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Prologue
Downtown Portland, Oregon
December 20th
Delicate white flakes fell over the city, covering it in a blanket of crisp, clean snow. The ice crystals reflected each city light's color, adding an ethereal glow in the darkness. Red and green traffic lights changed even with no cars on the empty streets, while a few office windows glowed white squares in the night. The entire city of Portland seemed silent, save for the sounds of crunching snow under running feet and gasping breaths reverberating through the maze of buildings. A young man emerged from around the side of a building, slid on black ice before his shoes gained traction, and leaped forward, his breathing ragged and fogging before him.
Unfortunately, his threadbare dark denim pants and white rubber-treaded footwear were unsuited for this weather. Terror shone on the teen's face while his dark green, tattered, heavy winter coat shifted with his arm motions so much that his skinny frame was exposed to reveal a stained multi-color sweater underneath. A blossoming patch of crimson spread out from his shoulder and bicep. Snow soaked through his pants to chill his knees, with one hole exposing a bloody abrasion. 
His arms pinwheeled to keep balance for a moment, but it was useless; his feet flew out from under his body. His motions might've looked comedic if not for his obvious terror. Hazarding a backward glance as he fell, the young man screamed as his worst nightmare materialized from less than three feet away. The massive creature latched onto his coat with its teeth barely a second later, yanking the teen off his feet, throwing him over the stairs, and into Pioneer Courthouse Square twenty feet away.
Anyone watching would've seen the teenage boy impact the ground, roll, and slide to a stop in the center. With his body aching in places he didn't even know could hurt. He barely managed to roll over in an attempt to get to his feet, but he was stopped by a massive furred hand slamming into his back, pinning him to the ground.
The eight-foot black-furred behemoth crouching next to his prone body, holding him down, a snarl from the monstrous creature to his face, causing him to look away. He watched four others encircle him while his mind tried to refuse to believe. But they were impossible to deny when they grabbed his arms and legs, hoisting him up.
Shaking his head, he tried his hardest to break their hold on his limbs, but their grip was like iron. "I want to see the light in his eyes," a feminine, alto voice floated on the wind, "hold him!" A massive hand gripped his head, turning it to face forward, keeping him still while a much smaller hand touched his jaw.  His eyes flew open at the feel of the satiny soft fur to see a pure white wolf on her hind feet with the curves of a statuesque female, her light blue eyes practically glowing in the darkness.
"I see a hint of the well-spring within you," she remarked softly, motherly, "but is it enough?" Reaching up with a hand, she lightly traced a soft furrow into his flesh with one of her curved talons. At the pain he felt behind his eyes, he tried to move his head away but wound up hurting his neck instead. A growl from the wolf in front of him caused his body to tremble. At the same time, her eyes started to glow until a soft white mist floated out from the design she drew on his skin, until it all floated away, and his eyes dulled.
"No!" she growled. Seconds later, she repeated the motion, this time pushing her talon into the teen's forehead hard enough to cut into his skull, gouging a deep furrow through the original design. As the pain caused him to cry out, she increased the strength of her grip enough to hear the cracking of bone.
When she was done, the arcane symbol on his forehead did little more than bleed as she retracted her hand. She spoke in a snarling version of a language that no human had heard in a thousand years. Pushing her first two fingers into the symbol, she spoke the final line of the spell, generating a spurt of heat. The male could do little more except convulse in their grips, his body already growing cold.
Turning her head sharply, her eyes narrowed in anger, she snarled at the wolf to her left. "You said you had found one with a well-spring!"
"I thought he was!" The gray and black wolf stepped back, a soft whine on his lips. "He showed all the signs! Fool! He barely shows a trace amount! It's just enough to be seen in his eyes but not enough to capture!" She looked up at the already dissipating mist and snarled at the other males in the group. Several others took steps back as she snarled. The one holding his head stood stationary, as prey before the predator. "From now on, no moves unless we have undeniable proof! Is that understood?!"
Each massive wolf nodded slowly at her proclamation; the quartet he could see glanced at him. A deep, guttural growl from the one holding his head caused him to shiver as the grip tightened. She turned around as the black and gray one asked, "What about him?" From the looks on the faces of the wolves, he could see he had a bad feeling that what came next wouldn't be good.
The female growled, bowing her head. "Even with the trace amount he has, there is no way he can join our ranks." She walked away from the others with a casual wave of her hand. "Kill him."
He barely registered the words before the werewolf holding his head gave one mighty twist. A scream never had a chance to be heard since his head was ripped off in that single move. Standing, the largest of the five male werewolves looked at the other four. "Make sure he's never found."
The next day, a couple of the local transients found his meager possessions abandoned. They were appropriated by the next person needing warm clothing or a sleeping bag. Still, no one reported his disappearance to the authorities. He would be another nameless, faceless homeless teen who, sometime in the course of a night, disappeared.

Monsters
[bookmark: _Hlk518809882]Milwaukie, Oregon,
December 23rd
The holiday rush throughout Clackamas Town Center was in full swing, with people crowding the stores looking to fill their Christmas gift lists. The mall was decked out for the holiday season, with stores displaying trees, icicles, stockings, and their best sales staff wearing festive attire. One particular teen girl walked along the upper level carrying a quartet of bags in her hands with several wrapped packages inside. Her mid-back length, straight blond hair swayed behind her, a face-framing cut swaying around an alabaster face enhanced by soft, pink lips, a small nose, and sky-blue eyes that searched the mezzanine.
Dressed in a simple blue sweater and a beige calf-length winter coat left open to show a pair of black denim jeans and calf-high brown leather boots, she swayed to the holiday music coming through the speakers before looking at the mall map. A leather strap held her purse snugly across her body, emphasizing her perky young breasts. She was just about to take another step toward the escalator when she heard, "Minerva!"
Turning her head to the left, she spied a young woman about her age, with shoulder-length, curly, auburn hair moving through the crowd. Although fuller-figured than the blonde beauty, her cherubic face had a patch of freckles across her cheeks and nose. Green eyes, framed by gold-rimmed glasses, peeked out from under her bangs as she motioned to where they could meet up, leading to them doing so a minute later to wrap each other up in a hug. "I didn't know you were here, Kelly!"
"You know me, Minnie." Kelly grinned, spreading her pink lips to reveal white teeth. "I wait until the last minute to do anything."
Giving a sidelong smirk, Minerva nodded, "Procrastinators unite – tomorrow." That earned a giggle.
"Oh, but Christmas is coming, so we'll have to wait until after the holidays." Both girls started laughing at the joke as they walked toward the escalators. Minerva had just glanced at the JC Penney entrance when her heart nearly jumped into her throat.
Kelly didn't seem to notice Minerva's change in demeanor. Her laughter stopped as her eyes widened, taking in the sight of the male leaning against the wall. He was taller than her. Even from a distance, she could tell. He had brown hair cut close to the sides but longer bangs that were open to expose his forehead. Dark green eyes locked on hers, causing her to exhale with her heart pounding against her ribs like a trapped animal.
High cheekbones and a strong jaw framed an unblemished face, and parts of her body clenched. The slim, silent man wore an emerald green form-fitting sweater over black denim pants that dipped into calf-high black boots. His outfit was covered by a calf-length black canvas coat hanging open in front. She almost did a half-turn, but there was just something about him that...
The teen stumbled forward as her boot impacted the lip of the escalator, prompting Kelly to reach out and catch her best friend. "Minnie!" she cried out, causing a group of people to glance in their direction. "I knew you were accident prone, but-
N-No! It wasn't me this time!" Minerva looked at Kelly as she helped her over to an open area. "There was this guy!"
Glancing at her friend, Kelly adopted a teasing tone, "Ohh?! Does this mean Anthony has competition?"
"No!" Minerva blanched before shaking her head. "I mean, we haven't even had our first date yet – but he-"
"Nobody will blame you if you want to flirt with a handsome guy." Kelly giggled. "You know me; I would love to join you in doing so, Minnie."
Looking back at her friend, she shook her head, going pale. "I don't want to flirt with any guy, Kelly!" Her protestations only seemed to spur her friend on a bit more, her cheeks heating up from embarrassment. "I-I mean, besides Anthony-"
"Why not?" Kelly teased, "If he was handsome, then why not shoot your shot?" She let out a giggle as they stood by a seating area. "The worst he could say is "No," and then you would still have Anthony waiting."
"Stop it, Kelly!" Minerva wrapped herself in a hug to show she was trembling, prompting her best friend to note the fear in her voice. "There was something about him that terrified me!"
Kelly dropped every bit of teasing immediately, "What?!" She then turned to look around. "Where is he?! Once we know what he looks like, we'll tell security, and-"
Turning to look for the mystery man, she saw he was gone. "Wait! Where did he go?"
"You don't see him anymore?"
"No-"
"Good thing he's gone, or he might've gotten a nasty little shock to his system-" Kelly pulled her hand up to show Minerva a long, black rectangular box leading into a wider head sporting a pair of metal prongs and a red button under her thumb. "Let's see how that asshole likes 300,000 volts against his throat!" she hissed.
The sight of the stun gun caused Minerva's mouth to gape open. "Jesus, Kelly! Where the hell did you get that?!" she hissed in response.
"I got it at the cutlery store for less than thirty dollars, and I couldn't be happier with my purchase." Returning her weapon to the bottom of her purse, she smirked. "If you see him again, point him out, and I'll make sure he regrets ever seeing us."
"You know we could always tell security if he does come after us." Minerva sighed, noting that, technically, the male had done nothing to them. A few more seconds and a shake of her head prompted the teen to add, "I mean, he hasn't even done anything, and besides, it's probably just my overactive imagination from too many scary movies and adventure stories."
"Are you sure, Minnie?" Kelly asked sincerely, "If anyone is making you uncomfortable, you have every right to let the proper people know who could stop them."
"I'm fine. I need to finish my Christmas shopping, so come on! I have too many stores to visit and not enough time before meeting Anthony at the movies." Minerva deflected, "Maybe it will take my mind off mystery men who creep me out and disappear before I can figure out why."
"Yeah," Kelly paused, her concern for her friend starting to worry her. " Okay." From the look in her friend's eyes, she could tell the mystery man spooked her far more than she was letting on, and although the smile was genuine, the teen could tell it was forced as well. "How about we check out Barnes & Noble?"
"Sure." The pair adjusted their course for the bookstore's entrance. Mom mentioned the new Lynsay Sands novel, and I have more than enough to get it for her Christmas gift." Neither girl noticed the slender security officer standing beside a blue and white soda machine, his hand reaching up to touch his handheld mic.
The pair emerged from the Barnes & Noble, with Minerva feeling much better ten minutes after she went inside. Laughing and talking about what they would do when school started again, they crossed to the right, heading for the Build-A-Bear store.
Neither of the girls realized a large man in a security uniform was following them. The male reached up when a voice came in through his earbuds, a smile spreading his lips to show long, glistening triangular teeth. "Fountainsss," he hissed.
In a few minutes, the pair exited the Build-A-Bear with a couple of girlish giggles. Kelly smiled at Minerva knowingly. "Do you think Anthony will get you a stuffed animal from there for Christmas?"
"We're not at the – "stuffed animal" phase," Minerva stated while bringing up her fingers to make quotation marks in the air for emphasis, "quite yet. As much as I would love one, we must have a date first." She then pulled her cell phone out of her coat pocket, looking at the time. "In fact, I should be heading for the cinema after this so we can meet up."
"Okay, but remember, if he starts to get "hands-on" I'll kick his scrawny ass!" Kelly remarked with a giggle.
"Are you kidding?" Minerva giggled. "You'd take one look at his butt and start making grabby hands yourself." The pair laughed a second later as two security guards approached them from either side.
"You're probably right-"
The pair were barely fifteen feet from the escalators that would take them to the food court when they felt hands clasp one of their shoulders each, causing the girls to jump and spin around. "Can you two please come with us?" the large one who followed them from the Barnes & Noble asked.
"I-Is there a problem?" Kelly asked as she clutched at her chest, trying vainly to quiet her pounding heart.
Minerva's face went white as she looked at the larger man with his hands on hers and Kelly's shoulders. She could see the grotesque gray skin, the pointed teeth, and the pinpoints of red light in their eyes floating in a sea of black. Whatever the two men might have been dressed like, they weren't security guards; in fact, she wondered if they were even human. "One of the cashiers at the Build-A-Bear workshop called security, saying someone had shoplifted, so we're searching every bag and matching them to receipts." The slender one on the left said casually, yet his voice sounded like steam leaving an angry boiler
"We have nothing to hide," Kelly said confidently, holding her bags up for inspection. "Go ahead and check."
Both watched as the one on the left motioned toward a pair of double doors with the words' Security Station' over them; the guard on the right nodded. "Then right this way." he hissed as his smile spread, showing rows of long, pointed teeth.
Kelly smiled, confidently heading for the double doors, as Minerva seemed to stagger along reluctantly, almost frozen in fear. Once the pair of teens were through the doors, both guards followed, their red eyes flaring maliciously. None noticed a hand slipping between the doors as they started to close.
In the former storage room turned interview room, Kelly dumped her bags out onto the table, "Well, you can see that-"
"We don't want to check your fucking bags, you arrogant little bitch!" the first guard snarled, dropping all pretense at civility as he stepped forward, causing Kelly to open her mouth. Minerva backed up to the corner, shaking in fear as she put her bags in front of her as a makeshift shield.
Kelly's retort died in her throat as the larger of the two men shifted, his arms elongating, producing six-inch-long nails, while the illusion of humanity dissipated. The two girls screamed as the redhead reached into her purse, backing up with a scream, "Oh my god! What-? What the hell are you?!"
"God cannot help you now!" Stepping forward, the larger guard reached out, grabbed the corner of the table, flipped it with ease, and scattered the various items across the floor to slam into the wall. "Scream all you like!" he snarled, "Fear and terror excites me! Nobody can hear you, and nobody is coming to your-."
Yanking the plastic device from her purse, Kelly pushed it straight into the monster's exposed flesh, the electrical jolt causing the beast to rear back and scream in agonizing pain. "How does 300,000 volts taste, asshole?!" she shouted.
"Watch out!" Minerva cried as the slender monster lunged.
"You little BITCH!" the skinny one screamed out, rushing forward, allowing the larger one to stagger away from the short girl with the taser. Any congratulations Kelly or Minerva may have thought was cut off as the monster swept its hand forward, the six-inch-long claws piercing Kelly through her upper abdomen and punching out through her back.
Minerva screamed wordlessly as Kelly slammed into her. In a show of pure, horrendous power, the guard lifted the teen, causing the shorter girl to convulse, with blood erupting out of her mouth and wound. Nobody needed to tell the blond her best friend was already dead before the monster yanked hard, throwing the corpse against the opposite wall so that she crumpled.
"No~" she breathed as the monster licked the blood off his paws, and Minerva dropped to her rump.


