coming, if any of them do now that it’s
a real thing, are kids. A few are. I was thinking that we should get them all
to hold off until they’re at least twenty-one. What do you think?” That was the
age she’d been, and still was, actually, her birthday coming soonish.


It wasn’t lost on Ginger though,
what she meant. Looking fourteen made life a lot harder for you, even if you
were undead. Maybe less so now that they could all whip out I.D. and say they
were actually hundreds of years older than they looked, but even then, you were
treated differently, if you seemed too youthful. The girl across from her got
that already.


“Hell yeah. Maybe even a
bit older than that. That’s a good bottom age to start with though. I’m in. If
you really want me? I know that I might not be all that useful yet, but I’ll
try hard, and learn all I can.”


Just as she was about to answer,
Keeley walked over, coming from the front of the store, being followed by a
Vampire. The other woman looked nice, but not too hot really. Her best feature
was that she had slightly orange eyes, ones that were brown around the outer
rim. The rest of her looked regular though. She was thin, but in a normal way,
not really skinny, and had brown hair that was full enough, but kind of
straight. The look was of a twenty year old white woman, if not a few years
younger, but that didn’t mean anything much. It was dark out now, so she either
wasn’t alive during the day, or had been busy.


Eve stood up, and gave Keels a
big hug.


“There you are! This is my buddy,
Ginger. She’s been learning to stay up all day, and pretty much has that down
now. She’ll also be doing part of the new Vampire training for the Council. We
were just going over some notes for that. It hasn’t really started yet.” She
glanced at the other, brand new, Vampire, waiting for an introduction.


The woman nodded at Ginger, and
locked eyes.


“Amazing. That’s why I’m here,
too, to see if I can get some help with that. I tried on my own, but at about
nine in the morning I just go down, hard. I know that it’s going to
hurt, but I can take the pain, if I have to.”


Eve moved back to her seat, but
pushed over so that Keeley could sit next to her. She did, moving close enough
that Hally would have glared at her a bit, if she saw it.


Keeley waved at the other woman,
as she moved in, a bit more tentatively, next to Ginger.


“Yes. Zack mentioned the good
work you’ve been doing that way here, so we decided to come and see about
signing up for lessons. What will it cost me? Felicia is a great person.
Sparkly attitude, and only a tiny bit whiny in the face of discomfort.
Better than most, that way. I know that you might be busy soon, what with your
plan to kill the Greater Demon Fram, and all that. Is there anything I can do
to help with that?”


Eve nodded.


“Come hold my hand while we
hammer out the details and make sure I don’t end up too dead trying to get this
done? It’s really about stealing a slave from him, and so far he’s been
agreeable about the whole thing, but that can change, and probably will. As for
learning to day walk… Well, I can help with that. Ginger can, too. Don’t be
confused by her youthful good looks, she’s tough as nails. It really does hurt
though, so if you don’t want to do it, that’s fine. I think that a lot of this
has been about something more than just willpower so far. I don’t know what,
exactly, but so far every Vampire that’s tried here has made it happen. It’s
not fun, and being up all day never is, but it can be done.” She was
trying to be honest about it all.


Felicia flipped her hair out of
the way, and placed her right palm down flat on the yellow Formica table top.


“I’d like to try? I can pay, a
bit. A few thousand? More than that if you want to trade for something? I have
some bonds, and a few nice diamonds, if you like that kind of thing?”


Keeley nodded, but Ginger shook
her head.


“So far no one has had to pay. I
think the idea is that you have to be a pro-Council stooge, like the rest of
us, if you want in on the secret techniques. Or are we open to being paid for
this?” The girl looked a bit worried then, as if she were about to be hit for
losing them a few thousand dollars, which was probably about right for the work
being done.


“No, that sounds fine. You’ll
need someone with you all day, until you get used to not dying all the time.
That takes about half a month or a little more. Ginger is creeping up on that
right now, so she can help you with that part. There will be running, and work,
during the day, since you have to keep moving, if at all possible. Other than
that… Well, you know, be ready to grin and pretend to love life while you’re on
fire all day long? No one likes a miss grumpy pants, and it will come up. It
does for everyone, every day. If you’re good with that, then we can give it a
try?”


There was a hand on her arm,
which got Eve to look to her right, where The Mistress of Souls sat, smiling as
if she’d just been given a present.


“Wonderful. Thank you, both of
you. This means a lot to us. Now, I’d love to come and visit with Fram.
I hear he’s been in some minor trouble? Killing people in Zack’s territory without
permission like that is asking for problems. I know that Fram has to be
thinking that Zack is either too nice, or too young to protect his holdings,
but that isn’t really true. In a fight, even a magical one, Fram might very
well lose, and do it much faster than he thinks can happen. You have a
plan though?”


Keeley would already know it all,
but Eve told them about the whole thing, and even went into the why of it,
since Maggie Sims, arm and leg burning fiend or not, was sort of a friend of
hers, so had to be saved. Also how Fram had pretended to be a Mage called
Marcus, which got Keels to stare at her for a moment, then act like it hadn’t
been a sign that Eve was supposed to ask her a question about it.


“What do you think you know? You
reacted to the name, Marcus. Why?”


“Well, that name is the one used
by an insane, but rather nice, Greater Demon known as The Vile. We don’t tend
to repeat names a lot, since there aren’t that many of us. Fram would know
about that one too, which means that it was likely on purpose. The Vile
wouldn’t have a vast problem about it being used, but it’s strange. Fram
wouldn’t challenge him however, if he could help it. So, it’s a bit of a
mystery. Not one of vast importance though, I’m certain.”


The Vile? It was a new name to Eve,
but she had to wonder now if it were someone that she’d met? Possibly as Brian,
the bouncer at the club?


He hadn’t seemed all that crazy,
but most Greater Demons could pass for normal when they wanted to. It was
because, by their standards Human beings were all as crazy as anything could
be, most likely. They lied to themselves about reality all the time, unable to
even hold things they knew as fact in their heads, if it was too different from
what was normally around them. 


Whoever had been Brian Smith
totally had pulled the act off, for instance. Which took some doing. So sane or
not, that had already happened. It could be this being then. Or not. For all
she knew, he’d been Marcus part of the time. There might even be another
Mark out there, waiting to spring on her at some point. She’d seen two of that
sort play the role of one person before, at different times. One of them had
been Fram, too, so it wasn’t like he couldn’t think of the idea now, was it?


It was also possible that it was
just a name, and had just been the best one for the part, for some reason that
she didn’t know.


Whichever it was, she put it on
the back burner of her mind.


After all, Keeley, her old
friend, was there, with her for some reason, and that was too much fun
to allow herself to get sidetracked like that.












Chapter thirteen





 


As something to do, since the
plan for the night seemed to be sitting there, talking like they were at
Denny’s, rather than going out, Eve winked at Ginger.


“Hey, I know, why don’t
you go and make one of everything on the menu? We don’t have waffle cones yet.
I keep trying for that, but the truth is I need to get on the interwebs and
look some shit up. Lenore has a machine for it, but she’s managed to get busy
somehow. I don’t really know what she’s doing. Taking a break, hopefully?” The
woman hadn’t had a real vacation in longer than Eve had been alive, she was
willing to bet.


Keeley nodded, her face looking a
bit wicked, for some reason.


“I heard that she’s in the
Swiss Alps right now. Zack bought a place for her, not too far from my father’s.
Speaking of which, he was talking about you the other day.”


The look was still a bit too
playful to be good, given the kind of being Keels was. It was hard to believe
this was the same girl that she’d known in high school. The first girl Eve had
kissed, even. At the time things had been a lot more innocent, but now, given
all she’d seen and knew, it was easier to see the frayed edges of her act.


This wasn’t a young girl
thrust into being a Greater Demon, which was how she’d always assumed the thing
went. No, Keels was a powerful being, one that often made her own rules, that
was playing the part of an attractive young woman because it suited her for the
time being. Next week she could be eighty and running a retirement home, or a
man, and trying to get all of them at the table into bed.


Almost as if she knew what Eve
was thinking, her face fell a bit, but there was a somber nod, not a denial.


“It’s taken me a while to really
adapt to everything myself.” It seemed to be coming out of the blue, but
Felicia just sat there, ignoring anything had been said, and Ginger,
understanding things or not, was busy on her own project. So really, only Eve
got what was being communicated. Keels went on, her face turning to a happy
expression, without smiling at all. It was subtle, and extremely clever.


Eve really needed to learn how to
fake that kind of thing soon. Everything she did was too forceful all the time.
It was either totally blank, in a resting bitch face that would make people
from New Jersey feel right at home, or a bright and cheery smile that would
probably be about right on a clown, or an actress in a McDonalds commercial.


Keeley actually laughed, clearly
getting the idea from Eve’s mind.


Winking, the woman in front of
her, who was less good looking than she used to be, even while looking the
same, moved a bit, like she was restless.


“This place needs music. You
should lobby Edom for it. That’s exciting, isn’t it? Him getting a
promotion like that? Your Cormack, too. There’s been a lot of talk about all of
you in the Council lately. Mainly about how to keep you in a lowly
position without making it seem like a direct punishment. It’s ageism, rather
than hatred for you though, so keep that in mind before you get too
upset at them for it. I mean, you’re less than a year old, and already running
one of the biggest and most important industries in the Vampire world. Also
Bey’s apprentice, and are in charge of the new training program. They’d have
gotten together to kill you already, but Bey refused to help them do it, and
the rest of them are too afraid of how many of them you might take out when you
went.”


The first item on the list, was a
plain frozen yogurt cup, which was put down in front of Eve, so she could
examine it. The peak was good, but a little bit off center. Not enough that
anyone would ever care about it or send it back, but Lenore would notice, so
Eve pointed it out.


“Try holding the cup a little bit
closer to the nozzle at first. Check for air bubbles every third of the cup
first, too. Remember, we sell frozen yogurt, not air.” Eve pushed the thing
across to Keeley to eat, since it was that or dump it out, and then froze. “Oh.
My. God. I’ve turned into my own mother.”


That got a smile from everyone
else, if not a laugh.


“I mean Lenore, of course. Not my
mom, since to make that happen I’d have to start pimping Ginger out for drug
money. David too, no doubt.” It took work, but she grinned about the line, and
went on, leaving it. “Well, in for half a dollar… Why don’t you try it again?
Eat faster Keeley. I always wanted to see how much food you could take before
you popped.”


The rest of the night was casual
conversation, tucked over and around Ginger working as fast as the machines
could go, and Keels stuffing her face. On the good side, with only a few minor
points, such as getting a tiny bit sloppy with some of the sauces trying to
keep up, the young looking girl in her store apron really seemed to have the
operations of the front section down pretty well.


Finally, at about four in the
morning, Zack came in, gave everyone a hug, except Ginger, who was busy
working, and settled in next to Keeley, practically sitting on her lap, since
there were three beings on the other side of a four person booth. It was cute,
and looked fun enough.


“Oooh, free food night? And I missed
it? Damn. Well, I just came to see what you were all up to anyway. Believe it
or not, I don’t have any transfers scheduled for the next three hours. Whatever
should I do with myself?” There was a glance around the table, that actually
looked a bit hungry. Not for treats either.


Eve went still, and nearly
suggested that she have sex with him, since he was clearly hinting that someone
should, but then stopped and glanced over at Ginger, who looked cute, if a
little young.


“If you don’t mind pretending to
be a Human, we should let Ginger practice having sex on you. Warning, you might
get bitten. Still, I think she can handle it. I know, she looks young, but
you’re a perverted Greater Demon, and she really isn’t. She’s nineteen.”


To her credit, even if she looked
a bit scared, Ginger didn’t freeze up. Really, she didn’t even seem all that
intimidated. It was exactly what Eve would have wanted her to be feeling, from
the look on her face. Calm, with just enough apprehension that she didn’t mess
up and attack anyone.


Zack hopped right up, and smiled.


“Great idea. We’ll be back at my
store? It has a better set up for that kind of thing. Come on, Ginger, it will
be fun. More for me than you, but I promise, we won’t do anything not in
the Kama Sutra.”


They left, almost directly, with
David looking troubled, and Keeley staring at her.


“What?”


The Greater Demon cleared her
throat, and then smiled a bit.


“No wonder so many day walkers
have been coming out of here. You’re using magic on them. Propping them up in
what they’re doing. It’s not a bad idea, but it explains why not just anyone
can get it done, doesn’t it? You’re throwing focused energy at the other
Vampires, programmed to keep them moving, and doing what they need to. I’d
thought it might be something like that, since I can see the hair growth, and
know what that has to mean, but…” She stopped and then dug into the tan handbag
she had with her. Finally she pulled a pair of silver scissors and a comb.
“Let’s give you a trim? Outside though, so we don’t end up with Eve hair in all
the food. Come on.”


Eve thought that it might just be
a way to get her out of the mall, but Keels really just wanted to cut her hair,
and went short with it. Not above her collar, but it had kept growing, if a bit
more slowly, for several days, and was below the middle of her back now.


It was probably a funny thing to
see two girls sitting on a sidewalk, cutting hair, but it was still dark out,
and the world was quiet outside.


Finally, as she finished, and
pulled a little brush from her bag, Keels leaned in.


“You have more energy now, and
can get more. You should try working with magic a bit more firmly. The more you
can add that way, the more things you’ll be able to do. Don’t tell the world
about it though. Keep it secret, for now.” Then, very carefully, as the sun
broke above the horizon, her friend removed every hair from Eve’s neck and
t-shirt. It was done with her hands, using careful, but very efficient brushing
motions.


“I know, you can start with Felicia.
See if you can’t make the first few weeks of her being up all day a lot easier?
That would be good, if you can pull it off?”


Then she got up, and pretended to
give Eve a hand in standing. Her cool skin contrasted nicely with Keeley’s,
which was hotter than normal by a good bit.


Then they both went back in, and
the Greater Demon said goodbye to everyone. Kissing David on the way out, if
only on the cheek. Since he’d nearly been left out of their activities, it
seemed to baffle him a bit, but that was probably on purpose. Thinking
otherwise would be to think that her friend didn’t know everything she was
doing fifteen steps ahead of what the rest of them could see.


The idea though, that she could
do magic, and better, had been, was worth investigating. To that end,
she focused on Felicity, and ran a single line of pink life energy from herself
to the other Vampire. She was well fed, but not brimming with energy in
particular. Without explaining what she was doing, Eve held the idea of the
other woman just not getting tired, or dying, at all, and held it as well as
she could, remembering what it felt like for her each day.


It didn’t work perfectly, but
when Ginger got back, clearly having had a shower, and looking a bit
embarrassed, but unharmed and not crying about how she’d failed utterly,
the new Vampire was able to get up, and go running with her. Not all that fast,
but she wasn’t of the Bey line, Eve didn’t think. It was clear that she was a
Classical, but there was something a bit different about her. No complaints though,
even as Ginger, who was kind of a slowpoke, pushed at her to keep going faster.
Eve could hear her, occasionally, as they came around the outer perimeter of
the mall, on the back side.


She manned the front, though Edom
came out to help, without a jacket on, a clean apron over his shirt.


“Eve! I noticed that we have a
new Vampire up and about? Is she going to be working here?” He was asking it as
if she had the right to hire someone like that?


“Nope. We could probably
get some free labor out of her though. She runs the T2LA in Sparks, Nevada.
They don’t have a node or embassy, so I guess the club is kind of a big deal
there. Where people buy their blood and all that? It’s Keeley’s territory, um,
The Mistress of Souls? She came in to visit last night, and asked if I could
help Felicia get up to speed. Oh, um, in other news, Ginger is pretty much up
to speed, as for working the front here. Also working with Humans. I got Zack
to pretend to be one, and set her loose on him. Since there was no horrible
screaming, I take it that worked pretty well. So, we should start her in on the
paperwork portion of things here. Have her take a night shift or something, in
a few days. That’s your call though, being in charge. I’m just making
suggestions, like a good lackey.”


She started cleaning again then
taking the front glass, as the dark chocolate colored man in the expensive suit
went over the machines, and then carefully started a new batch in the first
machine, which meant emptying it and cleaning the whole thing first. When he
was done, he turned to her, and shook his head a little.


“Councilor Memes called
yesterday, and we spoke about you at length. She said that you two have met?”


Eve didn’t know, as odd as that
sounded.


“I think that I met everyone on
the Council, when they came to lock me in a little box for doing what they
would have ordered me to, if they would have known it was coming first. Which
one is she?”


“Nosferatu? Long fingers and big
ears? Most often bald, especially the men. Lots of triangularly pointed teeth?”


“Oh, yeah. She seemed nice. Batty
as a loon, but not mean about it. What did she want? My instant death?” After
all she’d heard about things of late, that made a certain kind of sense.


“Not at all. She was just
interested in having you set up a program for Council employees, to teach them,
like you have the people here? It would be a full time thing, or at least take
up your days, most of the time. There are a few hundred that are on the list.
The real trick there is that I think they want to hold a monopoly on it. So, if
you could not just take everyone that shows up? Felicia should be all right, if
she runs one of our clubs. Probably not very high on the list, but what are you
going to do, tell The Mistress of Souls no?”


That one was a point that the
people in charge would be able to get well enough, she thought.


“I can do that. Do I get a place
for it, or are we working from here on it? Either way works for me. If we do it
from here though, you can make all those contacts, which might be a good idea.
Me too, of course, but I don’t think I’m going to be doing too much else, for a
while, from the sound of things. Then, I wouldn’t give me that much
power yet, so it’s not a huge problem for me. I’m all mellow and easy going
that way.” She kept wiping the counter, but there was no chuckling from her
maker.


“I know that. As for Ginger, I
can show her what to do, as far as paperwork goes, and handling things as they
come in. Can she do a shift with you tonight? Then she can try it alone
tomorrow.”


It was a day faster than Eve had
thought of doing it, but the fact was, running the place just wasn’t all that
hard. The only thing that was really needed was for Ginger to learn to fight,
in case anything happened while she was alone.


At least enough to protect
herself and the embassy. It wasn’t going to happen overnight, but at two, when
Ginger and Felicia both came in, seeming fresh and relatively alert, Eve took
them both to the back, and drilled them for hours on various fighting techniques,
while Edom ran the front. They weren’t good, even the seventy odd year
old Felicia, by the time evening came, but either one of them could probably
knock out a human black belt without thinking about it too hard. That was down
to having superpowers though, not skill level.


She didn’t know what to do with
Felicia for the night, but Edom did.


“I was going to go and look at
the clubs here. We have two that are fairly local. My second, Barbara, is
running them both right now, as general manager. Would you like to come and
review them? Perhaps you can give us tips, and we can share operations
secrets?”


The brown and orange eyed woman
seemed very pleased by that. Almost like Ed was asking her out on a date. Which
wouldn’t be a horrible idea, would it? There was no law saying that a Vampire
couldn’t have someone special. Even if they weren’t into sex, it never hurt to
have a friend that could wash your back in the shower.


Seeming a lot more flirtatious
suddenly they both started to leave, through the back, just after David got in.
He was kind of surprised by the change in things, because Edom smiled and sent
him back home, directly.


“You get tonight and tomorrow
off. Eve, you and Ginger have the new recruits coming for interviews? Do you
need anything for that? I’m sure Dave will stay and help, if you want?”


“Nope. I’ll handle those, and
Ginger will run the front, and handle any other business that comes in. Then,
after they go home, I’ll laze around and criticize her work as if I
could do any better. I’m all over this being in charge thing now.”


Without commenting they all got
out of there, not saying anything else. It wasn’t exactly some big thing, after
all.


Starting at seven the Humans came
in, with a few Vampires arriving for their blood at the same time. None of them
were a problem though, even if they were clearly eavesdropping.


When the six people that seemed
to be coming got there, the seventh she’d really expected not showing at all,
Eve clapped a few times, and had them sit in two booths, side by side, while
she stood.


“All of you applied to the new
training program, which for the time being is the only legal way to
become a Vampire. Yes, you could do it the old fashioned way, and probably not
end up being killed for it. The purpose of this program is to give anyone
making the transition the skills to cope with the hardships, both mental and
physical, of being undead, before it happens. That’s the first thing you need
to know; if you become a Vampire, you are going to die. We’re animated
corpses, that feed off of life energy to keep going. We aren’t just people that
sleep odd hours, or have a strange coffin fetish.” She looked at the group in
front of her, made of three men and three women.


None of them seemed ready to run
off, having heard that part of her intro speech, so she went on, as the other
Vampires in the room stared, openly. At her.


“Being one of us means being constantly
hungry, thirsty and very often aggravated. Angry all the time, basically. You
have to learn to control that now, before we add super strength, speed and
mental powers to the mix. The program as it stands right now will take about
three to five years for each of you to get through. You can live at home, work
a job, or even go to school at the same time, and really that’s encouraged. I
know that I don’t want any lazy people, in particular. Especially in this first
batch. This will probably be the hardest thing that any of you have ever done,
but it’s worth it, if you do it right. It will make your first decades as a
Vampire so much easier it would be insane to skip.”


She was about to ask if anyone
had a question, when one of the guys, who was dressed in stylish black, and who
had makeup on to make himself seem pale and serious, with poorly managed hair
that had to be on purpose, raised his hand. She nodded to him.


“Yes?”


“I heard that if you want to be a
Vampire, you have to, you know, be gay? I’m pretty straight.” He seemed nervous
about it, like he was going to have to do homosexual stuff right then, as
punishment for asking, so she shrugged.


“That’s not always going to be
wrong. More to the point, if you live long enough, you’re probably going to end
up doing almost everything, sooner or later, so getting over that idea now is a
good one, just to start with. If you think it’s a problem for you, let us know
and we’ll find some guys for you to practice on. That’s exactly the kind of
thing we’ll want to work on though. If it’s going to be hard for you later,
don’t wait, face it now. Fear of heights? Snakes? Bigotry? This is when you
should be moving past it.” As if it were open season to ask anything, one of
the girls, who was kind of chunky, made face.


“I’m not very good looking, is
that… I mean, you’re like a model.” A few of the others nodded. Like their
looks would be what kept them from being picked.


“That won’t be a problem for any
of you. For one thing, by the time you get through the program, you’ll all be
thin. Part of the training requires three to four days of fasting per week,
while being directly around food most of the time. That’s for a reason too, and
it isn’t about losing weight, but you will. It’s really hard not to, doing
that. The idea is to put you into the greatest state of hunger we possibly can,
over and over again. If you go past that your body will stop being hungry,
since you’ll go into a state of metabolic ketosis. We want you to be
uncomfortably hungry though, as much as possible, so that you can get used to
it. As for the rest, the best look for a Vampire isn’t really being too good
looking. You want to be above average, but only enough for it to help you blend
with the people around you. You’ll all be fit and toned by the time you cross
over, so that won’t be a problem. One or two of you will be better looking than
that, but not so much that you’ll be kicked from the program for it.” She
looked at one of the boys, who was a bit chubby, but had great cheekbones, and
the oldest of the women, who was in her late twenties. She was kind of hot
already, actually.


They had more questions, some of
which were better answered by other people.


For instance, when they got to
the question of why they had to be older than twenty to become a Vampire,
Ginger walked out from around the counter, wearing her apron, and gestured at
her body. She’d been thin enough, and cute, when she died, but really did look
like she should be getting ready for her first day of high school.


“Forever. I can’t go to a
bar, unless I know someone there, even with ID. Maybe with enough makeup, but
it’s still hard. People don’t take me seriously either. It doesn’t matter how
good my ideas are, they just get ignored, most of the time. I mean, look at all
of you? You didn’t even think I was a Vampire, did you? I look like a kid that
should be working in a place like this, and possibly too young even for that.
You don’t want that. The ideal age for a person is between twenty and forty,
right now. So waiting until you look at least that old makes sense. Most of
life works better if you aren’t going to be marginalized for the rest of
eternity.”


The gothy looking boy, who was
about seventeen, nodded, and didn’t raise his hand again.


“So, why become one, looking like
you do? Why not wait?”


The Vampire girl smiled, a bit
sadly, and looked at each of the Humans there.


“I didn’t get a choice. I was out
walking home from the library, in the dark, and woke up the next night,
starving and half out of my mind. I’d been shoved under a log, which hid me
well enough, but there was no one there to feed me, or help me at all. I ran, I
remember that, then found a family. There were five of them, two women and
three kids. I killed them all. I couldn’t even start to do anything else. I got
lucky then, and was found by the local Proctor. She took me in and found
someone willing to train me out of that kind of thing. I was beaten for years
after that. It’s how things are normally done, by the way. It, until Eve came
up with her method, was the only thing that worked at all. Once you frenzy once
though, it’s a lot harder not to do it again. Most of the time, if it happens,
you’ll just be killed. I got so lucky. Even with all the help and care I
got, they nearly had to kill me, a year ago. I couldn’t take it, and ran away,
and attacked a woman. She lived, but it wasn’t because of me being in control.
That isn’t allowed anymore. If you do that the Council will kill you.” The room
was silent for a bit, as Ginger rather nervously ran her hands down the front
of her apron. It was clean, even though she’d been working in it.


She locked eyes with the chubbier
boy. He was dressed in normal clothing, and reminded Eve a bit of Ben, her
friend.


Then Ginger went on,
embarrassingly enough.


“Eve though, when she woke
up dead for the first time… She’d been kidnapped, and was put in a room with a Human
girl, by other Vampires. They’d cut the young lady, with a knife, to set Eve
off into a blood frenzy, first thing. Do you know what she did?”


No one did. Not among the Humans.
One of the Vampires that was standing to the side, Linda, cleared her throat.


“She fought the four Vampires
that had taken her, and escaped with the girl. Leaving her alive. The
point here is, I believe, to point out the power of this kind of training.
There are Vampires that have been around for decades that would have been hard
pressed to do either of those things. Really, at first I thought it was all
lies, meant to promote this girl for some reason. Until I saw her, and watched
what she did. If you can make it into this program, any of you, I suggest you
hold on to the opportunity with both hands and never give up, no matter how
difficult it feels. To start out with that kind of control is… Unheard
of. I wish that I could have had the same for my own daughter.”


It had an impact, which was a
good thing, even if it was embarrassing for Eve.


“So, now, one on one interviews.
The rest of you can stay out here, and chat. I’d like to start with Lawrence?” 


He was the oldest man there, and
probably the homeliest of them. His face was too thin, and he looked a bit
stupid, but he had several higher degrees, and his résumé had been impressive.
If it were for a job, he’d have been hired already. Still, as she’d pointed out
to reassure them all, looks weren’t the main criteria, and really shouldn’t be.
Stupid Vampires that were pretty to look at weren’t worth the trouble, in the
long run.


So guys like Larry here had a
real shot.


One by one she ran through each
of them, looking for things that would make them not worth the time or effort.
Some of them were afraid they wouldn’t make it. That was normal though. They
probably wouldn’t, after all. A few of them thought that they could handle
things already, it was clear, which she marked down. Again, if you weren’t
fairly confident, at least internally, you probably weren’t going to even try
to be a Vampire. A lot of them were narcissist, or nearly so, she’d noticed.
Not as much for the ones that she knew, but even they tended toward pretty
decent self-esteem.


The heavy set girl was a bit
miserable, when it was her turn.


“I have to starve myself? Over
and over? If I could do that, I wouldn’t be fat.”


Eve could see that one, but
didn’t think this girl would actually have half the problems of some of the
others.


“You’ve been on a lot of diets,
right?”


That got a head nod, and a look
that seemed defeated.


“They don’t work for me very
well. I might be too weak, that way.”


“Or, and this is also very
possible, you might be the one person out of all of the applicants that knows
what fighting hunger is like. You aren’t any worse off that way than the rest
of them. It won’t be easy, I’m not saying that, but I wouldn’t let that be what
stopped you. Even if you feel hunger more than they do, or something like that,
it will just make you stronger when you become a Vampire. If you want to give
it a try, you’re in, by the way.” They all had been.


Then, none of them seemed
clinically insane, or stoned when they’d come in the door. That right there was
enough to get her on their side. The rest of it was all in the training, and in
how much they wanted it.


Now all she had to do was come up
with an actual program for them to follow.


As soon as the last of them was
out the door, she looked over at Ginger, and just watched her for a bit. The
other Vampire had come a long way in the last weeks, and it would stick. She
knew that as surely as she’d ever known anything.


That part of what had been going
on was due to Eve using magic on her, even if it hadn’t been on purpose, well,
that was kind of neat, actually.


Who didn’t want another
superpower?


If Keeley could be trusted, Eve had
one now, if she could just learn to use it right.


It seemed worth trying, if
nothing else.












Chapter fourteen





 


The house, the one that she
shared with Edom, was big enough for six people to not bump elbows, but only
had the two of them there at any time. Even that was kind of not true, since
she couldn’t even remember when both of them had been there. It was mainly due
to the fact that for as long as her mind was willing to go back, Eve had pushed
herself, and worked without end. It wasn’t really much of a life though.


Work was fine, and a good place
to start, but she wanted, no, needed, more. Friends to share with, and
people to help make things better for. Not that she knew where this idea was
coming from, since it didn’t sound totally like her, she didn’t think. There
had to be a point to things though, beyond just making frozen goodies, and on
occasion putting together the right paperwork for Vampires, or their Human
friends.


Real people went out, and did
things. They hiked and camped, even though she sucked at both of those. She
hadn’t loved them as a Human anyway. Hiking was probably well within what she
could do pretty well now, she bet. Being alone in nature, or even better, with
other people there, might be fun. Dancing even could be.


Ed had basically told her that
standing in the back room babysitting Ginger was a no go for the night, since a
big part of what was being done had to do with confidence. The girl had the
skills she needed now, and a phone with which to call in help, if it became
needed. That was supposed to be Ed, too. Not the youngest Vampire in
town.


So they were both at home, for
the first time in so long that she kind of wondered if it was fair to claim she
lived there. Edom was actually relaxing, too. Listening to some old time piano
music. It was scratchy and had a hum to it, but was off of a CD, not a vinyl
record. So something recorded from a file that wasn’t very good. He seemed to
like it, and was sitting in the living room doing nothing but tapping his toes
to what had once been a catchy tune, no doubt.


For her part, Eve started
cleaning things up. Doing laundry, which took only a few minutes to get started,
having good machines for it there, and then dusting the whole house. The front
room had a cream colored carpet, which needed to be vacuumed, but she didn’t
want to bug Ed by doing that, so left it until last, sweeping and scrubbing the
whole place. It took about an hour, since in her boredom, she realized, she’d
pushed herself into super speed ranges. It hadn’t even hurt enough to get her
to notice she was doing it.


Then, as the music was changed to
better quality Big Band in the other room, she finally sat on her uncovered bed,
and tried to just think for a bit. It wasn’t a thing that she spent that much
time doing, compared to other things in her life. Contemplation had never truly
been her thing. It led to things like remembering, if you weren’t careful, and
her life, if nothing else, had taught her that most things were better left
forgotten.


Still, she had some things to
consider and not doing them would leave her weaker than she wanted to be. So
Eve needed to buckle the hell down, she decided, and not be a little wimp about
what she needed to consider now.


Magic. What could she do with
that kind of thing? It was really clear that increasing parts of herself, the ones
she already knew well, and the things she could do, were what worked. So far at
any rate. Just to check she tried to get a candle lit, using her mind. Some
Vampires could do it after all, so why not her? No matter how much energy she
tried to throw at it, that just didn’t work. Moving things at a distance did,
which she practiced for an hour, until it was kind of clear that doing more was
just goofing off, and not going to help her be better at it.


The music had shifted again in
the other room, this time to a soft melodic singer with a very mellow, but good
voice. She just listened to it for a bit, before a new song came on that she
remembered from a high school dance. One at which the music had nearly had the
poor AV guys lynched by the football team. Barry Manilow. That Edom liked that
kind of thing…


Well, why not? Now that
she had better ears, she could tell that the guy was beyond merely good.
He was brilliant, even if some of the stuff he sang was a bit sappy for her
tastes. Love songs, and odes to women that she didn’t know anything about. Most
people put themselves, and their current situations into love songs that they
heard, but that had never been her way, had it?


Eve had been with a lot of men,
and a few women, but none of them had ever loved her. It hadn’t happened the
other way around either. When Hally had been off getting a boyfriend, and later
a girlfriend, Eve had just moved from one person to the other, desperately
trying to find a connection, but never really doing it, since that was scary,
wasn’t it?


Now, well, she really was
busy, but how long each day would it take to keep a relationship going? Three
or four hours? She didn’t even sleep now, so claiming that there was no
time wasn’t honest, was it?


What she didn’t have was anyone
to really call on for things like that. A good guy that she actually liked, and
wanted to keep around. The closest she had was actually Ben, and she hadn’t
talked to him for months. Not since she’d given him a hummer in the back of
Zack’s bookstore. With Zack right there, having done him first. That had to
have left him feeling a bit like she didn’t care about him, didn’t it?


Worse, it was nine at night on a
Thursday, and she really didn’t know him well enough to just call him up, and
ask if he wanted to do anything. For that matter, she didn’t have his number.


So she just sat, for a long time,
and wondered what the point of being a kick-ass, and pretty good looking,
Vampire was, in her world. Well, she seemed to be doing all right with the
first bit. Many tushes had been booted. Some fatally. No one would claim
she wasn’t doing it right when it came to that part.


“It’s about having the time to
get things right, isn’t it? To fix the things that I messed up, and to figure
out how to help other people, while still making sure I get what I need.
Why else live forever?” She spoke the words out loud, so softly that it didn’t
occurred to her that Edom, in the other room, was a Vampire too.


“That’s the way of it.” His voice
was deep, relaxed and happy sounding. Normal for him. “There’s time to be what
you want to become, to learn, explore, and help others. Not all at once. Not
even for one of us, but yes, there is time. You can appreciate the world, and
find out what lies at the very bottom of things, if you want to. Most never go
that far into anything, even if they have forever. I think it’s worth it
though. Mastery of anything tends to start you on the road to mastery of many.”


She walked to the other room,
since she didn’t need to go to confession, in particular. Or, well, she
probably did, but not with Edom. If she was going to do that, she’d go and call
The Cleric, since that was his deal, right? Acting like a Priest all the time?
For all she knew, he really was one.


Ed, dark and handsome, his teeth
nearly shining under the single light that illuminated the space, wore jeans
for once, like she did most days. He had on a t-shirt too, which hugged his
muscular form closely. It should have been hot, but Eve just didn’t care about
that kind of thing anymore. For a brief moment it left her feeling a tiny bit
sad.


Still, he wasn’t hard to look at,
which was nice, in its own way.


“I was just thinking that I
should try having a relationship. I’ve never really had one. Not past a few
friends. The closest I’ve ever gotten was a few fuck buddies that I had sex
with five or ten times. Then they’d get bored, or we’d lose touch. I have
problems that way. Trust issues, and things like that. Not a huge mystery as to
why, but I think it’s time for me to grow up a little bit.”


Her maker looked at her, and
smiled.


“Good idea. Do you have anyone in
mind? Ginger mentioned that she was considering making a claim on you. I think
everyone laughed at her, since that kind of implies that she’d toss you in the
corner and have her way with you a few times to prove her dominance, but
flowers and poems could work, too. Or, what do you young people do now?
Sexting?”


“Like I know? I was
thinking about Ben. He works down at Zack’s, in the mall. A Human, but nice
enough. Not the best looking guy in the world, but not bad that way. He’s kind
of dating Kaitlyn though, and she’s really pretty. A succubi so that might
still work out. They don’t have a lot of long term relationships. Not that I
have any reason to think he’d want to do more than fuck. He’s just the only
normal guy I know.”Then she grinned a bit. “I had been thinking of making a
play for Bey for a while, but just as things started looking good there, Maggie
came into the picture. I can’t compete there, so that leaves me at loose ends I
guess. I can look though, right?”


There was a smile then and a nod.


“Again, you get time. There will
be good people, if you stop to notice them. To make it even easier, you
work with the public, so won’t be stuck with only other Vampires to choose from.
That opens the pool up a lot. This is a great time to be single and looking for
a connection, too. If you want to get to know someone, society will pretty much
let you. Guy, gal, black, white or other. When I was a boy, even looking at the
master’s daughters, or the other white girls, would have you beaten. I don’t
mean staring at the back of their skirts with lust in your eyes either. I mean
glancing at them, and letting your eyes come up past their feet for too long.
It took me nearly thirty years to be able to actually look at a woman and meet
her gaze. I mean just stare into her eyes, and not wonder if the world was
about to end. After I became one of us. This is a better time that way.”


Eve might not always feel like
the sharpest tack in the tool shed, but she understood what had been said
there. His master hadn’t been the one that brought him over, had it?
Then, everyone had to start somewhere, and if you were going to be born black,
over two hundred years before, that meant your odds of having been a slave went
up a lot, didn’t it?


Eve changed the subject.


“Say, you never mentioned who
your maker was. I didn’t ask, since, you know, it just doesn’t come up in
conversation a lot, but I guess it isn’t forbidden for me to know, if you want
to tell me?” Unless he didn’t, or it was, but so far that had never been the
case for anyone else that she’d known.


“His name was Charles. Bey was
his maker. He was a bit wild, actually. New to being a Vampire. Not thirty
years one of us, when he made me, and not all that well controlled. I was just
one of about fifty that he made, trying to create an army, to take over
Kentucky. He’d bought me, for the price of a good horse. We weren’t close, but
unlike the others, I didn’t go insane with the first blush of power. I wasn’t
well controlled, but having been a slave saved me. I was already so afraid, and
angry, used to holding that all in, that I did it, even with the power of the
universe rushing through me. A few years later when Bey was ordered in to kill
us all, I fell back into that pattern, which allowed me to survive. When the
others all started to explode around me, their head gone without warning, I
just fell to my knees and froze. Looking at the ground, like I’d been trained
to my entire life. I didn’t move while the others died, just knowing that he
was going to end me, too, and that doing anything would be futile. Charles was
the second or third to die that night. I think Bey felt the loss keenly, so
when he got to me, instead of take my life, he just stood there for a long
time, and then spoke to me, like I was a child.”


That kind of sounded like Bey to
her. Soft spoken and friendly even, when he could be.


“What did he say?”


That got a sudden, and disarming
grin.


“That if I wanted to learn, and
was willing to try, he’d show me what to do, since he was my grandfather. It
wasn’t easy for him. I was more than half wild, and it took years for me to be
able to handle being around people safely. A decade. Longer to break most of
the bad habits that Charles had left me with. After that, when I was in control
of myself well enough, I went off on my own, for about a hundred and thirty
years. Eventually I met up with Lenore, who suggested that I travel with her
for a while, as a porter and bodyguard. She was an actress back then. Decently
famous. Movies, but before they had talking in them.”


That got Eve to blink several
times, and sink onto the sofa, across from that matching soft fabric chair that
Ed was in. She didn’t speak for a while, but finally realized that she’d known
that about Lenore. It just hadn’t really occurred to her that, a long time
before she’d been born, ninety to a hundred years ago, Lenore and Edom had
known each other, and been friends.


“Have you been with her ever
since?”


“God no. We traveled together until
the movies dried up, and she went on to start working for the Council. She’d
always been stronger than I was, when it came to resisting the light, so moved
up pretty quickly. It was still hard for a black man to find work that only
took place at night, so I moved into music. I was a jazz musician for nearly
thirty years, and then took a turn with the blues. In the seventies I started a
chain of discos, and have been in that business ever since, even as things, and
styles, have changed. The Council owns the T2LA franchise, but the original
idea was mine. After that took off, I ran into Lenore, who’d suggested I come
and be her second, about fifteen or twenty years ago, now. Then I finally
decided to settle down and make a child of my own. The end.”


She grinned, “except this isn’t
the end, is it? It’s just another thing in a long line of events that will keep
going. So, do you find being a parent rewarding enough? I swear, I’ve
tried not to be the worst Vampire kid ever. I’m not a teen yet, but I’m planning
my rebellion to be something along the lines of moving out of the house too
young, and voting Libertarian.”


Rather than laugh at her, Edom
seemed pleased for a bit, and then shrugged.


“So far so good. I do keep
waiting for the other shoe to drop. For you to turn out to be a hidden Greater
Demon, or one of their slaves, if not something worse than that. What that
would be, I have no clue, but things can happen. You aren’t though. At least
Zack assured me that you were just you, and not tied to anyone other than me.
He’s a Greater Demon though, so you know, who can trust that?”


“I understand. You just weren’t
ready for my natural awesomeness to shine through so brightly. Well, no one can
blame you there. I mean, they could, but then I’d make fun of them… And
tell Barb to stop calling me Special Snowflake. I’m afraid that’s going to
stick if she doesn’t cut it out.”


Edom stood up, changed the CD,
and sank back down as a man started to croak in the background. It wasn’t good
at all. Eve didn’t comment though, since it might be an exercise in personal
discipline on Edom’s part, or something, and interrupting would be rude.


After a while it was clear to her
that Ed was done talking, and while she was probably welcome to just sit there,
it wasn’t very interesting. They needed to get the internet. A computer, too.
She smiled then, and decided to be heavy handed and just go get one. It wasn’t
like she didn’t have the money for it. The box might be a pain to carry back
from the store, but Wal-Mart was open all day and night, so why shouldn’t she
go and at least see what they had that way?


It took her the rest of the night
to go and buy a readymade machine, and then find a desk to put it on, and get
it all set up. That didn’t have the internet put into the house, of course,
which she’d have to call after in the morning, but Ed didn’t comment on the
machine appearing, and while he was old, he knew what the thing was, having
been in public in the last twenty years like he had.


They left at the same time, about
six, and she got to work about three minutes later, running on foot. It took Ed
over half an hour to do the same thing. When she got to the shop Ginger was
smiling and seemed happy enough. True there was the body of a dead Vampire in
the back room, but the place wasn’t messy or anything.


Eve glanced at the man, who was
laid out on the floor, under the spot where the node was, even if she couldn’t
see the thing at all.


The fellow, the dead one, had
slightly blackish blood, and fangs that were dropped down, as well as a knife
sticking out of his throat. It was a big thing, clearly meant to compensate for
having a little dick. She didn’t check that one, but from the skuzzy clothing,
which had blood stains on the front which were both Human smelling and old, and
the unkempt hair, he wasn’t exactly an upstanding citizen. Still, killing
people was kind of a no-no, most of the time.


“Hey, Ginger… I can’t help but
notice that there’s a body back here. Is there a story to go with it, or are we
just hiding your rage problem, when we go off to bury this thing?”


Felicia walked in just about
then, having gotten a hotel room in town, not too far away. That let her do
something in the evenings that wasn’t going to be bothering Ginger. She heard
what was said, and looked a bit scared, but didn’t comment. The counter girl,
in her cute white and green dorky looking apron did though.


“He tried to kill another Vampire
that was buying blood. To take it from her. So I stopped him. I got her
information, the victim, so that you could check and make sure it was all real,
and not me just slaughtering annoying people. I didn’t give into the temptation
to do that even once. I think someone should note that down somewhere. This guy
was asking for it. Legally, I mean.”


Eve called the number, in case the
woman was going to end up sleeping that day, and found her just about to go
down, from the sound of it. Still she didn’t wait to explain, knowing what it
was all about.


From the way she told it, Ginger
had engaged in an epic battle, and protected not only her life, but virtue,
from the enraged and hungry Vampire man. It was probably closer to what the
girl that had killed the man had said, but Eve wrote it all down, so that the
report was ready when Edom got there. It really was a better story, involving
high kicks, an epic exchange of powerful blows as the two went toe to toe for
about ten minutes, with Ginger laughing as she suddenly sped up, using her
super human speed to end it all, and save the damsel. Okay, the word damsel
hadn’t been used expressly, but it had been heavily implied. Honestly, from the
way the Vampire lady on the phone spoke, if Ginger had been a boy, she’d
totally be getting laid in the coming days or weeks.


Instead of making a big deal of
it, he dug in his front pocket and then tossed Eve his car keys.


“Take the body and get rid of it
for us? Show Ginger how. It can come up. You have your license with you?” He
seemed worried about that part, but Eve actually did. Her debit card, and some
cash too. Just in case she’d needed to prove who she was at the store. She
normally didn’t bring that stuff with her, but pulled it from her pocket, to
show him how prepared she was. It made her look competent, she thought. Ready
for anything.


“You’re parked in the back?
Felicia, do you want to come, too? The spot I use is beautiful. Worth
the trip. It’s a bit of a drive though. We can sing songs, and talk about all
the boys we used to have crushes on. We can bring some blood and make a picnic
of it.”


“Sounds good.” The orange eyed
Vampire seemed pleased to be invited, even though knowing where a Vampire body
was hidden probably wouldn’t help her in the slightest. After all, for the
really good blackmail, you had to have information that wouldn’t be as
easily used against you as the person you wanted to control.


Knowing where the body was didn’t
link anyone else to it. Just you.


Eve ran to get the car, which was
Ed’s new one, hers being in the two car garage at the house, since getting rid
of things wasn’t the Vampire way, unless you’d wrung every last bit of use from
its corpse. Which, when put that way, suddenly worked for her. It was kind of
what they really were, wasn’t it?


The premise of using things
totally. Including their own dead bodies.


She backed up to the mall door in
the upper parking lot, and came around the front, since she didn’t have a key
for that side of things. Not that she had one for any of it. This one was a
large Sedan, compared to the little red sports car that her maker had used to
have. It was directly down to hiding bodies in the trunk, too. He’d mentioned
it when he was picking it out.


There were tarps in the back, and
she took one with her. It was part of body disposal, having a good way to keep
blood off of everything. Fibers too, from hair and clothing. It would also help
to hide what they were doing a bit. She wrapped the rather smelly body up,
carefully, then stopped, and pulled the knife out of its throat. Something
wasn’t exactly right, with the whole scene. The body wasn’t alive, strictly
speaking, but when her hand brushed the flesh, she felt a tingle.


A fucking familiar buzzing along
her flesh, that indicated her information was being read.


Grimacing, she stood back.


“Fuuuck. This guy isn’t
one of us. He’s a Greater Demon, and still alive.” The words got Edom and Ginger
to come into the back running, but Felicia wisely stayed away. She knew a few
of those kinds of people, or at least one. So did the people that came, but
they both had hero complexes. Especially Ginger.


Sighing, Eve nudged the corpse
with her foot.


“Seriously, you might as well get
up now. I don’t get the game here, but…” Rather than just stand, like a normal
dead body would have, the room exploded from the point she was looking at, in a
gushing stream of liquid that smelled so bad it left her blind and gagging. The
body didn’t vanish though, even if the stream of gunk, which felt like rotting
flesh, and something worse, pummeled her upper chest and face without mercy.
Some of it got in her mouth, making her want to vomit her soul out. Given that
shouldn’t have really been possible, it meant the crap that had hit her was
really bad.


Eve doubled over, but kicked the
fucker in the knee as he got up anyway. Tolerating discomfort was a thing she
did every day, and a bit of vomiting wasn’t going to stop her from fighting
when someone was about to kill her. Then she started to fight in earnest,
moving into pain so great that she couldn’t tell if she was being hit or not as
she moved in and struck the man in the head, as hard as she could. When she
pulled back the brain melon was still mainly attached, so she did it again,
several times, and then remembered that she had a knife in her other hand.


The face, half off now, the jaw
having melted away at some point, spoke to her then, the voice rough and
growling.


“Do not seek to dissuade The Vile!
Die!”


It was creepy as all get out, but
the fight was still a bit one sided, with Eve fighting well, even as the man
sped up. He wasn’t fast enough, however, to escape her pursuit of him. It
lasted, right until she threw the now rotting being to the floor, and tried to
kick the head the rest of the way off. She didn’t know if a Greater Demon could
live without its head, but whoever this being happened to be was still freaking
tough. She’d vaporized heads with blows nowhere near as powerful, or
fast, as the first one she’d used… And it had connected like she was just good
old Eve Benson, high school cheerleader. Not a Vampire at all.


Still, when in doubt in a fight,
keep going. Moving into a level of speed induced pain that she hadn’t been
certain she could ever face, she stabbed at the neck and throat, until the head
was about to come off all the way, under the fury of the attack.


Then, without warning, she
suddenly felt herself being incredibly attracted to the incredibly gross
mess beneath her. Like she wanted to strip naked right there and fuck any part
of him she could stuff inside her lady parts. It caught her off guard, for
about an eighth of a second. That was just enough time for the mess of rot and
stench to throw her away, and leave the place, using the Node in the center of
the room, she suspected. It had happened in a huge blue flash, so it was hard
to tell, but the man was gone, and had left an incredible mess for her to
cleanup.


She just stood there for a bit,
trying not to gag again, while Zack ran in, coming from the front, carrying a
knife of his own.


“Is everyone all right?”


Like he didn’t know?


Eve felt a strong wave of
annoyance as the slightly Asian looking guy stopped, and looked around, posing
inadvertently. Like it was a freaking movie or comic book. Yeah, he
looked great, but she was covered with reeking slime, because he couldn’t keep
others of his kind from dicking with her. Not that it was really his job, but
she wanted to be sick, and had to quit breathing to stop that from happening.
Everyone else tried to leave the room, too. The only one that managed not to
flee from the evil stench that covered everything was Zack.


Using some kind of Greater Demon
magic to make it so he had no sense of smell probably. Eve tried not to breathe,
but the stuff was already in her mouth and nose. It was too late for her. The
only saving grace was that, after Zack looked around for what seemed like a
half year and was probably closer to fifteen seconds, he figured everything
out, and waved his left hand. The one without the ten inch long, purple
glowing, shining knife. The thing even hummed a bit, now that Eve had time to
examine it.


A hole opened in the air, from
the Node in front of her, which he gestured at, carefully not smiling. It
glowed too, so she could see where it was. He didn’t always do that, but he
could, when he wanted to move a person without touching them.


“Go. It’s just to the shower in
the back of the bookstore. Directly into it.”


She went, the room moving from
the formerly clean and tidy back room of her shop, into a nicely tiled shower
stall. Without waiting, or breathing at all, she turned the water on, as hot as
she could, and started scrubbing, not even taking her clothing off at first.
After ten minutes she removed them, and wrung them out, tossing them through
the door. Hopefully they were clean enough that the jeans, panties and cotton
shirt wouldn’t force people from the store out front.


Then, because there was nothing
else to do, she started washing, and kept doing it, over and again, until about
three hours later, when Zack opened the glass shower door, slowly, and turned
the water off.


“That should do it. I have some
clothes for you to wear. Kait is about your size, and had some things here.”
What he handed her was a soft white towel though, not a trendy outfit that
would probably be good for picking up guys at a club.


Not that Kaitlyn was always like
that. She did a really hot nerd girl routine that worked well for the book
store. It helped give the place an air of being something other than a strange
kind of brothel, really. That meant the outfit she was given was a loose pair
of tan slacks, some little footy socks, and a button up blouse. No underwear,
but the girl was a succubus, so that was probably to be expected. Underwear was
just a thing that would get in the way of having sex as fast as possible, for
someone like her.


Eve could let it pass, since the
outfit smelled faintly of spices, not whatever the hell hers did now. Or would
have, if they were still there, which she noticed they weren’t.


Her Greater Demon friend winced
and shook his head.


“I burned them, using a lot of
gasoline to cut the smell. I got the story already, from the others. That was
strange, wasn’t it?” He spoke the words like they were talking about having
seen a man riding a unicycle on the street.


“What was?” Her words were oddly
innocent sounding, so she grinned a bit. It was better than being the bitch
that everyone hated. “You mean how a Greater Demon pretended to let
Ginger kill them for some weird reason? Then, instead of just laughing it off
like they should have when I caught on, which might not have been on accident
as far as that went, sprayed me with the world’s stinkiest prank,
instead of actually fighting? Plus, they blamed The Vile for it, but the only
thing they did that wasn’t having their ass kicked was throwing raw lust at me.
That doesn’t sound like it’s going with the whole Vile theme, does it? I guess
that might be a little odd… No, wait, that’s pretty much every fourth day
around here. So, no, I don’t know what you mean, Zack. What was strange?”


He laughed.


“I know. On the good side I don’t
have to explain all of that to you. That’s a good analysis of what happened.
Better than most would have managed after something like that. The fun
part here is that it could be any Greater Demon. Including The Vile, hamming
things up to make you think that someone else was setting him up. More to the
point, doing that to make any of us think that. For all I know this is
aimed at Finias, or Tarsus, not you or me at all. Well, I helped get the back
of the embassy cleaned up. Poor Ginger. I think she’s going to have nightmares
for months over this one. It’s like a horror movie, where you kill the monster,
only to have them, you know how it is, they keep coming back?” He stared at
her, as if looking for something in particular.


After a bit she realized he was
just looking at her nude body. Because he was a perv, having a sex drive and
all that sort of thing. She used the towel, but didn’t offer to take care of
him. If he wanted sex, he’d better let the scent of that rotting spray pass
from her nose first. At the rate things were going, that would be in about a
week or two. Hopefully not though. In fact, if she actually paid attention to
it, the worst was gone physically. It was the mental portion of things that was
getting to her.


Her shoes were gone, and Kait had
a different foot size than Eve did, so she ended up padding out into the store,
feeling slightly damp still, in pink socks. It felt odd, like she was doing it
naked, since shoes were a constant thing in her life anymore.


Ben saw her from across the room,
and practically ran at her, stopping about ten feet away.


“Are you okay? I heard there was
a fight…”


She nodded. After all, as far as
battles against Greater Demons went, it hadn’t been a bad one, had it? In fact,
it had gone a little too well for her to be real.


Unless she was secretly a bad-ass
on a level that she’d never suspected before, but if that was the case, then
she needed to know it for certain, because thinking that, and being wrong, was
suicide.












Chapter fifteen





 


Ben touched her arm, gently. It
wasn’t romantic, but there was a softness to it that was nice. Like he actually
cared about her having kind of won a fight. After a bit she winked at him. It
was fake, and not what she was really feeling, but there was only so many ways
to respond to what had just happened. She wasn’t going to cry about it, since
it would take away from her victory in the eyes of others and make her seem
like a victim.


“It was gross. Survivable
though.”


“Yeah, I can get that. Who’d do
that? Spray you with reeking and rotting fluid like that? It’s sick. Is that
Demon insane? The Vile? Zack told me that’s who he said he was.”


Eve looked around, at the books,
and noticed that there was a cart across the way, made of wood and metal,
filled with things to go on the shelves. It might not be the busiest bookstore
on the planet, as far as real sales went, but there were people there. They
bought things, and waited for the various girls to be freed up, so they could
all go and get their groove on in the reading rooms. Looking over, she noticed
that Kait was coming out of one of the rooms just then with an older man. He
was thin, and looked to be about eighty, but had a smile on his lips. So did
she, for that matter.


Succubi were not picky, when it came
to things like that. They couldn’t afford to be, most of the time.


Ben looked over, but didn’t so
much as make a face about it.


“She is what she is. It was kind
of hard for me to get that at first. We’re friends though, so, I can’t judge
really. It’s not like I can blame the men and women is it? Who wouldn’t want to
have sex with her?”


That was a simple truth, but
probably hard for him to take.


Still, it worked out for her, or
could.


“Yep. That means you and I can go
out though, right? I was thinking we should. To, you know, see if we want to
really date, I mean? Nothing too major, to start with.” Then she paused, and
had to shake her head. Here she was assuming that the bearded guy wouldn’t have
someone already. He might not be a ten, but who freaking was? That didn’t stop
most people from having real relationships, did it?


Ben smiled though.


“I’d like that. What does a
Vampire do on a date anyway?”


Like she was supposed to
know that? She’d never been on a date as one, had she?


“Um, movies or concerts?
Something like that. Low key, but not food oriented, since eating isn’t really
a thing for me. Plus, right now, I don’t think I could stand to eat for the
next month, even if I could. That was… So gross. I can’t even describe
how much so. I won’t, and wouldn’t even if I could, since it would
probably ruin eating for you, too.” She shuddered a bit. It was goofy and
playful seeming, she thought. That was her intent, though she wasn’t certain
she was wrong.


Whatever had been in that stream
of grossness and yuck, she didn’t really think she wanted to know. She actually
felt queasy, and the hunger that was constantly urging her to drink blood had
gone away totally, it was so bad.


The man in front of her, who was
wearing a dark blue shirt that seemed to be silk, tucked into black slacks,
with a black belt to hold it all in place, glanced down at her socks, but
didn’t ask where her shoes were. No matter what else he might be, Ben was a
bright enough guy to pick up on that one.


Instead he nodded a little bit.


“Um, we can go see the new Don
Lang movie? It’s a light comedy, I think. Something not too serious seems like
a good idea. Tomorrow? Or, whenever. I get off at nine each night I work, so I
can do things after that, each day.”


Eve tilted her head back and
forth, then realized that she was going to be busy, for a bit.


“I… Don’t think I can. Not until
next week. I have to kill a Greater Demon, if I can. Fram? The one that used to
be Marcus? Don’t worry, I have a plan to bring him back, so it isn’t half as
big of a deal as all that. You won’t be losing your buddy or anything. That
will be on Sunday, and I really need to make sure I have everything all lined
up for it. Then again, a few hours sitting in one place might not kill
me…” Eve thought about things, did some math, fretted a bit about being lazy,
and considered work-life balance, and then nodded. “Yeah. I’d love to. I
can meet you here, at nine?”


Ben beamed at her, like getting
to go out on a real date was special for him. That he probably got any kind of
sex he wanted from his coworkers, whenever he desired it, rules about working
for his pay aside, that was actually sweet of him. The Alede were all better
looking than she was. True, they were better looking than everyone, so it
wasn’t a huge insult to her self-worth to admit that, but it made the date seem
more real, rather than less. 


Yes, she’d gone out with guys
before. A lot.


All of those times though, she’d
known, deep down, that the guy was really just trying to get into her pants.
With Ben, for the first time she could remember, someone seemed to just want to
spend time with her. The danger there was that he might learn how boring
she really was. All she did, practically, was work. No one wanted to hear about
that though, did they?


“Great! I just got a car last
month, so we can actually ride to the theater. It will be like we’re grownups
and everything. Unless… Are you allowed to do that yet? Ride in cars? You told
me once that you weren’t allowed to, for some reason.”


“I don’t really know. I can ask.
If not, I can meet you at the theater, after we meet up here, I mean. Either
way it will work. Thanks. I think we’ll have fun.” She honestly did, even if
she couldn’t tell anyone why that was.


Her stomach wasn’t doing
flip-flops, because that kind of thing had both never been a thing for her, and
wouldn’t fit who she was now, either, and she wasn’t getting soaked between her
thighs or anything nifty like that, so what was going on wouldn’t be a chemical
response, she didn’t think. She just honestly liked him, as a person. So how
strange was that?


Then, on her first meeting with
the man, when he’d found out that one of his friends, or at least a guy he’d
known, had sort of drugged Maggie Sims, and then made her do some sexual stuff,
he’d jumped the man and started to kick his ass. Poorly, since he wasn’t some
kind of hidden martial arts master, and was only a slightly overweight gamer,
but it was the thought that counted.


So he was possibly worth paying
attention, to, wasn’t he? Even if she wasn’t going to be sexually attracted to
him. That had never led her toward a great, or long term, relationship anyway,
had it? So maybe it was really time to take a step into something different.


Still, there were things she
needed to do, like smiling at him, and look back over her shoulder as she
walked away. That way he’d know that she was interested. There was a look that
she hoped came out as coy, and not slightly constipated seeming. It could be
hard to get that right. She really needed to spend more time practicing that stuff
in the mirror.


As she walked back to the yogurt
shop, she could still smell the scent of foul rot and stink. It wasn’t real
though, she didn’t think. The effect had simply been so severe and powerful
that it had overwhelmed her ability to block it out, even hours later. In fact,
for her, that part was a lot worse than the fight itself had been.


Because as far as that went,
she’d kind of kicked butt, hadn’t she?


Ginger though was quietly
freaking out, as she scrubbed the whole place again, even though whatever Zack
had done to it really had made it not smell any more. The Vampire girl’s pale
hands went into a bucket of water that was so hot it steamed, the blue plastic
looking softer than normal from the heat. It spilled in places, due to that and
the speed with which Ginger worked. Her face was totally blank, but her body
was stiff. She kept looking over her own shoulder too, like she expected the
Greater Demon to come back at any moment.


Without waiting to explain, she
glanced at Eve and shook her head.


“He could have killed us all.
What do we do? Why would he do that? I stabbed him with his own knife… What if
that made him mad?” She was conflicted and confused, which probably had to do
with the fact that it had really seemed like they’d sort of won, even though it
was against a Greater Demon. That pretty much had to be a trick.


Eve smiled.


“Welcome to the world of
confusing mental dilemmas. Really, for us, we don’t have to worry about it too
much, I don’t think. Not that that kind won’t kill us if they feel like it, but
my guess is, whoever that was, doesn’t actually want us dead, or even
hurt. Like I told Zack, spraying me like that, while really gross, and
annoying, is basically a prank, not an attack. It could have been fire, or
acid, or a stream of energy that would have ripped my head off, but instead it
was a river of rotting goop?”


Ginger stopped her scrubbing,
looked troubled, and then gave a slow nod.


“He said he was The Vile, didn’t
he?”


“Yeah, sure, but think about it
Ginger, when was the last time you were in a fight, and you yelled out your own
name like that? No one does that, outside of movies, do they? No, my guess is
that someone is setting The Vile there up, trying to get us to hunt him down,
or at least blame him for the things going on around here. It could be
him. Hell, this is Greater Demon bullshit, so it could be that it really was
him, and the whole thing is about casting doubt on that, by tricking me into
thinking that it probably wasn’t. We can’t know. I wouldn’t let it bother you
too much though. Whoever it was, whatever their plan, they didn’t fight
to the death. This is about something else. It probably means that they like us
too. On the really good side, it also means that we don’t really have to have
an investigation into you killing the patrons. See how well that worked out for
you? Plus, whatever the reason, please note that you totally kicked a Greater
Demon’s butt. Oh, they might not have been trying that hard, but it’s still great
for the street cred.”


It was all silly to say, most
likely, but Ginger used her arm, her hands being wet and soapy still, to brush
her shoulder length sandy blonde hair out of her blue eyes. She looked young,
but less like she was about to soil herself then, as she gave a week grin.


“So it’s all okay, because I’d be
dead, if they wanted me that way?”


Eve nearly growled at that one,
since it was really an annoying way of restating what she’d said, leaving out all
the funny portions, but managed to shrug.


“That really is about the
size of it. What I want to know, really, is why they’re coming here? It
probably had to do with Zack, so wouldn’t getting in closer to the bookstore be
better? If they can pull off doing that kind of thing. I don’t know that all of
them are equal in all skills. Actually, I think that some of them aren’t,
really. What could be gained by doing this though?” She waved around the store,
and then, glancing at Edom, who was behind the counter, cleaning the machines
and restocking for the day with fresh supplies, she moved to grab a rag and
start scrubbing things herself.


It wasn’t like being too clean
was going to be a real problem, was it?


Ed finally cleared his throat.


“So, who’s working the front today?
Ginger did the night shift, but Eve had to fight a Greater Demon…”


Like either of those things
should get them out of doing their jobs? It wasn’t like they slept, or got
tired, besides the day was half over. It was almost noon, already.


Eve got that she was being asked
though, as a courtesy, in case she was scared, or angry and couldn’t work with
the public. It was really nice, actually. Like she was being treated like a
real Vampire, and not just a baby to be ordered around. In fact, Ed didn’t do
that to her most of the time, did he? It got her to smile, and then shrug.


“I need to find Felicia, and let
her know that we aren’t all about to die here. Ginger is pretty much up to
speed, and other than some fighting lessons, doesn’t need me for anything now.”
Eve paused and looked at the girl, then winked. “Other than my awesome, and of
course, very valuable friendship. I mean, everyone sane needs that. But
you have this stuff down. You could use some sharpening on your treat making,
and store handling stuff, but really, for that… We should send you into the
Iowa Node, so you can help Cormack. For now, if you can hold here while I get
Felicia? Then I’ll cover the rest of the day, while you go and do something
fun. I kind of have a date tomorrow night, at nine? So, if I can get some time
off for that?”