Flight
The door to the interview room blasted inward, the force of the kick breaking the hinges off and sending it into the back of the recovering larger creature. Even as the monster's partner slammed into the wall, Kelly's killer spun around to see a pair of pistols. Four shots rang out in the confined space, sending the monster back with black blood erupting out of its chest. He impacted the wall before a fifth shot destroyed its head in a spray of thicker chunks.
While holding onto her ears, Minerva remained curled into herself, screaming due to the reverberating explosions. A second set of five shots exploded out of the two guns, making the teenager a trembling mess. Her ears rang as she felt a hand gently touch her shoulder, making her jump and look up.
All she saw was a pair of forest-green eyes looking at her from about five feet away. The concern in those eyes caused her to miss what he was trying to say. Seconds later, when she could hear again, she heard him call out, “We have to get out of here!” It was only then that she realized she recognized the face of this strange man while on the escalator. “Come on!”
Grabbing her by the arms, he pulled her off of the ground with the same gentle care that one would pick up a child, but with the urgency of someone who was trying to escape a fire. “Who-?” she started to ask as he pulled her out of the interview room by her wrist.
“There's no time for that right now!”  His words were kind yet forceful. She blinked as he pulled her down the corridor, away from the mall proper. “If I know these things, we must get out of here!”
Minerva had a brief moment to see the two dead security guards. Both looked human, one being a slightly rotund male, his dark brown hair thinning at the back, and a slender blond male crumpled against the wall. “Wh-what were those things?” she asked as he pulled her away from the carnage until she saw her friend. “No! Wait! Kelly! She-”
“She's dead!” When those words were out of his mouth, he felt her legs give out, making Minerva stumble.
“Kelly – she-” Minerva breathed, only for her rescuer to pick her up from under her arms and slam her back into the wall, making her spine pop.
“Don't do that!” he growled. “You're going to have to deal with her death later, but right now, we are about to have company!” The sounds of pounding feet and shouting echoed from the direction of the mall. “Carrying you out of here is not on my list of priorities, and I won't be able to protect you unless you get up and run!”
Minerva could only nod as he set her down and grabbed her wrist again. The pair then started running around the corner and up the stairs toward the external doors as the sounds of running feet and shouts followed them. “W-Wait! Those voices are human!” she glanced behind her as they neared the large double doors.
“Yes, I know!” that caused Minerva to look back, but her rescuer only increased his speed, forcing her to keep up. “Make no allusions to them protecting you.” He brought up a foot and sent it into the exit bar for the door, sending the metal portal flying open. The alarm blared to life as they ran out between Macy's and the Cinema. “The first thing you would tell them about is the guards transforming into monsters, at which point you would be put in a hospital room. In less than twelve hours, the very same creatures would appear, and this time I won't be able to save you because the police and staff are well-paid to lose people.”
Minerva shook her head, “You don't know that!” She didn't want to believe him; she didn't want to think that people could have that much power. She staggered, pressing her body against the wall of the Macy's front, yanking her wrist out of his grip.
Turning to regard her, he heard the security guards on the stairs. “Come on!” he huffed.
“I can't!” she shook her head, crying.
Leaning forward, he lowered his voice, “Listen carefully; I must leave now! If you come with me, I can protect you, or you can take your chances with the security guards.” She saw the conviction in his green eyes. “Either way, I'm leaving.”
Looking back at the doors they had exited, the first security guard reaching the top of the stairs caused Minerva to turn around, but a slight shift in his visage prompted the memory of both monsters to decide for her. Turning to look at the unknown rescuer, she closed her eyes and lowered her head. By the time any guards reached the front of the Macy's, all they saw was the front of the store, with salt covering the sidewalk and city streets.
A red and white VW Bus turned onto Sunnyside Road, the driver casually entering the turn lane as police cars zoomed past, red and blue lights flashing. He watched as they turned into the parking lot of Clackamas Town Center while Minerva huddled in the back.
When the light changed, he turned onto Highway 205 and drove purposefully. Almost ten minutes later, she asked in a shaking voice, “What were those things?” Glancing to his right, he noted the pale teenager as she sat in the passenger seat, crossing the belt across her chest and clicking it into the receptacle. Returning his eyes to the road, he let the silence pass between them for several seconds before answering. “Are you sure you want to know?”
“I-”
“Once you know what they are and what that means, I can not take that back! You will learn about a lie told for millennia, and you'll never be able to see the world the same way ever again.”
Silence filled the night between them for almost a minute before Minerva answered. “I need to know.” The thought of her best friend's body occupying a cold, sterile interview room made her feel sick to her stomach.
Nodding slowly, he started to talk while paying attention to the road ahead. “Very well.” Gathering his thoughts allowed silence for only a few seconds before he started talking again. “What you encountered were known as 'the Damned.'” He then pushed up on a bar that started the turn signal and merged into the next lane.
“What are the Damned?”
“The Damned are humans corrupted by demon possession.” She turned to face him fully as he continued as if she hadn't moved. “A soul, already corrupted by sin, is potentially a vessel for demonic possession. Anger, fear, desire, longing, all these things can lead to deadly sins if kept unchecked.” he turned the wheel to head into the hills, “Nobody knows how a demon enters a human, but we do know the host’s soul has to be tainted first. When possession takes place, the soul is fully destroyed with no way back except death.”
Minerva shuddered. “That's horrifying.”
Glancing at her, he nodded. “That's why I fight them.”
He glanced when she pressed the heels of her balled-up hands against her eyes, sniffling. “Kelly didn't deserve to die like that.”
“Very few killed by the Damned deserve death.”
“Who are you?” she asked, “and why did those things want to kill me and Kelly anyway?”
He kept his eyes on the road as he answered, his voice low. “My name is James LeMure, but the Damned don't need a reason to cause pain and death. They do so with startling regularity and have no remorse for those they victimize.” With a sigh, he turned the van onto a cleared gravel road. “I don't know if they wanted you or your friend specifically, but I aim to find out.”
Turning to look out the windshield, Minerva pulled the blanket even closer around her. “Do you think they targeted us?”
“It's possible, but not entirely probable.” The van pulled up to a circle of trees before he turned and parked just inside the ring. “Now that we're here, I have to apologize.”
Minerva turned to look at him, “- f-for what?”
He shut down the van and slipped the keys into his jacket pocket. “I wasn't entirely honest with you back at the mall.”
Fear gripped her heart as Minerva moved to press her back against the van's door. “Y-You weren't?”
James turned to regard her fully. “Back at the mall, when I said you had a choice to come with me or take your chance with the security guards,” he shook his head. Had you refused to come with me, I would've knocked you out and put you in the back of the van anyway.”
“W-Why?!” panic clutched at her heart as her hand went for the handle.
“If you and your friend were targeted, I need to find out why, and the only way to do that is with you being here,” he looked directly into Minerva's eyes, speaking softly, “Leaving you with the guards means my investigation would've been completely stopped, so I need you for the time being.”
“D-Do you promise not to hurt me?” Minerva pressed her back to the door, her hand still scrabbling for the handle.
“Absolutely.” James then pulled up on his door lock and the handle, opening the door. Stepping out into calf-deep snow with an audible crunch, he closed the door and started for the back of the van, his dark form disappearing into the night. Minerva tried the door but found it locked. She pulled up on the handle, but it would not budge.
'He pulled up the lock, genius!' Minerva scolded herself as she wrapped her fingers around the lock and pulled it up before finally opening the door. “I seriously need to calm down.” She slid out of the van and into the snow, her eyes trying to get used to the dark surrounding her. She managed to follow James' footprints, but once they reached the dark, it became – a sudden light illuminated a large rectangle about thirty feet ahead of her.
James stood in the light of a doorway for a minute, talking to someone she couldn't see before he stepped out of the way. A woman stepped into view; her slender body rounded in all the right places while her curly black hair fell around her Nubian face to stop at her shoulders. Dressed in a pair of black boots that stopped under her knees, black jeans that outlined her rounded hips and full thighs, and a red sweater that held back a pair of heavy breasts, she stopped at the bottom of the stairs to look at Minerva.
“Hello, are you ready to get warm inside?”
Minerva shook her head a little. “H-Have I been kidnapped by...?” she started to ask, but the genuine laugh from the woman caused her to blink.
“James? Kidnap someone?” shaking her head, she gave Minerva a soft smile. “Not hardly. I can take you home now if you want, but he really does want to ask you a few questions before that, if you don't mind?” she let the comment become a question of whether the teen would consent to come inside.
“O-Okay.” Minerva blinked at the dark-skinned woman. “Wh-Who are you?”
Stepping back, the woman held out her hand. “My name is Anita.”
Taking the offered hand, the two women shook “Minerva.”
“Beautiful name.” Anita turned to lead Minerva up to the house. As they got closer, she saw the silhouette of a two-story cabin outlined by what natural light the moon offered. Fear clutched at her breast as she stepped into the building but screamed for her to run as the door closed.

Answers Questioned
“Did she have a scent marker?” Minerva heard James call from the kitchen ahead of her.
Anita helped the teenager out of her coat as she called back. “I didn't smell one.” Turning to regard Minerva, she offered a soft smile. “Did any of the Damned touch you?”
“N-No – I-I mean – on the shoulder once, but-” That was when Anita brought both sides of the coat up, sniffing.
“There's only a small trace of the Damned's odor on her, a minor mark, but not enough to track. They didn't believe you would get away.” Hanging up the coat, she motioned for Minerva to follow.
In the interim, the teenage girl looked around the living room. A stone fireplace dominates most of the wall on her left, with a fire popping and crackling in its depths, partially hidden by a metal screen. On the right of the fire, a collection of logs sat in a brass carrier while a mantle of marble rested on top. The chimney shot upward with a wooden crest hung in the center, a pair of swords crossing underneath. Between the fireplace and blue velvet-lined couch stood a wood and glass coffee table with matching chairs on either side of the sofa. Glancing to her right, stairs went up to the second floor, an oak railing separating the room.
Only then did they step into the kitchen. A white marble counter held a dish drying rack next to a hole where the sink resided. On her left stood an old-fashioned stove and oven combo in light blue, with a matching retro-styled refrigerator on the other side of the room. The cabinets and the table in the center were made of dark red wood, accenting the room.
“Are you hungry?” James asked as he went to the fridge. Minerva's stomach answered for her. “I'll take that as a 'yes'. I have venison with potatoes and carrots or homemade chicken soup.”
Minerva looked at Anita, who motioned for her to approach the table. “I recommend the chicken soup; it's quite good.” James set about heating something to eat as the two women approached the table. “While you both eat, I'll get you a change of clothes.”
She felt a shiver coursed down her spine. “Wh-Why?”
“Dear, you have blood all over your legs and on the bottom of your sweater.” Minerva looked down at herself to see drops of blood on the center of her sweater, but streaks of it going down the thighs of her jeans to just past her knees.
“I-I didn't even notice-”
Anita wrapped her up in a gentle hug. “You were in shock, sweetheart. It happens to the best of us.” Urging her to sit down at the table, the Nubian woman smiled at James. “Heat some chicken soup while I take the van.”
James nodded. “Keys are in the right coat pocket, and let Fatima know that I killed two Damned in Clackamas Town Center.”
That caused Anita to nod in agreement. Standing next to the teenage girl, she spoke softly while holding her hands. “You are safe here, Minerva, okay? James may have frightened you with his actions, but there is no one more honorable or protective than him in the entire world.”
Looking over to James and then at Anita, Minerva shook her head. “After my best friend was killed by what could be described as monsters, I watched someone kick down a door, shoot them, and practically kidnapped me,” she then started to shiver, “right now I'm at my wit's end, and all I want are answers.”
Anita offered her a small smile and a nod as a way of listening to the story. “Minerva, I know you're probably scared out of your mind, but I promise that we will tell you everything we can, if only for you to come to terms with what happened. Just give us time so we don't inundate you with too much information.”
Setting a bowl of steaming soup in front of Minerva, the golden liquid moving ever so slightly over thick noodles, meat, and cut vegetables. “I'll get you a spoon in a second.”
Nodding, she looked back at Anita. “I'll be back in about an hour. You get to know each other a little, and I will return with a change of clothes for you, Minerva.” Handing over paper and pen, she smiled. “Just write down your sizes, and I'll get you something nice.”
Minerva did as she was told, and Anita left a minute later. James set down his food across from the young woman, handing over a napkin wrapped around a spoon. Taking the offered silverware with a soft “Thank you,” she sipped some broth before eating in earnest. “Wow! This is delicious!”
“Thanks.” James remarked, “Old family recipe.”
“Works for me.” Blinking at James' small smile, she felt the tension starting to ebb. “You should do that more often.”
“What?” His face became another mask of placidity.
“Smile. You looked really nice just now.” James gave a non-committal shrug as he ate his food, picking up a piece of venison with his fork. She had a chance to look at him for the first time since the mall, and Minerva noted how different the man appeared. He seemed less frightening and more human than when he leveled dual pistols at two men and pulled the triggers to take their lives. “I'm sorry.” she let out a sigh. “I know I'm being a burden-”
“You're not a burden.” James countered, sitting up. “Why? Did anyone here tell you that you were?”
“Well,” she paused a moment, “no, but I-”
“No buts.” he interrupted, leaning forward to look Minerva in the eyes. “Unless you hear something from one of us, don't start putting words into our mouths or minds.”
“I...” Minerva shook her head, “I'm sorry, but after what happened earlier, can you understand even half of what I feel right now?” Tears started to slide down her cheeks. “My best friend was killed right in front of me, and all I could do was back up into a corner and wait for my turn.”
James set his fork onto his plate. “Have you been trained in self-defense or combat?”
“N-No, but I-”
“Did you have any weapons, or were you trained to use your environment as a weapon?” Minerva blinked at the question, her blue eyes locking onto his.
“No.”
“Would you even know what to do should someone attack you, regardless of who they are?” Shaking her head slowly was all Minerva could do before he continued. “You have no right to blame yourself. Those that see the Damned for the first time usually don't survive the encounter, so instead, thank whatever deity you believe in for your good fortune.”
“I still feel bad that Kelly died, while I-” wiping the tears from her eyes, she looked at the mostly empty bowl.
Standing up when he finished his food, he picked up his plate and offered to take Minerva's bowl. “It's good that you feel bad for her death, but don't let the sorrow do anything except to help you mourn. Anything more, and you do her a disservice no matter what you intend.” Stepping up to the sink, she watched him wash everything.
Reaching up, she rubbed her face. “I'm going to have nightmares about this day.”
“Be thankful it was only the Damned,” James commented, rinsing everything and setting them out to dry.
“What do you mean?” a shiver of fear coursed down her spine as he turned around, drying his hands.
"Although horrifying, the Damned are cannon fodder when compared to those that command them.” That lone statement caused her to stop and gape at him. “Most of the time, their attacks are both random and vicious, but lately, they've been directing their attacks in large concentrations of people – but only selecting particular ones.”
“- is that what happened to us?” Minerva gasped.
“I'm not sure, but it still fits the pattern. Either the Damned were after you for some purpose, or they were after your friend-”
“Kelly!” Minerva glared at him. “She had a name; use it.”