Edom smiled, his face looking
like she’d told him they’d won a lotto drawing. That was one of the great
things about him, and why she’d picked him as her maker. Unlike almost everyone
else in the world, he actually cared about what happened to her. When something
good was going on, he always seemed happy about it. It was strange for her,
since she’d kind of assumed that she’d spend half of her time face down on a
bed, being fucked in whatever hole he felt like at the time.


This Vampire had never even
suggested they hug more often. She totally would, of course, but it was nice
that he didn’t act like her real value to him was her body.


“Who with? That boy you mentioned
last night? Ben?”


“Yep. I asked him out. It’s a
thing now, women doing that part. I think it means I’m supposed to pay too, but
you know, if you want the honey, you gots to have the money. I do, so it shouldn’t
be a problem. Oh, can I ride in a car for that part? It’s just to a movie, and
I know that I need to keep working on my speed, so doing that all the time
isn’t in the cards, but…”


Giving her a solid look, her
master nodded.


“Just this once. You
should make up for it by doing a long distance speed run though. I don’t want
you to get soft, like me. Riding in cars with boys… The next thing you know
you’ll come back holding his hand, and telling me that you’re both in trouble…
Though, in the Vampire world that will just mean wanting to turn him into one
of us.” He gave her a hard look though and squinted. “Just so you know, the
tradition is that your maker would then kill the other person, and lock you in
a box until you learned not to be so sentimental. That goes for you too Ginger.
We’re not going to have any unplanned makings out of either of you.” He
wagged a brown finger, the pale blue shirt rubbing a bit.


Then, as the cufflinks, which
were gold and black, twinkled in the light, he winked at them both.


“Not that you two would be a
problem that way. Not running the Human conversion training like you are. How
is that going, anyway? We should probably work up a report for the Council on
it. Not that they’ll care yet, until it works or fails in the first batch.
Keeping them up on things won’t hurt though.”


Ginger, still scrubbing like she
was afraid the smell would come back, spoke about it for a while, going over
everything.


“The punch-line is that we’re
having the first real meeting next week, where they’ll get their first tasks,
hints and a lecture. We need someplace a bit better than a booth or two here
for that, I think. Can we rent someplace?”


Eve didn’t know, but Edom had an
idea, which wasn’t too bad, really.


“Do it at the club? We have
chairs and tables, and you can be alone while it takes place. As long as you do
it early in the day, and don’t trash the room too much, it shouldn’t be a
problem. Do the first meeting here, so you can hand out a map to the next one?”


That settled, Eve waved and
walked out, ready to go to Felicia’s hotel, or even to Sparks, to get her, if
she’d taken off. She was, however, busily running laps around the outer
sidewalk of Westfield. Under the cloudy sky, but the sun was still burning her
as she did it. There she was though, not giving in. Largely on her own, too. If
she could have cried, tears would have been streaming down her pale cheeks as
she grinned about it.


Smiling instead, Eve jogged up
alongside of her.


“Hello! Ginger, Zack and Edom
cleaned the place up, and I scrubbed myself for a long time, so I should be
fine. Not too stinky to be around, I hope. I’m going to trash these poor socks
though.” She hadn’t remembered that she was barefoot, until then. It didn’t
hurt, and her feet felt fine enough. The other Vampire glanced down and winced.


“I hate this stuff. I was working
away, minding my own business, and even running an entire city. I’m not
that old, so it was kind of a big deal, you know? Sparks isn’t New York maybe,
but we followed the rules and no one really had too many problems. Then one day
this girl moves in, and the next thing I know, she’s taken over the whole
thing.” There was no letting up in the running, though she did spare a glance
for the socks. They really weren’t going to last long. She had another pair of
shoes, back home, and her white ones in the supply closet there at the shop.


Well, Ed had suggested she do a
long fast trip, hadn’t he? No better way than using magic shoes that wouldn’t
let her slow down. Really, she probably should have been doing that all along.
It was a bit wimpy of her to not use them, wasn’t it? Darla had made them for
her, as a special present, and they probably were worth more than anyone could
have paid for.


Felicia needed to talk though, it
was clear, so Eve listened, and just kept going.


“Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad it
isn’t one of the really bad Greater Demons. I mean, so far Keeley has been
almost nice. Hard, sometimes, and unforgiving, but she doesn’t eat people for
fun, or because it’s handy, and has only tortured a few people into doing what
she wants. I kind of wish I was back running the place for the Vampires myself
though. Don’t tell her I said that. Not that she doesn’t know. I just don’t
want to start a fight.”


They padded along for a while
more, and finally Eve slapped the other undead woman on the arm just hard
enough for her to notice.


“You’re good doing this. Good
thinking by the way. Keeping yourself moving is a big part of getting this
done. You’re going to make it. In two weeks you’ll be up and around all day,
every day, and that part, resisting going down, won’t even be an issue anymore.”


Felicia smiled at that, her face
a bit darker somehow than the look should have allowed. It was a subtle use of
the eyes, Eve thought. Hooding the lids just enough to make the smile fierce,
if only a little.


“I know. Then I’ll be a real
master Vampire, won’t I? Because The Mistress of Souls decided I should be. I
guess I shouldn’t complain. She could have insisted I do donkey shows, or
killed babies for her amusement. This is a funny place here though, isn’t it?
You have what, five of them, right here? Master Vamps, I mean. I only ever met
four of them myself, before I came here. In seventy years. Doing this
will make me something special. Even if you train a hundred more like this, it
still will. I guess I’m lucky that I know someone that can get me in early. How
did… I mean, if it’s all right to ask, how did you and Keeley meet? Or is that…
Is that how you got your power to do this?” She gestured, as if the ability she
was talking about was allowing her to walk in the daylight and live, instead of
facing the small death.


“Nothing like that. I’m not a slave,
or anything. There was no bargain or deal for it. Though, in a way, Keels did
have a lot to do with how things turned out. She helped me learn to meditate,
and really worked on that with me for several years. I think just because she
likes me though. We went to high school together. We were kind of in the same
clique, I guess. Her sister, Darla, The Technician? Anyway, she was the head
cheerleader, and got me into that, then about a year later, Keeley came to school
with us. So, I guess we met in a normal enough way. If anything like that can
be called regular. I mean, I know, who goes to school with Greater Demons? We
had four of them though. Speaking of which, I need to go, and make some
calls about that, just to make sure I don’t mess up killing one of them in a
few days.”


That got a laugh, like it was a joke.
She was pretty certain Felicia would know enough to get that it wasn’t. The
other Vampire kept running, and Eve headed inside, like she’d promised.


After grabbing a clean apron and
getting behind the counter, she waved at Ginger to go and do whatever it was
she wanted.


“I have this here. Go. Go. Do
whatever it is that makes you happy. Sit in the park and seduce boys, or
whatever.”


“That’s a plan, I suppose. I wish
I had some money. I could use some new clothes. I haven’t been shopping in
about three years. Lenore took me.” She didn’t seem down about it, just a bit
wistful.


Eve thought for a second, then
pulled her bank card out.


“The PIN is three-three-six-two.
Get what you want. I need my card back later though, so make sure you don’t
lose it?”


Ginger froze, and then shook her
head.


“I didn’t mean that you had to
get things for me. I’d feel bad. I don’t want to spend it all.”


Eve was about to explain the whole
thing to her, when Edom came out from the back, holding an envelope. It was
white and thick enough to be interesting.


“Here you go. Your pay, so far.
That way you won’t accidently enrage Eve by losing her valuable card. You
should get an account, too, someplace. We can make time for that later though.
Right now, why not get that shopping done? You’ll need things to wear in Iowa.”


Ginger might have looked very
young, but she understood what was being said. She was going to be sent off, in
a few days most likely, in order to sharpen her yogurt making skills. Because that
was pretty high on the Vampire skill set, wasn’t it? Then, supporting an
embassy, doing it because she could stay up all day, kind of was a big
deal. Normally that job was only given to the oldest Vampire willing to do the
work.


She snagged the envelope, and
opened it, her eyes going wide, then tucked it away, as if fearing theft. She
didn’t even go to the back, handing her apron directly to Eve, along with her
bank card, and then, at the door, actually ran so fast she flickered a little
through the glass.


Ed winked at her.


“Normally she wouldn’t get paid
this early, but she really should have some new clothing. You too, by the way.
Nothing wrong with what you’re wearing, if you’re manning the counter here, or
even doing janitorial at the club, but you might want to pick up some nicer
things, as well. For business meetings, press work, and of course, for when you
go to kill people for the Council. You need to make a statement, when it comes
time for that.” He smoothed his pant leg, which got her to realize that he
almost always wore nice things. She looked like a college girl, compared to
him.


A poor one with no fashion sense.


Which, to be honest, she didn’t really
have. Thinking back, she remembered high school, where she hadn’t had money for
clothing at all, and had relied on Darla to lend her things, and even buy
them, on occasion. Now she had a sense of style. A really high level and
refined one.


After Ed went into the back,
almost on a whim, Eve picked up the cream colored handset, which needed to be
scrubbed down, having some finger prints on it, and dialed Darla’s number by
memory. It picked up on the third ring, and a rather older sounding woman
spoke, her voice firm, but not nasty.


“This is Gibson. Go.”


It took about half a second for
her to process that information. Mrs. Gibson was technically Darla’s
Grandmother. Played by Darla, if the situation wasn’t the other way around. The
point was that they were both the same person. Except that if Mrs. Gibson
answered like that, and didn’t use her name, it meant…


Eve didn’t really know, did she?


It was probably that there was
someone listening in, or possibly with Mrs. Gibson, that didn’t know all about
Greater Demons, and shouldn’t. A Human business partner, or employee, maybe?


“Mrs. Gibson? This is Eve Benson?
I’m a friend of Darla’s. You know, the one that shamed you all by becoming a
Vampire? I was wondering if she was around? I’m putting together a shopping
trip, and realized that I left all my taste in clothing with her. An oversight
on my part, but you know, you get busy, and one thing leads to another… Things
get left in the sofa cushions…”


There was a pause and a wet Human
sounding intake of breath.


“Benson… You’re related to Chief
Benson? The girl with the catering job? I think we’ve met a few times. I’m
afraid I don’t know where Darla is. She mentioned not being back for a
few weeks, but didn’t tell me what she was doing, exactly. I’m at work at the
moment, but could we meet this evening? Perhaps you can help me work out where
she might have gotten to? Call it eight or nine? At her house. You know where
that is?”


She had to check to make sure it
was the old one, and not something new, because Eve really wasn’t certain Darla
hadn’t moved to a better place by now, or possibly had a second house, but made
arrangements to come in at eight. It was a very weird way to set up a meeting,
but if Darla felt that observed, then it might be important not to give it all
away.


There was no need for her to
really worry though, even if it felt off. Darla wasn’t just a big girl, she was
a Greater Demon. A few things might give her problems, but if Mrs.
Gibson was there, it probably came down to some kind of trick she was
pulling. That, or just not wanting to change back right then. It took her some
time to do that, after all. Half a day, or so.


Going clothes shopping with the
older version was probably out though, and not just because it would look like
she was hanging with her grandmother. That part might actually have been cool,
for all she knew. She’d never done that before. If she had grandparents on
either side of the family, no one had ever mentioned it.


Mrs. Gibson was the owner of one
of the largest tech firms in the U.S. Cortechs. Eve Benson might know
her granddaughter well enough for a meeting or two to slide, but the tabloids
might just pick up on the idea that there was something wrong, if they were
going out together. Getting together to discuss where Darla had gone was a
better plan. The woman had raised her granddaughter after all, as far as the
press knew, so it was natural for her to be concerned, now and then.


Eve settled into working for the
day, ready to fight the whole time. If one Demon had come for her, there could
be a reprise, or even a different one coming to visit her, just to mess with
her head. Nothing like that happened though. The only person that came in for
hours was Kenneth.


He smiled at her, his face thin,
and young looking. Really, he was cute, in an average kind of way. Good skin,
toned, and about fourteen looking. Really, he could date Ginger in public, and
no one would ever think twice about it. That he was closer to four hundred, or
more, was kind of clear to her however.


“Miss Benson! I haven’t seen you
here for months. Then, I haven’t been in, so I guess the fault there lies with me.
I do hear good things about your work lately. I trust that all is well?” He
paused and then shook his head a little. “I heard, from a friend of mine, that
there might have been some trouble earlier? Is that right?”


She made up a bottle of blood for
him, the good Human kind, which was what he always got, and spoke slowly.


“There was. A Greater Demon,
claiming to be The Vile. Did your friend happen to mention which one it really
was?” She passed the ceramic mug of warmed blood to him, letting her cool
fingers touch his.


There was a tingle, as all her
information passed from her being to his. A copy of it, at least.


The boy, who wasn’t much smaller
than she was, smiled. It really was cute.


“I have some thoughts on the
matter, but no, I wasn’t told, outright. An oversight, I’m certain. I
doubt that it was The Vile however. He’s rather busy doing other things
at the moment. As for me, I actually came to see if you knew where The
Technician is. She’s missing.”


Eve nearly mentioned that she’d
just talked to her on the phone, but if the Greater Demon in front of her had
all her info, then he knew that already.


“So, who was that on the phone?”


Kenneth smiled at her, like she was
going to get a gold star, his voice shifted a little though, as he exhaled.


“Finias, her father, is filling
in for her, in case whoever took her comes back. If she was taken.” The
boy slugged the blood he didn’t need back, and pulled a hundred dollar bill,
sliding it across the counter toward her slowly.


She took it and rang the
transaction up, using her in store discount. That got a nod of appreciation,
but no comment. That was good, because now she was worried for real.


Darla was missing?


What was she supposed to do about
it? Other than hand this being’s change back to him. She did it smoothly, that
being part of her job, and waited for him to leave, or tell her something.


So he just stood there, forcing
her to think.


“I see. I’m going in
tonight. I don’t know that I can do anything you can’t but I’ll try to sniff
around.” Possibly in a literal fashion. Vampires did have good noses. Maybe it
would work.


“Very well. We should go on that
date, sometime. After this is resolved, I mean. I’m Tarsus, by the way. The
Librarian. It’s rare to meet one that has the potential that you do, so young,
Snowflake.”


“Don’t call me Snowflake.” It was
just a reaction to the word, which she kind of hated, and she wasn’t even
looking at him, worried for her friend.


Tarsus, who she decided to refer
to as Kenneth for the time being, took two very deliberate steps back.


“I fear the name has already
stuck. You are The Snowflake now. Sorry. I, personally would blame The Bold.
He’s been going around for three weeks, telling everyone that will listen about
you. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was smitten.”There was a long
look, and a slow head shake. “That’s a turn of phrase, by the way. He is quite
taken with you. That might be a thing you can use against him. Briefly. Once.”


Then, without explaining anything
more than that, the being left, just vanishing in the air.


Eve washed the mug.


Then worried for hours, about her
friend.












Chapter sixteen





 


Eve ran home, to get her spare
pair of shoes, wearing the magical ones that Darla had made for her. The thing
with those wasn’t that they made her faster, though it was the point behind
them. No, they just hurt if you stop, always sliding the scale, so that it was
worse to quit moving through the horrid pain that speed required, than to keep
going.


So she got there fast, and kept
the things on, packing a knapsack with her regular, if secondary, pair of
running gear, and a change of clothing, since it could come up. Actually, even
with her friend missing like she was, Eve decided to get into something
different first, so she wouldn’t end up ruining the rest of Kait’s clothing. As
it was, she owed her new socks. The ones she had on weren’t fit for anything
now.


Then she ran, going to the city
she once called home, at speeds that would have boggled her own mind if she
could have thought clearly enough to appreciate that kind of thing. Trying to
get every bit of speed she could out of the process she pulled, pushed and hit
objects as she passed, hurling herself through the world in a way that she
never had before.


Not that there would be anything
that she, a mere Vampire, could do.


Unless…


She didn’t let herself think
about it, once the idea came into her mind. That was hard to do, since thoughts
were persistent that way. It was like not thinking about a pink elephant once
suggested you don’t do that. Except she could actually do that, by focusing on
the world, and what she was doing at the time. Right now that was running, or
at least moving faster than was physically possible, really.


On Darla’s doorstep, she stopped,
standing there for a while, waiting for the sense of white to fade a little
from the edges of her vision. It took longer than she liked, but when the fine
wooden door opened, showing an older woman, with only a passing resemblance to
Darla, Eve was able to speak, and not sound like she was going to cry.


She went in first, and thought at
the man, in case someone was listening to them. He was a telepath, and famous
for it. If it was really him. She didn’t have a single good way to check that
though, so was going to have to take it on faith. Not that doing that kind of
thing made total sense to her. She needed to act like it was him though, until
she knew for certain. That was all.


Finias. Mind Taker?


There was a tilt of the steel
gray colored head, and the woman’s blue eyes sparkled just a bit.


“Exactly. I wasn’t certain you’d
understand what the issue was. We should be safe to talk here however.” It was
eerie, because the man, who she knew mainly as either an older guy that seemed
ready to go sleep in a doorway, or a rather hunky guy in his early forties,
sounded exactly like Mrs. Gibson.


Not thinking all the words in her
head first, Eve explained.


“A Greater Demon came in to work,
and said Darla was missing. I didn’t know him. I mean I recognized the form he
was wearing, from having come in a few times before, but not that he was one of
you guys. Tarsus? The Librarian? There was also an attack, or I guess a fight,
earlier in the day. That one claimed to be The Vile, and was pretty gross, to
back the claim up. Also he threw lust at me, when he needed to escape. I don’t
know enough to say that’s normal or not, but… It wasn’t much of a fight.” She
explained it all, not knowing why, but quickly, since they needed to get to
Darla, and where she was if it was possible.


The thing there was that Finias
clearly had no more clue than she did.


“I was supposed to have a meeting
with her about Fram, two days ago. She didn’t make it, so I investigated. I
don’t know how aware you are of what’s been going on?”


She didn’t think about it,
waiting for him to tell her, since it had to be plain to the man that she
wouldn’t know that much at all. Finally he gave her a look that seemed to say
something. Like he was impressed.


“I don’t suppose I could touch
you?”


Eve held her hand out, and waited
for him to drain her life’s experience from her, which wouldn’t take too long,
given that she wasn’t all the old. It did tickle, and after a moment he seemed
satisfied and took the old woman’s hand off her arm.


“Good. I wasn’t sure for a
minute, that you weren’t one of us. You managed to suppress your thoughts very
well, for one so young. You might want to keep that in mind, if you’re going to
keep playing with my sort of being. We’re all giant jerks, by the way.
Definitely not worth spending time with. Not that I won’t take your help
finding my daughter. I’ve done everything I can think of. I checked for pocket
realities, hidden spaces, signs of attack, and a thousand other things. There
isn’t a lot. I tried to track her too. She seemed to be here, moved around the
room, starting from the stairs, and moving to the sofa.” Finias pointed as he
spoke, using the old woman’s mouth for it. Even standing like her.


The stairs were in the center of
the wall, and had an iron railing on the left hand side, as you faced it. The
whole room was covered in a very light colored carpet that she would have
called white once, but now saw as very different. It had a cream feel to it,
but was made with different fibers, some bright white, a few tan, or eggshell.
There were footprints in the fibers, but only one set. Eve could make out where
someone had sat on it too, a few days before. It was Darla’s normal spot
though, so that wouldn’t be a big stretch. The point was, no one else had been
there. Not physically, unless they were floating?


There had been a time when even
thinking something like that would have seemed stupid, but now, well, she could
do it. Could she truly write that one off for others, too?


The prints, a much lighter set,
moved from where they were, across the room, to where the strange blue and green
piece of art used to sit. Now there was just a dust ring. It was very, very
faint, since Darla wasn’t going to let a lot of that kind of stuff build up in
her house, was she? Following her eyes, Finias moved his finger.


“Right. She got up, suddenly it
seems, and moved over to here. It was some kind of magical object, but I don’t
know what it did. She never told me.”


Eve nearly didn’t either, but it
might be important. Of course, he might be some other Greater Demon fooling her
into giving that information, too. Or, just as possibly, actually be Finias,
Darla’s father, and still trying to use her for some reason.


As a wise man had told her once,
Greater Demon’s were all jerks.


Even her friends had to be
considered that. It had been meant as a warning, she didn’t doubt. Probably not
against himself, but could she write that off? If she did the wrong thing, it
might cost Darla her life. If she wasn’t just off hanging out and getting laid
somewhere.


“It’s a super-massive bomb.
Basically designed to take out about half the country if anyone ever gets the
upper hand on her. It being gone could mean thousands of things though, from
her taking it in for emergency servicing, to setting it up in Fram’s underwear
drawer, as a present. Probably not that one though, since I’m going to kill him
in a couple of days. How many presents does he need?” She said it like it was
big news, and Finias wouldn’t know it. Which he might, or might not.


From there she padded back toward
the side door, since that was the way the trail went, and entered the really
nice underground garage. If the declaration that Darla had a bomb that huge on
her was a big deal, the other Greater Demon didn’t let it show. Her face was
nearly as blank as Eve’s, actually.


The garage wasn’t empty. In fact
Darla’s little red convertible was right there, looking shiny and new. It
wasn’t, being at least ten years old, but it was perfect enough that Eve felt
jealous. Until she remembered that the reason she didn’t have one herself was
all about not being allowed to use a car, rather than being poor. She could get
one, it would just have to sit in a garage, like this one was.


Still, she checked the back seat,
in case there was a tied up Darla in it. The idea was pretty ridiculous, but
she did it anyway, then searched the whole room. As she got to the large tool
box Finias started to stiffen, just the tiniest bit. It was too small to hold a
Darla though, wasn’t it? Only three feet by two, by two.


Inside the shiny red metal box on
wheels was a lot of really normal looking stuff. Wrenches, hammers,
screwdrivers and the like. All with matching yellow handles. The only
thing out of place was a medallion that had inlaid semi-precious gems in it.
There was writing too, in the copper that made up the disk. Symbols anyway.
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she was willing to bet. The thing didn’t hum with power or magic though. It was
less active that way then the surrounding tools, to be honest. That was weird,
so she didn’t touch the thing at all, not letting herself even think about it.


It seemed to be enough to hide
the information, which wasn’t right, was it? The Mind Taker wasn’t called that
because he was easily beaten by sophomoric mediation skills, was he? That
didn’t seem right at all. Meaning that either this being was so distracted by
having a missing daughter that he was falling down on the job, which no Greater
Demon would do, or it wasn’t him.


So, who was with her, looking
like Mrs. Gibson, and pretending to be Finias?


She kept looking around the room,
and using her other senses, but didn’t find anything. The trail stopped at the
box. Probably with that medallion, whatever it was. Finally she went back
toward it, and waved her hand in that direction.


“She’s in there. I don’t know
how, but… Yeah. That’s where she is.”


Then programming her shoes for a
bit of speed she’d never considered before, Eve moved in to fight, rushing the
older woman as hard and fast as she could, not able to see much, through the
agony. With a move that she felt decently proud of she wrapped the crook of her
left arm over the front of the old, but shockingly strong, neck. That was
turned into a leg toss with a sharp, but single, step. Then she tensed, and
made it happen. The old woman whipped through the air at speeds that whoever
this was couldn’t match. If it really was Finias, it was going to lead to some pretty
tense parties, later.


If she was invited that was.


As the feet hit the floor, the
sensible blue pumps slapping the green stained concrete, Eve pushed on the top
of the head, the forehead really, as it neared her own waist, falling in what
seemed to be super slow motion. Then she kneed up with her right leg, into the
back of the neck, several times.


It took all her strength, but she
twisted, pulled, and did it all so fast that the head finally came off. She
dropped it, realizing that even for a Greater Demon, that might mean being
dead.


A sense of panic came over her
then, because if she’d just killed Keeley and Darla’s dad, that wasn’t going to
be a good thing, was it? What calmed her was something very different though.
Her friend was trapped, in a box. A medallion, which was probably going to turn
out to be a Demon trap.


She had no way to get her out,
either, did she?


For a second, Eve wondered if
breaking it would work? Just ripping the metal in two? The thing there was that
she doubted the real strength or power would be in the thing itself. No,
it was going to be in the magic that made it.


She could do magic. Eve could,
she reminded herself, stab at things with a scalpel, too. That didn’t make her
a surgeon. To the best of her knowledge she didn’t even know any surgeons. The
closest thing she had to a Greater Demon though, was right there next to her.
Dead.


Making a face, she stared for a
moment, then took a deep breath.


“Fine, then, you know what I need
to, so… Why don’t you tell me?” It was whispered, being an insane thing to say
to a corpse. Still, as she’d just pointed out to herself, she had magic too,
right?


She got the head into place, and
then made a face. How could she fix this? Losing your head was a pretty serious
thing for most people. She could heal herself, and could see, after a fashion,
how she might use energy to heal another person, basically feeding them life
energy with a general instruction to do that, but that didn’t bring someone
back from the dead. Unless they weren’t really gone?


If anyone was going to pull
bullshit like that, it would be a Greater Demon, wouldn’t it?


Eve sat there, using all her
focus to try and do something useful. The being didn’t just heal, but she
managed to get the flesh to kind of pull back together in places. A lot of that
was actually done using direct telekinesis, not healing at all. There was a lot
of blood loss, but using her mind, and doing something she hadn’t known was
possible, she got the red liquid to leave the floor and trickle back into the
old looking woman. It happened slowly at first, but it was visible. 


She kept going, well past the
time she figured it was a lost cause. After all, killing Finias was a death
sentence for her, she didn’t doubt. Probably any of the other ones, too. What
she really needed was Darla’s magical time machine thing. If she was in a trap
though, then this one here was going to be needed to help her get at that,
weren’t they?


Eve jumped when the gasp came,
hours of hopeless feeling work later. It was wet, raspy and pained, but after
half a minute the other person did it again, then started to breathe, all on
their own.


“Food…” It wasn’t a demand, but
Eve knew that one. Greater Demons needed a lot of energy to get things done,
most of the time. Healing was no exception. If they couldn’t get it, their life
would be pretty hard.


“Not until you tell me how to
open the Demon trap. Tell me that, and help me get Darla free, and I’ll get you
that food. Not until.”


She really expected a big
argument, but the old woman complied, instantly.


“Touch center. Add power.”


Eve thought she could do that,
but it also had to be a trap, didn’t it?


“Fine, I’m using your hand
though. Are you sure you want me to do that?”


“Do it.” The words were barely
able to be heard, since the throat and neck were still a pretty big mess.


She didn’t touch anything with
her hands, using her telekinetic powers to wrap the medallion up and float the
thing gently into the Demon’s left hand. It took a bit to get the right kind of
energy to flow in, since it needed silver magical energy, not pink life energy,
but by imagining it well enough, she got a line of it to flare into being a few
minutes later. Then the room exploded. There was a roar that she felt against
her skin, like the rushing of air out of a decompressing airplane in a movie,
and a flash of light that left her blind.


It wasn’t until her gaze cleared
that she could see that Darla, looking handily like a twenty-two year old
blonde hottie instead of her own grandmother, was standing there, holding a
super bomb in her right hand. She looked more than a little pissed.


“All right, Ferryman, who put you
up to this?” She moved in a bit, but froze, as Eve hopped back.


“Darla? I sort of killed whoever
this is, and then saved them. I promised to get them some food, if they helped
me get you back? It seems right, unless, you know you aren’t you? They were claiming
to be Finias. Someone claiming to be The Librarian came and told me you were
missing, at work. So… That’s as about up to speed as I can get you, if, you
know, you’re you?”


That all made sense, didn’t it?


Darla smirked, looking at the
being on the ground, and the faint trace of blood around them.


“You brought him back from the
dead, without using the Geordis? Not bad. Too good, really, for a Vampire. Who
are you, really?”


Eve rolled her eyes.


“Eve. Your friend? Practically
your best friend in the whole world? I just figured out how to do a
little magic. It isn’t nearly as cool as it sounds, it took me hours. I…
Probably can’t prove that, but we can get him some food, while we wait for you
to work out that I’m really me? If, you know, you aren’t going to just kill
me?”


That got a glance at the floor,
and a headshake.


“No. I mean, we can get some
food. Let’s bring it out here? I don’t want to make a mess inside. I’ll get
some things.” Then she walked away, her legs flashing in their blue jeans. She
had a long sleeved button up on, which for her was lacking in flare. Then, Eve
had seen her wearing it before, when she was doing yard work, or tinkering in
her workshop, so it wasn’t impossible if she’d been waylaid at home.


She could have even been in a
lace teddy and hose, and not been outside the realm of what was possible that
way. It might pay off to pay attention though.


There was no cooked food brought
out, just bottles of things, which Darla opened herself, the doomsday device
not being with her. Why it had been in the first, place, Eve didn’t know. One
Demon, no matter how bad-assed, probably wasn’t that big of a threat to The
Technician. She made stuff, for fun, so she’d have a lot of other ways to
protect herself, right? Eve had seen a few things that were probably exactly that,
over the years, not realizing it.


Copper disks, and glass tubes,
bits of crystal and wire, turned into what looked like art, and things with
strange inlaid patterns. The house, her friend’s whole life, was filled with
the stuff.


For the moment, rather than
explain anything, the blonde Demon poured what seemed to be vegetable oil down
the prone body’s throat. Carefully, so they wouldn’t choke, too much. Then
without speaking, she switched to syrup. Pure maple from the smell of it. The
good kind, which at least was a nod to quality. There was a container of milk,
followed by a smaller container of cream. When that was done, there was a
switch to a new container of clear golden oil.


Then, looking up like she was
amused, rather than annoyed with the whole thing, Darla smiled at Eve.


“So, you found The Cart Wright
here, The Ferryman, and worked out that it wasn’t The Mind Taker, and killed
him?” She actually chuckled then, sounding slightly wicked. “Notice, Ferryman,
she also brought you back. I think you owe her, rather much, don’t you?
What is our leaving you alive worth to you?”


There was a glare from the
ground, and the woman that looked all wrong for the time being, her neck still
mostly a mess, having a lot of damage there, kept drinking. Darla didn’t stop
pouring things in either, not even to wait for a reply.


When that finally happened, the
flow of oil coming to an end, while Darla moved to get more food, the creature,
whoever they were, locked eyes with her.


“I was bested by a mere Vampire?
Kill me now, so the shame doesn’t rip the fabric of space and time in two. I
can’t believe this.”


Eve had to agree with that
assessment.


“Yeah. If it helps, I’ve only
been at this Vampire thing for a bit less than a year. Do you want me to rip
your head off again? I get it. That really would be a horrible thing to have
known about you. They might change your name to ‘The Headless’, and tell the
story at all the cool parties, when people get drunk and can pretend it wasn’t
part of the original plan. The thing there, is that I really don’t think a
Greater Demon would care about things like that. Well, Fram, but you
aren’t him, so how about this…”


She was about to suggest he tell
them what was up, in exchange for getting to leave, eventually, when Darla
chipped in.


“Two hundred million, going to
Eve, for saving you. Plus three large favors, to be decided by her, later.”


There was an insane look then,
but the Demon on the floor directed it at Darla, which was nice and didn’t seem
to bother her in the slightest.


“Three hundred million, one small
favor. To be agreed upon as not being too much at the time, by me.”


“Three hundred-fifty million. Two
favors, one large, one small. You don’t get to choose, but neither can
be fatal to you, or lead indirectly to your death. If Eve allows, we can also
make it so neither one will be in perpetuity.” She looked at Eve then and let
one eyebrow go up. “So, if you want you could keep him as a slave, but
only for a period of time. The normal one for such servitude is one hundred
years and a day.”


There was a rather upset moan,
but the Cart Wright, or Ferryman, whoever that was, finally gave a small nod,
then gasped in pain, since that had to hurt.


“Agreed.”


There was more food for a while,
all still very moist, though a bit of it was solid. Bread soaked in honey, for
instance, so that it wouldn’t be too hard to swallow. An hour later, a whole
lot of the damage was simply gone, and Darla moved back.


“Now, please explain why you
invaded my home, and attacked me, with the others? Clearly to drive me into
that trap, but what was the reasoning behind it?”


There had been others, which, Eve
decided, would explain why she’d gone for a weapon that would take out
everything like that. The trip to the garage then would have been what? Her
trying to get enough distance to activate the thing?


If so, then Eve had nearly died
that day, already. For real. So had everyone she knew, more or less.


Sounding a lot better, if not
good, The Ferryman, tried to sit up, only to find a foot on the older and
slightly busty chest. Darla was doing it, her face hard.


“No, either you give me that, or
I’ll kill you, right here and now. You’re still too weak to stop me. So, tell
me the plan here. Why come for me?”


There was a sigh.


“Fine, it isn’t that big of a
thing. We wanted to, as you pointed out, drive you into that trap. The idea was
to hold you for a few weeks, so that the others could finish their plan.”


Darla looked normal, but Eve felt
the pieces slip into place, which was nice, even if she wasn’t right. It felt like
she was finally catching on a little. She probably wasn’t, she knew.


“You’re trying to take out
Keeley? The idea was to get to Zack and Darla, and hold them back while the
rest of you went for The Mistress of Souls? Finias too then, I bet.”


Darla looked at her, and nodded.


“Are you sure you’re not
just faking being Eve? She’s bright, but that’s sharp thinking. More than I
would have expected yet. Probably right, too, given what I know.” There was a
slight grinding motion of a shoe on the Ferryman’s chest then, though no sign
that it was causing pain or distress. “Is this what the whole thing over the
last year has been about then? Driving the others, the Vampires, Shifters and
Mages, out into the open, as a distraction so you could all move against Keeley?”


Rather than deny it, there was a
soft chuckle, and the Ferryman closed his blue eyes.


“She’s a threat, the likes of
which we’ve never seen before, in all of history. One child, barely old enough
to stand, took out three of the strongest of us, without even risking herself
in the slightest. She could do that to anyone. Anyone, Technician! Yes,
we can see that she isn’t a big threat to most of us right now, but what will
she be in ten years? What of ten thousand? Can one being hold that much power
in potential, the ability to have her own army of Greater Demons, as well as a
million other creatures, and not use it? We know the answer to that one, don’t
we? Power, in the end is always used. Always.”


Eve snorted, getting both of them
to look at her.


“No shit. Then this is like a bad
movie plot, isn’t it? You all feel scared of her, so gang up to take her out,
which forces her to start grabbing up slaves and minions that can handle you,
making it a self-fulfilling prophecy. How about this, you guys back the fuck
off, and I’ll go have a chat with her about it? You know, like reasonable
people do? After I kill Fram, I mean. You can set that up, letting the
rest of your duffus pals know that you all need to tuck the stupid plans back
into your jeans, and go home. How many of you are in on it? Don’t try to tell
me it’s everyone, since most of them wouldn’t be that ridiculous.” She
felt like punctuating it with a kick, but didn’t.


She was a good Vampire after all,
and not a thug.


The Ferryman looked at The
Technician, and frowned. It was a hard look that distorted the slightly soft
granny like visage. The wrinkles on the skin didn’t match up with the move at
all, causing it to seem alien and strange. Eve couldn’t tell if that was all
about her knowing that this wasn’t the real Mrs. Gibson, or not, in the end.
She watched, and listened to the being, in case he attacked instead of going
along with them. Darla didn’t seem scared of that, but it was something that
seemed pretty normal to think about to her.


The Ferryman looked her way too,
clearly thinking of her as a potential danger. Now.


“There are seven of us in on it.
I can’t give names, since that would force hands, and we have an
agreement put together, already, to prevent that sort of thing. I’ll drop out,
as a sign of good faith. Perhaps you could arrange a situation for me,
and The Mistress of Souls, Snowflake? One where she will refrain from taking my
freedom with her powers, and I will… You see, that’s the problem. The
fly in the ointment, for us all. There is nothing I have that she couldn’t just
take from me, is there? Not my goods, or lands, not my slaves or even my life.
Thus far, none of us can protect ourselves from her ability, and that, frankly,
cannot be allowed to continue. Do you have a magical fix for that one, White
Death?”


Eve thought for a bit, ignoring
the names, and spoke softly.


“Friendship?”


“Like anyone cares about
that? What do you think we are? Bronies?”


“Okay, that’s a point, I’ll see
what I can set up though. Have the others call me, if they want their name
added? If I get a good agreement, they have to honor it though. Not sight
unseen, or unheard, or whatever, but no tricky… You know… No trying to play
with things.” She explained with a hand wave.


The thing was, he did
know. Darla got it too.


No Demon tricks could be
allowed, because otherwise the thing wasn’t going to work at all.












Chapter seventeen





 


It probably showed how immature
and foolish she was, but Eve was pretty darned shocked when Darla handled the
problem of her home being invaded, and being trapped in a magical medallion,
however that worked, by letting The Ferryman go, with no more than a dark
chuckle.


“Don’t forget to handle the funds
and favors. You might also start thinking of what to trade with Eve for the
work she plans to help you with… The Mistress of Souls. It would be… A bit
outside of reality’s bounds to think she cannot work out a treaty of some
kind.” The good looking blonde girl smirked a little, her face nearly haughty,
as if she were in total control of the situation, and the being in front of her
hadn’t just told her that a group of incredibly powerful beings was trying to
kill her little sister.


Then again, she was a Greater
Demon. It was hard to remember that sometimes. Eve had been told, so many times
it was practically a drone in the back of her mind now, that that sort of being
didn’t have to feel anything they didn’t want to. Being afraid, or even caring
more than academically about Keels wouldn’t help things in the moment, so Darla
wasn’t going to waste her time on it. It was kind of like being a
super-psychopath, at a guess.


Why feel things that weren’t
going to work for you in the moment?


The Ferryman, or Cart Wright,
whatever the real name was, got up slowly, his neck looking better but still
greatly damaged. Someone had kind of ripped it off, and then repaired it with
the magical equivalent of superglue, and duct tape. Which, Eve had to admit,
was kind of neat, even if it had taken a long time and the Greater Demon should
have been totally dead for hours. How that had worked, she didn’t know exactly,
but it was probably all about whatever made them all so tough in the first
place. That, or some kind of trick that she just didn’t know about. Keeping
your heart in a jar at a different location, or whatever.


Slowly, and carefully, still
clearly feeling the effects of the damage she’d delivered, the Greater Demon
walked toward the outside door, and didn’t speak again. Darla didn’t try to
force the issue either, letting him go. If he was a male. He looked like a girl
at the moment and was called Ferryman, but did that really mean anything? More
to the point, given how easily they all switched genders and forms, did it
really matter ever?


There was a flare of magic from
outside the garage door, after the thing, the little one for people to go in
and out, swung shut. Eve felt it, but didn’t really know what it meant. Except,
she realized, she sort of did. It was like what Zack was always doing, going
into the Nodes. She’d been around enough for that for the idea to be familiar.
This was louder somehow. A lot more powerful seeming.


Given that Zack was the freaking
Line Walker, that probably meant there was wasted energy in the move here,
rather than him being weak at it.


Darla smiled at her, after that
happened.


“I need a snack. Come with me? We
might want to talk about some things.” There was no waiting, or hesitation in
the movement, the other girl just spinning on a heel and walking away quickly,
back up the three steps into the house. The whole thing was nicely decorated,
including the mat for them to wipe their feet on before going in. Not that
they’d have anything on their feet, coming from the clean garage like they
were. She made a shuffling motion anyway.


In case there was blood on her.


Darla turned to see the action,
then gestured for her to close the door behind her, and walked into the kitchen
so fast it was nearly a jog.


Then regardless of the promise
that had been given about talking, the thin and pretty girl grabbed cartons and
boxes of crap, snack cakes and ice cream, from various places, and sat down,
eating it all directly from the containers. About ten minutes in, with Eve just
sitting and waiting, she finally managed a few words, between bites.


“I was starving for… It seemed
like months to me, in that trap. How long was it really?”


“Um, I don’t know exactly. No
more than three or four days, if I was told correctly. Then, all my info on
that comes from the bad guys, I guess. We’re supposed to meet with Fram in
three days? It’s Friday now. Early though.” She didn’t count it all up on her
fingers, and the date was something she just didn’t know at the moment, but she
knew the day of the week. That would be enough for someone like Darla.


“Two days then. Good. The
perception was vastly distorted, but I haven’t lost that much time on any of my
other projects.” Then, with a bit more grace, she got up, and started preparing
real food for herself, eating it on actual plates this time, and not just
consuming whatever was at hand.


Eve felt a slight twinge of envy.
Not that she’d ever been the kind to love cakes and pies all that much, but the
sense of eating, of having that connection with humanity, was simply gone for
her now. Gone the way of the Dodo, and her sex drive. Letting that go, since
there was stuff to do, she thought, she waited, and tried not to be half as
clueless as she really felt.


“Should I… I don’t know, call up
Keeley and warn her or something?”


Darla had a bite of real mashed
potatoes, made with cream and butter, with just a hint of spices for flavor, up
to her mouth, but stopped, the fork hovering inches in front of her lips.


“That’s not a bad idea. You need
to deal with her. Carefully. Sell the information to her. I know that it seems
mean, but when you’re playing at this level, you can’t just be her friend, or
people, Greater Demons, will use that against you, and possibly her, later. It’s
less than optimal, you being tied up in these things already. Worse, Fram is
going around giving you a name. Snowflake. Well, at least it’s pretty.” She ate
then, as Eve got up, and sneered, a bit grumpily.


“It’s an insult. Short for
Special Snowflake. I don’t know where it comes from, but Barb, from work? She
called me that a lot. It pisses me off, which is no doubt why Fram has been
spreading it around for me. I can’t claim that it’s actually hurting me, can I?
It isn’t against our agreement. I never even thought about setting things up so
that he couldn’t call me names. He’s not even doing that too much, as
far as I know. I’d give him one too, in retaliation, but I doubt it would
bother him much.”


Unless it did, and then he came
at her for real, not acting all nice and polite like he had been so far. With
her. He’d killed people, or ordered them killed, and that wasn’t good, but the
odds were, Greater Demons were always just going to walk on that score, weren’t
they? He might have to pay a fine or something, but that wasn’t the same thing
as being punished for it. Worse, punishment probably wouldn’t work. You
couldn’t change his mind enough to make him good by doing bad things to him.
That barely worked with Humans. There was no way it would do anything of note
to him.


Thankfully, none of that was for
her to look into. It was all Zack, and the others’, job.


Darla took more than several
bites, quickly and politely, not slopping things around or cramming them into
her mouth, even as the food vanished from the table for a while. She was
breathing, but timing it between bites, it seemed. Like an athlete, or
competitive eater might. It was impressive, after a fashion.


When it was clear that Darla
wasn’t going to say anything on the topic at hand, probably agreeing that
getting petty revenge wouldn’t be a good idea, Eve got up to use the phone in
the other room. It was in a nice wooden cabinet. The same one that the blue and
green doomsday device was on, actually. Opening the little door, she pulled the
slim black hand piece out. It was very high tech, and not the same one that had
been there five years before, when they were all in high school.


Eve dialed the number from
memory, since she’d made a point of doing that for all the numbers she was
supposed to use regularly.


On the third ring, it picked up,
Keels sounding like her normal self. That could mean anything, from having just
come from a fight for her life, to sitting down for a snack herself.


“Hey, buddy. I have some news,
that you might want to trade for?” She didn’t announce who it was, even though
that might have been polite.


“Oh? What kind of information? Or
can’t you tell me without ruining its value?”


That was an interesting way to
put it, and would have told her friend a lot, right there, she knew. Eve was
silent for a moment, thinking, then shrugged.


“A hundred million and three
small favors to be named later big? Really, it’s bigger than that, I
think, but you might know part of it already. I can’t know what you do, so…
Right. You get the idea?”


“Hmm? That is big then. Fifty
million, and two small favors, to be judged by me? I don’t really want to pay
too much for something I probably already know, but you are Eve, so it
might be good.”


She nearly just gave in then,
since it was all monopoly money and wishes to her, so far. Even saying the word
million made it seem fake to her mind. The idea was to make it seem more
important to Keeley though, so she’d know it wasn’t fake, or a little
thing, even if it was. It could all be a setup, after all.


“Eighty million, and two favors,
but one of them has to be, um, more medium sized? You can decide to do it or
not. I don’t have anything in mind, right now.”


“All right. Will you be waiting
for the funds to clear first, or can you tell me now?” It was nearly like the
girl on the phone was suppressing a chuckle. Like they were playing a game.
Maybe they were, by her standards?


Darla poked her head into the
room and spoke softly, from the door.


“Tell her to come here. As soon
as she carefully can.”


Eve repeated the words, then
added some of her own.


“Very carefully. That’s
important.”


“Be right there then. Twenty
minutes? I need to do my hair first.”


“Sounds good. Later.”


Darla went back to the kitchen,
to get more food, and gestured for her to sit.


“She’ll have to go by some
alternate routes, so this could take a while.” Between bites of what seemed to
be roast beef, and smelled hot and fresh, even though there hadn’t been time to
make any, Darla beamed at her, for some reason. “I’m very proud of you, by the
way. Not just for rescuing me, or taking out The Ferryman like that, either.
You dealt with The Mistress of Souls like a grown up. Now if I could only get
Zack to do that. I swear, he has sex with a girl a few times and he suddenly
acts like they’re people or something. That’s a flaw for one of our
kind. Really, you should exploit that, while he works on fixing it. Keeley
still bargains like a hippy, too, so that can work to your benefit. Speaking of
such things, I kind of owe you as well, for coming to find me, like that.”


Eve nodded.


“I walked right into the trap here.
My guess is that they were going to kill me. To get me out of the way? That
thing with The Vile earlier, if it was him, I mean. Then calling me
here, it pretty much had to be a set up.” That being the case, she kind of
wondered how she’d won at all.


Darla took another bite, of well
buttered bread this time and nodded.


“Or not. My guess is that they
were buying time, while the rest of the trick was set up. Their mistake was not
taking you seriously enough. It’s a rare Vampire that can take down a Greater
Demon like that, but it can happen. We aren’t eternal, or indestructible. Hard
to kill, but most of the time we avoid that kind of thing, or destroy our
enemies first, from a distance. What you did though… Bringing him back
like that, it was fantastic. I mean that, too. As far as I know, no Vampire has
ever bothered to even try it. I don’t know that any of them could have done it,
but it was the act, not the ability, that did the trick. I’ll bet that some
little Demons are going to be rethinking their plans for you, tonight. Once The
Ferryman tells them about this.”


Eve knew she was thinking a lot
more slowly than Darla was. The thing with her friend was that she ate for a
while longer, giving her that time to consider things. At first she was worried
that the Greater Demons would come for her, seeing her as a threat to them. It
was why they were coming for Keels. 


It wasn’t true though, was it?
When she’d had a chance to end one of that sort, but had needed information,
and not wanting to piss off Darla, Zack and Keeley, she’d saved the Demon.
Because it made sense at the time.


Why would anyone feel threatened
by that?


All they had to do was treat her
like a sensible person, and not force her into taking actions that would harm
them, later.


Then, that was really all they
had to do with Keels, but there they were, trying to make a hash of things
already. That was because The Mistress of Souls was apparently a lot scarier
than The Snowflake.


That thought reminded her to have
a long talk with Barb, when she saw her next. 


Darla got up suddenly, and
started toward the front door of the house, her right hand digging something
out of her jeans pocket. It was silver metal and glass, and looked like a fine
writing instrument, rather than a weapon. It wasn’t held that way though. Eve
followed her, ready to move if she had to, but not so much that her intent
would program her white shoes into forcing her to do anything. That was good,
since when the door opened, it was just Keeley.


Darla stared at her for a long
time, then nodded.


“In. Quickly. There has
been a bit of change in plans.”


The words got movement, though it
was clear that Keeley, who looked like she was about one coating of face paint
away from being a model, was moving into the space like a ninja. Wary, ready to
kill, and using all her senses without shame. Sniffing the air, testing each
step on the floor, and looking around like paranoia was her new favorite hobby.


Eve nodded.


“That’s about the right level of
awareness.”


Darla moved too, and got them all
into the living room, then… Offered drinks. Because that was polite,
apparently.


Keeley asked for a soda, but Eve
was about to demure, when she realized that a bit of plain water probably
wouldn’t hurt her too much. She’d seen Bey do that, on occasion. Warm water, to
be exact. So she asked for that, since it was more grown up than sitting there
tensely, with nothing to hold on to.


It didn’t take Darla long to get
things set up, even with an unusual request like hers. Then they all sat, with
Darla looking at her, as if she were the one that should speak.


“I guess I’ll start with the
punch-line, and then double back over the good parts? A group of Greater Demons
is trying to kill you. They tried to take out Darla, um, trapping her in a
medallion? Then one of them The Ferryman, pretended to be Finias, to lure me
here for some reason. Another one claimed to be Tarsus, The Librarian, and came
in to work, saying he was searching for Darla, too.” She was about to go on,
when Keeley reached her hand out and touched Eve’s cool arm with her soft warm
hand.


It tingled, and after a moment,
the other girl took a very deep breath.


“Okay. That wasn’t The Vile, I’m
willing to bet. I’ll make a call in a minute and check on that. There’s a lot
going on, isn’t there? Well worth what I’m paying you for this info. You really
killed The Ferryman? More to the point, isn’t he supposed to be on our side?”
That was said to Darla directly.


The blonde nodded, her blue eyes
shining a bit.


“In general the sane Greater
Demons tend to stick with their own, but it isn’t unheard of for people to work
together when they have common goals like this. What can I say, Keels? You just
naturally bring people together.”


“I know, it’s a curse. Okay, I
need to go and deal with this. I’ll try to be there for you on Sunday, Eve.
With Fram, and all that? He’s clearly part of this, so it might afford me a
chance to chat with him.”


Eve winced.


“I, uh, have that agreement with
him, so there can’t be any traps or tricks involved. Otherwise… You can’t
come.” Not that she could really stop that from happening, she didn’t think.


“That won’t be a problem. I
actually like Fram, his plotting to kill me aside. I won’t make a liar
of you. Now, let me check that bit of info out. With Marcus? The good one, not
Fram being a raping piece of trash. Not that I haven’t had some people
raped, but your Maggie Sims seems like a nice Vampire. A master, too. I wonder
how he enslaved her, exactly? Normally that should be very hard for him to pull
off. Not impossible, maybe, but difficult enough that doing it wouldn’t be
something he’d bother with. We can ask about that, at the meeting.” Then she
rose, her body still in combat ready mode.


The phone call didn’t last too
long though, the man on the phone speaking in a rasping and slightly slurred
voice. It was familiar, but that was probably just due to the attack earlier in
the day.


“Vile! This is Keeley? The
Mistress of Souls? A friend of mine, the Vampire Eve, called Snowflake and
White Death, was attacked by one of us earlier. That being claimed to be you.”


“Tash is notsh reality. I have
not attacked, or fought with, The White Death. Cans yous tellsh me about thish?”


The rundown got polite murmurs
until the very end, when Keeley described the feeling of overwhelming
attraction for the rotting stink pile of wretched disgust.


Then the other Greater Demon
laughed. His voice cleared up almost totally, too, sounding more normal by far.


“The Lover, most likely. You
recall the small… Difficulty we had some years back? It wouldn’t be outside of
either her abilities or desires to set me up as the villain in this piece. It
could be someone else, but if so, given those factors, my analysis would still
continue to point at her still, if working through a proxy. That is within her
normal pattern.”


“Ah. Good to know. Are you, by
any chance, part of a plot to have me killed? I hate to ask, but there have
been some rumors of late. I’d hate to think that I upset anyone that much.
Especially you.”


There was no pause, just a
rustling in the background.


“Yes. It isn’t a personal thing,
but it was pointed out that you could be a rather large threat to me in the
future. Removing that as a possibility seems prudent, don’t you think?”


Eve rolled her eyes, and moved
across to the phone, speaking calmly, even as she took the hand piece away from
the other girl.


“Fine. This is Eve, the Vampire.
I’m setting up an arrangement, so that Keeley won’t do that to a select group
of beings that sign on. Steal their free will, I mean. There’s a hundred
million dollar buy in, so that you know it’s quality work, on top of whatever
trading is needed to make it happen. It makes more sense than setting off a
giant fuck storm of doom, just because you feel your dick is a bit too small
today, don’t you agree? Especially since you can make it grow if you want. So,
are you in, or not?” She was ready for The Vile to growl and hang up. She
would have, at that point. It was so far from diplomatic that she probably
couldn’t save the thing, she knew.


The Vile, crazy or not, was
smarter than that, and didn’t seem to even take offense.


“I can do that. The buy in is
payable on completion of the agreement? Who else is involved in this so far?”


She lied, sort of, “The Ferryman,
you, and probably The Bold, after I talk to him in a few days. If he doesn’t
realize that his personal best plan is dating Keeley, then he’s a moron,
and I know him well enough to get that evidence to the contrary at times, he
really isn’t that. He’ll deal.” She couldn’t guarantee that, but The Vile
didn’t call her on it.


“I see. Well, that would be
several of the seven. Will The Mistress of Souls abide by such an arrangement,
however?”


Eve looked at Keels, who stared
back a little blankly.


“If the terms suit her, too? Yes.
As far as I’ve ever heard, she keeps her word, really well. Most of you do, so
that isn’t a real question. No, the real one is this: why the fuck
didn’t you all see this for yourselves? Not that I’m complaining, since
I’m going to make a pretty penny off of this, but this seems like you’ve all
been set up, doesn’t it? Who did it? Tarsus? He’s in charge of your council,
isn’t he?” She was throwing things out, because the name had come up and it was
clear that someone wanted her to go there. The others would correct her, no
doubt.


Except no one did at all.


“Tarsus… I cannot confirm that,
and denying it would be no better.” It was the kind of thing government
officials said all the time to make it seem like they were hiding things, when
what they were covering up was something totally different.


“I see. Still, get with the
others, if it’s safe for you, and have them get in touch with me, if they want
in on this. Fast, since I doubt I can stall more than a few days. Luckily,
Keels is a better person than I am, so she might cut you all some slack. Maybe.
I’ll let her know not to make a try for you right now, for say, a month, if you
agree not to act against her, or plan to, for that time? No loopholes though.
No tricks. Is that agreeable?”


The voice was a bit warmer then,
“it is, Snowflake. Can we extend that to be between you and I as well? For the
same duration? I will not act against you, for one month, and in return, you
offer me the same protection?”


That seemed a bit weird, but
after thinking about it long enough that it probably seemed like she was going
to say no, Eve agreed.


“With no tricks involved?”


“I can agree to that, if you do,
too?”


“Fine then. One month. That
doesn’t go for the others, unless they get in touch and confirm it however.”


“I’ll inform them all of this.
Thank you for your help, Eve. I hope that, in the future, we can be friends,
you and I?”


She didn’t know what to say to
that, but it sounded good, even if he was a disgusting mess of rotten flesh all
the time. They could be email buddies, maybe?


“I’d like that, and hope so, too.
Thanks.”


“Goodbye, for now, Snowflake.”


“Vile.”


Then she hung up, wondering how
many mistakes she’d just made.


Darla grinned at her, and winked
at Keeley.


“See Keels, that’s how a
Greater Demon acts. A hundred million buy in to broker a bargain that doesn’t
even exist yet, making it seem like it’s worth doing. Brilliant. That’s a whole
month of a truce, too, if you noticed? That cuts down the potential attacks by
nearly a seventh, unless there are hidden players in this. It’s likely of
course. Now we just need to find where Finias is being held. My bet is that
Tarsus has him.”


Eve furrowed her brows, “um,
isn’t he your leader, more or less?”


Keeley gave her a look that
looked ancient, even if they were really the same age, more or less. It wafted
off of her though, sending a greater chill down Eve’s spine than she’d
experienced since she’d died.


“Better than that, he’s my
grandfather. We don’t get along that well though. I blame that on…” She looked
over at Darla, and then shrugged, “okay, so, I found out that Angels are real,
and that Greater Demons can’t hold the concept very easily. I’ve told you about
this before, and had you write up a statement to that effect, and hide it in
your safe spot. We’ve done this about ten times now, but the fact is that
Tarsus has worked out that the Arch Angel Michael is a Greater Demon, called
The Void. It goes deeper than that, too, but the end point is that he isn’t
really certain that I’m not involved in this somehow. It’s making him wonder
how dangerous I really am.”


Darla didn’t seem amused, “I
don’t think so. I can go and check…”


Keeley just sat, and Eve looked
from one to the other.


“Or Keeley can go off and
do her thing, and you can go shopping with me? I need to borrow your fashion
sense, not having much of that myself. I have some things I need to dress up
for, including a date tomorrow night. Though given everything…”


Darla seemed happier with that
idea.


“We can do that. Now that this is
a known thing, the attack on Keeley, the rest of us should be safe enough. You
especially, since ruining a chance for a binding truce wouldn’t be worth
getting rid of you. Either of us, most likely. Notice that they just locked me
up in a very good trap? It was too, which argues for Tarsus. He both insists on
that method in the main, and is one of the best when it comes to complex
magics. I’ll take it apart later, and see if he left any signs on it.”


That got a grin from Keels,
“Darla, what were we just talking about? In your secret vault? Do you member?”


“We were talking about shopping,
and what a prick Tarsus is…”


Eve sighed, “got it. So it really
is a blind spot for you people? Like Humans… And almost everything?”


“Yup. No big thing. In the end it
probably won’t make a difference. This does mean that I’m the single
sanest Greater Demon in reality, however. Just to point that one out.” Her
words were smooth, and her sister looked annoyed, but didn’t comment.


Instead she clapped.


“Fine. We should go and get Zack
to take us shopping. Really, we should pick up Lyn and Bente for this, too. We
used to get into so much fun and trouble, a few hundred years ago. I think
you’ll fit right in with them, Eve.” She grabbed the cool hand and stood up,
like she couldn’t wait to get out of the room and away from the uncomfortable
topic.


Angels.


It sounded lame, but not
impossible. That was to her though, and she was just a Vampire. It was
interesting that Greater Demons couldn’t hold the idea in their heads though.
Not as anything more than a story.


That had to be useful,
somehow, didn’t it?


In the end, everything probably
was, so she decided to keep that one, for later.












Chapter eighteen





 


The next six hours went in a
fashion that was kind of dreamlike for Eve. It involved daylight trips to both
Rome and Paris, as well as an interesting shop in South Africa. That was where
she got most of her fairly normal seeming clothing. It wasn’t perfectly
average, since the man that ran the shop used advanced materials in order to
create clothing that was about twenty times stronger than normal, as well as
being stain resistant.


Okay, so she’d look a bit boring
in some of it, tan being the most common color, but just having things that
wouldn’t be torn apart as easily made it worth going.


Bente tried, very hard, to
suggest that Eve dress in couture fashions all the time. Even after
hearing that Eve did regular duty as a glorified ice cream girl. It was both
cute, and a bit insane, though apparently not the kind of crazy that would have
her labeled that way by her fellows. In the end Eve put her foot down, and
insisted that she needed more practical outfits, with only a few being designed
to attract attention. Plus, that way she wouldn’t go broke, trying to dress for
Yoghurt World.


Darla pointed out to her, several
times, that it wasn’t very likely she could do that. Not even paying Bente’s
clothing prices, which were top end.


Lyn mainly stood back and made
jokes the whole time, not picking on Eve in particular, which was nice of her.
She was just a Vampire after all. No one even mentioned that though, the entire
time. That probably meant they were all really cool, or something like that. On
the good side, she paid for everything, and even got a gift for each of the
others while they were out, seeing things that might work for one of them, more
than it did her. Darla got a great belt, that was made out of specially treated
tree bark, for instance. It was strange, but once paired with anything dark
colored it just fit the look.


For her present Bente got a nice
bracelet, made of a fine web of interlaced rings, almost like chain mail, but
so tiny they seemed like glinting cloth. It was silver, but the woman acted
like it had been the finest thing she’d ever seen. That, Eve understood, was
how you were supposed to act when you got a present. Really, they all
did that part of things wonderfully, even though they most likely had
everything they’d ever need.


It left her feeling like she was
the one that had gotten something nice.


Lyn… Got a pair of pink running
shoes.


The fashion Demon made a face at
them, but the woman, who was wearing a killer red dress, put them on
immediately, and jogged around a bit, like a kid that believed their new shoes
would make them ten times faster than before. It was adorable, and kind of made
her feel a bit better about the life that Zack must have had, growing up. Eve
had never thought about it much, just assuming it was all horrible for him, all
the time. There would have been at least a bit of humor, and very possibly some
love though.


The fact that this Greater Demon
was probably a better mom than her own had been was baffling to her, but she
was happy for her buddy, so it worked out.


So, in all, by the time she got
home with enough loot to make it hard to carry alone, but doing it anyway, she
was set for another five or six years, as far as things to wear went. Or, given
how things had been going in her current reality, about a year. Provided she
didn’t mess up too much and have to burn half of it.


Not wanting to be one of those
messy people, Eve spent about twenty minutes hanging it all up, before looking
at the time, dashing to get a shower and then running, as fast as she could, to
Westfield. It was nearly six, after all. She was on to work all day, as far as
she knew. That was only fair, given she was begging for the evening off.


She was wearing one of her new
outfits, which was, she realized, a little plain. It was a long sleeve tan
shirt, that looked a bit heavy, and tan trousers, along with one of her new
pairs of sneakers. While it was different, it was, she knew, not going to raise
many eyebrows her way. That was fine, since her job was to keep the costumers
happy, and she got to wear a nifty Yoghurt World apron over it all, for color.
All she needed to finish the look was a pair of heavy framed glasses.


Then Maggie would see who the new
queen of the nerds was.


Smiling, when she finally got in,
still not really able to talk, after stressing herself on the run, she nearly
ran into two people at the door. Lenore, who was standing just outside of the
place, looking content at how it seemed, if not impressed, and Felicia.


Inside, still working away, stood
David, who waved when he saw the collection standing there, waiting to enter.


Eve didn’t speak, until she could
manage it without screaming. That was part of her plan, since it meant she
didn’t seem half as wimpy as she felt after running.


“Hi all. Lenore, have you met
Felicia before? She runs Sparks, Nevada, for the Council.” She gestured toward
the slightly orange eyed brown haired woman. “Felicia, this is Lenore Hawthorn.
She’s in charge of the western states region now.”


Lenore smiled, her face pleasant
enough.


“Really? Then we’ll be
working together. Wonderful. Why are you here?” The last bit came out sounding
demanding and blunt, but Felicia just answered, since this was, more or less,
her new boss.


It kind of made sense that she’d
want to know why the person in charge of a given area was several states away.
Apparently waiting for David to get off shift, if you didn’t know any better.


“Daylight training with The
Snowflake. The Mistress of Souls took over Sparks, and is insisting that I
learn to be up all day. So I get the best help available, and a veiled threat
of being taken as a slave, if I can’t manage it. I have to admit though, it’s
going better so far than I figured it would. This will be my fourth day
straight, being awake. As soon as I’m done here, I’m heading right back home.
My second is watching it for me right now. Doing a good job, too. Evan. I don’t
want to be gone too long, or he’ll realize that they don’t really need me.”


Lenore looked away, like she was
thinking, and then nodded.


“That’s a good plan then. Please
ask Keeley to clear any future Vampire related things with me first? Not that I
would have opposed you coming here, but there may be better ways of getting
things done in the future. For instance, Eve could go and train several people
at once, if she were on location there, without disrupting things there much at
all. This way is slower, though perhaps that isn’t a bad thing, for the moment.
I’ll call her later, to make sure we’re on the same page.”


Eve shook her head though.


“Probably not the best time for
that. Some things have come up for her, that might make it less than optimal to
ask anything of her right now. I can explain later.” She glanced at Felicia,
who was kind of Keeley’s pet Vampire, she thought, and gestured for them to
walk into the store. After all, all the bad guys knew about it, so why
shouldn’t the Vampires, Shifters, and Alede in the place? Then they could tell
everyone else all about it.


In the brighter lights of the
shop, Felicia’s hair looked its normal dyed red. She was younger looking too,
since that was a Vampire thing, at least for the women. Eve was actually the
oldest looking girl Vampire around the place, she realized.