James nodded. “You're right, and I'm sorry for not getting to you both in time to save Kelly.” Minerva watched as he closed his eyes, bowing his head.
“Was there any way of you knowing what the Damned had planned for us?”
“Yes,” James answered. “It was my job to hunt them down and discover their reason for being in the mall.”
Minerva's eyes widened as she leaned back, staring at him in shock. “I – wait! What?!”
“The first time I saw you on that escalator, I was watching one of the security guards.” Pushing himself off the counter, he sat at the table. “I was sent to Clackamas Town Center to find out why a trio of young women disappeared last week. Upon discovering one of the Damned, I decided to wait for their partner.”
“Could there have been more?” Minerva asked.
“Damned will never have more than two in a single area unless they have a backup of a stronger sort. As for what happened in the interview room and the hallway,” he paused a few seconds to sigh, “I'm sorry. I had to be sure they were Damned and not real security guards, so I had to wait until they transformed.”
Minerva cocked her head to the side. “Could you not see the Damned as they were?”
“Not until they transformed, no.” James shook his head. He then looked at her, his mouth opening slightly. “Could you?”
“Wh-What? No, I – I mean, I thought I saw something-”
Standing up, he walked over to her side of the table. James then crouched down to look her in the eyes. “Minerva, did you see what they looked like before transforming?”
Looking into James' eyes, she realized that lying wouldn't help her situation. “Yes.”
“How?” he asked.
“I don't know!” Minerva shook her head. When the guards approached Kelly and me, I thought I saw something out of a horror movie, but it was weird.”
“Weird? How?”
“I don't know,” Minerva shook her head, “but it felt like the Damned were rippling like I was seeing them through a pool or something similar.” Shaking her head, she rubbed the sides of her head. “I know it doesn't make any sense-”
“That does.” James interrupted with a small smile. Sitting in the chair closest to him, he continued. “You have what is called 'True Sight'. That rippling was glamour trying to hold back their true nature.”
“Like someone seeing through a cloaking device or an invisibility spell?” Minerva asked.
James gave a small smile, recognizing the references. “Not quite, but close. With an invisibility spell or the cloaking device, those who use them try to convince you there's nothing there. In this instance, they're trying to keep you from seeing the truth, like if you were to see something that is supposed to be a firefly, but instead, you see the fairy behind the glamour. Same difference.”
“Oh, wow!”
“The only problem is this ability is both a curse and a blessing.”
“Why?” Minerva asked.
Standing up from his chair again, she watched James enter the living room, prompting her to follow. “Imagine seeing another Damned. Do you know how to control your emotions so the monsters don't smell your fear or see your trembling?” Stopping on the couch, he motioned for her to sit. Minerva complied. “Could you potentially prevent yourself from giving away that you can see through their magic?
Minerva wrapped her arms around herself and shook her head. “Just seeing the two of them had me practically catatonic. I couldn't tell Kelly what they were because I didn't know about them myself.”
“Now that you know, can you protect yourself from them?” James sat down in the chair after asking his question, his elbows on his thighs while he leaned forward. “Minerva,” he added when she looked up at him, “these things have been here since before the dawn of time. They're deadly and smart.”
“- but you killed them,” Minerva stated, grasping at hope.
“I killed two hosts, not the actual demons that inhabited the bodies. Those went back to Hell and will probably be back soon.”
“How do you kill the demons, then?”
James sat back as he shook his head. “That's impossible.” Seeing her stricken face, he added, “Demons are fallen angels. You know that, right?” Minerva nodded. “Angels are the servants of God for one specific reason: they're immortal. Just because a third of the Heavenly host fell, doesn't take back that fact.”
“What can kill a demon?”
“Angels, or at the very least, Nephilim.” After the door opened, they saw Anita was carrying a reusable bag with an otter on the front. “I brought you a change of clothes, and I have word from Fatima.” Handing over the bag to Minerva when she stood up from the couch, the woman smiled at her. “Up the stairs, you will find a bathroom and two bedrooms. James and I need to discuss a few things in private.”
“O~Oh, okay.” Making her way up the stairs, she glanced back to see Anita standing in the living room, watching her until she turned the corner. Upon entering the bathroom, she blinked at what she saw. Everything in the bathroom, save for the black and white tiles on the floor and walls, was either made of cherry wood or black marble. The oval mirror was surrounded by lacquered black wood with golden vines entwined around it in an unbroken loop. 'I have got to stop being so surprised by the beauty of this place.' Seconds later, she closed the door behind her.
“Fatima has ordered us to keep the girl here until we figure out Minerva's role.”
“She has 'True Sight,' Anita.” James interrupted. “She saw the Damned for what they were.”
“That will complicate everything.”
“How?”
Walking around the couch, the Nubian female sat down as her eyes narrowed at James. “Fatima is worried, and I don't have to tell you what it means when a woman who's survived for a thousand-plus years is worried.” She watched as he raised his hands to rub the hair back from his face.
A thousand ideas pushed their way through his head until it started to hurt. “Shit! This is going to get bloody, isn't it?”
“Exactly.”

Night Terror
Minerva looked around a little more before stripping out of her clothes and dropping each item onto the side of a claw-foot tub. She then noted the half-circle shower stall. Opening it, she saw that the spray went straight down from the top. Turning it on, hot water flowed onto her arm, making her adjust the temperature. Steam rose as she stepped inside to feel the hot water meet cool skin.
Hissing in shock, her skin started to warm up slowly as she lathered up both hair and body. Memories of the attack came to the forefront of her mind, along with the callous way the one killed Kelly. Tears tumbled past her cheeks while pain pierced her heart, causing her legs to wobble. Lowering herself to the floor of the shower, she sat there crying.
They heard the shower start from downstairs, with James looking at Anita. “We need to figure out more about Minerva and find out if she's part of this somehow.”
Anita shook her head, “We have more for you to do.” she reached into an inner-coat pocket to produce a small SD card. “We need you to check out something that happened in Portland days ago. A homeless girl approached someone at the soup kitchen-”
“I'm a hunter, Anita, not an investigator. Get someone else to do it instead.” James countered, rubbing at his forehead.
“We don't have anyone-”
“Charles could do it easily,” James interrupted, “or is he too busy massaging his way up Fatima's legs?” That caused her to glare at him.
“You are her retainer, James.” Anita practically snarled at him. “Conduct yourself as such.”
“Fine, but only on one condition.”
Her glare never left him as she asked, “What?”
“Call Katrina and have her come here,” he motioned to the cabin. I have no phone, and there's no signal out here.”
Exhaling her frustration at the male, she nodded. “Fine. She can keep an eye on Minerva while you check out Portland.”
“Whatever.” He watched as she stood up from the couch and started for the stairs. Ascending the stairs, she listened at the door for a few seconds before reaching out to give a light rap on the wood.
Upon hearing a knock on the door, Minerva saw that she was sitting nude at the bottom of the shower, her body having just stopped with its wracking sobs. “Y-Yes?”
“I'm leaving again.” Anita's voice came through the door loud and clear. “Are you alright?”
Minerva shook her head, “I-I'm not-” She never finished the thought before the door opened, and the older woman entered the room. In less than a minute, the water was off, and the teen girl sat in a towel on the edge of the tub with Anita holding her, one-armed. “I can't stop thinking about Kelly – how callously the Damned-”
Anita nodded. “It's hard to see those you love die in front of you, and even worse when you feel both helpless and a little guilty that you survived when they didn't.”
“You sound as though you know what that's like.”
Giving the teenager a small smile, she shook her head. “No, but I know another that does,” Anita remarked as she held Minerva close. “You wouldn't believe how long I held them when they had nightmares.”
“Who?” Minerva asked.
“That is not my secret to tell, sweetheart.” Giving a final hug, she smiled. “Now get dressed; I want to ensure you both will be alright before I leave.” Anita stood up and left through the door, closing it behind her.
Minerva dressed silently as she slid on light blue cotton panties and black sleep pants. Tying the cords into a knot, she pulled a blue oversized t-shirt the same color as her eyes. Using the towel to dry her hair as much as possible, she emerged from the bathroom with her clothes in her arms. “Sorry for taking so long.”
James waved away her concern for his water bill, “Please feel free to take as long as you need. We have our well, so we don't get any water from the city, and any hot water gets recycled into our reservoir for producing electricity for the fridge and lights.”
Anita smiled at the teenager. “You look lovely, Minerva. I'm sorry I must go, but I have several things to do before morning, and James has let me know I'm no longer welcome.” That caused the teen to turn toward James, a look of shocked annoyance on her face.
“It's only been two hours, and already you're trying to get me in trouble,” James countered. “Anita, I hope you never change.”
“Oh, I have to every once in a while.” she countered with a smile. “Take care of yourself, Minerva.”
“Um, yeah – thanks.” Turning her head to look from James to Anita, she blinked as she clearly didn't understand what happened between the pair. When the older woman left, however, she watched as the male locked up the front door. “Any ideas about what we can do now?”
“The washing machine and dryer are behind you,” he commented, “under the stairs.” She turned to see only a set of stairs with wood going down. James walked past her when she didn't move and pushed his hand into a handle she didn't see. Once he pulled, she saw a light blue retro-looking washer and dryer with a laundry detergent bottle on top. “I especially got the bottle of hydrogen peroxide on the shelf above to take out blood stains. You don't need much; just wet the area, do a little rub, and drop it into the wash. It will be out by the end of the wash.”
Nodding as he walked past her toward a hallway beside the base of the stairs, she smiled, “Thank you.” She watched him go with no acknowledgment that he even heard her. She then proceeded to prepare her clothes for washing as she heard the shower start down the hallway. Once they were in the washing machine, she walked back around the couch and sat down in front of the fireplace. 'I wonder what's going to happen next?'
Returning to the kitchen, she looked in each cabinet, just trying to find some tea. Minerva stopped the moment she heard someone enter the room. Turning, she saw James wearing only a black pair of pajama bottoms, his slender, toned upper body completely bare. She could see his muscle tone, the way his abdomen rippled, as well as the “v” of his hips disappearing into his clothes. She watched the muscles in his well-toned arms ripple with appreciation. “Looking for something?” he smiled, glancing up.
A deep flush overtook her cheeks as she tried to think of something clever to say. 'Remember,' her mind chastised, 'this is the creepy guy who scared you half to death, slammed you into a wall, and all but kidnapped you.' Shaking her head a little, she offered a slight smile. “D-Do you have any tea?”
“Second cabinet from the left,” James answered. “Small tub on the third shelf from the bottom. I should have a dozen different types.”
“Uh, sure,” she said with a slight nod, her heart pounding. Going over to the proper cabinet, she opened it and found the objects of her search. “Oh wow! You have some teas here I've never had before-” she picked up one, “apple tea?”
“I got that in Turkey, and it is one of my favorites.”
“You've been to Turkey?!” she asked, her mouth dropping open.
James nodded as he pulled down a dark blue teapot with a handle like a regular cooking pot rather than a curved one. “Just like I got this in China.” On one side of the pot, an Asian palace was depicted, and two women with bamboo umbrellas stood on the other in gold leaf. When he put the set down on the table, Minerva started to boil the water in a light blue kettle. “The best part about apple tea is that we don't need a teapot.”
“What do you mean?” she asked as he offered her a small cup. A crane wrapped its wings around the ceramic vessel in flight.
Scooping the tea into Minerva's cup, he added the same amount to his own just as the kettle alerted them of its readiness. Walking over, he poured a liberal amount of hot water into the cups and handed over a small stirring spoon. Returning the kettle to the cool side of the stove, he sat down with his spoon, stirring his tea.
Minerva stirred her tea until she saw nothing in the cup's bottom. She picked up her cup and took a sip, only for her eyebrows to shoot upward. “This is delicious!” She sipped it again while James stared into his cup. “Penny for your thoughts?” she asked.
“Huh? Oh, sorry. I'm mentally reviewing my checklist of things I need to do before tomorrow.” James took a sip of his tea. “I've asked Anita to send a message to someone who can hopefully help. She will be here tomorrow morning, if at all.”
“Oh, okay.” Minerva remarked, “Who is she?”
Leaning back, James sighed, “Her name is Katrina, and she is probably the one I trust the most.”
Blinking, the young woman cocked her head to the side a little. “What did she do to earn that level of trust?”
James seemed either unwilling to talk or was gauging what to say. Either way, it took him nearly a minute and a long sip of tea before he could continue the conversation. “Katrina is a friend – and I don't use that label often to describe people.”
“Oh. What about Anita?” Minerva asked.
“I'm friendly to Anita, but only because she's, more or less, my employer,” he remarked while staring at his teacup.
“Anita has been nice to me. I like her.” Minerva looked at her cup, her eyes starting to close.
“You need to get some sleep,” James interjected as the motion caught his attention, causing Minerva to raise her head. “Come on, it's been a long day for you.”
“I'm fine.” Minerva started to protest, only for James to pick up her empty cup and set it away from her hand.
James gently took her hand, helping Minerva to stand up. “We have an early day tomorrow, and I need to get some sleep too. If you have more questions, they can be answered then.”
Minerva's protestations ended when she stood up, only to stagger into James. “Mmm-” she groaned, “Okay, but where am I going to sleep?”
“There are two bedrooms upstairs. Come on.” Trying to guide her toward the stairs proved to be an exercise in futility, so James scooped up the young woman and carried her up the stairs in bridal style. That, however, woke Minerva up, causing heat to color her cheeks as she felt his muscular body against hers.
'He's actually carrying me!' Minerva felt her heart leap into her throat at the thoughts running through her mind.
Once they were on the second floor, her feet were set down as James looked down at the teen. “Left or right?”
“Um – right?” Directing her to the door on the right, he opened it to reveal a gray-walled room with spartan furnishings: a full-size bed against one wall, a pair of bedside tables with a lamp on one, and a vanity with an oval mirror, all done in cherry wood, and the floor is made in a dark bamboo.
Pulling back the white sheets and duvet for Minerva, the girl slipped into the bed without protesting. Rolling over, she looked up at him. “Where are you going to be?” her voice thick with torpidity.
“Downstairs, in my bed,” he answered as he covered her up. “Now get some sleep, and if you need anything, I'm just a shout away.”
“Thank you.” Minerva snuggled into the pillow, her body relaxing increasingly as sleep overtook her.
James turned around, exiting the bedroom but leaving the door open just in case. Heading downstairs, he cleaned up their tea cups and returned the apple tea tin to the cabinet. Setting out a few things for the next morning, he had just turned off the lights in the kitchen and living room, the embers in the fireplace glowing under the ashes, when he heard Minerva scream from upstairs.
It took James less than fifteen seconds to open the door to see Minerva sitting up in bed, her body wracked with sobs. Walking over, he sat beside her and lightly touched her shoulder. The look in her eyes, that lost, terrified, stricken look, caused him to wrap her up in a hug. “Shh, it's alright now. Nobody can hurt you here.” Rubbing her back, he watched as she wrapped her arms around his body, prompting him to move and shift ever so slightly so that he was sitting up in the bed with her.
“I'm sorry-” Minerva said through sobs.
“For what?”
Minerva shook her head, “- for being so weak and pathetic that I start breaking down every five minutes.”
“You aren't weak or pathetic, Minerva.” he held her close as she sobbed. “Come on.” He motioned for her to lay back down and slipped under the covers with her, keeping the sheet between them. James then wrapped an arm around her, holding the teenager against his chest with her arm over his body.
“I just can't stop seeing those monsters killing Kelly, and I keep thinking that I'm next.”
James nodded slowly, his hand still rubbing at Minerva's back. “Unlike anyone else, I know exactly what you mean.” That caused her to look up at him, her eyes blinking away the tears, only for more to take their place. “I was eight when my parents brought me to Mount Hood National Forest campground. That night, I couldn't sleep on the ground, so I asked my dad if I could sleep in his Jeep Cherokee.” she could see the emotion cross his face. “He agreed, and I took my sleeping bag with me. About halfway through the night, I awoke to the lights of an SUV pulling into our camp.”
“Oh god!” Minerva breathed, having figured out what was going to happen next.
“My father had heard the truck and emerged from the tent to talk to the trio exiting the vehicle.” James closed his eyes, breathing deeply before he continued. “I watched as three of the Damned transformed and ripped him apart. My mother, having heard the commotion, looked out the tent to see her husband dead, so she screamed.”
“I still have nightmares of her screaming when they rushed into the tent.” James paused, clutching onto her for some way to ground himself in reality. “Sitting in the back of the Jeep, I couldn't move. Frozen in fear, I listened as they did things to my mother that I wouldn't wish upon my worst enemy. Hours later, all three exited the tent, and the last one out half turned, pointed a revolver at my mother, and fired.”
Looking at James, Minerva was mortified as new tears fell from her chin. “That's horrible!” shaking her head, she looked as if searching for a lie in his eyes. “How did they not find you?”
“All of my stuff was in the back seat's floorboard, so they had no reason to think there were children. I was there for three days, curled up and crying my eyes out. I never tried to get help because I didn't trust anyone then. By then, I was half-starved and dehydrated. When the park rangers arrived, I was taken to the nearest hospital. I remember waking in that hospital room with my uncle sitting next to me.”
“I'm glad you had someone, at least.”
James then closed his eyes. “Yeah. He took me in, training and teaching me how to control my fear, to use it as an early warning system.” Opening his eyes again, he looked at Minerva. “I owe everything to Uncle Arthur, but even now, nightmares still find me.”
Minerva hugged him tighter, holding James close as she felt her heart break. “I'm sorry you had to go through all of that.”
“Not as sorry as I was.” Giving her a gentle squeeze, he looked up at the ceiling. “For ten years, I was trained by my uncle to hunt down the Damned with the sole desire to ensure nobody else would have to go through what I did, and I failed.” Letting out a sigh, he looked down at Minerva, “You have no idea how-”
Golden hair framed her face as she lay there, her head on his chest while the rest of her body was pressed against his side. He watched her breathing regularly, showing that she was fast asleep. At first, he thought about trying to get up, but the moment he shifted into a position to leave, her arm pulled him closer, and she groaned. Deciding to stay there, he draped the blanket over him, fully getting comfortable.
“Goodnight, Minerva. Sweet dreams.”

Fantastic Reality
A woman in her mid-thirties turned the beige wheel of her black '97 Toyota Camry at what could only be considered a gravel driveway between a collection of pine trees. Even though the path was wide enough for her vehicle, she was thankful no other vehicles took this route. Turning left to park under the branches of a massive pine tree, she eventually turned off the car and dropped a D ring of keys into her purse. Picking up an enormous knit bag with a trio of feathers on one side from the passenger's seat, she opened her door, exited the car, and closed it before starting for the two-story cabin. Dressed in a white blouse that covered her ample bosom, a pair of blue jeans, and black boots, she strolled up to the door, humming to herself.
Upon reaching the front door, she pressed the doorbell. Pulling off her knit cap, her mid-back-length, curly black hair tumbled down as she dropped it into the bag. She smiled serenely as she waited for someone to open the door.
James woke to the sounds of a car on the gravel road, the weight of the teenage girl keeping him in position while he tried to think of ways out of the situation. “Minerva,” he whispered, but the young woman clutched at him with a groan of protest. “We must get up or explain why we're in bed together.”
Minerva's eyes opened wide to look at James. “Eek!” she practically leaped back. Taking this opportunity to get off the bed, he heard the doorbell ring downstairs. “D-Did we-?” she started to ask, but he shook his head.
“Of course not. I only helped you to get some sleep by being there for you to hold onto. Nothing more.” James answered seconds before he left Minerva in the room, watching him go.
The slow blink of the young woman's blue eyes as her mind reset caused several questions to filter in, not the least of which was whether or not she should feel insulted that a half-naked man didn't have any desire to cuddle. His casual dismissal of their waking up together in the same bed. 'Am I ugly? Does he not like women? I mean, seriously! We slept in the same bed, and-'
The older woman was about to ring the doorbell again when a sound inside alerted her to someone's approach. Seeing the circular, metal sight hole open, she smiled. “Hi, James.” The door was unlocked, opening to permit her entrance. When she was inside, her smile widened at the sight of the topless male. “Ooh! Is it my birthday?”
“No,” James answered deadpan as he closed the door.
“Then this must be my early Christmas gift.” she gave a lascivious wink. “Any chance of seeing more?”
“Thank you for coming, Kat, but we don't need you giving my guest the wrong idea,” he remarked, motioning to the stairs. Looking up the stairs, she saw Minerva, still in her pajamas, arms crossed under her bosom.
“James, where did you find this young beauty?” she then motioned for Minerva to come down. “It's alright, I don't bite – all that much.”
Minerva started down the stairs while James went to the washer and dryer under the stairs. He transferred the moist clothes over and started the dryer while Katrina proceeded to look at the teenager. “You don't look the worse for wear.”
“She's been having nightmares after being attacked by the Damned.” James remarked. “Would you like some coffee?”
“I don't doubt that after what she's been through, and I would love some.” Kat offered Minerva a small smile and held out her hand. “Katrina Eagle-Feather.”
“Minerva Frost.” Taking the offered hand, the two women shook while James walked into the kitchen. When he flipped the switch, the pair turned to regard the male.
Katrina made use of her time by slipping her boots off and setting them by the door. James pulled out a single-cup coffee maker from a cabinet, along with a mixing bowl. Setting up the little used device, he started it right as the two women sat down at the table. “Making pancakes?” Kat asked as she set her bag down.
“No. Waffles.” James then pulled up a waffle iron, a sizeable, resealable pancake container, and a waffle mix container.
“Ooh, then I'd love some if you're offering!” Kat smiled at the prospect of a decent meal.
“Naturally.” James remarked, “What kind of host would I be if I didn't offer?”
“A very discourteous one, at the very least,” Kat answered. While the older woman watched him pour milk into the bowl to stir the batter with a whisk, she also saw Minerva stand up to help. The teen took down a trio of plates, cups for milk, and cutlery, and the pair all but danced around each other to get breakfast ready.
“Can I have eggs with my waffle?” Minerva asked as she set the butter dish in the center of the table.
“Only if you don't want two waffles.” Thinking about that, Minerva shrugged and decided against the eggs and any sausages she might have found. Instead, she looked at Katrina. “How do you take your coffee?”
“Black, but with sugar.” Minerva set the mug down in front of the older woman with a sugar dish while the latter watched.
James finished filling the waffle iron with batter and rotating it so that it would cook thoroughly. “What do you want with your waffles?” he asked as he stepped away to open the refrigerator door.
“Do you have strawberries?” Kat asked.
“Bought some yesterday,” James answered.
Kat moaned in delight. “Mmm, then I'll also have whipped cream with mine.”
“Uh, do you have syrup?” Minerva asked, looking over his shoulder.
“I have half a bottle of maple, but I also have strawberry and boysenberry,” James remarked as he brought up a half-full bottle of thick maple syrup.
“Oh! Boysenberry, please.” Minerva said with a smile.
“That one hasn't been opened, so it's where you found the sugar dish.” Minerva returned to the cabinet and emerged with a bottle full of dark purple liquid.
“Go ahead and sit at the table; I'll bring the food,” James suggested. Kat watched from her seat as Minerva went to the fridge and pulled out a gallon of milk.
“A gracious guest does not make her host do all the work,” Minerva announced as James looked at her. Kat was content to watch the pair, a broad smile on her lips.
James washed the bowl when all the batter was used up and set it out on the drying rack while the last waffle was cooking. Both women were eating breakfast, with Minerva drinking milk and Katrina drinking her coffee. Joining the pair, the young man sipped on his milk, having cleaned up most of the mess his waffle iron had made.
The only sound was of the trio eating their meal for several minutes. It wasn't long before Kat sat back with a sigh of contentment, looking at James. “That was delicious, thank you.”
“Yes, thank you from me too, James,” Minerva remarked as she helped to clear the plates.
“Remember that Kat is here to see you. I'll finish this while you both talk.” James stated as he washed the dishes.
Katrina nodded. “You're right, James.” She then turned to regard the young woman across from her. “Anita told me a little bit about what you said last night, but you having 'True Sight' shouldn't be enough to bring you under scrutiny by the Damned, much less be attacked.”
Minerva blinked, looking at the older woman, “If that's true, then why would they attack me and Kelly?” she asked.
“Well, your beauty notwithstanding, I would guess that you're more than what you know.” Katrina surmised, a hand coming up so she could rub her chin. “Most people don't know about inherent capabilities lost to their bloodlines until said abilities find a way to manifest, transferring to a willing or even unwilling recipient.”
“Um – o~kay-” she then looked at James, “Do you know what she's talking about?”
“Kat thinks that because of your ancestry, you might be destined for greatness,” he answered.
“Oh, well, I can tell you I'm not destined for anything, save for getting a C minus in physics.”
Shaking her head, Katrina just smiled. “Our destinies will never be known unless we actively seek them out.”
“Wouldn't that be a self-made prophecy then?”
After finishing placing the last dish and silverware into the dish drainer, James started to wash down the counters. “She has you there, Kat.” He remarked, “Perhaps you should just administer the test and leave the hoo-doo explanations until the end.”
Katrina sighed, “Fine.” Reaching into her bag, she pulled out a ceramic bowl with several runic symbols around the top that Minerva had never seen before, thirteen in total. Under them stood various totem animals in correlation.
Sprinkling a few pulped plants into the bowl, Kat dropped in a few drops of clear oil and mixed them together until she was sure everything was ready. Pulling out a pin, she then reached out a hand for Minerva. “I need three drops of your blood for the mixture.”
Minerva's reluctance at being jabbed by Katrina showed as she slowly reached her hand across the table. The older woman tried to keep the pain to a minimum as she gingerly poked the teen's index finger with a pin—a drop of blood pooled on her finger as the young woman winced. Turning the teen's hand over, three drops were squeezed into the stone bowl. Once the third drop impacted the mixture, the older woman started to chant in her native tongue. She was barely through the first syllables when the mixture burst into a kaleidoscope of colorful flames a foot tall. When it dissipated, a ring of smoke floated into the air, dispersing after nearly a minute of floating. “Um – i-is that normal?”
“No. It isn't.” Kat half mumbled in shock, her eyes looking down into the bowl, only to see ash in the bottom. “That – has never happened before.”
Looking from the bowl to Minerva, James walked over to the young girl. Reaching out, he pulled her finger out from the napkin to see that the digit was still bleeding. 'Well, that proves she isn't a lycanthrope. If she were, her finger wouldn't be bleeding.' Turning to Katrina, he watched as she pulled out a couple of other vials from the leather satchel. “Now, what are you doing?”
“That first test was to figure out which tribe and what moon phase she was born under,” Katrina remarked before shaking her head, “but she's not part of a tribe, and her moon phase – she could be born under a new moon, and I couldn't tell you.”
“Wait! What tribe?” Minerva asked, “What are you both talking about?”
Katrina looked at her and then back at James, who just shrugged. It was her show. Sighing, the older woman sat back. “We,” she spread her arm to the entire room, “all of us, live in a world where the existence people know as normal is just a cover, a blindfold brought over your eyes so that you can't see the truth.”
Minerva shook her head. “What are you talking about?”
“I was trying to determine if you were part of a werewolf tribe.”
“Werewolf?” Minerva shook her head. “Did you just say werewolf? Do you think this is some joke?! My friend Kelly died yesterday!” Reaching out for the teenager's hand, Katrina tried to be comforting, but she pulled back as if the older woman had said she was leprous. “After the day and the nightmares I've endured, you come up and just say “werewolf” like this is a fantasy story?!”
The ding from the living room interrupted Minerva's tirade before she could get a full head of steam. “Please, just listen-” Kat started to plea, but the teenager nearly jumped up.
“No!” she shook her head. “I'm going to get dressed, and then I'm going home!”
“Minerva-” Katrina tried to say but found her words were brushed aside. Turning to her left, she asked, “James?”
“We have no right to keep her here.” James watched as she pulled her clothes out of the dryer and started up the stairs. “If she wants to go, then take her home.”
Katrina watched it all with a shake of her head “Fuck!”

Driven Home
'Werewolf!' Minerva seethed as she slammed the door to the bedroom. 'I can't believe they think I'm stupid enough to accept that preposterous bullshit as an answer!' Dropping her clothes onto an unused part of the bed, she crossed her arms and pulled off her t-shirt, dropping it on the floor. Picking up her bra, she clasped it in front of her body before turning it around and pulling the straps over her shoulders. 'I can't believe Katrina!'
“She's going to have to come to terms with the truth, James, even if she doesn't-”
“You gave her an answer. She rejected it, Katrina.” James interjected, “Let it go.”
“James, she's going to be in danger!”
“You don't know that, Katrina.” Standing up from his chair, he started for the living room. “I'm going to get dressed. Once she comes out, take her back home. Fatima is sending me off to check on something that any number of her group could look into.”
“When are you going to stop working for her?” Katrina asked, crossing her arms under her sizable bosom.
Turning back to look at her, he shrugged. “When killing werewolves becomes a lucrative enterprise.” He then walked into his room.
Minerva finished getting dressed only a few minutes later, her internal rant spent as she looked at herself in the mirror. “What if they were telling the truth, though? I mean, those monsters from the mall were certainly real enough, and I've never seen anything like them before in my life.” Crossing her purse strap across her chest, she pulled on her coat as she looked at the pajamas she used. “What should I do?”
Unfortunately, the pajamas didn't answer. Emerging from the bedroom a minute later with the pajamas in the same bag they originally came in, Minerva walked downstairs, her eyes scanning for anyone. Katrina emerged from the kitchen, a somber expression on her face. “I'll take you home, Minerva.”
“I – should at least say goodbye to James.” Katrina saw the teen walk over to the hallway. Minerva stopped outside an open door and gave it a gentle knock.