Lenore didn’t seem put out by her
suggestion, so she led them into the back, but waited, since it made sense to
fill them all in at once and Edom was coming. Ginger, too.


That would leave Barb out, but Ed
could fill her in later.


That meant sitting Lenore in the
back, like a visiting dignitary, since she was now, and getting her some
of the good Human blood, since it was what you offered someone like her.


When the mug was in her hand, she
sipped it very slowly, savoring it. Felicia looked on, a bit hungrily, but Eve
felt nothing in particular, even when the scent hit her nose. She had enough
links. Or nearly. She had ten now, and needed to see if she could add more like
that, long term. It had been a bit of work, but having the extra energy was
worth it.


The new regional manager, or
whatever she was called, started speaking after a bit, not asking Eve to
explain, her voice conversational.


“I’m not technically taking over
yet. Vaughn is heading to his new location in a few weeks, but Edom has control
here, so I’m looking for things to do. I fear I’ve worked for so long, without
a break being a real idea, that now that I have time, I don’t know what to do
with myself. I suppose that means I should never try to retire, doesn’t it?”


Eve smiled, kind of getting the
basic feeling, if not what it really meant, on a personal level.


“You know, if you really want a
hard project, you should get with Cormack, and see about going with Ginger
later today. The plan is for her to help train the new store employees there,
as well as get the Yoghurt World side of things up to speed. It… We tried to do
it, and Cormack might have it up and going already, but it was about as bad as
you could imagine, when he took over. Well… No, really it was worse than that.
There had been a Manthori gang that was robbing our Vampires as they lined up
to buy their weekly blood. Right outside the shop. They even had the nerve to
come in and try to badmouth our people there. That should be over. I
should go and check on that, I guess.”


Felicia just stood there, and
finally sat when invited by Lenore. Still, when Edom came in, not long after,
Ginger following by about five minutes, both early, considering they weren’t
expected until seven or so that day, Eve just started on the whole explanation,
as far as she knew things.


Leaving out the part about The
Ferryman, just talking about how Darla had gone missing, and was found now.
Then how a whole lot of what had been happening around there for the whole
year, or a lot longer than that most likely, was all about Keeley.


“So, as you can imagine, that’s
going over well, in her world. It isn’t really our problem, and we might be
able to smooth over some of the Vampire related things, now that it’s in the
open. That was all about distracting everyone though, so they wouldn’t get what
was going on as soon. By that I mean all the other Greater Demons. We are, as
always, pretty much just the ones that have to pay for their amusements.” She
also left off the shopping trip, not wanting Ed and Lenore to beat her for
being that stupid. It really had been, she knew. Being tied to Greater Demons
was about as stupid as you could get.


Ed seemed to think they’d be fine
though, regardless of what happened to Keeley.


“We’re pretty connected with The
Line Walker, here, but The Mistress of Souls isn’t part of our structure, even
loosely.”


Eve and Lenore both looked at
Felicia, though she just nodded.


“It will hurt in Sparks, if she
goes down like that. Half of the local economic recovery for the whole area is
due to her new businesses. Plus, if she gets pushed too hard, guess who’s going
to end up her slave, to fight in whatever war the Demons bring?” Thumbs pushed
toward her own chest, Felicia grimaced. “I should probably get back there, too.
I don’t know what to do. Is it better to stay here and learn to be a day
walker, or go back now, and make sure my people are all right?”


People were coming in the front,
though the scent hadn’t hit her yet. It wasn’t until Zack spoke that she
understood he was coming for a visit. His girlfriend was there, after all, so
it made sense. Technically she was one of those too, but they hadn’t exactly
been hanging out and fucking, had they? Like Darla had mentioned, she should
take advantage of his soft heart that way before he realized he was an evil
Demon.


It was nearly funny, though he
came in with Bey, and the tiny man looked almost insanely worried for
some reason. He walked into the space quickly, and found where she was
standing, then hugged her, hard.


“Miss Benson! You live! The
Council received a most distressing call early this morning, I was in Toronto,
and called on Zackary to bring me here immediately, after hearing the message.
You are well? Unharmed, and not much abused? The Greater Demon known as The
Ferryman said that something had happened, but only requested your banking
numbers, so that he could add funds to your account?” His eyes were a bit too
wide, and close, given that he was still holding her as he spoke.


She didn’t make him let go.


“Yeah. Right. I was sort of
glossing over that part. He was impersonating The Mind Taker, who as the story
went, was busy impersonating The Technician. I figured that out when I went to
check on Darla last night, because there had been reports that she was missing.
I found her, in a Demon trap, and The Ferryman helped me get her out.” All of
that was true, but Zack, being both brilliant, and even though she hadn’t
noticed it before, clearly a brat, moved in and touched her arm, then stood
back, laughing.


He did it until Bey dropped her,
and everyone else was looking. Slightly concerned.


“That’s true. It’s absolutely
within what happened. But, Eve, you killed him, in a fair fight. Then brought
him back from the dead, using your own healing powers. Then
forced him to help you get Darla out of the trap. That’s a bit of a better
story than the one you told.” He looked at Bey and shrugged, his thin shoulders
expressive, under the deep blue pullover sweater he was wearing that day. “It’s
a better story than it sounds like, too. I won’t tell it all, so
she can keep seeming mysterious and aloof. Let’s just say, don’t piss Eve off,
apparently.” He slapped her on the back, like she’d made a home run, or the
winning goal. Eve knew the difference, having cheered at various kinds of
sporting events for years.


Everyone else was going to ask
questions she bet, so she got ready for them, only to find Lenore nicely
changing the subject.


“So, Ginger, I hear that you’re
being sent in as a specialist to help Cormack, and his new people? That’s
advanced. When I left you were just a child, now…” She grinned, but Felicia
spoke, out of turn or not.


“Now she’s a master
Vampire. I was planning to invite her to move to my territory, since we could
use someone that powerful, but she’s already working with the new training
program here, for the Council?”


Eve hadn’t mentioned that to
anyone, but Bey beamed, and nodded like it had been well discussed already.


“We have heard such. The first
group has already been selected for training, as well. That, was much
faster than we’d expected. It will take four to five years of initial work?” He
glanced at Eve first, then Ginger, including her in it, as if that were only
natural. Which it was, since she was going to be sharing the work of running
the whole thing.


Eve smiled at him, since he was
her favorite. She wasn’t going to tell the others that, but it was true.


“Right. We won’t have to hold
their hands constantly though. Weekly meetings for the first few years, while
they go off on their own the rest of the time, and either show they’re willing
to fight for this, or not. Things might become more intense, later on when they
get closer to becoming one of us, but for now it won’t be that hard, I don’t
think.”


He was on the Council, so it
wouldn’t hurt for him to know the plan.


“Very good. And you, Ginger,
you’re planning to reunite with your family? I know that Miss Benson wanted to
make sure you could handle being around emotional Humans first, before you do
that. How do you assess her abilities there, Eve?”


It was a big change, and Ginger
looked shocked out of her gourd, but when she stared back at Eve, there was no
fear in her blue eyes. No red either. It was a good sign that she was ready,
wasn’t it?


“Well, I think we should send a
few people with her, just in case there’s a melt down from her family, but she’s
not going to have a problem. It should be up to you though, Ginger. Do you want
to do that, or not? Would it be easier for your family to know that you’re
undead, than to not know at all?” She’d watched enough crime dramas to know
that a lot of parents would rather be given the truth, rather than just have
had a kid vanish one day. It wasn’t her call though.


The girl let her chin come up.


“Could I do that? Meet with them?
I don’t want to scare them, but they aren’t stupid people. They’ll get that
it’s better for me to be alive than not, and that moving around counts for that,
at least enough. Lenore, will you go with me? And… Do you think Barb would? I’d
love Cormack to as well, but he’s so busy right now. That Node location… It’s
really a hard job.”


Bey clapped once.


“It will be as you request. I
will attend as well, if that suits? As a representative of the Council, since
we have to answer for your parent’s child being taken from them.”


Ginger nodded, a bit somberly.


“Yes, sir. That would be fine.
Thank you. All of you. I never thought I could go home. I was told that
couldn’t happen. Now, I don’t need to live with them, but I can visit maybe? Let
them know I’m all right?”


Eve stood up, knowing that she
should have tears in her eyes but not even being able to fake it. So she smiled
instead.


“Great. I’m on front counter
then? Unless you want to take the day off Ed? I think I can handle things here,
as long as the world doesn’t melt down, in which case I can call? I have a date
at nine, remember, but other than that, I’m free all day. Every day, mostly.
Really, I need another hobby.”


She really expected Ed to laugh,
since she was being silly, but Bey hugged her again, bowed to Lenore and Edom,
then almost as if an afterthought, he did the same with Ginger.


“That is a good plan. Our local
ambassador should be there as well. Lenore, dear, do you have the needed
numbers for the telecommunications devices?” She didn’t, but Ginger did unless
they’d changed, so she and Felicia took that bit of interplay as a good enough
reason to get out of the room, so they wouldn’t disturb things. Eve resisted
the urge to eavesdrop though, just happy that Ginger had a family that she
cared enough for to want to reunite with.


David left, not even going to get
a coat, if he had one. Leaving through the front, sulking a bit. His look at
the back was telling, but if you didn’t know the whole story, or as much as she
did anyway, then it would probably just seem a bit like he was pissed the
others were holding his jacket hostage, having a Bey back there to guard it
like they did.


Felicia didn’t notice, but also
didn’t work there, so she started to sit, and then threw her hands up.


“This really would be better back
home. We could paint the club. Scrub the floors. We run a decent place, but it
could still use it. That, or go in and check the day staff at the blood
donation center. Here, I just get to run around outside all day. It works, but
I’m not really getting much done, am I? I can’t even call my people, since
they’re all asleep still. I should write a book or something, if I’m going to
have all this free time.” She looked happy though, not frustrated. Not annoyed
about the lack of things to do, or the sun starting to burn her, even through
the room and the ground above.


It took Eve a bit, but finally
she shrugged.


“Let’s try something new? We can
see if Lenore will give us the use of her waffle cone machine and work out some
recipes? You’ll have to run and do all the shopping for it, but I can pay. It
will be fun. Hilarious too, I bet.”


She wasn’t all that serious, so
felt a slight sense of unreality when Ginger ran out, looking just a tiny bit
manic.


“We can’t really call yet, since
my parents will just be getting up. I can go get the machine, and be back in…
Call it half an hour?”


It sounded about right, so Eve
shrugged, not trying to be a pain about the whole thing, but knowing
Ginger was still not pushing herself like she needed to. Especially if people
were going to start treating her like a master Vampire.


“Ten minutes? I know you can do
it. It will hurt, but it isn’t that far, and you’re freaking Ginger. As
in, The Ginger the Vampire! You don’t give up, and don’t give in.
Felicia, can you go down to the book store, and start looking up some recipes
for it? Really, just ask Carla in the back, and take good notes. She’s in the
café. Hsreth. So pay attention to what she says on the topic.” It was a bit
bossy, but she prevented herself from telling her she could do it, because she
was The Felicia. “Go! I’m timing you!”


She got to work, too, and cleaned
the place up while she waited. It wasn’t ten minutes for either of them to come
back, but Ginger won, or would have if it was a race. She came back at twelve
minutes, her eyes looking wild, and not breathing. Because she was smart.


Eve nodded at her, but spoke out
loud so the others in the back could hear about it.


“Not bad. That’s at least twice
as fast as before. Get ready, since we’re doing the whole trip out to Iowa at
double that. Remind me to work in another fighting lesson, too.” She kept
working the whole time, until Felicia got there. The neat part of the whole
thing was that they actually had everything they needed to make the recommended
batter. It was a little bit more complicated than what Eve was used to doing,
but between the three of them they managed to work out how to make the flat
rounds, and then turn them into cone shapes. Thankfully they had a little metal
form for that in the box the silver waffle maker was in.


When they had ten of them ready,
she and Ginger took turns making first basic and then more complex soft serve
dishes with them. They didn’t have a carrier for the things, so just handed
them out to anyone that passed, and wanted one. It was early still, so most
people didn’t, for some strange reason. They didn’t stop though, Felicia
putting on an apron and trying her own hand at it, after the others called
Ginger away, to go, right then, to her parent’s house.


Eve could just hope that it would
go well for her. The idea was nerve racking. That was one of those things that
amazed her, since the truth was, her worry for her little buddy was worse than
the idea of Greater Demons trying to attack. Not that it wasn’t a real danger.
It was, except that so far, for some reason, that type had pretty much left her
in one piece.


Who knew what the girl’s parents
might do to her? Throw her out for being different? Yell at her for not calling
sooner? Blaming all her new people, for letting it happen in the first place?
That one would even be fair, so what could they do? So she worried, more
concerned for Ginger than she was anyone else at the moment.


That meant she didn’t really get
that anything was wrong when the wide hipped and big eyed woman came in. She
had dark tan skin, and full red lips, but everything was just off of
perfect. She was a little too old, pushing thirty, for ideal loveliness. Her
breasts were just a bit too large. Not enough to make it a noticeable thing,
but for all she was casting lust into the air, this wasn’t an Alede. Sure, they
could do that too, but this skirted, black haired, beauty was just a tiny bit
too normal to be one of them.


There was no way she was a Human
though. Not if she could just stand there, making Eve wonder if she was getting
wet. Even when she was Human herself, this lady wouldn’t have been enough to
make that happen, but here it was. Being projected at her, overwhelming
the fact that she didn’t have a libido anymore.


So, no, not normal.


Eve grinned, and handed her a
cone of vanilla frozen with a single line of thickened strawberry swirled into
it. Topped with a little light whipped, and a single handmade maraschino
cherry.


The lady took it, her face
pleased seeming.


“For me?”


Eve winked.


“You can pay for it, don’t worry.
I won’t insult you that way. I take it you either came to kill me, or get in on
the thing I’m setting up for the others? I have agreement from The Mistress of
Souls, if you do. It will cost, one hundred million, and that probably won’t be
the only expenditure. That’s just for my part in this. It’s worth it though.”
She didn’t bother to think, just staying relaxed, and ready to move, if it came
to it.


Rather than a fight, the feeling
of being turned on ramped up, a lot. Eve didn’t bother to fight it, but
couldn’t see how it was going to help the woman.


After a minute, looking
expectant, and seeing her just stand there, the Greater Demon put her hand out,
to try and touch her. She moved back, just one step.


“Nope. You can buy in, and trust
me, or not. Just like anyone else.”


“Very well.” The woman pouted at
her, and did it so well Eve wanted to take notes. She was even better at it
than Barb. “How about eighty million? I could trade some other things,
to make up the difference?” She licked her lips, suggestively, but Eve saw the
trap there, if not several of them, stacked up in one offer.


“Hmm, tempting, but no.
Though if you can talk at least one of the others in your little gang to do it
too, I’ll give you a discount. Ten million off for each you bring us? Just for
the truce. They have to mean it though. No fair bringing them just as a
coupon.” Large, Demon shaped things that would really be hard for older ladies
to tuck into their handbags.


There was a subtle touch to her
own chest, the Demon’s right nipple hardening under her loose, multicolored
blouse. A whole lot of cleavage was showing, which she actually heaved in Eve’s
direction. She’d heard of that, as a joke, but had never known anyone that
could pull it off, and not seem ridiculous. Until now.


“Twenty million off, for each I
bring in?”


Eve thought about it, and
realized that even if she ended up paying out of pocket for it, that might be
worthwhile.


“As long as they aren’t in on it
already? That’s The Ferryman, and The Vile. You know, the one you were
pretending to be yesterday? What was with that anyway? Ginger is going to have
nightmares about the people she killed coming back, for decades. Hardly fair.”


That got a pause, but no denial.
It was the lust that gave the whole thing away. This was obviously The Lover
that The Vile had mentioned. True, she could have been being set up too, but it
was worth it, to just see what she’d do.


“I was just here to find out what
I could pick up. I pretended to let the girl defeat me, and lay in the back,
collecting data for hours. I even have all of you in my information collection,
Eve Benson. Not updated for the last day, but most of it. You’re an… Impressive
young woman. We could spend some time together some time. Those of your line
don’t have a sexual response, but it’s within my abilities to make anyone feel
that way, if I choose. That would be worth far more to you in the long run,
than mere money.” She tried to touch her again, and Eve floated back, stepping
quickly, but with what she hoped was a big smile.


“Not right now. After this is all
done, if you and I are both still alive? We can talk then?”


That got a look that smoldered,
but it really was with lust, and not anger or hatred for her being a pain in
the ass.


“We’ll see. Now, I think I can
bring in most of the others, at least to talk. They have the full, buy in,
as you’ve said? That would make my part twenty million. Provided I bring it
off.” She sounded confident.


Eve could understand how that one
might work out for her, given everything.


“Tell you what, if you can tell
me who has Finias, I’ll drop that last bit for you, too.”


It was probably wasted cash, but
the woman gave her a look that was thrilled. Like the information wasn’t
worth twenty times that much?


“I can do that. He’s with Tarsus,
at his home in the Mediterranean. Solving a rather fascinating puzzle maze, as
a game, I believe. It will probably take several more weeks, but when you live
long enough, such things can provide diversion. If you need him back early, I
suggest to call The Librarian, and see to that yourself. Snowflake.” She
grinned wickedly, probably knowing from their brief contact the day before how
much that name was starting to bug her.


“Lover. If that pans out, and you
bring the others to me, with good intent, then we’re set. Have them call here?
Now, that will be…” Eve eyed the cone in the other woman’s hand. It still
wasn’t melting in the slightest, but they hadn’t spoken long yet. They also
didn’t have a price for the things. “Twenty-five cents. For the materials used
to make it.” She’d heard both Darla and Keeley use that one before.


A single bill was pulled from
thin air, as the woman took a long, sensuous swipe at the thing with her
tongue, then she stopped, and stared at it.


“This is really good. I’m
impressed.” She took her seventy-five cents in change though, and waved a bit
on the way out.


“I’ll be seeing you soon,
Snowflake. Very soon indeed.”


Eve didn’t really doubt that.












Chapter nineteen





 


Life had to go on, even if you
were dead.


Eve thought about that fact
several times over the course of the rest of the day. Then again, she was
probably going to end up dead for real, sooner rather than later, at the rate
things were going. Being in the middle of some kind of Demon hate feud was
about as stupid as anything she’d ever heard of. Really, Eve was almost certain
that one of them, if not more than a single individual, had helped her
make that poor decision to get involved.


That or she was an idiot all on
her own.


If it wasn’t really about some
secret desire for some soft Keeley flesh, which if that was the real deal,
would have to be some kind of artifact from when she was Human. Vampire Eve
knew better than to let herself do things like that, and while Keels was a buddy,
she wasn’t an I’d die for you, one. More of a hey, come to the party,
kind of pal, at least as far as Eve knew.


Then again, here she was, getting
involved in Greater Demon political crap that was at least a thousand times
more dangerous than anything else she could have imagined. It had to backfire
on her, didn’t it? Even if they won this time, and made the bargains and
treaties they needed without any problems, sooner or later it was going to come
back and bite her on the neck. If not more delicate places.


Probably those, and not in a way
that would let her feel good about it.


Worse, she was being a moron, and
calling up Tarsus, their leader, like it wasn’t even a thing.


On the second ring a man picked
up. She’d gotten the number from Darla, since if she was going to be the most
stupid person on the planet that day, she might as well drag her other friends
into it, right? Besides, it was about seeing if she could get Finias back,
alive and well. Honestly, she should have tried to bargain with The Technician
for doing it, but it hadn’t occurred to her, since she pretty much figured she
was just going to die, anyway.


So, instead, she stood behind the
counter of Yoghurt World, wearing a plain tan outfit that looked geeky, if
efficient, and the requisite white apron with green writing on it. No one would
doubt her fashion sense at least. She fit the role she was playing perfectly,
after all.


The man on the phone didn’t sound
right for Kenneth, the boy Vampire that had claimed to be Tarsus the day
before. That meant nothing though, since Greater Demons didn’t play by rules,
as far as she could tell, other than the one that had them holding to most of
their agreements for some strange reason.


“Good morning.”


It was nearing evening in
Vancouver, but this was a long distance call, with an emphasis on long. She’d
need to drop some money in the office for it, she realized. It wasn’t really
work related.


“Hi! I’m calling for Tarsus? The
Librarian? This is Eve Benson.” She didn’t know what else to say about it,
since it was possible that the man on the phone was a butler or slave. Just
because Zack didn’t have that kind of thing didn’t mean the rest of his kind
wouldn’t. Keeley didn’t have servants, Eve didn’t think, but had so many slaves
it wasn’t even funny. Hundreds, at last count.


That was her super power.
Enslaving people.


There was a low grunt from the
handset, but it didn’t seem to be angry, just a tiny bit surprised.


“Miss Benson. This is Tarsus. To
what do I owe the pleasure of your call?”


She made a face, one that was
half suppressed grin, half nose wrinkled in disgust.


“I don’t know that it could be
called a pleasure, really. A few things, actually. First, we’re going to need
you to get Finias out of whatever maze, or trick you have him in, for a meeting
tomorrow. I’m going to kill Fram, The Bold. Don’t freak out too much, I’ll
bring him back. I already have some things arranged for that. Then I need a
hundred million dollars from you, for my part in negotiating a treaty between
you and The Mistress of Souls. You’re welcome, in advance, by the way.
And yes, I am awesome, thank you. How long will it take you to have
Finias around? I think he’ll enjoy seeing Fram having his ass kicked, and I’d
hate to have him miss it, since I probably won’t be able to get The Bold to
hold still for that one twice.”


She felt her jaw spasm, the
tension there nearly ruining what she was saying, her voice managing not to
betray her however. She felt something approaching real fear then, which she
hadn’t, outside of a fight, for a long time.


There was snorting, and a bit of
something that might have been a long suffering sigh.


“You know, back when I was
a boy, the Vampires knew their place. They’d hide all day in their graves, and
creep out as rotting messes at night, to plague the living. Now they call you
up and demand you give over without any real reason at all. It’s hardly the
most courteous change I’ve seen over the ages, I assure you.” The sound after
that was far more like an honest to goodness primal growl than anything else.
She was used to those though, being who and what she was. She’d heard as good
off of Ginger.


When she didn’t say anything, and
only laughed a little, Tarsus spoke again.


“Now is the time you threaten me?
Rending and tearing, if I don’t buckle to your demands? You did a good enough
job with The Ferryman. It would be natural for you to wonder if all of us will
be taken that easily, all the time. Perhaps you intend to do things that way?
It might even work, with some of us. The element of surprise has been lost
however, which might make it a bit harder. No Greater Demon will ever think you
less than a threat, if they hear your tale now. Do you think your skills are a
match to seven Greater Demons, all at once, Miss Benson?”


That got a snort, from Eve, who hadn’t
even been thinking that in any way.


“I need threats? With my
good buddy Tarsus? I mean, we’ve bonded, haven’t we? Over all that tasty blood?
Unless that wasn’t you, in which case, we should be friends. Killing
Keeley for being The Mistress of Souls…” She froze for a second, then didn’t
lie at all. She felt like it still, but he’d know she was doing it, and
that would make her seem weak. “Well, it’s a great plan. I can see it, as an
idea. Now that she knows about it however, it could end up being a big mess.
She’s letting me set this up instead of going in for a fight for her life,
which is either her saying that I’m mind-blowingly cool, or that she thinks you
all won’t be too stupid when it comes down to it. So, what do you say? Some
actual common sense from the bad guys for once? It’s kind of what you’re known
for, other than eating gross things, and raping people for sport. So it would
be a good time to whip that out.” For some reason she imagined Kenneth standing
in front of her, as young looking as he was, unfastening his trousers to do
just that. It made her chuckle, which got a slightly darker version of the same
thing from the man on the phone.


“You’re a rather glib thing,
aren’t you? I could just kill you. From here, I mean. At this very moment. With
no chance of you fighting back whatsoever. It wouldn’t even take me long to set
up. I have everything I need, just down the hall. Can you tell me why I
shouldn’t do that?”


“Can you tell me why you’d be
that silly? I’m offering to save you a world of problems, and for only two
hundred million dollars, plus whatever is needed for the actual treaty itself.
It’s a huge bargain.” Eve wondered if it would hurt, dying like she was about
to, but didn’t back down from what she was saying. It was better to perish than
seem weak.


Tarsus, the leader of the Greater
Demons, if they could be said to have one, laughed at her. She thought that was
what he had in mind, from the tone. When he spoke though it was far more
reasonable than she’d figured on.


“One hundred million, but I
expect you to set up a long term, mutually beneficial truce, with Keeley, and
I’d like an option on one with you, The Snowflake. Basically saying that we
won’t knowingly work at cross purposes. Is that amenable?”


Eve winced.


“How would I know? I barely know
the meaning of amenable, and there’s no way I can track all the variations of
how this could be used against me in the future, is there? Even if I could get
you to sign it, I probably couldn’t map out all the ways that kind of thing
could be used against me, could I? Can you do that?”


“No. No one could, in truth. Not
even a Greater Demon. We’re far too intelligent to play with that way. My offer
to you though, is an honest one. I won’t kill, or harm you, or your direct
friends, or interfere in your business with intent to harm you. That doesn’t
mean I won’t steal your business from you, if I have things set up without
knowing about what you have planned, or that I might not kill someone you met
once in passing. I also won’t send anyone after you, or try to enslave you, or
your direct friends, or have others do it for me. It isn’t that large of an
issue, as I imagine that you and I wouldn’t be coming to conclusions any time
soon. It’s merely a precaution for the future.”


“Oh. Well, as long as it doesn’t
keep me from doing this thing with the treaty, and we’re both doing the same
thing, I guess we can do that. No tricks or anything, on either of our parts. I
know that you can outthink me, so if you want to do this, you have to agree not
to, to the, um, spirit of the thing here?” She nearly said deal, but
didn’t. Even over the phone, as a Vampire, doing that could make it too hard to
resist being taken over, at least in theory.


The man on the phone chuckled at
her again. Like he was amused, it seemed. She could work with that, since she
wasn’t falling down dead yet.


“Agreed, to those terms. I do
believe you might be underselling yourself however, Miss Benson. My
granddaughter, Darla, picks her friends well. You’re rather more than you think
you are. Truly, you should look inside yourself and figure that one out soon.
Now, I’ll send Finias to you directly? It will take a few hours. I have him… It
isn’t exactly a trap, since he and I are old friends, and I merely wanted him
out of the way, so that we wouldn’t have to argue over the death of Keeley.
Since that seems to be fading as an option for the time being, I suppose I
could interrupt his fun.”


“Thanks, Librarian. It’s
five-thirty here right now. I have a date at nine. Is that enough time? I’d
hate to cancel. I haven’t actually gone out, on anything real, for years.”


“A catch like you? I find that
difficult to believe. I’ll do what I can. If not in a timely enough fashion,
then I’ll request he wait for you, at the Vampire embassy there? He might not
do that, since I’ll have to share the situation with him, and he might fly
straight to his daughter, seeking to guard her from the rest of us. Not that it
seems needed, at present. May I call on you soon? I don’t want to leave all the
dating options to the lucky fellow you’re seeing tonight, after all.”


“Um, sure?”


“I’ll talk to you soon then. In
the next days. Good evening, Snowflake.” The phone clicked once then. It was a
normal sounding thing, like what anyone would have produced if they were using
a regular phone.


It was hard to credit, being too
mundane and normal for a being that had lived thousands of years or more, but
she did the same. It was a bit confusing, actually, since it felt like the Greater
Demon had just suggested they go out, at some point. That was weird, wasn’t it?
Then, a lot of them liked sex, and she was young enough to be flustered by that
kind of attention still, clearly. That might have been the point. Messing her
up, and distracting her, using his charm.


It was a real danger with
Greater Demons. Thinking that because she got the drop on one of them she’d
ever be able to do it again was insane, but so was assuming that just talking
to a being that old and intelligent wasn’t a fight, too. Even him agreeing not
to come after her, and being willing to claim there were not loopholes or
tricks in it had probably been a giant mistake. She couldn’t go after him
either, with intent to harm.


There was an awful lot that could
be done, to screw with her, that wouldn’t involve harm, after all.


It was turning to dusk, but
instead of David coming in, to relieve her and signal a good time for Felicia
to get out and do something other than make waffle cones, Barb showed up. She
seemed happy enough to be there, her dark clothing looking club worthy, in a
work capacity.


She jogged to the back, putting
her purse away in Edom’s office.


“Hey Snowflake. I hear you have a
big date tonight? So, is he going to get lucky? Hmm? Hmm?”


Eve didn’t wince at the nickname,
but she did glare a bit.


“Probably, if he wants to. Now,
as for you calling me ‘Snowflake’… Every freaking Greater Demon in the world
seems to be calling me that, too, now. I’m not a fan, so you know, I will
be taking revenge. Fram, The Bold, has been going around the world for weeks,
telling everyone all about me. Probably not in a good way, either. So, when you
least expect it… Boom, your own silly nickname. Boo-ya!” She was serious, and
threw her hands up and out, pointing downward at the other Vampire. 


Barb didn’t seem properly scared.


“Yay! Something I did is popular.
Now, what’s all this? Cones?”


Eve showed her how to make the
batter, and went over a few of the things that had seemed to work.


“They aren’t menu items yet, so
we’ve just been giving them away. Let’s go over a batch or two? Then I can go
and change. Oh, some Greater Demons might call or come in… I’ll leave a message
for them.” She said it like it was a joke, then hurried through the making of
the new potential products, and actually rushed home, in order to get changed,
and put some makeup on. Her hair needed to go up, she decided, which took
several attempts, since she didn’t like the way the first three tries looked.


The last one, which was just a
twist that left her neck exposed, and made her look a bit taller, did the trick
though. She felt sexy. That was a bit of a shock, really. Then she had to get
into her clothing, very carefully, so that nothing would get on it. The battle
outfit for the night was a slinky black dress, and while she wore panties, she
left the bra off. 


The things she wore under her
clothing barely covered enough to be entertaining, but Ben would just have to
suffer, since the black lace set of things were what matched. The stockings
covered to about four inches above her knees, and she risked wearing heels.
More to the point, she put on black stockings that hit mid-thigh, and slipped
running shoes on, for the trip back. Then used her knapsack to carry both a
change of clothing, and a nice pair of black shoes that had three inch stilts
on the back.


If the whole thing didn’t scream
fuck me now, she didn’t know what did. Well, other than actually grabbing a guy
and saying that. It normally worked, or had in the past, so she knew to keep
that in mind. Just in case things got awkward or boring.


On the way back Eve made a detour
to a pharmacy, and got some baby oil. The non-scented kind. After all, as a
Vampire she wasn’t going to catch, or give, any diseases to a Human, but
lubrication could be a problem. It wouldn’t hurt her to do things without, but
the guy could chafe a bit. Then she ran back, moving with a level of speed that
she hadn’t been certain she could in a skirt. It didn’t really slow her down at
all, since the super speed part of her powers wasn’t really that at all. It was
some kind of time or space manipulation thing. It had to be, given how walking
was as quick as running really.


So at seven-fifteen, she was
back. Dressed to get some, or at least make her Human guy friend think about
that kind of thing. That was really down to old habit though, wasn’t it? For
all she knew Ben wouldn’t even be interested in that kind of thing on a first
date. Did they even have anything in common? She’d kind of known him for about
a year now, sure, but in that time they’d met, what, six or seven times? It
felt like more than that, but it wasn’t really.


For some reason, Troy popped into
her head then.


Another person that she hadn’t
been around a lot lately. They were pals, and had sex on occasion, even now, so
there was a bit of a bond there. Even that had been based on physical things,
really. He was a good guy, but for most of the time she’d known him he’d been
kind of a player. That had calmed down over the last few years. Now he was a
lot more career driven, so that was good. She didn’t know what he wanted in
life though, did she?


A family? To become a Vampire?
That had been hinted at, a lot, and he was getting old enough that it was about
time for him to consider it, if he was going to really do it. Looking like a
fit thirty year old forever wouldn’t be too bad, but going much older than that
would be less than optimal. Unless he wanted to be President some day, or that
kind of thing. He’d never mentioned it, really.