“Yeah?” James asked as he buttoned up a red shirt over his bare chest, turning around to see Minerva at the doorway.
Minerva shivered at the sight of him not fully dressed in front of her. “I'm – going back home.” She nearly shivered when he approached, only to stop a forearm's length away from her.
“Here.” James handed over a small card with ten numbers, “If you need anything, or if you find yourself in danger again, call this. It's my personal cell.” Gently taking the card, she looked up at him.
“Do you think I'm still in danger?”
James shook his head. “I honestly don't know, but I would rather you be safe than sorry.”
Slipping the number into her pocket, she smiled at him. “Thank you – for staying with me last night.”
“It was nothing, Minerva.” James then motioned back down the hallway. “Now I have to finish getting dressed.”
Nodding, she turned around. “Okay.” Walking to the living room, she watched Katrina pull her keys. “Let's go.”
James watched from the window as the black Camry pulled away from the front of the yard. Pressing his arm against the frame, he watched the car disappear around the corner of trees before turning around and finishing dressing. Once done, he walked to the living room and pulled on his coat. Grabbing the keys to a personal vehicle, he walked out to a woodshed, only for him to pick up the faux front door and walk inside.
When he turned the engine over, he heard the growling roar of the 426 Hemi before he backed his 1968 Shelby Ford Fastback GT500 out of it's hidden garage. The door slowly drifted shut as he put the vehicle in gear, and took to the road, his destination already determined.
Minerva sat in the passenger seat with Katrina, driving via the GPS on her phone. The pair were silent for nearly five minutes before the older woman asked: “What's wrong?”
“Nothing.”
Katrina shook her head. “Let me guess, you two had a moment last night, and you expected him to try kissing or hugging you goodbye?” Minerva scowled, her face growing hot. “You're not the first girl to fall for him, child.”
Turning to look at Katrina, she blinked. “What do you mean by that?”
“Anita fell for him a couple of years ago, but he never,” she pursed her lips, “reciprocated her feelings.” Katrina shook her head again. “I've known him since he was eight, and that man refuses to try romance.”
“You – knew him when he was-?” Minerva asked.
Smiling at her, she nodded. “I'm the park ranger who found him in his dad's Jeep. We went back several times to the hospital to ask what he had seen, but he never told us.” She turned down a side street, “I realized through “unconventional” sources that it was the Damned that killed them.”
“Whatever happened to the ones that killed his parents?” Minerva asked.
“I know Arthur found out who killed his sister,” Katrina set her jaw, “and what he did to them, I wouldn't wish on anyone.” With a slight turn of her head, she noted Minerva sat with rapt attention. “They looked like someone fed their various body parts into a wood chipper. Naturally, he denied any knowledge of their deaths, and we had no evidence, but there was something in his eyes that said he knew what happened.”
Minerva turned to look out the front of the car. “He may not have done it, but perhaps he knew who.” An idea had formed in her mind, but the teen refused to make her supposition real.
Katrina gave her a sidelong glance before paying attention to the road once more. “Regardless, our investigation stopped with all their deaths.” Turning a corner, she saw a two-story brick house on an incline with cement stairs going up from the corner to a round entrance to a white door and a collection of police cars parked on the two streets in front. “Shit! I should've figured this was going to happen.”
“What the hell?!” Minerva asked as they drove past.
Turning the corner to see another police cruiser, the woman sneered. “I'll park on the next street and let you out there.” She then turned the corner again. “Don't tell them about James or myself.”
Stopping the car and putting it in park, Katrina looked at Minerva. “Hopefully, you won't need us in the future, but in case you do-”
“James already gave me his cell phone number.” Katrina leaned back a little.
“He did?” she then shook her head. “Well, that's new.” A small smile spread Katrina's lips as she spoke again. “Take care of yourself, and keep safe, okay?”
Minerva offered her a small smile. “I'll try.” Hugging the older woman, she sighed. “Thank you for helping take care of me, and I'm sorry for yelling at you earlier.”
“It's alright, sweetheart.” Katrina said softly, “Truthfully, you took what we said better than most people. At least you didn't say we needed “severe psychiatric assistance” like the last person.” When they pulled back, she saw that Minerva was looking down. “Is everything okay?”
Shaking her head, she sighed, “I just hope I didn't hurt James' feelings when I shouted at you both.”
“James is a big guy; he can take a few harsh words.” She lightly touched the bottom of Minerva's chin. “Besides, he wouldn't have given you his phone number if he didn't want you to have further contact with him.”
“Yeah.” Minerva opened the door and stepped out of the car. “Thanks for an interesting twenty-four hours. Outside of the absolute terror and me losing my best friend, it was fun.”
“Let's hope we don't have to do it again soon,” Kat remarked before the teenager stepped back onto the sidewalk.
She then watched as the woman put the car into gear and drove off, her final view of the black Camry being off its side as it turned down another street to head back toward the highway. With a sigh, she turned around and started walking toward home, the bag holding her new pajamas on her forearm. 'Hopefully, Mom won't be too upset that I stayed out all night.'

Home Again
Five minutes after leaving the car's safety, Minerva jogged across the street and up the walkway to the front door. Her mind went through possible half-truths she could give her mother as she approached the front door. A uniformed police officer emerged from his patrol car, approaching the house as she depressed the latch with her thumb. Pushing the door open, she stepped inside to close it behind her. “Mom! I'm home!”
It took her mother only a few seconds to span the living room. “Minerva!” Within seconds, the older woman enveloped the teen in a hug. The pair could have been sisters, albeit with her mother as the older one, with the significant difference being that the older woman's body structure was more pear-shaped.
“Mom, what's going on?” Minerva asked as she got a look into the living room. The couch was shoved in a corner so that a large table could be set up in the middle of the room. Wires were plugged into a collection of phones and other devices, and she couldn't even begin to guess their function; they looked like black vines all over the cream-colored carpet. Even the table and loveseat were pushed against a wall, with the dining room chairs set about the room.
“Are you alright?” Minerva nodded at the question while noting her mother's attire. She was dressed in a simple pair of khaki slacks that did nothing for her mother's figure and a loose white shirt that had a neckline that revealed some of her mother's upper chest while not showing cleavage.
“I'm fine, but what is all this?”
“When you didn't come home, I thought that you were with Anthony,” her mother said softly, “but then he called and said that you never met him at the movie theater.”
'Oh god! Anthony!' her mind screamed, 'How could I forget our date?!' Blinking, she pulled away, looking at her mother. “I'm so sorry for not calling. Everything was just so-”
“Miss Frost,” an older man in a gray suit jacket and slacks that did little to hide his prodigious gut interrupted, “if I may?”
Looking the man over, she felt a pit of cold dread start in her lower abdomen. “Who are you?”
“My name is Jason Mueller; I am the detective assigned to your case. I understand that you've been through a harrowing ordeal within the past sixteen hours, but can you possibly tell all of us what happened – from your perspective?” Looking at the older man, she saw that he had a horseshoe of hair around his bald head and a black mustache streaked with gray resting over his upper lip. Minerva felt there was something about him she couldn't inherently trust, but she gave him a slight nod.
Heading into the large living room with her mother, the two women sat on the couch while the detective took a dining room chair and sat it across from the pair. “Where should I start?” Minerva held her hands between her knees, and her mother laid her hand on top to show both support and solidarity for her child.
“I find starting at the beginning works.”
From her peripheral vision, she watched the technicians pack up the equipment, with a trio of uniformed officers assisting. “Well, the first thing I guess I have to say was that when the security guards first approached us, I didn't understand why they were talking to us in the slightest.” she recalled, “They told us that someone had reported a theft at the toy store we'd just come from.” she watched as he wrote that on a pad of yellow legal paper.
“You went with these men willingly?”
“We knew we hadn't stolen anything, and they were dressed in security uniforms, so we felt it was best to comply with a request to search our bags.” Minerva shook her head.
“Understood and I mean no disrespect; I'm simply making sure I get this particular case's facts down correctly.” He then made a motion: “Please continue.”
“Anyways, we were directed into a converted storage room, and Kelly-” she took a couple of deep breaths, “removed all the toys from her bag and put them on the table. I held mine-” Minerva shook her head, “because I felt I shouldn't trust them. I made sure to put the table between them and me. Next thing I know, one closes the door, and the other grabs the table, cursing at us as he throws it against the wall.”
Minerva's mother wrapped an arm around her daughter's back, holding her close. “Next thing I know, Kelly has backed up into me, and the guy lunges forward. I'm pinned as she pulls out a taser and uses it on him.” Shivering, she shakes her head. “The next thing I see is his partner lunge toward us, and Kelly gave out this horrible gurgling sound.” Tears are streaming from her eyes as she feels her throat constrict and her shoulders tremble. “He killed her like she was nothing to him! In the shock of seeing my best friend die, I collapsed, curling up into a ball.”
“What happened next?” the detective urged.
“Detective-!” her mother warned.
“I'm sorry, Mrs. Frost, but this part is necessary.” he paused for a few seconds as Minerva sat there, reliving the terror of that day in her mind. “Please, continue when you're ready.”
“God! I-It happened so fast. One moment, a security guard threw Kelly into a corner, and the next moment, the door was getting busted down. I screamed, and the sounds of gunshots echoed around me. The next thing I know, my wrist is grabbed, and I'm pulled out of the interview room. The rest of it was a blur as the sounds of running footsteps followed us through the corridor.”
“Wait! You mean to tell me that he took you away from the people who might have been able to help you?” the detective asked.
Glaring at the older man, the young woman shook her head. “Barely a minute before that, I had two men in uniforms claiming to be security for the mall kill my best friend! I wasn't exactly in the most trusting mood for those in uniform! I'm still not!”
That silenced the detective. “What happened next, honey?”
“Very little.” Minerva remarked, “My rescuer took me to a friend's place, and I lay on their bed crying all night. I asked them not to say anything to anyone coming to the door or calling on the phone because I didn't know what was happening then.”
“Do you know what's going on now?” the detective asked.
Minerva shook her head, “No, I don't!” she yelled. “About the only thing I know is that my best friend was killed by a pair of men in uniforms that claimed to be security! I don't know why they attacked us, and I don't care! All I know is that I'm happy they're dead, so they can't hurt anyone anymore!”
Minerva's mother pulled her daughter into her chest, her eyes narrowed at the detective. “Is that enough? Or do you need to prolong my daughter's torture of that night?”
“No. That's enough, for now.” The detective said, “We'll be in touch, though. Count on it.” With that, he stood up and started for the door, the rest of the officers and technicians finishing their work. Following the procession of men, Mrs. Frost closed the door behind the last man, locking and chaining it before returning to her daughter's side.
Sitting down next to Minerva, her mother gently took her daughter's hands in hers, looking at the young woman with worry in her eyes. “I know that you've been through a lot, honey, but there's something I need to ask you.” she watched as her daughter wiped the tears from her face and slightly nodded. That caused her mother to smile, “I need to know, where were you last night.” Minerva sat there looking into her mother's eyes. A lie about staying at a friend's place might work with the detective but not her mom.
“I was-” she wanted to lie, but her mother looked at her in a way that caused the falsehood to die in her throat. “The man that saved my life was worried the people who attacked me would try again, so he took me to his place.”
“What have I always told you about strangers, Minerva?!” her mother asked, displeased at this news. “How could you trust someone you don't-?”
“He never tried anything with me, Mom!” she yelled back before looking down at her lap, “In fact, he stayed to comfort me after I had a nightmare, as I cried myself to sleep.” Wrapping her arms around herself, she let out a sigh. “He is the only reason I could get any sleep last night.” Minerva's mother was stunned and silent as she continued talking. “I later found out he wanted to make sure I was alright, and the next morning, he made waffles, all while I whined about coming home.”
“Did he protest to you coming back home?”
“No. At the time, Mom, had I been asked to stay, I would've given it some serious thought.” Minerva answered. “He helped me at great personal risk, then ensured my health, physical, emotional, and mental well-being the entire time I was with him.”
“I'm sorry, honey, for being so overprotective. I want to make sure people aren't taking advantage of you?”
Minerva nodded. “It's alright, Mom; I doubt I'll ever see him again,” she muttered.
Wrapping her arms around her daughter, Mrs. Frost hugged Minerva tightly. “I might not be happy that you were with a strange man, but considering everything else, I'm happy you made it home safely.” Feeling her daughter's arms wrapping around her body, the two women sat there embracing each other, the younger one shivering while tears fell from her eyes. Several minutes later, with the older woman rubbing the back of the younger one, she spoke softly. “How about I make us something to eat?” she asked, “Afterward, you can tell me about this young man who saved your life.”
“Honestly, Mom, I just want to curl up on my bed and take a nap.” Minerva remarked, “With everything that's happened, I feel like I need some time alone.”
“Okay.” Mrs. Frost responded tenderly, standing up at the same time as her daughter. “I wish there was a way to get in touch with him because I, for one, would like to thank this young man.” The moment she saw her daughter turning her face away, her left hand moving ever so slightly toward her coat pocket, the older woman knew there was more Minerva hadn't said.
“There is a way to get a hold of him,” Minerva remarked, “but he said it was only for emergencies.”
Reaching out with her right hand, Minerva's mother spoke gently, although her words were commanding. “Hand it over, Minerva Dawn.”
'Oh shit! Two out of three names used!' Minerva pulled the small card from her pocket, her hand shaking as she laid it in her mother's hand. “Mom, please don't-” she started to say, but her mother raised her other hand.
“I'm not going to do anything except introduce myself and thank him for caring for my daughter.” Mrs. Frost glanced at the other phones in the house before giving her daughter a slight smirk. “Oh, and give me your cell phone. I don't want you calling him before he and I can talk.”
Minerva visibly blanched. 'How does she know to do that?!' Reaching into her purse, she pulled out her cell phone and handed it to her mother. When the older woman looked at the small screen on the phone, she saw that it had been turned off, so she pressed the power button, turning it back on, only to find that the battery had been drained.
“Where's the charging cord?”
“Um, I think it's up in my room.”
“Then shall we?” she asked, motioning for her daughter to lead her to her bedroom.
Minerva didn't know what to do for several seconds, yet she couldn't deny her mother entry into her room. Most likely, the older member of the family had already gone inside in hopes of finding some clue that would explain her daughter's disappearance last night. Leading up the stairs, the younger woman took a left and immediately opened the door with her nickname, a picture of the corresponding Disney character over the top in a pink bow, dress, and heels hanging from a hook in the wood.
Stepping inside, she moved away so that her mother could gain entry. Her room was typical for a teenage girl, with pictures of the newest boy bands on the walls, two of the primary singers either without their shirts or looking like they were in the pouring rain. Against the wall was her full-size bed, with a downy white and light blue comforter and a striped multi-colored pillowcase on fluffy pillows that matched her sheets. The clock showed the same Disney character from the door on the bedside table, along with a lamp with pictures of bald eagles in flight.
Resting against the far wall stood a small bookcase filled with books from thick manga comics, fantasy stories, and romance novels, while a small closet took up the other half of the wall. She watched as her mother walked over to the bed and sat down to plug Minerva's phone into the wall outlet via the charging cable. She then patted the bed next to her.
Minerva complied, blushing profusely as she imagined all the horrible outcomes of her mother calling James. She felt her heart hammering against her chest as her mother pressed the power button and then started to dial the number from the card. A second later, her mother turned the card over and read the name on the opposite side.
'Please don't answer! Please don't answer!'


Investigation
James stepped outside from the Portland Rescue Mission in the Skidmore Fountain area. He'd been directed to them after talking with a few homeless people about whether they had seen or heard anything unusual in the past week. Eventually, he was directed to a teenage girl looking for her boyfriend. She woke up one morning to find him gone from beside her and spent the past four sleepless days wandering around, asking if anyone had seen him.
When he first approached her, she automatically thought 'Cop' and started to clam up. Instead, he appealed to her greed and held out a twenty-dollar bill. She talked haltingly about what she knew, which wasn't a lot, and James added a second twenty for a basic description of the missing person in question.
“Are you going to find him?” she eventually asked as he started to leave.
“I'll try my best.” Those words haunted him as he looked out over the city streets. Walking along the street, he glanced around at the people still on the sidewalks and under awnings, even as snow and ice covered the area. He had been told where they camped the night before his disappearance, so he walked up to that area just as he felt a buzz in his cargo pocket.
Pulling his cell from a specially designed inner pocket to his cargo pocket, he turned the screen toward his face. 'Hm. I don't recognize that number.' Pressing his finger against the green answer button, he swiped it to the center and and brought the phone to his ear. “Hello?”
“Hello, this is Shayla Frost,” Minerva's mother answered, “I believe you know my daughter?”
“Yes, of course. It's a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Frost.” James responded warmly, “Is anything wrong? Did Minerva make it home alright?”
“Oh, yes. Everything is fine, but my daughter told me what you did for her, and I wanted to thank you for going the extra mile to protect Minerva.” The teenage girl sat beside her mother, utterly mortified as the older woman spoke.
“No thanks are necessary, but greatly appreciated. I would do it all again without a moment's hesitation. My only regret was not getting there a minute or so sooner.”
Shayla nodded slowly, “Yes, Kelly's family is still trying to pick up the pieces of their lives after losing their daughter, but that is not why I called.”
“If you're worried about what may have happened between your daughter and myself, you have nothing to worry about.” James commented, “She was perfectly safe while at my home. My only intention was to keep her safe and ensure she was well-rested when she returned to you.”
“Does that comment mean that you didn't sleep with her?” Her daughter's face went scarlet from embarrassment as her mother sat there with her eyes narrowed.
“As beautiful and wonderful to be around as Minerva is,” James shook his head slowly, “I would never have taken advantage of her emotional state. I believe myself to be honorable and refuse to do something that someone might regret afterward.”
That stunned Minerva's mother, “Here I thought there were no more gentlemen in the world,” she commented, “thank you for proving me wrong.” She then looked at Minerva. “Now, onto my main question: do you believe my daughter's in danger?”
“I'm not sure.”
“Minerva told me that you gave her this number in case of emergencies. Do you feel it was justified?” Shayla asked, her hand finding her daughter's and gripping it as they sat there.
James stood there, his breath coming out slowly, “I wish I knew. Two men were cornering Minerva, and her best friend had just been killed when I met her. It's possible that the attack was random, and nobody plans to go after her again, but I would rather offer her some semblance of security rather than let her go and find out I could've protected her further.”
“Do you think that the police aren't able to handle problems that might arise with Minerva?”
“Mrs. Frost-”
“Please, call me Shayla.”
“Shayla,” he paused for a few seconds before adding, “I work under the presumption that the police can only do something after a crime has been committed. While a crime is ongoing, they cannot act until the criminals are finished.” Letting that sink in, he added. “Usually, by then, it's too late to save the victim of the crime from emotional, psychological, or physical trauma, and I've had too much happen in my own life to know that is never good for the victim.”
Shayla squeezed her daughter's hand at the mental images running roughshod through her head. 'Oh my god!' Looking at her daughter as if she were slapped, she nodded mutely as James spoke more.
“I would rather operate on the assumption that if someone is after your daughter, then the police aren't going to be able to help until after everything is over, and I don't want to see Minerva lying in some ditch, dying, cold and alone when I can be there to help.”
“Yes, I see what you mean.” Shayla said softly, “Thank you for putting everything into perspective for me.” Minerva watched as her mother's breath caught, her chest rising and falling for several seconds.
“You're welcome.” James responded, “I also want you to know the number I gave your daughter extends to you. If possible, I would rather help your entire family than see Minerva lose anyone she cares about.” He gave a slow sigh. “I couldn't save Kelly, but I would like to try to save anyone else Minerva loves, if only to help keep her sanity.”
Looking over at her daughter, Minerva watched as her mom nodded with tears in her eyes. She wrapped an arm around her daughter's shoulders and hugged her. “Thank you. I'll keep that in mind. Now, please, I must go downstairs to make lunch, but I'll leave you in the capable hands of my daughter.”
“It was an honor and a pleasure to meet you, Shayla.”
Bringing the phone down, she handed it to Minerva. “He's a very nice young man, and I'm glad you had a chance to meet him, my little angel.” Shayla kissed her daughter on the forehead, disentangled herself from the cord, and excused herself, closing the door behind her.
'D-Did she just gives me permission to talk to a guy on the phone – in private?!' While looking at the cell phone in her hand, Minerva sat there, stunned. Bringing it up to her ear, she said, “Hello?”
“Hello, Minerva,” James said with a small smile. “I like your mother. She seems very nice.”
That comment caused the girl to flop onto her side and roll over onto her back so that her head was on her pillow, her entire body lying on the bed. “I can't believe she called you.”
“I'm just surprised that it took so long.”.
“Wait!” Minerva sat up, the cord nearly coming out as her voice raised. “You knew I would tell my mom about you?”
James waited a few seconds before answering, “Not fully, but from what I managed to figure out about you, I reasoned that you are probably as honest as me.” Minerva flopped back onto her bed, her heart pounding, “I wouldn't have hidden meeting you from my mother, and I figured you were the same.”
Minerva closed her eyes, unsure if she should be angry that he figured her out so thoroughly, flattered that he thought so highly of her, or scared that he could read her like a book. “What if I hadn't told my mother about you?”
“Then I wouldn't have gotten a phone call until you were in danger again and never have had a chance to meet your mother,” James commented. When there was no response, he stopped at the corner with the phone against his ear. “I'm sorry for having to do this, but I need to head somewhere, and I don't like driving with the phone against my ear.”
“I understand.” Minerva smiled. “Any chance of seeing you again?”
“I'm pretty busy,” James commented, “but I would like to meet your mom in person one day.”
A heat filled her face as Minerva nodded dumbly, “Y-Yeah, I'd like that too. I'll talk with you later.”
“Bye.” James entered his car and pulled out of the parking space. There was somewhere he needed to go.
Pressing the end button, Minerva lay there looking at the posters of her favorite band members, her mind going to the image of James in nothing but his pajamas. 'How often have I looked at you and dreamed of being swept away in your arms?'
Sitting up, she looked around her room at the posters adorned her walls. “Would you know what to do if someone was in danger?” she asked one poster as if expecting a response. “Or would you cower in terror when some monstrous creature tries to kill an innocent girl?” Knowing the answer, she reached up and pulled on the center, tearing the poster into threes before ripping the rest of the picture down. “What about you?” she asked, and without giving it a second thought, she tore that poster down as well.
In a matter of minutes, her wastebasket was full of the shredded remains of her posters. Bare walls and ceiling were all that was left of the aforementioned adornments. Looking at the books in her bookcase, she sat down and looked at each one she ever read. Pulling out one, she saw the image of a young woman with curly black hair on the cover, flanked by a pair of men. 'A vampire hunter series where a strong female can stare down werewolves and vampires without flinching. How often have I read you, dreaming of being in your shoes? Strong and resilient, capable and tough. You were the ultimate expression of a modern-day woman, but when I was in your shoes, I finally had something like that happen. I was weak and pathetic!' She threw the book over her shoulder so that it landed on the bed, followed by the second and third. 'Why couldn't I be like you?! Why did I have to be me?! A weak, pathetic, terrified little girl-!'
Pulling out all of her books, including the manga, tossing them aside, she sat in the middle of the mess. Minerva let out a gentle sob as she wrapped her arms around her legs. Lowering her face to her knees, the young woman thought through everything that had transpired over the past twenty-four hours. 'James is more like that vampire hunter than anything; he's confident and calculating.' She then remembered how he held her as she cried into his chest, 'caring. He was the most compassionate man I've ever met.'
Minerva lifted her head, glancing around at the mess, and sighed deeply as she stood up. “It's time for a change.” Stripping out of her clothing, the teen dropped her old clothes into the laundry basket by her door. Putting on a clean pair of panties and a bra, she added a pair of ankle socks before pulling a button-down blue shirt the same color as her eyes, accentuating her lithe figure, and she started to button it up. Leaving the top two buttons undone to show off the swells of her bosom, she slipped on a pair of black jeans that fit semi-loose around her thighs and calves.
Looking at herself in the mirror, she saw that the outfit flattered her figure, making her feel attractive. A moment later, she sighed. 'Yeah, and who's going to see it?' she shook her head. Aside from my mom, nobody is going to care one way or another.' Leaving her room, she headed down the stairs. The doorbell rang before she reached the base of the stairs, breaking Minerva out of her reverie.
“Minnie, could you get the door? I'm almost done making lunch.”
“Sure,” Minerva called back, walking down the last couple of steps until she stopped by the white door. She felt a jangle of her nerves for a brief moment but dismissed it as she opened the door. Giving a small smile, she started to ask, “Hello, can I-?” But when she took a good look at the young man on her front porch, her eyes widened in shock and horror.
His light brown eyes bled over to red, while his slender, young face was covered in scars and large pustules. A forked tongue flicked out as he spoke, “Hello sssexy!” the possessed host reached for her with six-inch long talons, “I missssed you at the moviesss.”

Reunited
Staggering back, Minerva shrieked as she tried to close the door. 'No! Not Anthony!' The monstrous creature slammed his hand against the wooden door, pushing it with inhuman strength and slamming it open effortlessly. “Mom!” she screamed, “Call James!”
Running into the living room, Shayla watched as her teen daughter tried, with all her strength, to close the door on Anthony. The fact he was holding it open with a single arm, his lips split into an evil smile caused the older woman to open the closet beside her. 'I know my daughter's not that weak!' Pulling open the door, she turned the combination on a safe, pushed to the side, and pulled out a Mossberg 590 shotgun with a wood handle and slide. The blue steel barrel already loaded.
“MOM!!” Minerva screamed again as the face shifted and morphed into the demonic visage she had seen. It was then that her parent stood less than three feet away, pushing a shotgun into the face of the Damned.
“Get the FUCK out of my house!” she shouted and pulled the trigger. The explosion was deafening as the entire head erupted into meaty chunks, sending the teenager staggering, then falling back onto the walkway, sending blood pouring out onto the frozen ground. Closing the door, she watched as her daughter collapsed on her rump, clutching at her head as she cried. “Wh-What the hell was that?” Shayla asked, breathing heavily.
“They got to him-” Minerva whimpered.
Shayla grabbed her daughter's face and pulled her to look up at her. “Minerva, are you hurt?” Blinking away the tears, the teenager shook her head. “Good, now answer me. What the hell was that thing?”
“I-I don't-”
Her mother glowered at her. “Minerva now is not the time for secrets! You knew what that thing was while I didn't, so tell me what I just killed!”
“Y-You killed Anthony,” Minerva whimpered, “they turned him into – a Damned.”
“A damned what?!” Shayla was about to lose her little patience as her daughter shook her head.
“No, mom. They're called the Damned.” Minerva felt the adrenaline leaving her body. “What you killed was the host for a demon.” Shayla helped her daughter off the floor, and the pair went to the living room. “That was what attacked me and Kelly at the mall and what James destroyed.”
James had just finished a phone call with Katrina as he approached his car. The parking garage for Fatima's business set a place aside for the random times when he made an appearance, and he was partially thankful he didn't have to fight with the rest of Downtown Portland for a parking space. He had just started his car when a call came in over the police band built into the wood grain center console. “Shots fired at,” the address followed, prompting him to pull out of the parking garage a bit faster than he meant.
“Minerva, this isn't the comics or the movies; this is—” she then stopped at the look on her daughter's face. “This is real. And somehow you can see what that thing was, while I can't?”
“Yes, mom. James said I had something called 'True Sight,' and I can see the Damned through the illusion they use to hide from the rest of the world.” Minerva held onto herself, shuddering at the cold she felt after her adrenaline was spent. A second later, she breathed out, only to see steam before her face. “Mom?”
“Please, try to run.” They heard a voice coming from around the corner of the archway into the kitchen. Looking at the archway, both women saw a man with long, straight black hair that dropped past his shoulders step out wearing a white dress shirt with the top two buttons unbuttoned, showing off his alabaster skin. He also wore black slacks, black dress shoes, and a sports jacket that showed off a trim, strong physique.
“We do so love prey that knows how to run.” A female with the same hair and facial features added to the male's taunt as she mirrored his movements. Like the male, she was dressed in a white blouse, open to reveal the upper section of her chest, while her black skirt, three-inch heels, and black suit coat finished her outfit. “Now tell us, little girl, who this “James” is and how he knows of 'True Sight'?”
Shayla glared at the woman. “Get the hell out of my house, you-!” When she brought the shotgun up, the male moved faster than either could track, grabbing the weapon and wrenching it out of her hand with a single twist. “Agh!” Grabbing her wrist, the older woman held it close as she looked from one to the other. “What are you?!”
“Doesn't your daughter know?” the woman attired in black sneered at the pair. “Surely someone with 'True Sight' can tell what we are just by looking at us.”
Minerva looked from one to the other; her eyes widened as she let her mouth drop open. “No! I didn't think it was possible!” In a second, the pair looked at each other, a silent question of whether she genuinely knew what they were going through their minds before she added, “Even in high school, I've never seen a perfect example of basic bitches before in my life!”
That caused the woman in black to glower at the teenager. “Oh, you think you're cute, don't you?!”
“Bitch,” Minerva said with a smirk. “I'm adorable.”
That caused the woman in black to lunge forward, her nails going for Minerva, but Shayla pushed away her target, and all she saw was a foot come up to intercept her face. The impact caused her to stagger back while the teenager lunged for her mom's shotgun. Grabbing a hold of it, she twisted around on her rump until the weapon was pointed at the man's groin. She took a moment to look up at the stunned expression on his face as she slid the slide back, then forward, and pulled the trigger.
He staggered back from the explosion at point-blank range and fell against the wall while Shayla turned, reaching for her daughter. “Minerva!” Minerva quickly tossed her mother the shotgun. Racking another round, Shayla pointed it at the woman's face and pulled the trigger once more. The blast tore the flesh from her opponent's skull, giving the mother an immense sense of satisfaction.