The big thing there, she knew,
was that he was a Greater Demon’s slave, and the being might not want to let
him go. It was an easier fix though, if Troy wanted to be a Vampire, than it
was with Maggie. Death broke the link. So when he died, and became new again,
that would be gone.


It was what she was thinking,
when she walked back into work, to see a good looking Dan Carmichael, one of
Finias’ forms, sitting the third booth back from the front, delicately eating a
waffle cone. He had a nice blue suit on, and didn’t seem homeless at all. In
fact, this time, he looked about forty, fit, and ready to walk into a GQ ad.
They didn’t take guys that old, she didn’t think, but that was their problem.
Their loss, too.


Eve slid into the booth with him,
on the other side, and gestured at the cone.


“Do you like it? It’s new.”


There was a nod, and a gentle
seeming smile.


“It’s rather nice.” He took a
lick, looking at her the whole time. “I hear that you’ve had a busy few days? In
fact, I understand that I might owe you some small recompense, for getting me
free from the distraction Tarsus had for me? It was a wonderful hedge maze. I
would have been days getting out of the thing if he hadn’t ended it early.
What, if I may ask, do you want for this? I’m prepared to offer two pounds of
fine cut diamonds.”


She nodded, since they were
a girl’s best friend, she’d heard.


“Troy Lopez.”


There was no shocked look, just a
grin.


“I see. As a boyfriend, or…”


“If he wants to be free of being
your slave, we can make him a Vampire. If he can pass the training for
it. If he doesn’t want to do that, I can see if Darla will help me kill him and
bring him back. I can maybe do it myself, but I don’t want to accidently mess
it up. He’s a friend.”


There was a look then, that ended
up being followed by a head tilt, and a touch on the hand, that tingled for a
lot longer than any of the others had ever bothered with. Finally he took his
hand back and laughed.


“Agreed then, White Death. His
usefulness is about done for me anyway. It would be good to see him graduate to
a good position in life. I’ve always liked the boy. That’s why I picked him in
the first place. Now, that leaves the other part of this. You mentioned to
Tarsus that you planned to execute Fram tomorrow? I really would like to
see that, even if the fool is going to be brought back. Do you think you can
get me in?”


It would take him being willing
not to try and trick Fram or anything, but she could try, which he knew
instantly. After all, he was a telepath on a level that very few could match.


He stood then, and patted her
right arm, this time without any buzzing or tingling at all. She stared at his
hand.


“What’s with that?”


“Eh? Oh, I just didn’t need to
read you twice, so I shut down that response for a bit. It isn’t hard to do.
Why?” He asked it like he didn’t know the real answer already. That was
probably a thing that a telepath had to learn to do, really. Otherwise they’d
be a constant pain in the ass. Never letting you speak your own thoughts, and
all that kind of thing.


“Well, it’s how I’ve been telling
if a Greater Demon is one or not. If they can control it, then it won’t
work all the time, will it?”


“I suppose not. Very few things
work in every case. Even we have to pay attention, and look for mistakes and
discontinuities in the world, to see what’s going on all the time. It would be
a good habit for you to develop, Eve. As it is, I think we need to get you a
mentor soon.”


The Demon wasn’t smiling about
it, just staring directly into her eyes.


She grinned.


“Well, I have Bey. True I should
do a bit more with him. I have no excuse, except that I’ve gotten a bit busy,
lately. Plus Edom and Lenore, so I think I’m set that way.” She was really.
More than almost anyone that had ever become a Vampire, probably. They were all
good people, too, so how rare was that one?


Finias, looking kind of sweet and
thoughtful, in a hunky way, shook his head slowly.


“No, I meant a Greater Demon
mentor, Eve. Before you panic, no you aren’t one of us. You have
potential however, that is closer to that state than I’ve ever even heard of
for one that wasn’t born of our kind. If trained properly I believe you might
become something very different indeed. Who can we get though? Tarsus would be
a fine choice, but it would be better if you didn’t go there, for now. I don’t
think he’d hold a grudge, but finding someone that will care if you live would
be nice. It will need to be someone sane, so that takes Zack right out. Plus
he’s too young. So is Keeley. Darla, well she’d be a good person for the job,
but has to watch Zack for the time being. Let me think about it? I’m sure we
can find someone with both the needed skills, and flexibility to make this
work.”


Eve shook her head, “like it
isn’t hard enough to just be me?”


That got a laugh, and the man
stood up, touched her shoulder in a decently friendly manner.


“Don’t worry, you can take it.
Get with Fram and clear that meeting for me tomorrow? When is it planned for?”


“Seven, right now. That can
change.”


“Right. Keep me updated? This
will be fun. Do you have a meeting spot for it?”


She had been thinking there, in
the store, but killing someone in the back suddenly seemed crude, if she didn’t
have to do it. People ate just feet away, after all.


“To be announced? I’m thinking of
renting someplace for it. The Grange hall?” That was a thing that the local
role playing group did during the winter. It wasn’t nice, but it was only about
sixty dollars for the evening.


Finias seemed fine with it,
“you’ll work it out. I wouldn’t bother doing anything too nice this time, if it
were me. This place really would be fine, though if there might be a mess, I
think you could dump it on Zack, and not make anyone upset.”


She pointed at him. “Good idea.
I’ll ask about it. That will let us have a tiny bit of control over the whole
thing, too, so that when the attack comes, or the trap, we have some little
chance of avoiding it. Some of you will anyway. I’ll probably end up blown up,
by whatever kind of bomb Fram shoves up his behind tonight, to make my life
more fun. Not that I blame him. Then, this is only about having a conversation
to set that up, not the event itself. I need to be prepared, since waiting
isn’t going to help a lot, is it?” She felt worried, if only a little, but the
hot Greater Demon guy just reached down and took her hand.


“I wouldn’t let it bother you
that much. Fram is… Less than my favorite, perhaps. He isn’t a true cretin
however, despite what I label him as, most of the time. It serves his best
interest right now to go along with you, and if he works this whole thing
correctly, it will continue to be. He might even end up not being
Keeley’s slave again, if he puts his fate in your hands. No, you can deal with
him, and not worry about things skewing too far from your control. The one to
consider is Tarsus. I’d say I couldn’t believe that he’d set this up, going
after Keeley, but it nearly had to happen, eventually. Even if he can guard
himself from her directly, which he can, none of us could survive an army of
our fellows, throwing their true might against us. Trusting in a young girl not
to use her powers to their full conclusion is hard, for many of us.”


“So the thought of killing her
crossed your mind, too?”


“Yes. I’m certain that it has
with all of us, more than once. Even Zack. I know that Lyn was suggesting it to
him, a few years ago. She’s far more even handed than most of us, too.” He
stopped, and suddenly smiled. “Ah! There we go. I’ll get Lyn to work with you.
It won’t hurt to suggest it anyway. She’s looking for an excuse to be around
here more often, so she can spy on The Line Walker, without just doing it.
Helping you has to be a good enough excuse for that. I’ll bring it up. Is she
going to be there with you tomorrow?”


Again, it was a thing that he
knew, so she rolled her eyes.


“Not that I know of?”


“Maybe you should invite her?
That would work best. She’s a very sweet person, for one of us. Not as much as
say, Zack, but much like Keeley, though more seasoned. Yes, you should get on
that now, before you have your date. I’ll get out of your hair. That looks
lovely, by the way. Your hair? Everything about you does. This Ben of yours is
a very lucky fellow.” There was a strange lilt to his voice on the words, and
he walked away, humming a bit. It was so different that it stood out.


Sighing, Eve walked down to
Zack’s bookstore. She didn’t have a number for Lyn Hartley, or even a name or
title, other than Lyn. It was what she’d told her to call her the night before.
Zack had been raised as her grandson, for all the woman didn’t look past thirty
or so now. She did seem Japanese, but it worked for her, as a look.


Zack was in, so she waved to him,
as he stood behind the front counter, actually helping an older lady that
seemed to be purchasing books to read. That wasn’t always the reason people got
things there. Most of the time it was as a cover, to explain why they were at a
book store, since telling their wives, and hubbies, that it was all about the
poon-tang wasn’t going to go over well around the dinner table.


The Greater Demon rang the lady up
first, before speaking to Eve. That would let the lady get out of earshot if
nothing else. No innocent person should have to be subjected to their
conversations. Just hearing some of the things she had to say anymore could end
up being a risk.


“Eve. Come to see about getting a
job with us again? I could use some help on shipping night still. Node business
has been picking up, and so have book sales.”


She could see that. It was a
destination spot for several reasons. Even the little café in the back did
brisk, and very real, business all the time.


“Not really, though I might be
able to find some help for you? There are some people that want to be Vampires,
and might need jobs. I was wondering if I could abuse our close personal
relationship. You know, before I take Ben away for the night? We have a date.”


He didn’t seem shocked to find
that out. Not displeased either.


“Oh? Well, come to my office, and
we’ll see?”


She nodded, since it was about
what she wanted.












Chapter twenty





 


Eve took a deep breath, letting
it out slowly, as if steeling herself to ask for a big favor.


“Can we use the space here for
the meeting tomorrow?” She waved at the Node room, which was pretty big, and
was both open and classier seeming than the break room at the yogurt shop.


“Possibly. What’s in it for me?”


She hadn’t really thought of
that, but it made some sense, didn’t it? She wanted to kill a Greater Demon
there, after all. It could make a mess, even if she was careful. Plus there
might be scary screaming or yelling.


“Ten million? If we have any
extra bodies you have to cart them away though.” She waved at the node, or where
the stone circle on the floor indicated it was. She still couldn’t see the
thing.


Rather than tell her he wanted
something else, Zack suddenly seemed serious about the whole thing.


“I can work with that. Do you
think that will be needed? Carting the body away?”


“Really? No. Fram fucked up, but
I gave my word that he’d leave here alive, or said close enough that I won’t go
back on it. Maggie, too. We might end up having to kill her, but I’d rather do
Fram, if it’s all the same. He can make himself not feel pain, or fear, right?”


Zack nodded, “yes. I like that
plan, myself. He messed up, and should be the one to pay for it. Was that all,
or did you want to ask my secret Ben dating tips? If it’s that one, my
suggestion is being cuddly. I know you thought it would be anal, but he
gets that when he wants. Then again, you’re a real catch. Rich and good
looking, as well as having a sparkling personality. I wouldn’t worry, too much.
From what he’s said about you, I think he’s already a fan.” 


He was being playful, and it
showed, but it really did leave her feeling better.


“Cool. Thanks, by the way. Um,
really though, do you have Lyn’s number? Finias suggested that I ask her to
come too. Actually he said I should ask her to be my mentor? Like for being a
Greater Demon, even though I’m not one. I guess I’m just that awesome?”


Without comment, Zack went to his
desk and got the number for her.


“True, you are. This is probably
about setting things up so she can keep an eye on me, you understand, make sure
I’m eating enough, and not giving up my Greater Demon ways for the life of a
bookseller, or whatever it is she cares about these days. I think she just
worries, what with my being both young and insane. So far so good, as far as
that goes.”


“Yep. That was mentioned. The
whole spying thing. Can I use your phone? Edom said I could get a cell, but I
haven’t yet. I know, lazy of me. I don’t know how I keep managing to get so
busy, and still do so many boring things all the time. Oh, come by tonight and
get a waffle cone? It’s new, and we need to work out how to make them really
special. I want to get hard frozen too, for scooping, but that would take an
actual cash outlay. Still they smell pretty good.” Not that she’d risk eating
one.


“To trade for the use of the
phone? All right. Go ahead.”


She held up the slip of yellow
paper Lyn’s number was on, and dialed it without planning what to say at all.


Worse the other phone picked up
on the first ring.


“Lyn Hartley, how are you doing
this evening?”


“Hi Lyn. Eve Benson. From last night?”


“Eve! Is everything all right? I
hadn’t expected to hear from you this soon.” It was slightly leading, and a bit
worried, which were both things she needed to learn to fake, she realized.


“I know, but Finias suggested
that I get with you about mentoring me? So that you can spy on Zack, since I
work in the same area. Also, I have a Greater Demon to kill tomorrow, if I can
pull off the negotiations for it. Do you want to come to that? Again, Finias
suggested it.”


There was silence for a bit, then
something that was nearly a subliminal chuckle, Eve thought.


“That’s a very interesting idea,
isn’t it? We could give it a try, if you’re willing to put the work in? I don’t
know what will happen in the long run. Certainly. How much does the position
pay? Normally we get fifty percent of what our charges earn, under our
direction.”


“Hmm, that sounds like a
scam, but we could go with ten percent? Like agents get?”


“Or twenty-five, like good
agents get?”


“Fifteen, but I’ll set it up so
that Zack won’t have a big issue with you being around?”


“Oh? That would be a good trick.
That, plus twenty?”


Eve giggled.


“Is this really worth that much?”


“Having me as your mentor? Yes. A
lot more, actually. I’m rather good at such things, I hear tell. Especially in
teaching shape shifting. I’ve heard of Vampires that can do that, so I’m
willing to bet you can learn, under my direction. It’s a very useful skill.”


 “All right. Twenty, and I’ll
chat Zack up on this.”


“Agreed. What time should I
present myself tomorrow?”


“Seven? Or actually if you can
get here at six, our time? That way we can talk and go over what I’m messing
up? I have a date right now, so…”


“Perfect. It’s important to keep
things in balance. Six in the evening tomorrow then, at your work place. I’ll
be there.” The phone hung up, without warning, sounding like someone else had
walked into the room.


Zack winked.


“My grandfather knows she’s a
Greater Demon, but she kind of keeps that world hidden from him. So, I have to
be okay with all this, too?”


“Yep. It’s that or not being good
with it, and I think we both know how that one goes, with the kicking and the
crying…”


He got the idea, and nodded.


“Fine then. You know, why don’t
you and Ben take off now? Go do something fun. Get out of here and don’t come
back until one of you can’t stand. At least not very well, since he works
tomorrow, and I need someone to actually watch the store with Hiram.”


The clock on the desk said it was
eight-thirty, meaning it had taken her an hour to get it all set up. She shook
her head though, since she wasn’t really done yet.


“I have to call Fram and Maggie
first. Run the guest list past them and all that. I said I would.”


Zack held up two fingers.


“More cones then?”


“Sure, get them from Barb. Little
Barbie Two Cones? I need a nickname for her, since she’s the one that started
that horrible Snowflake thing. If you come up with a good one that will both
bug her and stick, let me know?”


He waved, and walked out,
presumably to get his treat. Calling back to her, he waved.


“Got it.”


Then she called Fram, since he
was the one that could make problems for her.


“Howdy-doody. This is Brian,
what’s up?”


“Fram, The Bold?”


There was a hesitation, and she
wondered for a moment if she’d misdialed, then the voice changed a bit,
becoming less happy and fun sounding.


“Snowflake?”


“Tomorrow, in the back of Zack’s
bookstore. It looks like The Mistress of Souls will be there, The Technician,
The Line Walker, The Mind Taker, and um… Lyn Hartley? I don’t know her special
name.”


“The Changeling. Why would Magda
be there? Part of a trick?”


Eve shrugged, wondering if that
showed in the voice like a smile could.


“Yes. Not one about you though.
Finias got her in as my mentor, sort of, so that she can spy on Zack, without
it being a creepy Greater Demon thing. He okayed it. Zack did. I told them they
couldn’t pull any tricks or anything. Are you good with all of them coming? I
know that Keeley might scare you, like a little school girl. Which is fair,
considering all the stupid ass plotting you had going on. Like I told The Vile
the other day, how you can’t see that dating her is your best option, I don’t
get. I say you come in with some roses and stop being a little baby about it
all. She didn’t force you to be her slave again, after she died and came back,
did she? You knew she could, so… Yeah. Flowers. Oh, um, I’ll invite Bey, to
stand for Maggie. He might kill you, if he can, but that’s a personal issue. He
probably won’t though, being so cool. Unlike certain nickname giving assholes I
know.” She growled the last bit, which was, apparently hilarious.


The laughing seemed like that
anyway.


“It was totally inside the rules
of our personal treaty, Snowflake. Besides, it isn’t that bad of a name, even
knowing where it came from. That girl Vampire wanted to take you down a peg,
sure enough, but her best shot at you was saying you’re too special? She
could have picked anything. Bitchy-Poo, or Anal Wart, but she went with
something fairly gentle, so you wouldn’t be too hurt by it. Snowflake. Probably
because you scare her. It’s kind of pretty even. I’ve heard worse. For
instance, The Bold? That isn’t a compliment, you know that right? The Vile?
That wasn’t what Marcus picked for himself. The Mind Taker? Do you really think
Finias chose that? It was just better than The Mind Raper, which is what
he had for a long time. I wouldn’t let Snowflake get you down too much.”


“Hey, a pep talk from the douche
spreading the horrible name. Great. Not that those others aren’t worse.
Granted. Fine, I’ll only kick you in the dick a little then, for it. That’s
fair right? Just the tip?”


“You can be a bit crude, you know
that? Fine. To the people at the meeting, as long as you guarantee their
behavior. Not the dick kicking. I just got it the way I like. Now, let
me get with Mags on this one? I’ll make sure to invite her hubby. It will look
better if I do it. Like this is all my idea, and not something that I’m
being compelled to do out of fear.”


“Good plan. I can see it, anyway.
See you then. Seven, in the back room. Don’t make a big production out of it?
If we do it right we get in, agree to terms and will be out by eight, if not
sooner.”


“Bye. See you then.” He didn’t
even zing her with a parting Snowflake, which was nice of him.


That put her at about ten till,
so she waved to Ben on the way out, “meet me down at my shop?”


“Sounds good. You look incredible,
by the way.” He seemed to mean it, looking at her until she got out the door
and down a way. He looked like a regulation book store clerk, complete with
button up shirt and black slacks.


It was good enough. Her stomach
flipped over a bit, due to nerves. That was both pleasant, and a thing she
didn’t think could happen anymore. She had a date. With a real guy, and everything.
When she got back to her store she hurried and switched shoes. Hopefully
nothing bad would happen, requiring her to run in them. They were three inches
high in the back, making her walk almost on her toes.


When she came out of the back,
Zack waved at her with a waffle cone.


“Perfect.”


Even Barb agreed, but she didn’t
speak, since Ben came in just after that, seeming a little nervous himself. It
was nice, since that meant it wasn’t just her.


“I was thinking we could go to
the megaplex? I don’t know what you want to see, but there’s a lot playing
right now.” He waved to the others, but didn’t talk to them, and didn’t take
his eyes off of her.


It was nice. Romantic, nearly.


His car was small, economical,
and clean, which was about all that it had going for it. She didn’t care, and
settled into the passenger’s seat for the first time in nearly a year. It was dark
out, but the street lamps gave them a lot of light for the trip. He drove
carefully enough that she didn’t feel like she was going to die at any point,
not that she would, from something minor like a car crash.


They didn’t talk for a while
though, which started to get a bit heavy in the air, after ten minutes or so.


Ben smiled, his lips being licked
a few times.


“It’s been a while, for me. Going
out. I shouldn’t say that, but I haven’t been dating a lot. Not since Kait and
I… We were kind of going out for a while. Does going to her place three times a
week for sex count as a real relationship?”


Eve had to grin at that, since
talking about your ex was a poor move on a date, but going over the ultra hot
booty call that would still do it with you without asking questions was even
worse.


“Nope? Not that my dating history
was much better than that. Just to be clear here, I’m looking for a real
boyfriend, not just sex. Not that you wouldn’t get that, too, or that I’d throw
a fit if you wanted to hit the Alede at work. That would be insane, asking
anyone to miss out on that, but I’m actually looking, not just, you know,
trying to hook up.” It was too blunt, and sounded like she had Aspergers. She
winced, but didn’t take any of it back.


Ben smiled then, “good? I’ve
never had a real girlfriend before, so I’m probably going to suck at it. At
first, I mean. What do I do? Also, did I just work that in smoothly enough? I
mean, it sounded like it to me. I did just turn a first date into going out,
didn’t I?” He tried to give her a look that was suave and debonair, but failed
when he realized he was driving and the car had started to go off the road.
Then he just looked a bit panicked.


Eve nodded.


“Yeah. That was actually decently
smooth. Vampire rules however, so, you know, if you want to nail Barb or Ginger
you have to ask my permission first. Well, technically you don’t really, since
they outrank me, but, you know, you do. Otherwise I’ll have to fight
them each time, to protect you. Not that you can’t do them, if you want. I
don’t really have a sex drive, so I’m good with the idea of you getting that
taken care of where you want. You still have to spend holidays with me.
Valentines, and all that crap. Christmas with the parents, and all that.”


It made sense to her, but he made
a face. It was strange enough she nearly took it back, but he explained.


“Um… I’m Jewish. I don’t really
do Christmas.”


“Cool. I do, and am kind of
Catholic, but don’t really believe it. So, Passover with the parents? Is there
Kosher blood? That’s a thing, right?”


That got a laugh, even though she
was being the worst kind of girl on a date, ever. Now she just needed to start
talking babies and getting married in June and she’d nail the whole thing.


“I suppose I should be all good
with you doing other guys too? Especially if it doesn’t do anything for you. Of
course that means all those books I read will go to waste, as far as keeping you,
won’t it? A shame really, since I’m great in bed. Ask anyone. I hardly ever
fall out anymore, for instance, and I haven’t wet the thing in… Oh, weeks now.”


She nodded.


“I don’t sleep. I don’t eat
either, but, on the good side, I’m willing to have sex pretty much whenever you
want. Not while you drive, since I don’t want to crash, and have you die, but
otherwise, I’m good that way.” It was the fourth time she’d turned things back
to sex, she thought. Or the third. It made sense to her, since she didn’t know
what else she had to offer him.


It really meant that it wouldn’t
work, didn’t it?


“Um, I like science-fiction?” She
did, actually, though she hadn’t seen any in a long time.


“Me too. Original Trek or Next
Gen?”


“Deep Space Nine, with a soft
spot for Voyager? How about you? Jar-jar, or Ewoks?”


There was a soft grumble then,
“as what, my favorite movie tie-in toy franchise?”


“Of course.” What had he thought
she meant? They were both blatant cash grabs. Still, if you couldn’t admit to
liking at least one of them, you were probably dead inside.


“Ewoks then, but I could have
done without the teddy bears and talking lizard rabbits. That’s what the
cartoons are for.”


“Agreed. Good to know.”


Then they managed a nice
conversation about super-hero movies. There was even one playing, and Ben paid
for it, without asking. She offered to get the popcorn, but he looked down at
his gut, which was a bit plush, and then glanced over at her.


“Diet. A sudden one that just
came on, about ten minutes ago. I’m sure I’ll shake it, in a few days.”


She knew that one, from back when
she’d been alive, before starting her training to be undead.


“Come on then? Where do you want
to sit? The front is too close and the back is kind of there for making out,
and handjobs. Which can be cool, but we aren’t sixteen, and should leave the
space for them, since we can actually find a bed, if we want, so…”


They ended up in the middle of
the large rows of seats, and held hands, off and on, while the show played. It
was nice. Comfortable.


After that there wasn’t a real
plan for the night, so she got him to park under a railroad bridge, and sucked
him off. She formed a link to him, or started to, after swallowing, but didn’t
have room for another at the moment, and didn’t want to feed off her boyfriend.
The thought set her back a little bit, so she smiled.


He looked a bit sheepish, and
started to get his clothing back in place.


“So, um, what do we do now?”


“Normally? Well, I don’t know. In
my life you’d say you were going to call me, then not talk to me for three
weeks, and then you’d call up for a booty call. Since we’re dating, I think you
have to do something a bit more… Um, active? I guess we get together soon, and
do something? We could watch television, or go to a concert? That, and sex is
about what I have idea wise. Unless we can get Zack to take us someplace for a
vacation. That seems a bit fast though, doesn’t it?”


Ben cleared his throat, and held
his fingers just a little bit apart.


“Maybe a tiny fraction of a bit
too fast? I’ll think of a plan. Would Tuesday work for you? I have that night
off.”


She leaned in and kissed him,
which was returned, even if she had just put his dick in her mouth. That was a
good sign. She always felt so dirty when she did a guy and he wouldn’t even let
her mouth touch his after. Like she was tainted. Ben didn’t have that kind of
issue. The beard did tickle, but it wasn’t unpleasant, so she just did that for
a while, then climbed out.


“I need to get back to work. Next
time, we can do more? I brought lube for this, and didn’t need it.” She opened
her knap-sack, and changed her shoes while standing. The running shoes made her
feel shorter and more stable at the same time.


“I could give you a ride? It
isn’t out of my way.”


“And have me get all lazy? Bey
would be disappointed if I did that. Call me? For real? No need to wait three
days to seem like you don’t care. I won’t hold it against you.”


“Okay. I’ll do that.”


Then, because she’d done the
overbearing part of the night pretty well, she leaned in and kissed him a few
more times, and then took off so fast she’d seemed to vanish.


That got her back to work
directly, only to find that Barb was still there, smirking at her when she went
to the back to change into some more practical clothing.


“There she is. Date end early? It’s
barely one. Tell me the truth, is he a minute man?”


“Nope. It went well, and he’s
fine that way. Better than average really. Then he gets to have sex whenever he
wants, so I imagine he isn’t that nervous about it all. I told him he could
bone you too, if he wants, so you should carry some lube with you from now on,
just in case.”


“Oh? I didn’t know I was yours to
give away.” She was playing, and only a bit tense over it.


“Well, actually, what I said was
that he had to ask first, if he wanted to do it, but that I’d say yes. We’re
buds after all. Not that you’d try to steal him, since, you know, that would
give me good nickname fodder. I did go over the whole not having a sex drive
thing. Really I’m almost certain I said way too much, but hey, he didn’t run
off, so unless he never calls again, it might have worked. I give it a
twenty-eighty split? Eighty that he never talks to me again.” She meant it, but
Barb smiled, and shook her head.


“Nah. You’re pretty hot, and from
what I can see as low maintenance as they come. Sure he gets Alede all the
time, but you can’t have a real relationship with one of them, can you? Not
long term. With you, he can. Um… I was thinking of making a play for Troy.
We’ve kind of been seeing each other for a while. It isn’t exactly inside the
rules, but he’s been talking about becoming one of us, so… What do you think?’


She stared for a bit, not knowing
what the other woman was asking, really.


“You mean, as for sneaking him
into the training program? Or are you asking if I’d be cool with that, since we
kind of had a thing for a while?’


Barb blinked several times.


“I meant the second one, but
that’s a good point. Can we do that? Also, he’s… Kind of tied to a Greater
Demon. We’d have to do it quick, right? To break the link, or his master might
take him away. It… Isn’t going to work, is it?” She seemed legitimately sad
about it. Like she’d cry if it were physically possible.


That was good to know. She was,
bad nicknames and moodiness aside, a good person. So was Troy. It could work.


“Well, technically, I traded with
the Greater Demon Finias, The Mind Taker, earlier today, helping him out of a
maze for one Troy Lopez. Which you were here for, even if you didn’t get what
that meant at the time. So, yes, he can become one of us, if he can get through
the training program, and wants to. Also, I’m willing to let him in on
the training, if he can start in a few days? He knows enough to not be behind
the others as far as knowledge goes. Actually, we might have to let him teach
some classes. It isn’t like he hasn’t been around us for years, is it?”


Barb clapped.


“Really? That’s wonderful! I’ll
call him right now.” She ran off to do that, going to the back, while Eve
grabbed a clean rag, and started wiping the entire room down. She didn’t
listen, not on purpose. Since it was Troy’s choice.


If he didn’t want to be one of
them, she’d accept that and go on. They were friends, but not much more than
that. If Barb wanted to try really dating him, Eve could let that go. Edom
might have a problem with it, but then, maybe not. His objection wouldn’t have
been anti-Troy anyway, just being about not wanting to lose the valuable
daytime portion of his abilities, being a Human.


They could get around that, if
they worked on it, she didn’t doubt.


Barb ended up going to the club,
but seemed really happy, so Eve just waved at her, and kept working. It wasn’t
hard, and while no Greater Demons came in, plenty of Vampires did, mainly to
get blood, though three of them wanted different permissions for things. One
woman wanted to get her friend into the training program, having promised to
bring her over, before the Council had basically forbidden that. Luckily the
girl that came with her was both of age, and willing to fight for a place in
the program.


Literally, but Eve winked at her when the
thin, and just past average looking woman with glasses said that part.


“Not needed. I’ll tell you about
it, and if you seem sane, and want to do it, you’re in. It will be hard,
and miserable, which is the point, so don’t think I’m overselling how difficult
it will be. The purpose is to make it harder for you than being a Vampire will
be, in some ways, so you can learn the needed self-control now, as a Human, where
you can build up to it. Or back off and take a short break if it’s needed.” She
outlined the whole thing, including the starvation, the temptations put in her
path, and having to meditate daily.


The girl was willing to start
right then, at that very moment, her face shining a bit.


“Not yet. It will really start in
a few days. You can drop out at any time, or not show up, and no one will say
anything. You just won’t get to be a Vampire. You get that? It isn’t a trick or
anything, but if you can’t put the effort in, then we can’t use you as one of
us.”


Her Vampire friend, who looked to
have been in her mid-thirties when she died, seemed annoyed by the whole thing,
but she didn’t say that, trying to be a good example, hopefully.


When they left, a few hours
later, actually, a dead man came in for some paperwork, since he was having a
dispute with another Vampire in the area and wanted to kill the jerk. It might
be allowed, she knew, but they had to send the papers into the Council first,
and would need to call and check into the situation. If it could be resolved
peacefully, then it would be.


Then, just as daylight started to
come, there was a rush on the place. It was a real one, with ten Vampires she
didn’t recognize trying to rob them. For blood.


It had happened before, once, but
those Vampires had been mind controlled into doing it, by a group of
Mages. This group, who all seemed new and freshly made, tried to menace her
with sticks and knives.


Holding her forehead, she spoke,
as gently as possible. It was just so hard not to snicker at them.


“Holy fuck, people. Do we really
have to do this? I don’t want to spend all day burying you. I have things to do,
you know. So, how about you all leave, right now, before you die? It’s a better
chance than most people get, so you might want to take it.” Eve waited, but, to
the misfortune of the ten walking corpses, several others came to the door just
then. Ed, Lenore, Ginger and Bey, to be exact.


That made things worse, since the
agitated men and women, who all smelled a little bit, seemed to understand who
at least some of the others were.


“The ambassador and his minions!
Run!”


The problem there was that
running toward Edom, and he was who they meant, it was obvious, was right out,
so they headed into the back.


Eve waved as they tried for the
door, several of them moving like they were about to die for the day. Right
where they stood, barely able to keep their feet. Which made coming in right then
a bad plan, since everyone at the embassy, no matter who they were, would be up
all day now.


Smiling, Eve shook her head.


“Come on, guys. Really… If you
want to live, I suggest you start begging, or the small girl there is going to
have to kill you all. You really don’t want to mess with the Vampire
Ginger. So, drop your weapons, put your hands up, and pray she lets you live?”
She was trying to sound cute, but it came out a bit commanding, like she was
deadly serious about it all.


Them giving up didn’t happen. On
the good side, when they turned to fight, screaming, they all went for Ginger,
who flickered out of existence, and started beating them senseless, not being
touched at all, by any of the would be thieves. She wasn’t acting lethally, but
they were still going down, and being contained to the back room. Sometimes
because she tossed them there when they tried to rush past her. None of the
others moved to help her, so Eve just stood back and called out to the would be
attackers.


“Give up! Beg for mercy, it’s the
only thing that will save you!”


Funnily enough, after about five
minutes and a few iterations of her own shouting, they actually did it.
Dropping to their knees, those that still had weapons tossing them away. Then
they begged, long and hard.


Ginger stood there, looking at
them fiercely, as several of them started to die for the day.


As the last one went down, Bey
moved in and clapped Ginger on the shoulder.


“Ah! Very good, Miss
Harris, you have subdued them all, and left them alive for questioning.
We should call for transportation and take them to a safer place, where they
won’t be harmed, when they wake, until after they can be examined. Can you find
that information and make the arrangements, Ginger?”