Minerva ran up to her mom, who was still cradling her arm. “Are you alright?” The older woman nodded, hissing in pain.
“Yeah. He wrenched my arm pretty good, but I don't think it's broken.” The pair started for the stairs but stopped at the base.
A chuckle started from behind them, making both turn to watch as the man in black looked up. “You know what's sad, sis?”
“What's that?” the woman asked casually as muscle quickly covered her face, followed by flesh.
Picking himself up to show that his abdomen and groin area were healing in front of their eyes, the male gave a snarl. “We were planning on taking them both prisoners, but now-?”
“I'm in total agreement with you.” By the time the woman was on her feet again, her face was almost entirely fixed, while both Shayla and Minerva watched with undisguised horror. “Now then, who's first?”
Shayla racked another round and brought up the weapon, but by the time she pulled the trigger, her target had moved out of the way. A vase of bluebells practically exploded as she screamed, “RUN!” to Minerva.
Darting up the stairs, the teen glanced back at the woman in black and took a swipe at her mother, sending Shayla into the wall at the base of the stairs. “MOM!”
“RUN, MINERVA, AND DON'T LOOK BACK!” Shayla screamed as she slammed the shotgun into the nose of the woman in black. The pair appeared to be wrestling with the weapon, with the intruder racking a new shell in their scuffle. She didn't have to be told twice and bolted upstairs to her room, slamming the door just as the shotgun went off.
Yanking her bedside table away from the bed, she pushed the wooden frame to press the headboard against the door. She was almost finished moving it when the door tried to open, a black, furred hand with claws reaching for her. In a panic, Minerva picked up the first weapon she could find, a wooden bat she used for softball, and swung down at the offending appendage.
She watched as the hand twisted at an awkward angle and was pulled back with a howl of pain. Using her shoulder, she forced the bed the rest of the way against the door and stacked up her bookshelves and bedside tables so they nearly sat flush against the opposite wall.
Looking down, she saw her cell had fallen. She picked it up off the ground and took it and the charger from the outlet. “Shit! Only half charged!” She watched as the door was impacted, causing the screws and hinges to be torn out of the doorjamb nearly. Pressing redial, she muttered. “Come on! Come on! Pick up!”
James had just left the closest thoroughfare, his tires going into a skid as he fishtailed past a patch of black ice when he saw a flash come from his phone. Reaching out, he pressed his fingertip against the green answer button and swiped it across the screen. He never got a chance to say a word before he heard Minerva scream, "Help! They're back!” James heard impacts hit a door. “My mom is dead! Help!”
“I'm almost there, Minerva! Can you meet me outside?” he asked as he turned again, shifting into a higher gear, before pushing his foot to the floor. “I'll be there in less than a minute!”
Minerva reached the top of her lower window pane, pulling it as the subsequent impact tore her door in half. Pulling the window down, she leaped forward, went into a roll, and slid down the snowy roof until she dropped over ten feet to the snow in front of the house.
The moment Minerva's feet hit the ground, her knees bent, and she fell back into eight inches of snow. Picking herself up, she heard the crash of a bed slamming into the wall above her, urging the teenager to pick herself up and run. She had had no time to get shoes or a coat, and now ice soaked into her socks, practically freezing her feet as she ran to the road. Reaching the asphalt, she turned around to see one of the massive beasts tear her front door off its hinges and lunge after her.
Screaming, she ran flat out down the street.
A moment later, she noticed a black muscle car approaching from the opposite direction, its engine roaring as it passed her and turned into a skid. She turned enough to see the side of the car slam into the eight-foot-tall werewolf, sending the beast over the hardtop and onto the blacktop. The door opened to reveal James in his black coat, the wind whipping it around his legs. Stepping out as the car skidded to a stop, he leveled a pair of gleaming silver pistols at the monster as it picked itself up.
Minerva watched as he pulled the trigger once, twice, three times, the bullets sending out fonts of blood as he stepped closer with every new shot. The look on his face was of disgust as he stopped firing, the wolf shrinking back to a male she hadn't seen earlier. Approaching the car, she shivered as James glanced at her, his voice a low growl as he ordered. “Get in the car!”
She did so without question, her cold, wet sock feet making her shiver with every passing second. James returned to the driver's side and set the car in gear. Driving back the way he came, Minerva watched as he set his jaw, his eyes hardening. “Th-They killed my mom.” The teen felt her teeth chattering as she spoke.
Without saying a word, he reached out and turned the heat on full blast, angling the vents to their feet. He then pushed his foot closer to the floor, changing gears when needed. Silence reigned for several minutes before Minerva heard, “I'm sorry.”
Looking at James, she saw him scowl as he turned the car a little too fast, and she slid against the door. “James,” she started to say, only for his hand to go across her body, grab the seat belt, and yank it down to click into place next to the seat.
“Always wear a seat belt in this car!” Minerva heard him growl as he continued to drive. Reaching out, she slid her hand across his chest and grabbed his buckle, smiling as she brought it across and clicked it into place.
“Okay.”
James glanced at her, his eyes blinking a couple of times at her smile before his lip quirking up at the corner. Taking a deep breath, he let it out as a sigh before speaking again. “I should never have let you go back until we were sure you weren't in danger.” Slowing down, he turned another corner, sending the car toward the freeway.
Minerva curled up in her seat, terrified that she may have been responsible for her mother's death. “Where are we going?”
“We need information, and there's only one person I know of that will give me a straight answer. The only problem is, he may try to kill me.” That caused Minerva to turn her head in shock, her mouth opening a little as they merged onto I-205.


Life and Death
The sun descended past the West Hills, sending shadows across the greater Portland area, allowing the last rays of life-giving light to slide away from the city. Almost as if on cue, a pair of eyes opened in the darkened room, the chocolate brown irises taking in all she could see in the gloom while her eyelashes fluttered. Very few details could be discerned about the room through the waning glow above and below the blackout curtains covering her windows. Stretching, she let the satin sheets and warm blankets slide off her nude, petite body. The feel of the fabrics sliding off of her breasts caused her caramel-colored nipples to harden, sticking out from the nearly flat bosom as her sheets and blankets pooled on the young woman's lap.
Emerging from her king-size bed, she stood at her full 5'2” height while her long, straight black hair dropped to just below her calves. Walking across her bedroom, she pressed the power button on a radio, the soft melody starting as she stepped into an en-suite bathroom. Turning on the water of a marble and glass shower stall, she stepped inside as heated liquid coated her face and body. Using an all-natural shampoo, she washed her hair, slid her fingers through to get as many tangles out as possible, and scratched her scalp. Suds and water slid down her nearly flat, hairless body as she enjoyed the warmth. She scrubbed herself clean using her favorite body wash and let the heated water rinse her off. Stepping out of the shower, she patted herself dry with a soft cotton towel.
Seeing the lights turn on in her bedroom, she wrapped her hair up in the towel, leaving her body bare, as she stepped out to see both of her attendants enter from the only other door in the room. “Lady Fatima,” her female attendant spoke softly as the pair bowed, “I have your meeting schedule prepared.”
“Excellent, Anita.” The soft plumb button-down top she wore complimented Fatima's assistant's skin well, while her khaki skirt completed the outfit. A single gold chain completed her attire. Her assistant's shapely form caused a slight hint of jealousy in the smaller woman, considering her lack of breasts or womanly curves in general.
She then turned her head to the male, “Charles, please get my clothes ready while Anita applies the oils.” It was then that she saw he wore a simple green polo the same color as his eyes, with white stripes crossing the chest, and black slacks. His lean body was outlined, while his muscular arms were on display.
“Of course, Lady Fatima.” Turning toward a blank wall, he pressed on a panel, only for the closet doors to separate and open to reveal a collection of clothes in various color combinations.
Anita, meanwhile, proceeded to approach a vanity along with Fatima. Once they were standing in front of a screen showing a trio of mirrors, the latter stood still as the former dropped oil into her hand and started to massage it into the smaller woman's skin. Once her arms were covered and the taller woman poured more into her hand, Fatima brought her wrist up, allowing the soft aroma to waft into her nose. “Mmm,” she moaned happily, “Rose?”
“Of course, Lady Fatima, Johan Petrov will be your first client for the day, and he always loves the scent of roses.” Paying particular attention to the underarms, neck, breasts, and abdomen, the taller woman covered every inch until the smaller one's skin shone in the light.
“Very true, but I'm detecting something else. Orange?” Fatima brought her arm down, glancing at Anita in the mirror. She felt her affection for the pair as Charles came into view.
“Bergamot, actually,” Anita admitted with a smile, “to both enhance the rose and leave a fruitier scent afterward.”
Charles pulled out a pair of red satin panties from a drawer and carried them over to the two women. Going onto a knee so that Fatima could step into the undergarment, he made sure that Anita was done applying the oil to her lower torso first. Seconds later, the Nubian woman started to work on her employer's legs. The male then left and returned with a red wine-colored silk blouse and slid it onto the smaller woman's arms. “Good selection, Charles.”
“Thank you, Milady.” Charles left to retrieve the black skirt, so Fatima buttoned the blouse herself. Upon returning, he revealed a pair of flesh-tone pantyhose and a black skirt. Once more, he went onto a knee before her, helping her step into the hose. Pulling it up, ensuring there were no runs and that it was aligned properly, he only stopped when the top was around her waist. Finishing with the skirt, he zipped and buttoned the side before standing again.
Looking at how the fabrics complimented her figure and the colors enhanced her naturally tanned appearance, a swell of pride warmed her breast as she looked at the male. “Thank you, Charles.” Fatima then approached her vanity, opening several small boxes to see what she had in the way of make-up and jewelry. She saw a black diamond and ruby broach in a square box close to the mirror.
Extracting the jeweled ornament, she clipped it to the front of her blouse so that it rested against her chest. Roaming her eyes along the surface, she noticed a gold ring that looked like a serpent curled up and holding a ruby in its mouth, so she slid that onto her right ring finger.
Anita stood behind Fatima as the woman sat at her vanity, looking through jewelry. The taller woman combed and braided her hair. Once she was done with the adornments, the smaller woman proceeded to apply smoky eyeshadow, light rouge to her cheeks, and black lipstick to her supple lips.
Charles watched the pair of women as he stood beside the door to the room, a smile reaching his eyes. When he saw Fatima stand from her vanity stool to walk across to Charles, he held out a pair of three-inch red wine-colored heels. He held the shoes down onto his left knee while she stepped in them, only to rise when she touched his shoulder to signal she was ready.
Looking up at her attendant, she smiled and leaned in as if to hug him, only for the male to bare the side of his neck to her. Fangs grew in her mouth, and she leaned forward, piercing flesh, letting the red torrent pulse down her throat. Sucking greedily, she wrapped her arms around him and gripped the male against her front. She could feel his body responding to the pleasure her bite imbued, but she knew there was no chance of that form of embrace between them.
Seconds passed before she licked the wound closed, her affection for the male growing as he held her close. Giving the spot a gentle kiss, Fatima left her bedroom to enter her office minutes later. The room was sparsely furnished with a leather high-backed chair, an oak desk, and a pair of soft leather chairs in front. In a matter of seconds, the intercom buzzed. Reaching out with an expertly manicured finger, she pushed on the small round button under the flashing light. “Mr. Petrov to see you, Lady Khalid.”
A smile spread her lips. “Send him in.”
* * * * * * * * *
Platinum blonde hair brushed against a statuesque woman's rump as she walked across the lobby of a modern office building in downtown Portland. Even though most of her hair had been pulled back into a bun behind her head and held in place by a black hair tie, it was still longer than most women in the building. Under the woman's bangs, aquamarine eyes were framed by long, pale eyelashes as she stared at a bank of elevators. Aside from the soft pink of her lips, there were no hints of make-up on her face. Her upper body was covered by a pure white blouse that hid nothing of her womanly figure, while a black pencil skirt went from her waist to just above her knees, framing her rounded hips. A pair of black heels finished her ensemble, showing a lack of jewelry.
Pressing a button with an expertly manicured finger, her pale nail matching her alabaster skin, she stood waiting until she heard the elevator's tell-tale ding. Once the doors opened, the woman stepped inside, and although several people watched her, none made any moves to engage the woman or try to take the elevator up.
Once the doors closed, she reached into her cleavage and pulled out a slender, black card. Pressing a button on the panel, she watched as part of the panel slid down, and she inserted her card. A second later, the elevator started going up. It took a while for the car to stop, but when it did, there was a high-pitched beep before the doors opened.
Stepping out into a two-story penthouse apartment with stairs going up either side in a spiral into a pair of floors, she noted the kitchen to her right, composed of marble and dark mahogany. In contrast, a living room setup on her left was composed of red velvet and the same wood. In front of her stood a man staring out floor-to-ceiling windows showing most of Portland and the Willamette River. The man’s black hair was trimmed short on the sides, leaving only a hint of black curls on top, while his Nubian skin contrasted with what he wore. Attired in a white shirt with a black and red tie with a red overcoat, a pair of black slacks, and black dress shoes, the tall, slender male looked impressive.
Crossing the space, she could tell there were no others with them in the apartment despite the other doors being closed. “We have lost the target,” she announced without preamble, her soft alto voice nearly echoing in the massive space.
“How?” The man's voice had no accusation or frustration, just a simple question.
“I'm not sure.” The man turned around to regard her, his lips twisting so that the goatee surrounding his mouth twitched. “Adrian said that he felt her well-spring from over a dozen paces away while she was in Clackamas Town Center.” The woman watched as he walked closer, but she refused to move. “He made contact with one of the Damned you employ and directed him to both her and her friend.”
“Why did the Damned not take her into custody?”
Shaking her head, the woman let out a huff of frustration. “We now know that she was aided in her escape by a hunter.” For a brief moment, she saw his lips twist into a scowl and a hint of fear coiled around her spine. “This hunter killed the Damned and then took her before Adrian, Nathaniel, and Christopher could recover her.”
“Is there any good news?”
“Only a little, sir.”
Walking over to a couch, he motioned for her to join him by directing the woman to the chair across from him. Sitting down, she crossed her legs at the knees. “Tell me.”
“They managed to get to the target's friend in time to keep her alive for a short time. It was how we knew where she lived and who to approach at Clackamas Town Center.” She leaned back ever so slightly as she added. “Becca was able to seduce the target's date and turned him into a Damned. I then sent the twins, Christopher and Laura, along with their new toy to recover her.”
“How did that go?”
Closing her eyes, the woman bowed her head. “Christopher and the Damned were killed. Laura took the blood oath to kill the hunter with her bare claws, and we again lost the target.” When he didn't ask how she added. “The hunter shot him with hollow-point ammo filled with silver nitrate and silver shavings covered over in wax.”
“Do we now know who this hunter might be?”
Opening her eyes, she glared at the male. “We have one working theory, but that hunter is already dead.”
“Who?”
“Arthur Beaumont. The one they called “Silver Death,” but he was killed years ago, taking down one of your drug houses.”