The girl nodded, seeming pleased
with herself. She should be, so Eve didn’t let herself feel jealous, even if
Bey was paying attention to her. It hadn’t been great fighting, but her speed
had been enough, and she’d taken on ten angry Vampires all at once. It got Eve
to smile, since not every Vampire would have done as well. Most wouldn’t have,
since it was creeping up on time for them to die for the day.


“Cool. I have a thing, later
tonight, but I can help load these guys and gals when the truck gets here?”


Bey looked at her, his face a bit
annoyed.


“Truly? What do you have to do,
that is of more value than finding out who sent these beings to us? They were,
it seems directed at you, if ineptly.”


Eve grinned at him, understanding
his thoughts on the matter.


“Well, I need to go and find a
way to free Maggie Sims from a Greater Demon. We’re having that meeting
finally, to try and get her free? You’re invited, by the way. As a guest of the
Greater Demon Fram, The Bold, so that you won’t feel the need to go after him
later. That’s the thought anyway. It should be fun? It was supposed to be on
Sunday, but I’m pushing it ahead if I can, to keep Fram off guard.” She needed
to let him know about that, but she could call in a bit for that. He’d probably
expect it, but it was just about all she could do to mess with him, inside the
rules they had.


Bey, seeming suddenly like second
Christmas had been announced beamed at her. It was a nice thing to see, but she
waved at Ginger, not wanting to steal her moment.


“Besides, this was taken care of
already.”


Ginger dashed to the back office
moving toward the front of the shop, and Eve started to clean up the mess that
the scuffling had made. It wasn’t too bad, considering how many Vampires had been
about to die if she’d done anything.


That she wasn’t even joking
caught her off guard though. So did the fact that having Ginger do it was the
better option by far. The girl wasn’t a killer in the same way she was.


It was tidier.












Chapter twenty-one





 


Lyn showed up at six, dressed up
in a nice outfit that was probably pretty close to what a slightly dressy
soccer mom might have worn to a PTA meeting. Eve was just in a black set of
clothing that had the dressiness of a potato sack. They were new clothes
though, and some of the tough ones she’d gotten on the shopping trip. She even
had on black running shoes to match. It worked for both working at the shop,
and a spot of Demon killing.


If she didn’t end up just talking
and not getting anything done at all.


She’d called Fram, who acted like
it had always been on Saturday, even though she was certain they’d said Sunday
before. That was either because she was confused about her world, or he was
trying to throw her off. This time, she really thought it would be that second
one.


She glanced at the Japanese
looking Greater Demon as she stood in front of the stone topped sales counter.


“I’ll trade you some of the new
waffle cone products for your opinion on them, if you want? We’ll want real
feedback for them.” It was a Demon thing, or at least a Greater Demon one. They
didn’t offer each other food for free. Eve had tried to hold to that,
too, in case it wasn’t polite for Vampires either.


The lady in front of her smiled,
seeming happy enough with the whole situation. Then, she was going to be able
to get her spy on, without being more than a slightly nosy grandmother. It was
all above board even, and agreed to by all relevant parties, so no one would be
risking anything, having her there, pretending to be Eve’s new mentor. As
insane as that sounded.


“That would be nice. I’ll try to
be as accurate as possible.”


It took a few minutes to get the
new cones going, since they were best when sort of fresh. Not too much so,
since they needed to be cool enough not to melt the soft serve. It took a bit
of technique to drizzle in the sauces right, making it a part of the extruded
line of creamy treat, but she’d gotten, if not good at it, then proficient
enough that it still looked pretty good.


The real trick was decorating the
things so they looked incredible, like a sundae, while leaving them stable
enough that a person could still eat them without making a vast mess.


For about twenty minutes, after
the first batch of ten cones was done, she just fed the other woman, who had claimed
a booth, and actually did make good suggestions about the products. Eve wrote
it all down, since it was good info to have. A normal person might have slowed
in their eating, but this woman, as small as she was, just took the things in
with no sign of needing to stop.


At fifteen till, she stood, and
used a single napkin to wipe her hands and face, which didn’t seem to need it.


“We should go and make certain
the space is ready for us. Do you have someone coming to watch your place
here?”


She looked out the front, and
then made a face.


“Yes? David should be here.
Actually he should have come in forty-five minutes ago. That… Well, he’s not a
horrible person, but if he wasn’t waylaid in order to mess with my time
schedule, then it’s probably something like he got caught in traffic, or his
car broke down. That could happen, right?” Eve knew it was a bit over the top
suggesting that kind of thing, not having any evidence, but Lyn nodded.


“It could, of course. I think we
can assume…” She stopped since a Vampire ran in then, moving fast enough to get
her attention, but not enough to really freak anyone out.


It was David and he looked
panicked, but also contrite and not like someone had removed half his face.
When he slid to a stop, leaving marks on the floor, he looked at Eve and made a
face.


“Sorry! I got side tracked,
talking to a guy about a new car, and didn’t realize how late I was running.”


Eve could have thrown a fit about
it, and she did feel a bit upset. After all, she had a big, possibly fatal,
meeting to go to, and here he was late, because he wanted a prettier ride? That
he was concerned with looks, and not just having a second, more reliable
vehicle was just a fact in her mind. It was who he was. Not truly lazy, but not
motivated enough to really get ahead. Not stupidly vain, but into how things
looked enough to throw the world around him off, just a bit.


“No big thing, this time. I need
to run, so handle things here?” She moved quickly, taking her apron off and
leaving it tucked below the counter, even though they were supposed to be hung
up in the back.


She’d fix that later, but it
occurred to her, as she walked out, that David being late was influencing her
actions.


“Hey, is this, David being late,
me putting my apron beneath the counter, because it’s faster, is that part of a
trap? We’re dealing with Greater Demons, and the idea that Fram isn’t acting
alone isn’t exactly news, right?”


Lyn smiled at her, and patted her
on the back, gently.


“Good thinking. Probably not
however. If you were made late to this, Fram would simply have to wait. To do
otherwise would be courting war, with enough of us in attendance that even he
wouldn’t risk it. Now, you have a plan for the proceedings?”


They were walking quickly, so got
to the side door of the Node room, the little one that looked like it was
probably to a hallway, if not a supply closet, but that opened into the large
stone floored and wood paneled room. Inside there were several beings, all
familiar to her.


Zack, of course, who was glaring
a bit at a good looking tall man with blonde hair and broad shoulders, standing
not three feet from him, near the back of the space. Keeley was there too,
dressed in a black skirt and a white top, making her look a bit like a sexy
schoolgirl, if a bit too old to really pull that off outside of a strip club
anymore. Plus, it really should have been plaid for that. Darla was next to a
device on the floor.


Eve assumed it was that kind of
thing, anyway. It had eight large gold colored round things, set in a
rectangular pattern, around a space that was about ten by twelve or so. Off to
the side was Dan Carmichael, next to both Maggie and Bey. They seemed a bit
odd. Not nervous, but definitely not all that happy to be there.


Eve walked up to the one person
she didn’t recognize. They were all shape shifters, so she could work out who
it probably was. Either that, or she was going to have to hunt Fram down, for
breaking their deal.


“Bold? Are you ready?”


The man turned to her and gave
her a look that promised sex, and that it would most likely be done skillfully.
Like that was going to influence her?


“I am. Now, we came to discuss
breaking the link between myself and Maggie Sims. It seems like there’s some
kind of plan in place, but no one has mentioned what it is to me.”


Eve shrugged.


“Yeah. If you go into that
rectangle, made by those devices, that will let us break the thing, without
killing you. That’s right, isn’t it Darla? This is the thing I paid for?”


The blonde ex, and possibly
current, for all Eve knew, cheerleader, nodded, her face efficient, and
clothing very workman like. It was a black colored jumpsuit. Brown really, but
so dark in color that it nearly couldn’t be counted that way. Finias was in a
shirt and trousers that was just a bit darker than that, and, she noticed that
Zack was dressed in brown too, though his clothing was a plain shirt and
slacks, with a normal seeming leather belt.


Good looking Fram was in a color
that was similar, matching about what Zack had on.


Keeley and Lyn practically looked
like spots of color compared to the drabness of the rest of them.


Darla though was made up to the
nines, and smiled with a sudden charm that would have made a lot of tents
appear at a Boy Scout jamboree.


“That’s right. Eve set this up,
at great personal expense, so that you wouldn’t have to suffer too much. I
don’t agree with that, personally, but it fits what I know about the conditions
of the agreement the two of you made. There is no trick being used, and no
intent to lessen you even. Notice, she even wears a color stating she’s beneath
you in the hierarchy. I wasn’t aware that she even knew about that.” Darla
seemed happy enough about the whole thing, and gestured to Fram. “So, just step
inside. It will hurt, but not kill. You have my word on that.”


Fram didn’t seem to believe her,
moving in to poke at the device a bit. He literally tapped one of the golden
drums, which was about ten inches around, and didn’t move, meaning it was
heavy, and likely made of metal. The things had little handles on the top,
turned to line up with the others, except for one of them, which was nearest to
Darla. She looked a bit bored, and pointed at the interior space.


“Go ahead, it isn’t a trick.”


Moving like the stone floor was
made of snakes, the man climbed in, walking between two of the round things. He
looked surprised when nothing happened to him.


“So, this is some magical
contraption of yours? How does it work?”


Moving into the pain of speed so
hard that Eve thought she might have heard the universe scream in sympathy,
actually having a sense of that, she moved on the man, the Greater Demon, and
hit him a dozen times, grabbing him each time, and pulling, so that he wouldn’t
fly all over the place. Even in slow motion his body flopped and tried to fly
around so fast it seemed like he was vibrating. Her first blow was to the back
of his neck, and it nearly took his head off. The others were all about making
certain the whole thing really worked.


That he was well and truly dead.
She had to be certain of that, since she wasn’t going to get two chances at it,
she didn’t think.


Dead certain.


Then, without even making a face,
or letting her anger and frustration at the whole mess show, she stepped back,
to where she had been. Then let time move back to normal, the Greater Demon
still falling, flopping lifelessly in the center of the rectangle defined by
the time device thing.


Darla giggled. It was an honest
to God, little girl seeming, annoying, tinkle of freaking bells.


“There we go! Perfect. I didn’t
even see you moving, Eve.” She glanced at her hands, which when Eve looked down
were clean. She hadn’t turned his head to vapor or punched big holes in his
body, so there was no major blood leakage.


Bey looked at Maggie, and after a
second so did everyone else. It was Lyn who approached her though, and touched
her arm, lightly.


“The enslavement is broken. This
woman is no longer under the control of anyone, Greater Demon or not. It is
done.”


She bowed a little bit and moved
back. Maggie, faking a swallow did it back.


“Thank you.”


Lyn waved that away.


“Don’t thank me. Thank The
Snowflake. I won’t tell you how to dispose of your personal debts, but know
this, not only did she just kill a Greater Demon for you, but she underwent
ordeals and trials, and spent nearly a half billion dollars worth of goods to
get you free. Most would not have bothered, even for a friend, or one they
loved.”


She moved back over to Eve,
standing with her, even though things were suddenly a lot more awkward than
they had been. She covered by pointing at the broken ruin.


“So, we turn back time now?” For
half a second she wondered if the whole thing had been a trick, meant to let
her kill Fram for good, without him fighting too much.


Darla nodded, then turned the
handle on the top of the one golden container that wasn’t lined up to point at
the others. It was an end piece, which she knelt by. When that happened, there
was no glowing light or magical hum, but Fram sort of rewound through what had
happened, his body moving backwards, flopping one way and the other, until he
stood there, looking like he had before she moved. Perfectly fine and healthy.


Fram looked slightly impressed.


“Ah? I see it’s worked. Well,
that was easier than I expected. I can’t feel the link, but it didn’t hurt at
all.”


Then Zack moved in, nearly as
fast as she had. Not that he couldn’t do it faster, but he, for some reason,
made Fram suffer a whole lot more. There was screaming in pain, though death
happened after a few seconds anyway. You didn’t play with a Greater Demon that
way.


When he stepped out of the
magical space, there were cracks in the floor from where Fram had impacted, as
well as a lot more blood. Darla turned the device again, and reset the whole
thing. It left Fram standing there, looking perfectly fine again.


Eve nodded.


“I see. Bey?”


They each took turns then,
killing Fram, over and over. She only did it the once, since that had been the
agreement, but Zack went three times. Once for each of the women at the nail
salon. It wasn’t enough, of course, but there was only so much they could do to
Fram, wasn’t there?


Keeley didn’t take a turn, but
Darla did, and so did Finias, apparently just for the novelty of it. Lyn
refrained, clearly being above such things.


When it got to Maggie, Darla
waved at her, and then to Fram.


“No arms or legs left?” The
suggestion required Zack jumping in, before Fram could really fight and
knocking him out, since the Greater Demon was starting to understand that
something weird was going on. The room filled with the scent of charred Fram,
and there was a wave of white smoke, which would probably make everyone else
feel hungry. Well, not the Vampires, but the rest of them.


Maggie looked vindicated however,
and Darla didn’t turn back time.


“There. Now, Fram, think about
this while you heal yourself. You came into the territory of another of us, and
killed, without permission. Your chosen weapon damaged a valuable
Vampire, removing her from her work, for nearly two weeks. We pass judgment on you
for this.”


Without seeming like he was in
any real pain, the Greater Demon on the floor rolled his eyes at Darla, and
then looked at Eve.


“You promised no tricks in this.”


Finias cleared his throat.


“She didn’t allow any, either,
Bold. Her part was taken care of when the link to Maggie was broken. The rest
of this is now new and different. You had no agreement for safe passage from
this place. It was a bit of an oversight on your part. Now, tell us, how did a
failure of a being like yourself manage to capture an ancient master Vampire in
the first place? I’ve been a bit curious about that, to tell the truth. No one
else seems to know.”


Fram stared at everyone, but let
his gaze linger on Finias, as if he’d been the one behind it all. Eve
wasn’t really certain, but she kind of suspected it was a combination of
Zack and Darla. It was part of Fram’s insanity, she understood. He didn’t think
that Zack was really his equal, so refused to think of him that way. It might
even be true, but it still left him with gaps in what he thought could happen.
She could see it, so it must be kind of plain to everyone.


Fram just seemed a bit like he
was annoyed for a few moments.


“You know, it was actually pretty
simple. I got the idea from The Mistress of Souls, to tell the truth. Working
with her truly broadened my horizons.” He glanced at Keels and winked. “Not
being able to do what she can, I realized that there were ways around
that, if I were clever. So I presented myself as Marcus, the harmless doof, for
months before I tried anything. Then I asked her to coffee and suggested a simple
wager between us. Based on the outcome of the game campaign that was going on
at the time. It was pretty clear that the Vampires were going to win, so I bet
her that the Mages would take it all in the end.” He looked around the room,
then shrugged.


The Greater Demons all seemed to
get the whole thing, just from that, but she didn’t. Fram, his pretty face red
now, from the burns he’d suffered, glanced her way, and went on. Sounding
perfectly fine. Like nothing could touch him.


“Marcus the Mage had all that
money, so I bet a hundred thousand on it, against her being my slave for a
week. I even stipulated that there would be no sex involved, just some nude
housecleaning. Maybe with a bit of groping, since I wanted it to seem
real. She agreed, because even if she lost, it wouldn’t have been that big of a
deal to her.” He smiled then and looked, using just his eyes over at her. “Then
I rigged the game so she lost. When I reminded her of the bet, she was a
good loser, and agreed to be my slave, even shaking on it. It was enough to
seal the deal without too much of a fight. I mean, she honestly was agreeing to
it, so her mind barely struggled as the hooks set in.”


Eve got it then. 


She’d wondered about that one a
bit too, but now it was pretty clear how it had happened. Maggie had thought
that Mark was just a Mage, and not a real threat, so let herself be led
into a situation where her defenses were nearly all the way down. Then she ended
up being trapped in a way that even Greater Demons would have found hard to
break. Luckily she had some friends to help her out.


Eve looked at the others, and
then shrugged.


“Right. So, Fram, what’s a steady
stream of food worth to you?”


He sighed, and looked at the
others, then shook his head.


“Like that’s going to be allowed?
I know that this isn’t going to go well for me. Demon trap? Torture? Draining,
and cross contamination?” His focus went back to Darla, who waved him back to
Eve for some reason.


“That’s up to Eve. I think the
offer was meant as a way to reestablish peace between us all. If I were you,
I’d take it. Being coddled and given treats by Vampire is far better than what
Zack had in mind for you, I can assure you of that. The Snowflake seems to have
acted first however. Unless you intend to fight her over this, Zack?” She
looked intrigued by the idea, rather than like she was being silly.


Bey looked stiff, and as if he
didn’t know what to do, but Zack was, in the end, one of the nicest Greater
Demons. 


He just winked at Eve.


“We can let her take care of it.
I expect a loss payment for each of the people you killed in my territory,
Fram. Did you really think I’d let that happen and do nothing?”


“Yeah, I really did. You let
Warren rape your Mages and your Human toy, even though you had to know I
was controlling him and his friends at the time. Did you think I wouldn’t know
you knew?”


“Well, you are kind of blind to
certain things, so, yes. My mistake, I see. I should have just killed you
myself, instead of letting things play out to find what you had planned. Now,
get out of my shop. If you do anything, to anyone, in my territory without
permission again, I won’t warn you. Do you understand?”


Fram sneered a bit, as if he
wasn’t intimidated in the slightest.


“Oh, do you really think
you can take me in a fight?”


Finias chuckled then, and shook
his Dan Carmichael head.


“He’s killed you three times so
far today, and had you brought back each time, without you knowing about it. I
wouldn’t push anyone in the room that way, Bold. If you could get past your
blind spots… But you won’t, will you?” He seemed annoyed by it, almost
disgusted.


Finally without bothering to
answer either of the men, he looked at Eve.


“Food and feeding? All I can
eat?”


“Sure. Within the limits of what
we can properly make. You don’t get a choice, but it will have calories, and we
won’t spit in it. I’ll even get people to hold it for you, until you can grow
some arms for it. As soon as that’s done, it’s over. What’s that worth to you?”


Making a face, he sighed and
shook his head.


“Ten million?”


Eve grinned and let her eyes
roll.


“Good start. Ten million for each
of the Vampires at the store, and another ten for Lyn, since she’s acting as my
mentor.”


Fram made a face that seemed
incredulous then.


“What?”


It was Finias that answered, his
voice made droll.


“I know. It’s amazing, isn’t it? You
had one though, and I think that Eve will be at least as good of a Greater
Demon as you ever were. Oh, she isn’t one of us, make no mistake there, but she
has the basic prerequisites. So I suggested Lyn to her. Even if she fails, I
think you might not want to create problems for her, for a good long while.”


Fram seemed troubled then, but
finally let out a puff of air. It was slightly huffy sounding, but he grinned
up at Eve.


“I can see it. Some new kind of
Vampire then? One that might finally challenge us lowly apex predators? Well,
it’s about freaking time. In case you haven’t noticed, Greater Demons are
mainly assholes. I mean, you probably think I’m bad, but outside of the
ones in this room, and a few others, like The Smith, and maybe The Forgiven,
you’re looking at a group of monsters worse than you can possibly imagine. Oh,
we clean up all right, in the main, but don’t let that fool you. It might do us
good to have someone that can kick our butts into shape. Or, you know, it might
destroy all of reality. Either way, I’m in. So, what’s next?”


He looked at Eve, who shrugged.


“Right. Well, from now on you and
Keeley are dating, so she can help me get you to the back of the yogurt shop.
Really, you should try to get with Zack, too. He’s pissed at you right now, so
that probably won’t be happening. Then we need to get that whole thing set up
for Keeley. Oh, um, do you agree not to attack her, or any of her people or
friends, if she agrees not to do the same to you, or enslave you again? No
tricks or loopholes, or using your superior intellect to get around my feeble
Vampire brain.” She added the last in a rush, but other than grinning, Fram
didn’t act too much like she was a moron.


“Just like that? Do you agree to
that, Mistress of Souls?”


Keeley looked at him, her face
considering. Really, she could do anything, couldn’t she? Eve wondered for a
moment if Fram was about to become her slave again, but she nodded.


“Yes. We can do that.”


It was, it seemed, settled.


Except for the other six Greater
Demons that wanted her dead. If that was the correct number. That it might be a
bit harder to deal with all of them wasn’t a thing that Eve’s little
brain couldn’t understand, however. No one else had mentioned that Fram’s
assessment wasn’t correct, about the others of their kind, had they? They
hadn’t even added in a big list of names.


She thought The Cleric might be
safe enough, but he wasn’t really a Greater Demon, was he? Fram probably didn’t
know that, so it meant what? That he thought the Angel was a bad-ass, too? Or
he was a lot more vicious than he’d seemed the one time they’d worked together?
She didn’t bring it up, even if Zack and Keeley seemed to know all about it.
The others wouldn’t, and if Bey or Maggie knew, they weren’t chatting about it.


“Come on then. Keels?” She didn’t
invite the others, but Lyn moved along with them, as did Maggie and Bey. They
both seemed happier suddenly, even if Eve had kind of volunteered the use of
their embassy as a Greater Demon hospital.


She did the carrying, the very
warm body cradled in her arms, as she went through the mall, just walking
along, even though regular Humans were out and shopping, given the time of day.
She smiled at a little boy who stared, wide eyed at Fram.


“Did that hurt?” There was
innocence to the words, and the kid’s mother, or at least the dark haired woman
that was watching him, however that worked out, tried to pull him away. He was
little, and it seemed that even The Bold wasn’t going to be a dick to a four
year old.


“It sure did. She did it, with
her mind powers.” He moved his head at Maggie, and smiled. “I made her do the
same thing to Eve, the girl carrying me, a while back, using my own mind
powers, so this is my punishment. You should be really careful about what you
do to people, since your arms and legs wouldn’t grow back as easily as
mine. The best thing to do is what your parents tell you, since they won’t let
Maggie babysit you.” He winked, and then went on, even as the woman with the
kid looked horribly embarrassed. “Not that Mags here would hurt you. You
seem like a good guy. It’s just a thing to keep in mind, in case you ever have
something like that come up.”


He chuckled a bit as the boy was
pulled away, and explained once the two people, regular Humans, or possibly
Mages, as far as Eve could tell, got out of earshot.


“Kids. That one will have
nightmares about me and Maggie for years now. I bet they never shop here
again either. Serves you all right, carrying me like this through the mall,
right out in the open. What were you thinking?”


She cleared her throat.


“That people know that not
everyone is Human now, and if the police come we can just tell them that you’re
going to grow those back?” It was true though, she really hadn’t considered how
regular people might view the whole thing, had she?


Lyn had moved right along the
whole time, but everyone else had stopped, so Eve hurried to catch up, since
David would need instructions.


It was, after all, waffle cone
practice time.


Keeley waved at him, inside the
door, and moved to the counter, slapping down several hundred dollar bills.


“I’d like one of everything. I’ll
be in the back, chatting with everyone?”


He looked annoyed, since that
meant more work, but Eve cleared her throat at him.


“Actually, we’re both going to
need to make things. I’ll show you the new waffle cone stuff. You’ll want some
of that, too, Keeley. I… need someone to feed Fram here.” It would be wrong to
ask Maggie to do it, considering everything that had gone on, being enslaved by
him and all that. Bey would probably find a way to kill him, and leave him dead,
too, if left alone too long with him. Maybe not though. The ancient Vampire was
a pretty reasonable guy, after all.


It was settled in the back
without her asking anyone, when Keels moved in along side of him, right away,
and started barking orders to David.


It was cute, but Eve understood.
She was the one that told them they were dating now, and since it was better
than going to war, or really, almost anything else that could happen, her
friend was just trying to go with it, like it was real.


Brilliant, actually. Even if they
didn’t bone, being nice was a lot better option than bickering would be, for
the health of their new treaty. The last thing they wanted was for Greater
Demons to sit around searching for loopholes.












Chapter twenty-two





 


Fram feeding wasn’t fun, but Eve
took a turn every few hours, and was surprised to find that the whole thing was
actually done, three days later. She felt like a wimp now, given that. Of
course she’d had to regrow things using only energy, which was harder than
solid food was. That was what she was telling herself anyway. It made her feel
a bit better about her slow performance.


Keeley stayed the whole time, and
chatted with her and the others, as if they were old friends. Felicia more or
less was, but Keeley really seemed to get along well with Ginger, too. Bey had
decided that everyone was staying there, to care for Fram, until further
notice.


Eve didn’t comment on it, but it
was pretty clear that a certain Greater Demon would be making an effort to get
together with Ginger later. Probably in some kind of business arrangement,
since that was the kind of thing Keeley did for fun. Fram ate, mostly, and was
friendly enough when his mouth was clear of frozen foods.


It was great practice as far as
making the new product went, and the man gave them feedback on the waffle cones,
and new treat ideas, and how to fine tune things. Eve made a point of taking
notes.


Lyn actually came back, but it
wasn’t until the third day, just after the other Greater Demons left that she
walked in with a container of blood from the front. It had been warmed, and was
the animal kind, in one of the heavy ceramic mugs they used for it.


“Here. I want you to make an
attempt at holding four more links. When you have them, we’ll start working on
some magical practice. Small things at first, but that will grow in time.” Her
face was blank, and watchful, as if Eve would say no, or throw a fit. It was a
thing that she should have done already, so she wasn’t going to be a bitch
about it now.


“Good idea.” She did it, closing
her eyes and trying not to let things slip. It was really all she could manage
focusing on four things at once. That meant she ended up just sitting there, on
the floor by the sofa, for about three hours, before she felt like she could
open her eyes and not lose the things.


Energy was rushing into her, and
had no place to go, which she pointed out, waving her right hand a bit.


“So, I should do something? I’m
not used to this.”


The other new links had evened
out, after a week or so, and she’d kind of incorporated the extra energy. This
was just pressing into her, making the new links slippery.


“Emotions first. It’s a valuable
thing to learn, controlling that kind of thing. Try to remember feeling calm
and peaceful. Imagine it, if no clear memory presents itself. When you
have it, add a trickle of power to it, and slowly increase that, until you feel
only peace inside yourself.”


It was a bit harder than it
sounded, but not too much, being similar to the meditations that she’d done
before with Keeley. After a few minutes, she felt blank, and calm. No anger
stirred inside of her, which left her feeling a bit empty, but good.


“Now, do the same for hunger.
Remove the last of it that you feel. Hold both things at once, by mixing them
together, into one. It will take less energy to hold in your mind that way.”


That was harder, but happened.
Then after holding it for a while, Lyn smiled.


“That’s a good start for the day.
Hold those, and try not to let them slip. It may not seem like a large thing,”


Eve smiled.


“No hunger and no rage? Not a big
thing? You’ve never been a Vampire before, have you?”


“Oddly enough, I have, and do
understand your point. So, hold these, while increasing your focus on your
work. You need to make certain the new product list is created, and added to
the menu, I’d think. Prices, and getting pictures of things for the walls. It
spurs appetite, and let’s people know what you offer. All of your locations should
have that. For now, just working out the best options will be a good enough
place to begin.”


The woman didn’t exactly ride her
the whole time, but after a few hours of work, discussion and holding the new
links and feelings, Lyn did something new, and made her find another new link,
from the blood that she’d already had. Then another, when she actually managed
it. That took magic, too, since it wasn’t a normal gift of hers. Not that she
knew about anyway.


At five Lyn left, since, as she
pointed out, she had a husband to see to. That reminded Eve that she had a
boyfriend now. One that hadn’t gotten in touch with her for several days. She’d
have been pissed, but literally couldn’t feel that way at the moment. Plus,
she’d worked the entire time, and not walking into a room filled with Greater
Demons had probably been suggested to him by a dozen people, or more. Including
some Demons, she didn’t doubt.


So, after Lyn left, she headed
down to the bookstore, wondering if he wanted to see her or not? Saying they
were dating wasn’t exactly the same as doing it. Eve knew that one, from past
experience. Well, it wasn’t like she loved him or anything, so if he didn’t
want to do that with her, that was fine. It might hurt a bit, but she’d live.


He was in the store, and looked
harried, running from place to place, shoving books onto the shelves, then
running, an actual trot, up to the front desk.


He saw her, and went white.


“Fudge. Eve, I can explain. This
is all Hiram’s fault!” He rang up three people in a row, smiling and trying to
seem normal, even with his bloodshot and glassy eyes, before turning back to
her, coming around the counter, and giving her a big hug. He smelled a bit, and
looked exhausted.


“Hiram?”


“Yeah. The jerkwad went and
robbed a bank. Then got Zack to take him to some other land, or world,
where they’re both working on a deal or scam. I don’t know what it is. The
girls are useless. I mean, I love them all, don’t get me wrong, but every time
they come out on the floor they get taken into the back room, to have sex.
Worse, Zack’s gone and when people come in to go places they keep looking at me
like I should get them there. It wouldn’t be so bad, but I haven’t slept
in days now.” He yawned, but gave a laugh and slapped his own face a few times.
He had a beard, so it hid the not shaving part of things, and his breath was
minty fresh, meaning someone had given him a toothbrush. The Alede would be
good that way, but they should have let him get a shower, at the very
least.


“Ah. Well, I can help out with
the Node transfers not at all, but I can run this place. I think I
remember how, at least. Go get some sleep, and dream about how awesome a
girlfriend I am. You understand me, disregard the fact that I was gone for
several days. I was working the whole time too, so we have that in
common, being career driven. Make sure to remind Zack he owes you, when he gets
in. Otherwise he’ll probably forget. Make him blow you, or something.” She
grinned, then shrugged at him. “Or at least give you a bonus. Though that would
be kind of hot. If you do that first one, let me watch?”


“Yeah. Sure thing. So, you know,
you think I should get overtime?”


“At the very least. Go home and
get cleaned up. I need to be back at work in the morning, since Ginger is in
Iowa right now. She got to run out yesterday. Which reminds me, I need to call
her, to make sure she’ll be in for the trainee meeting tomorrow night.”


He nodded, and looked ready to
fall down, but headed out, as if she had a right to tell him to do that. Sleep
deprivation could do that to Humans. It made them pretty suggestible.


After twenty minutes, Kaitlyn
came out of the back, with two guys, both of who looked about the right age to
be dating her, so twenty or so, and seemed well satisfied enough. They smiled
at Eve, but neither one of them stopped to buy anything.


Kait waved happily.


“Eve! I haven’t seen you in forever.
Where’s Ben? I hear you two are an item now? Lucky you. He’s really great. I
kind of wish…” She looked away, then turned back and smiled. “Screw it, can I
join you? Both of you? I can’t really be his girlfriend, but I want
that, too. A relationship that’s more than just sucking and licking. I mean, I
want to do that as well, and kind of have to, being what I am, but this place
is really shaping up that way. Short of working in a whore house, I doubt I
could be better fed. Do you think that would be okay? Or shouldn’t I ask? It’s
new with you two… And I guess that answers my question, huh?”


“Maybe? I don’t know what I’m
doing either, so we couldn’t ruin it any more that way, working together. Do
you want me to ask about it?”


“You’d do that? That would be
nice. Thank you! I should do something for you. We could go to the back?” It
was the Alede way, offering sex like that. Honestly, if the UPS guy delivered a
package in a timely fashion, she would have given him a quickie, just to be
polite. They fed off of sex, but enjoyed it too. It was win-win, all the way
around.


“Except that I don’t really need
that kind of thing anymore. I can do it, but it would be kind of wasted effort.
I could do you, and at least you could enjoy it, but the other way around, not
so much.”


“Oh, right. I forgot. That sounds
horrible, by the way. So.”


“Working for a bit would be a
good present? At least doing what you can. Who else is here? I can hear that
someone is busy, in the second reading room, but… Roberta?”


“Yep. I know, we should all have
been pitching in more. Poor Ben. Zack did say he wouldn’t be too long. A few
days, I think? That was… A few days ago, so any time now.”


“Hey, great. Well, let’s get this
place arranged as well as we can. It isn’t an embassy, so if we have to, we can
lock up at nine.”


Kaitlyn might have seemed a
little hyper just then, thanks to all the sex, but she was far from stupid, and
knew what day it was, so shook her head.


“No can do. Order night. The new
books will be here any minute. I can do that part, if you handle the front?”


She nodded, and started to shelve
the remaining books on the carts, since they’d all be needed soon. She cheated
a bit, using greater than normal speed. She had to be careful not to damage the
books or shelves, but it meant she was able to get it all done, in about ten
minutes, without looking too strange.


About six the stacks of boxes
started coming in through the front. There was only the one driver doing the
deliveries, and they could have let him in the back, but this was the pattern
it seemed like for some reason.


It all had to be accounted for,
but Kait did all that, then vanished with the guy for a bit. Just to be polite,
no doubt. He seemed happy enough to have done his job, when he left.


Then the succubus actually went
to the back and started to open the boxes, bringing out full wooden carts for
Eve to get into the right places. It wasn’t hard work, and she did it faster
than normal, but people came in constantly, leaving poor Roberta looking slightly
disheveled, instead of red haired, and like she was about to star in a movie.
Eve barely got to see her.


At about eight, she came out with
a woman that had gotten in under the radar. She was hot, and familiar, being
The Lover. That she’d come to visit and stop for sex first kind of felt about
right, really.


At the counter, the woman just
exuded sex, catching attention even with the better looking succubus right
beside her.


“Snowflake. I fear I wasn’t able
to bring as many of the others to the table as I’d hoped. Did the information
about The Mind Taker work out for you?”


“It did. Really well, too.
We got Tarsus in, and Finias back, so that’s forty mil off, right there.
That’s…” She felt silly, but counted people off on her fingers, ticking each as
she said the name. “The Librarian, The Bold, The Vile, The Lover, The Ferryman,
of course… that leaves two. Which is less than great, but a start. If you want
in, The Bold already set up a good plan for it with me.” She went over the
whole thing, which had the sexy Greater Demon lick her lips.


“Really? I can call The
Mistress of Souls about it, to make certain it’s all as it seems?”


“That’s a good idea, actually.”


She smiled.


“I also have The Cartographer in
with us. I fear he isn’t willing to part with cash or gold for it, but he is
offering the equivalent in maps? They’re quite worth it, but I don’t know if
you have a personal need for that kind of thing. He works Node paths, for the
most part. You don’t walk the Nodes, do you?” It was said conversationally, as
if that were just the kind of thing that everyone did.


“Not yet. Still, it could come in
handy at some point. So would that be one left, in the old plan?”


“Oh, no. He isn’t in on that. I
just mentioned it to him, and he does like the idea of not being
enslaved. I can’t give you the names of the others, but I did recommend you to
them. I also made sure they know that it would be poor form to kill you, until
after the treaty is set for the rest of us.”


“Oh? Nice of you. Thanks. I think
we should have a get together, in a few days, to make sure that’s all set up.
Let me get with Keeley on it? Would next Saturday be too soon for you?” She
didn’t know what anyone else had going on, or if doing it over the phone would
be better for everyone. It kind of made sense, given the tensions.


“Or we can skip that? What will
work best, do you think?”


The Lover looked at her with a
deadly serious gaze.


“Truly? Getting as far away from
this as possible, as soon as you can. I can see the allure of it for you,
protecting your property, The Mistress of Souls, and setting hooks into some of
us at the same time, but the remaining three… They’re pretty much forcing The
Mistress to take them, and know it. Either she does it, or dies, which isn’t a
place for you, Snowflake. I say this as a friend, and a person that
wants to have sex with you. Get out of it, and stay far away until the dust
settles.”


Eve could see that one, so
nodded. It was just so confusing, dealing with these beings. They were all so
much more intelligent than she was. Even the insane ones were. They simply saw
so much more, and thought so very far ahead. Even giving her a hint like The Lover
just had, that there were three left, not two, was done subtly enough that she
really could have missed it, if she hadn’t been paying attention.


She was just a clerk, really.
Maybe an apprentice killer, and general pain in the ass. On the good side, she
was able to use magic now, well enough to keep herself from being annoyed at
being called Snowflake. That was kind of like a super power, in its own right.


Now if she could just use it to
make herself smarter.


Which, of course, she realized,
might just be possible. It would take energy, but could she increase her
ability to see things clearly, and remember it all accurately?


The Lover seemed to be content
with things as they stood, and touched Roberta on the arm.


“You were wonderful. We should do
that again, soon.” Then she walked out, her hips swaying from side to side like
she’d invented the idea.


Which for all Eve knew, she had.


The redheaded succubus made a
face at The Lover’s back.


“She’s a Demon? I didn’t know.
She gave off life energy. I didn’t know that anyone other than Humans, and a
few really similar creatures could do that. I wouldn’t have even guessed if you
hadn’t talked to her.”


Fram had mentioned that before,
that it would be possible to fake it, but that he just hadn’t wanted to bother.
It seemed that The Lover was willing to. It would help sell her act, wouldn’t
it?


Trying to focus, as well as she
could, Eve realized that it was another thing she could use magic for. She
pushed herself by concentrating, then added life energy to it, and was soon as
clear as she had ever been. Standing there behind the front counter, near one
of the three registers. Calm, and not hungry, at a level that she hadn’t
thought possible before. Then, trying to remember what it felt like, she tried
to make herself feel smarter, then actually push into it, so she was. It
took a few ramping iterations, using being just a bit smarter as a way to
figure out how to get a tiny bit more, but after a while, she had it.


That led to increasing her memory
capacity and clarity, and then working on how clearly she could see the world
around her. It was all effort, and used a constant flow of life energy from her
links, but she was able to pick up the rest that had been active in the blood
she’d drank earlier. That meant, even though it was a lot of work, she had
twenty cows, all sharing their energy with her. Allowing her mind to work
faster, and better than it ever had before.


It gave her a headache, but by
healing faster than normal she held that one off.


The process was damaging her,
since her brain was essentially Human, but that could be handled now, thanks to
the extra power coming in.


Holding that, which took some
doing, she was able to get back to work, and empty a cart faster than she had
before, by a good percentage. It was easier to see where everything belonged.
Before it had been a small fight each time to figure it out. Now it just made
sense to her. A lot of things did.


It wasn’t like every plot and
plan around her fell into place in an instant, but she could kind of tell where
they were now. How things interacted. Like Zack not being able to stop Warren
when he’d been abusing her, Lisa and Bob. She’d figured that it had been about
hiding that he knew Fram was around, but that was silly. He’d been buying time
to work other things around, clearly. Like helping to teach Eve how to be the
best Vampire ever. Keeley was in on that one, and so was Darla. They’d done a
lot more than had been clear to her before. Pushing and pulling her into
actions that left her learning, but also strong.


Each of them had put resources
and time into it, she realized. More than she’d understood at all. It was
subtle but over the last years they’d shaped her mind, so that she’d be ready,
for all of this. Turning her into something more than just Eve, or even a girl
that had practiced being undead before she really started it.


Finias was in on it too, of
course. So was Lyn, though that was well and truly being done in the open, now,
wasn’t it, being her mentor? Even their end goal was solid to her now. They’d
created a Greater Demon analog. They would never call her that, and she could
see that it was in her own best interest for it to never be known. Several of
the Greater Demons seemed to though. Fram, The Lover might, and any of them
that had touched her that she didn’t know about. Tarsus had collected her data,
hadn’t he? It wouldn’t be lost on him.


Still, as a Vampire, no one would
really think of her as being anything more than she was. Strong, fast, and
willing to work hard, but not much else.


As a Greater Demon, even a fake
one, everyone in the world would try to kill her as hard as they could. Thank
goodness she had those personal treaties in place with Fram and Tarsus then.
She needed to ensure The Lover was good with the same thing.


She blinked, and stopped thinking
about that part of things, just in case someone was trying to listen to her
thoughts. Instead she worked, focusing on just that, noticing the world she was
in as closely as possible.


Using a bit of magic, she was
able to see more of it, and prevent her brain from hemorrhaging, at the same
time. The trick there, was that she needed to reshape herself, and not just try
to heal from the damage, going back to what she had been before. It was so
simple, now that she thought of it.


It was how she spent the rest of
the night, noticing things, changing, and healing. She had the time, and between
her and Kait, the books were all on the shelves by four in the morning. Super
speed rocked in regards to things like that. It made the night seem a lot
longer for her, but she made it feel fun, and easy. So at five, when Zack came
out of the Node room, with Hiram trailing behind him, looking exhausted, they
had the place looking pretty sharp.


He raised his right hand in
greeting, and then hugged her, making her skin tingle a bit. In that instant,
she felt it happening, her life being cataloged, the information moving from
her, in a single steady stream of flowing energy. The thing was, she realized,
it could go both ways. She knew that was always part of it, so tried to feel it
come to her.


Zack let her, it was clear, not
blocking it, or stopping it from happening. Not even letting her go. It took
only a moment, but she got it all. Sort of. It was there, kind of floating
around her, outside of her body, but if she thought about him, she could find
it. The pain of his childhood, which was, she realized, a lot worse than what
she’d gone through. Her life had been horrible. Zack’s had driven him insane.
The thing there, was that he was healing now, and had been for a long time. The
others didn’t know that though, having already made up their minds about him.


It kind of gave the lie to
Greater Demons being perfectly sane, didn’t it?


He knew it was happening, as her
information came at him. After about ten seconds he let go, and didn’t speak
about it at all. They couldn’t. Not and keep her safe, which, of course, she
was. For now. Maybe forever, as long as she didn’t mess things up.


It occurred to her, why they’d
done it, too. Her friends, all supposed to be evil, and horrible beings, but
not caring what anyone said about them.


They’d all worked together, to give
her what she’d wanted most in all the world.


Safety. As much as anyone could
ever have, and not live in a prison of their own devising. Possibly even more
than that.


“Hey! Kait and I got the new
products on the shelves. Ben wants me to let you know that you own him a big
wad of cash, and a hummer. Just the blowjob, not the truck. We’re going to record
it and put it up online, so make sure you wear cool underwear for it. By the
way, you’re welcome. It was going to be an anal gangbang, but I talked
him down.” She grinned then and stepped back a little. “Or, to be honest about
the whole thing, I suggested all the cool parts. He was here for nearly
three days straight, so you should at least make sure he gets paid for it.”


“Right. I’ll go with the bonus
option, if you don’t mind? Don’t mention it to Darla, or I’ll be on the
internet inside a week. She’s been looking for an excuse to make me do gay
stuff for a while. I know I can do it, and that it’s not a big deal, but I’m
still close enough to my Human upbringing to find it a bit uncomfortable. So,
any news, other than about books?”


He knew, of course, about what
The Lover had said. She wasn’t wrong either, as far as that went. Not getting
involved made even more sense now. Still, she was going to, being that Eve
would have before, and doing anything too different, too quickly, would be a
mistake, and give a lot of people clues they shouldn’t have.


“Three Greater Demons are
probably going for Keels. We should call her, or better yet, you should. I need
to get to work, at my real job. You know, the one that no one pays me for? Even
though I work my ass off and put in all that overtime?” It was funny, but she
really wasn’t being paid. Not for what she was doing.


Not that she was going to whine
about that. She had more money than she could spend, and really didn’t need it.
That was one of those things that she never would have really gotten when she
was a Human. Back then having anything like cash was a treat, and a gift. It
was valuable, because other people said it was. Now, she knew that it was a
fiction. Still, handy to have even if it was built out of paper bits and wishes.


Zack hugged her again, but didn’t
warn her to be careful. In fact, other than grabbing her ass, he didn’t do anything
out of the ordinary. That was just because he was horny though. She didn’t have
enough time to spend with him, she didn’t think. After a moment she was let go,
and given a pleasant smile.


“Don’t worry, we can handle the
Greater Demon stuff. You did your part, and more. You’ve become the Vampire we
all knew you could be.”


She could tell what he meant
though, that she was more than that, and he knew it.


With that she headed off to work,
feeling free finally. Like things were the way they were supposed to be,
finally.


True, that wasn’t going to last.
She knew that before she even got into the yogurt shop. It was, she understood,
quite instantly, due to the three beings standing there, in front of the
serving counter. Eating waffle cones.


Even if she hadn’t had her recent
magical breakthrough, she was nearly certain that she would have gotten that
they weren’t normal. One of them was simply vast, for instance. Huge
shoulders that rippled with muscle that was defined even under his red silk
shirt.


The bull’s head was kind
of a giveaway, as a capper to the rest.


Next to him was a woman so tiny
and cute that she seemed nearly like a living doll. She had honest to goodness
green and purple sparkles coming out of her body and head, and perfect blonde
ringlets. Eve had never owned a doll as a child, but she kind of wanted to pick
this one up and hold her, as ridiculous as it seemed. She was fucking adorable.


It was the last one standing
there that made her blink. A whole long line of things fell into place then.


She blocked it all out for a
second, turned and ran with speed that should have made the sound barrier
holler at her, but didn’t, because she wasn’t actually moving that fast, she
was bending time around. She threw some energy at it, to see what would happen,
which didn’t make her go much faster, but did make it hurt a lot less suddenly.


So it was worth doing that way,
if she had the extra to spare. It was kind of clear that she’d either need
more, or need to learn to conserve things better. 


When she was in front of Zack,
she stopped, feeling calm and peaceful about the whole thing.


Speaking instantly, not in pain
from the jog this time, even if it would have left her silent for a minute or
two the day before, Eve managed a tone that was practically mellow.


“I found those three Demons, I
think? They’re busy eating waffle cones right now. Would you like to get the
others around? I can’t prove it, but I doubt they’ve come to join in the
wonderful peace treaty I put together. A bit of a shame, but two of them are
clearly insane on a level that means they might not be all that reasonable. The
other…” She shrugged.“I didn’t get it before. He’d fooled me totally, Zack.
Everything about him was perfect, too. I mean, completely. I don’t know why he
wouldn’t want to be friends with Keels though.”


Zack was brilliant, being a
Greater Demon, so he made a leap, that was probably just about perfect, if it
had been a story, or movie. It did show he could be wrong, which was good to
know. Unless, of course, he was faking it, which, she understood as he formed
the single word, that he was.


“Ben?”


“You’d think, right? Me getting a
boyfriend that hasn’t run off yet. No… It’s Bob. Bob Millhouse. The Mage Ambassador.
Everything about him is Demon, now. He’s sucking in energy like the rest of you
do all the time, like the world’s collapsing in on him. I guess it could be
someone else pretending to be him, but if so, they got it all down perfectly.”


Zack stopped, and then shook his
head.


“That…” After a second, he
nodded. “Okay. It doesn’t matter if I missed it before, if it’s true now. I’ll
get everyone in for it. We should go in as a group, if anyone will come. If
not… Then I think you should run. You aren’t responsible for these types of
things.”


“No doubt. I like that plan. Just
in case, ask Darla to bring me her special artwork? I’ll pay her for the loan
of it. Ten million.”


It wasn’t enough, for a bomb that
could destroy half of North America, but she wanted to start the negotiations
off low.


Zack ran to the phone, using the
one in the front, and speaking fast, hanging up with a single finger and
dialing again, over and over. After about ten seconds she felt them coming.


It was like they were running
fast, like she did, but it was all just slightly different. As soon as Keeley
came through, she understood what it was.


Demons, walking the lines.


Keeley ran to her, slowly, after
stepping out of a glow in space.


“Eve. Where are they?”


“Yoghurt World. We need to hurry.
They’ll be done with their delicious cones soon.”


If they weren’t already.


After all, from all indications,
the things really were pretty good.












Chapter twenty-three





 


The group that showed up was a
slightly larger one than Eve would have expected. Keeley wasn’t alone, it
seemed, for all that seven beings had decided to kill her off. Lyn, Finias,
Darla, Zack, Fram and Gregor were all there for her, almost instantly.


Half a minute later, after The
Cleric had appeared from the Node room, Tarsus showed up, looking like Kenneth,
the little ancient Vampire.


He waved to them all, his voice
sounding slightly annoyed.


“Let’s get this done. I have
things to do, and don’t have time for this kind of thing right now.”


Keeley glared at him, her model
pretty face going sharp for a moment.


“Oh? Then why did you start it in
the first place? Don’t try to tell me it was Fram here that did it, either.
You’ve had it out for me since the first time we met, and you know it. I’d
thought we’d smoothed things over, and then you pull this kind of thing. Why is
that, exactly?”


“Because you’re a danger to us
all. It isn’t really that hard to work out, is it? Now, do you want my help
with this or not?”


She actually crossed her arms and
looked ready to tell the man to take a flying leap, but went with a sensible
nod and kept her lips closed, being the reasonable one like she was.


They all started walking, most of
them moving ahead of her, since having a nice shield of demons made sense to
her. Darla moved in alongside her, and handed over the blue and green artwork
bomb from her living room.


“You can’t activate this. Only I
can.” It was just a statement, but Eve understood why it would be created that
way. Just as she knew that it wasn’t really true. It would be really hard to
set off, if you weren’t Darla, but not impossible. Nothing could really be
created that way. There was always a way to get around that kind of thing, if
you were clever. She didn’t have six centuries to figure it out, however.


Things were kind of pressing at
the moment.


“Stay by me then, and back me up?
Even if I don’t seem sane?”


Darla smiled at her, but it
looked dark and grim.


“Understood. I’ll be ready.”


When they got to the shop, they
all stood outside, which meant the three beings, who were indeed nearly done
with their treats, came out to them, instead of being trapped inside. That
would be a good thing, if the mall wasn’t destroyed. No tipped or smashed
tables, for instance, or broken machines.


Eve cleared her throat, loudly,
which got everyone to look right at her.


“First, we need to deal with some
business. How did you like the waffle cones?” She let herself sound incredibly
dark and sinister, as if there was something in them, other than delightful
yumminess.


Bob, the Greater Demon, looking
thin, and like he was in his late thirties, even though he was probably closer
to ninety, or would have been if he were a Mage, looked directly at her.


“They’re very nice, Eve. I might
have another one, after we’re done here. Hello, everyone. So nice to see you
all.”


Lyn got who he was first, her
head shaking a bit, as if she felt stupid not seeing it before.


“Mimic. I should have known,
except of course, few would, hence your name. It’s been… Well, no more than a
few weeks, even if I didn’t know it.”


“Naturally.”


Eve spoke again, since it was her
job, after a fashion.


“All right, just to make sure we
don’t have a problem we don’t need, have you all come to sign up with the
treaty thing? You know about it, and the particulars?” She went through it all,
with Keels nodding along, as if it were all her idea. Eve knew it wasn’t, but
having the backing wouldn’t hurt.


The minotaur spoke next, his head
moving to look at Eve directly. He had a hugely thick neck, and was so tall she
could see straight up his nose.


“No, Snowflake. This cannot be
resolved peacefully. The Mistress of Souls killed friends of ours. The Rage,
The Chaotic, and The Helmsman. It was well done, by guile and using powers that
no one would have suspected one so young to have, but no being able to do that
would refrain from taking more. Not for long.”


Eve suspected that these wouldn’t
be the only ones that really felt that way, but they were the ones there, at
the moment.


Short of killing them, what were
they supposed to do, if they wouldn’t deal?


It was, she feared, going to get
her floors dirty.


Keeley sighed, and pretended to
look away.


“That was forced on me, as I’m
certain you all know.” There was no attempt to change their minds though, Eve noticed.


It was probably too late for that
anyway.


Bob, who was, she guessed, The
Mimic, moved toward the girl, taking just a few steps.


“No, this will end now, and for
good. It would have worked better if we had all of the original group, but we
can do it with three of us. We will destroy you, right here and now, Mistress
of Souls. Your friends cannot help you, without starting a greater war. No
Greater Demon can. You might take us, individually, with your power, but not
all at once. This is how it must end. There is no other way. I’ve worked for
years to make this happen. Even before The Line Walker was known, I’ve been
laying the groundwork for this.”


Eve waved a hand in the air,
“wait, did you set up those Vampires the other day? Who did that for you, Gene,
from the Council?” There were a limited number of Greater Demons, if she
accused enough of them, she’d eventually get one to admit to something.


It seemed that Bob the Demon was
willing to play ball too.


“Yes. He’s been my pawn for the
better part of a century. I was planning to soften up The Mistress of Souls’
allies here, using an attack that would be impossible to trace back to me, but
it was foiled. You, Eve, have done too good of a job, strengthening your people
here. So, not to be too much of a pain, but I suggest the rest of you step
aside, and allow us to handle this. It’s for the good of all of us. Either we
act now, or when it is far too late.”


It was kind of persuasive, which
Eve had to admit.


She waved the statue thing a bit,
holding it with her fingers around one of the side pieces, It was kind of
interesting to look at really, now that she paid attention to the whole thing.


“That’s a point. Still, I have
the hard won treaty thing going already, so, how about this. You all either
throw in with me on this, and we don’t have a problem, or I set this thing here
off. It’s…” she looked at it, her mind finally getting how it must work. Not
exactly how, but she could feel the links that moved away, toward the
pain orb in the sky. “Well, basically it’s a sun bomb. My guess is that if it
gets triggered, Darla and her friends here, will be hidden in a different
dimension, and the surface of the Earth will become the surface of the sun for
about half a second. You get the idea, burning hot, implosions due to the
incredible gravity, everything on half a continent being dead, including anyone
trying to escape on the lines. Is that about right, Technician?” She used the
name, to remind everyone who’d built the damned thing.


Darla looked slightly surprised.


“That’s actually almost exactly
what it will do. Very good, Eve.”


The three Greater Demons didn’t
try to run, each one doing something different. Bob waved his hands, and
started to vanish, in a way that was different than walking the lines or going
into a Node. The big minotaur guy raised both hands and roared, which made the
air glow green, and the sparkling baby-doll woman jumped forward to try and hug
Keeley.


She stopped though after a
second. Then Bob did the same, freezing.


The roaring stopped after another
second too, and Keeley crossed her arms.


“No one think, or move. You can’t
struggle against me, ever. You can’t plot escape, or work against me in
any way, shape or form. Do you understand?”


As one, all three of the beings
spoke, their voices soft.


“Yes, Mistress.”


“Good. Well, that’s done then.
Thank you, for the distraction Eve.” She spoke to her new slaves for a while,
making sure they couldn’t really do anything except what she told them. She was
thorough, but not perfect, even though Eve doubted anyone would escape her too
easily. When that was done, she turned to Darla and gestured at the ceramic
looking sculpture Eve was still holding.


“What does it really do?”


Her sister smiled and took it
back, “it’s a solar transposition bomb, exactly as Eve just said. The only
thing she got wrong is that it wouldn’t transport my friends here anywhere.
Just me. The rest of you would have died, if it had been activated. You knew
that though, didn’t you Eve?”


She actually had, but didn’t
mention it, just trying to think about what to do next.


“So, the rest of you are going to
leave now? I actually need to get to work. Some of us have day jobs, you know?”


Everyone seemed to find that a
good enough idea.


Keeley sent her new minions off
on errands to keep them busy. So Eve let David go home. Felicia came, and sat
in a booth near Keels, with Darla across from them, next to Zack. Finias was in
a booth across from Lyn, and Tarsus had been smart enough to take off already, along
with Fram. He at least waved to them all when he walked away.


Eve got to work, glad that the
shop hadn’t been ruined, and not thinking of anything in particular. Finias
wasn’t called the Mind Taker because he loved him some brain pudding, after
all. As if to prove the point, he looked at her, and chuckled at the idea.


Then he spoke, answering a
question that no one had asked.


“Your friend Bob died years ago,
Zack. Before you saved his wife from cancer. He killed, and ate him. His wife
is still enslaved to the Mimic, so we’ll want to break that for her, if we can.
I’d suggest killing her, like we did with Fram, if you don’t mind helping with
that, Darla? Zack can pay for it, since he has an investment there already.”


There was a sour look, from the
half Japanese looking guy, who was with her behind the counter, making stuff.
He nodded though.


“Yeah. That sounds about right.
On the good side things around here should be back to normal now. Or for some
of us, back to a normal we never knew. A lot of things around here have been a
little off for so long I’m not even certain I know what to expect now.”


Lyn slapped the table in front of
her, which was yellow, but very clean.


“Something better. It’s about
time. Now, why don’t we get out of here, before the ambassador comes? Eve, you
can clean up things here for us. I’ll be back later tonight for a while, so we
can work on increasing the number of links you have.” She moved to the door,
but flared with power and vanished, right outside of it.


Finias looked at her, and stood
up.


“I’m having a party, in a month
or so, I’d love it if you could come, Eve?”


“That might be fun. Let me know
when to be there?” She didn’t say she would go, since the less she had to do
with certain Greater Demons the better off she might well be.


Finias knew that, and seemed
happy anyway.


“I’ll send you an invitation.
Now, I’d best be off. I left a roast on.”


That left her, Zack, Keeley,
Darla and Felicia there, the Greater Demons all eating, since they always did.
They didn’t say much, and when their treats were done, about the same time Edom
came in, they all got up to leave.


Zack made a gesture toward him.


“Um, we found out that the Mage Ambassador,
Bob Millhouse, was killed and had his place taken by a Greater Demon several
years ago. We handled it, and he won’t be back, but Lisa doesn’t know yet. Eve
is going to tell her, when she gets in, and handle that side of things, with
the Mage Council. Keeley took him as a slave, so it should be fixed, for now.
I’d do it, but Lisa will freak if I tell her about this. As it stands, no one
has told her about Fram yet, so… Yeah, that won’t go over well. She’s going to
end up thinking everyone she knows is a Demon. That will have to be handled
carefully.”


“What?”


The whole thing, or the story
Edom was going to get from these others, wasn’t too far from the truth. A few
things had been left out, but mainly for time. No mention had been made of
Tarsus in particular, for instance. There was no mention of Lyn Hartley being a
Greater Demon, either. How she was going to explain her being around all the
time, Eve didn’t really know.


Finally, she decided to go with
the one that they’d been using. It was all a less than clever trick to let her
spy on Zack. Without actually spying. Because grandma.


It was a bit thin, but most
people wouldn’t even think to ask about it in the first place.


The others talked, while she
cleaned, and when they finally left, Ed came and stood by her for a bit, his
face a bit bemused.


“Too bad. I actually liked Bob.
Nice, sensible guy. It’s a shame to hear about him passing.”


“Yeah. I feel bad for his wife.
We need to do something for her. I don’t know what. I mean, do you take a
casserole in a case like this?”


Ed it seemed, didn’t know either.


Still, he offered to go with her,
when nine o’clock rolled around and Lisa got in. Part of her wanted to say no,
and to go and tell her alone, but Lisa knew Edom, and having the extra friendly
face there wasn’t going to hurt, was it?


It felt awkward though, going
over for that reason. She hadn’t been great about palling around with Lisa for
a while, being so busy all the time. She really needed to make more room in her
life for other people. There was always just so much to do.


She was there now however, which
was a place to start, if a crummy one.


“Um, hey, Lisa.” Eve spoke first,
not knowing what to say. The other woman, looking a bit better now, was
standing in the back of the store, her face pleasant seeming. Almost like she
was pleased to see them. For a moment it felt like it was too much, as if
speaking the words would be too hard.


“Oh, hey, what’s up?”


“Ah.” Eve made herself go on, all
in a rush. “It’s Bob. Millhouse? It turns out that he was killed, and replaced
by a Greater Demon, about five or six years ago. The Mimic. We just found out
this morning. He tried to kill The Mistress of Souls, so she took him as a
slave. We can have proof delivered for that, for you and your people.”


Rather than scream, the dirty
blonde Mage just gave them a forlorn look. Then fat tears fell down her face.


“Oh. I… I’ll call, and tell
people. This…”


There were no words for it. Eve
knew that. It was funny, because a few hours before she would have said,
without being ironic at all, that she’d been the one messed with the most over
the last few years, in this plot that was ultimately about killing Keeley. It
occurred to her now that it really wasn’t the case.


Sure, she’d been locked in a box,
and kind of set up in a couple of ways, but in the end she was a
powerful being, turned from a regular Human girl into a force that no one in
their right mind would mess with. She might not be pristine and untouched, but
her life was good. She had friends, and even a boyfriend, for the first time in
her life. She possibly even had an Alede, who could be either a boyfriend or a
girlfriend, at need, so how neat was that?


Yes, she’d end up messing that
up, because she was as savvy in relationships as she was in auto mechanics, but
at the moment she had everything. A family, that even if they weren’t close,
didn’t hate her. A maker that loved her, and was proud of her, she
thought. He’d come with her to deliver the bad news to Lisa, at least, which
was way more solid than she’d ever really expected of anyone else.


Eve was even rich now. Loaded
in fact, if any of the funds from the other Greater Demons had come through. In
a lot of ways as this all ended, she was fine, and maybe even close to perfect.
Even important to other people, thanks to the training set up she had going. So
she didn’t have any worries, or even problems, of note left.


Oh, sure, no sex drive, but she
was kind of willing to bet that she could do that one too, using magic now.
Sooner or later it would be fixed, she was certain.


Lisa though, had been hammered,
over and over.


She was alone in the world, for
the most part. No lovers, very few friends, and her work life kind of sucked.
Everyone had vanished over time, leaving her all alone. Except Todd the Intern.
She’d been raped, tens of times at least, by a man she’d trusted, too. Now all
she had left was…


Really, Eve didn’t know at all.


It wasn’t fair, was it?


“I’m going to come put some time
in with you, if it’s all right with Ed? We won’t leave you alone. You have a
lot of people here. Hey, I’m even kind of learning a bit of magic, from Lyn
Hartley? You know, I bet she’d be willing to come and work here, to help out?
Maybe we can get her husband in too?”


Lisa sniffed, but nodded.


“That would be good. I could use
some friendly faces. Poor… Everyone, really. Thanks Eve. Edom. It’s
strange isn’t it? Things like this happening, and my best friends turning out
to be a bunch of Vampires? What’s next?” She laughed a bit, but it was really
sad, and hidden in a sob.


Eve didn’t know, but moved in and
hugged the other woman.


“Something different? Maybe even
something better?”


It wasn’t the kind of thing that
would make her happy to hear, but it was good enough to get Lisa to rally. The
previous years had left her tough, rather than broken. They all were, in the
end, weren’t they?


Lyn and Brad came, a very short
time later, given they lived in Wisconsin, and the little thing where the woman
was a Demon was glossed over, for the time being. Eve got back to her own shop,
at about four, so was there when Barb came at six. She was working all night,
so that David could get some time off. Like a regular person.


Just when she was about to head
back home, thinking everything she had to do was over, Ben came in, along with
Kait. With Ginger pushing in almost right behind them, there for the meeting
that would start soon.


It was a thing that Eve had
forgotten about, so she made a point of increasing the energy to her memory. 


They were going to have a few
more people than they’d thought, so while they were there at the shop, for the
first one, after that she was holding them at the club, she decided. The space
was larger, and a bit more private during the day.


It was odd enough, seeing them
all, that Barb tilted her head.


Especially when both of them
kissed Eve.


“Hey, what’s this now? Everyone
else getting kisses, and poor Barb left all alone. That’s hardly fair.”


Ginger giggled and ran around the
counter, then planted one on her cheek. “There.”


Looking at the other two, she
smiled, and glanced at Ben.


“Are you going to do the Vampire
training, too? That would be good. I can get you into the program, if you want?
It might mean getting me a discount on books, but we can work it out.”
She tried to look savvy, but her young face couldn’t really pull it off.


Ben shrugged.


“That’s a thing? I guess I could
do it. If nothing else I can learn more about Vampires, since I’m dating one.”


Kaitlyn nodded.


“Good plan. Can I sit in, too?
Really we should hold classes for the public, for all the groups. You Vampires
can go first.” She said it like it was a good thing.


Eve rolled her eyes.


“Okay, fine. But when the general
public realizes that being a Vampire is all making treats and doing paperwork,
I’m going to blame you guys.”


Barb looked away, seeing Troy
coming through the front door. Early. The look on her face was very nearly
happy, too. 


Oh, they weren’t all doing
perfectly, but things were better than Eve would have ever thought they would
be.


Even better, they were looking
up.


You couldn’t beat that, could
you?


Eve smiled after applying her new,
and wickedly intelligent, brain to the task. The answer was pretty clear after
all.


No, you really couldn’t.
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