“I vaguely remember that.” The man leaned back, rubbing at his chin. “We lost millions in that house fire, not to mention over two dozen Damned-”
“- and nearly a full quarter of my pack.”
“Did he have any family or friends that would do this?” he asked.
“I have Adrian and Nathaniel looking in on that.” She then sat there in front of the male. “Are there any other orders?”
Placing his hands together at the fingertips, he brought it up before his face and bowed his head. Closing his eyes, he gave the question serious thought. “Find the girl with the well-spring and kill anyone else with her.” Standing up, he watched as the woman across from him mirrored his actions. “I want her found! Now!”
Bowing to the male, she turned and walked toward the elevator. Once inside, she narrowed her eyes, the blue changing to amber as she felt her hands curl into fists. 'When we find the hunter, I will personally rip out their liver and feed it to them!' The elevator doors opened seconds later, allowing her to stomp across the lobby and out the door.

Black and White
Mount Hood Forest, Oregon,
December 25th
Snow swirled around the car as James continued to push the engine on its track up the mountain. They passed Government Camp a few minutes back as the night pressed in on the vehicle. Having to stop earlier to chain the tires, the young man could hear them and the engine's rumbling, his mind still working over a severe problem. ‘Why were the Black Talons sent after her? Is Minerva so powerful?!’ A shiver coursed down his spine at the memory of the werewolf he killed when he rescued the young lady in question. Glancing to the side, he saw her curled up in the passenger seat beside him before returning his attention to the road with the implications pounding into his brain.
It wasn’t long after they passed the entrance to Timberline Lodge Highway that James saw the Still Creek turn-off to his right. Making the turn, he slowed the vehicle down on E Perry Vickers Rd and idled the engine in Neutral as he looked for the appropriate turn. It was during this time that he heard Minerva say, “Ungh—where are we?” as she sat up and rubbed at the side of her head.
Opening her eyes, Minerva yawned and stretched, her legs impacting the floorboard as her arms hit the roof. Seeing evergreen trees and snow out the front of the car, he turned into a dark area on his left and parked. “We're not very far from Xavier's place, which means we must stay in the car until he comes to collect us,” James answered as he looked at the area around the car.
“You said he might try to kill you; what did you mean by that?” Minerva asked.
James shook his head. “I was in a team with him and my uncle, but when the latter died, he focused more on his weapons.” It took a couple of seconds before he could continue. Thankfully, he wasn't interrupted by his companion. “A couple of years ago, I made a kill and found out he wanted it for his own. We fought. He beat me to a pulp, and I refused to talk to him after that.”
“Could that have been any more vague?” Minerva shook her head at the male beside her. “Who was this person that you killed?” she shifted in her seat.
“His lover.” James leaned back. “She killed several people, including an informant that I needed information from.” Glancing to the side so that he looked at Minerva, he gave her a nearly imperceptible shake of his head. “Fatima ordered her destruction, and I carried it out.”
“I've heard you mention Fatima before; who is she?”
James shifted in his seat enough to lean his head back. “She is nothing more than my employer.” At the sound of a shotgun being charged with a shell outside of the driver's side window, he froze on the spot.
“Give me one reason why I shouldn't yank you out of the car, cut your fucking balls off, gut you like a fish, blow your head clear off of your neck, and leave your carcass for the wolves?” they heard from just behind the driver's side door.
Neither of them dared to make any sudden movements as James spoke. “We have a problem, Xavier, and I thought you could help.”
“Why would I ever want to fucking help you after what you did to Veronica?!” the voice beside the door had turned into a growl.
“She was out of control, and you knew it just as much as I did,” James stated as he turned his head slowly. “You would have pulled the trigger if you thought any differently.”
“I could've stopped her. Talked her down from-”
That caused James to shake his head. “No, you couldn't.” Minerva watched as he reached for the door handle, slowly opened the door, and then stepped out into the snow to face Xavier.
Only then did she get a good look at the man? He was huge, with rippling muscles and biceps bigger than her thighs. Xavier towered over James, his bald Nubian pate brushing the pine tree's branch. The shotgun angled upward as his target stepped up in front of him, arms out. “I need information and a safe place for her.”
Minerva watched as Xavier turned to regard her. “Not my problem-.” he gruffly commented.
“The Black Talons are hunting her.” James cut him off as he motioned to Minerva. “They've used Damned to attack her, and now I've killed one of their team.”
“Black Talons don't do anything without the council's say.” he then glanced at the car. “Who is she?”
“Her name is Minerva Frost.” Watching as Xavier shuffled around the back of the car, only to open the door with his free hand, never once pulling the barrel of his shotgun from aiming at James, he glanced at the teenage blonde. “We tried to find out what tribe she might be from, but something happened to the mixture, and we were no closer to finding out more.”
“She's not part of any tribe, clan, or haunt.” Xavier felt his jaw clench as he looked from Minerva to James. Pulling back on his shotgun, he brought the barrel up. “I owe your uncle and your mom my lives, and I would be a pretty piss-poor host if I were to turn you both away without at least offering you something hot to eat and drink.”
James nodded as he turned toward the car. “Thank you.”
Xavier glared at him. “Park in number four. We'll talk once we've gotten to my home.” Resting the shotgun on his shoulder, he started walking off into the snow that covered most of the area, the sounds of his boots crunching through the ice and snow.
Getting into his car, James did as he was told, pulling out of the spot he'd left his Ford in and pulling back into lot number four. Upon turning off the car, he looked at Minerva. “I'll carry you until we can get you another pair of boots.”
Minerva looked down at her now dry socks, the heat warming her cheeks as she nodded. James then exited the car and walked around behind it. She opened the door to see him standing beside the back. “How are we going to do this?” she asked tremulously.
“Piggyback ride,” James answered as he turned around and crouched.
'Of course.' Minerva stood up the best she could, wrapping her arms around his neck and prompting James to stand up. His hands went to her legs as he stood. Using her sock foot to close the door, she felt a little giddy at the feeling of something so innocent from her past being used to transport her now.
It was then that she saw Xavier roll his eyes before turning around and heading deeper into the woods. With the number of trees and snow surrounding them, she lost track of where they were going almost immediately until they crossed a small, shallow creek that still flowed in spite of the freezing temperatures and the snow on either side.
Xavier motioned for the pair to stop for a few seconds as he headed away from the trail, only to turn around and motion for the pair to approach. He then turned around and disappeared under a massive snow drift. Arriving at the entrance of a small hillock, they looked down at the dark void in front of them. Minerva watched as James turned around and crouched, letting her down so that her feet touched metal steps. “Head on down.” he urged.
Doing as she was told, the teenager started down the steps. Although cold, they weren't nearly as wet as she thought, so her socks didn't get too moist as she continued downward. It seemed to take her forever to reach the bottom, with the entire stairwell completely shrouded in darkness.
When Minerva was about to question how much farther she had to go, she tried to step down and found herself on flat ground. She heard someone step up next to her in the dark tunnel. “If we're all here,” Xavier growled in the darkness ahead of her before light assaulted her, “welcome to my humble home.”
Walking inside, he held the door open as Minerva stepped into the foyer of a massive circular complex. A three-story interior stretched out from the doorway with ten-foot tall columns around a central living area. Minerva saw what could only be an inset hot tub planted into a raised dais, a heated pool just past that, and a living area with a kitchen. Doors on either side and stairs going up to the second and third floors caused her jaw to drop.
On her immediate left, a metal door remained shut, while on her right, there was an open metal door showing an arsenal that reminded the teen of The Matrix. Xavier led the way, hanging up the shotgun before standing fully into the light. She had to admit that he cut an impressive figure dressed in a tight black shirt that hid none of his muscular physique, black BDU pants that appeared tight against his thighs, and a pair of leather combat boots. Only when she looked up at his face to see his chocolate brown eyes watching her, did her cheeks bloom with heat. “I'll make you both some dinner while you pick a pair of boots out of a guest room.”
“You just randomly have boots set up for guests?” Minerva asked, her head shaking slightly.
Xavier narrowed his eyes at her. “My family owns a shoe manufacturing plant, so I get samples in every size imaginable.” He then shrugged. “Normally, I would just send them to my store, but I have so many there that barely get bought that it gives me a massive surplus. Anything else you want to know?”
Minerva blushed a little. “No. I – thank you.” She headed off with heat coloring her cheeks.
James watched her go as he approached Xavier. “You're an ass. You know that, right?”
Heading for the living area with James following, Xavier sighed. “You've come to me as an unexpected and unwelcome pair of guests, so forgive me for having a bit of fun at her expense.”
“Yeah, whatever.” James shook his head. “What can you tell me about the Black Talons?”
Turning to regard James, Xavier crossed his arms. “Give me one reason why I should give you any information. You still haven't apologized for what you did to Veronica.”
“I don't apologize for doing my job, Xavier. You know that better than anyone.” James then shook his head. “Besides, she was trying to destroy the entire human population-”
“I could've talked her down,” Xavier repeated from earlier, although his voice didn't hold as much conviction.
James shook his head. “I understand your feelings for her, and I agree that she was exceptional, but that didn't give her the right to try making Yellowstone erupt.” Xavier started to open his mouth to argue but was beaten to the punch. “They hurt her, X, and all she wanted was to hurt them back. Had she not gone overboard, I wouldn't have had to kill her.”
Xavier worked on heating dinner as James talked. Over the course of a couple of minutes, he started cooking a pair of steaks, while a large bowl of mashed potatoes and a container of green beans were brought out of the fridge. Heating up the latter two in the microwave, he noted how the smaller male set out a couple of plates and flatware.
“These fit perfectly!”
Both males turned to see Minerva standing in the living area with a pair of purple snow boots covering her from calf to toe. “They're yours, with my blessing,” Xavier commented. Turning to regard James, he spoke again. “Why was she without boots?”
“She had to escape from her home without footwear when the Black Talons attacked,” James answered as Minerva walked around in the boots. “They killed her mother.”
“Why?” Xavier looked at him pointedly.
The question caused James to shake his head. “That's what we want to know.” He then shrugged. “Kat couldn't tell us anything. I've talked with Fatima, and you know how she is with giving up information, so my only other idea was to come here to ask you.”
Xavier flipped one of the steaks over with a pair of tongs, an idea-given voice as he continued to cook. “Although they are a small group of werewolves, the Black Talons will do nothing unless authorized by the Vampire Council.” He then glanced at Minerva as she walked into the kitchen. “They're after something, but nobody knows what.”
Minerva sat down next to James, laying her forearms on the island counter in the middle of the kitchen. “Who are we talking about?”
James looked at her. “The werewolves that attacked you are called the Black Talons.” he finally admitted as she looked at him.
“We're trying to brainstorm why they would attack your home,” Xavier added. “I've heard snippets of information that they are looking for something, but every time I feel like I have an idea of why, they do something else that blows my suppositions out of the water.”
“Do you know who else they've attacked?” Minerva asked.
“Unfortunately, most of the disappearances from the greater Portland area can be attributed to the Black Talons.” He set the steaks on the provided plates when they were done. He then added the potatoes and green beans. “Bon appétit.”
James and Minerva took bites out of the steak, and the latter moaned in enjoyment. “This is delicious!” She then proceeded to demolish the meal while Xavier talked.
“One specific case you're on, James, was that homeless boy?” That caused the male to look up with a nod. “He's dead, but I don't know why. A source told me that they witnessed his murder five days before Christmas, but with nearly half of the pack present, including Ghost. My informant, however, didn't want to give herself away.”
“Smart.”
Minerva shook her head. “I know you probably both understand what's happening, but could someone tell me something?”
Looking at the teen, James sat back and nodded. “Ghost is not your average werewolf.” Minerva blinked, cocking her head to the side a little. “Most of the Changed can use preternatural or even supernatural abilities that allow them to do humanly impossible things.” He looked at Xavier for assistance.
“Ghost isn't just a werewolf; she's also a Sidhe.”
Xavier and James watched Minerva sit there, blinking in disbelief, until she leaned back, glancing from one to the other. “Are you two messing with me?”
“I wish we were.” James countered. “Minerva, I've already told you werewolves were real, and you reacted as if I were making fun of you.”
“Yeah, and I finally believed you after I saw one with my own eyes, but—” she shook her head. Now you're expecting me to believe that fairies are real?!”
James glared at her, “Yes.”
“Considering that I don't have any information for you,” Xavier commented, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned against his fridge, “it might be better to approach the Seelie or Unseelie Courts to find out what they can divine.”
“This is going to be dangerous.”
“What isn't in this line of work?” Xavier shook his head.
James nodded at the sage advice. “Do you mind if we rest here and start in the morning?”
“I would rather not, but – Fuck it! You're both under my roof and under my protection.”

Dark Night
Minerva marveled at the beauty of Xavier's home as she walked the hallways. Every column was marble, and every wall was alabaster limestone. Paintings lined the walls; some were portraits or landscapes of grand battles, but all were the finest art. The other side was open with a banister that allowed anyone on the various floors to look out over the exquisite lower floor. Arches spanned the room above her head and outlined the various doorways.
Opening the door where Minerva found the boots, she took a long look at the massive Alaskan king-sized bed dressed in gold, black, and white blankets and sheets. A doorway led to a bathroom, while a small chest of drawers sat against one wall. Everything was either black, white, or gold, and she found it intimidating.
A fountain trickled on the counter beside the sink in the white and black bathroom, adding a touch of luxury. The massive shower, done in white and gold tile, was a sight to behold, with Minerva's jaw practically dropping when she noticed that the shower and handles were plated in gold. 'Who is this guy?!'
“Minerva?” she heard from outside the bedroom.
She poked her head out of the bathroom and saw James standing outside the door. “I'm in here.”
James was just past the doorway when she approached. “I wanted to let you know that we're going to head out early in the morning if we hope to gain an audience with either court.”
“Do you know where we need to go?” Minerva crossed her arm under her bosom to rub at her arm.
“Xavier knows where one of their courts resides. Panther Creek.” She watched as he slightly chuckled as if something about that name should've been funny.
“Is there something funny about Panther Creek?” she asked quizzically.
“Only that Xavier gave it to me,” James responded with a shrug and a smirk.
“I feel like I'm missing the joke.” Minerva shook her head.
“Don't worry about it, and get some sleep.”
Minerva looked around for several seconds before shaking her head. “Can you stay with me? I don't think I can sleep after the day I've had.” She watched as James seemed debating whether it was better to stay with her before offering a slight nod and stepping into the room.
“Sure, what do you want to talk about?”
Walking over to the bed, she sat down on one side while urging James to do the same on the other. Considering its massive size, she saw that they could both sleep there and never once touch each other. “Tell me about Xavier.” she looked around again. “How can he afford this place?”
“Afford?” James asked. “Nobody knows that he's here. The land is a nature preserve with its protections. Before anyone ever thought about this area, his family made this secret hideout a hundred years ago. As far as affording food and electricity, Xavier hails from a long line of merchants, pirates, and artisans. He owns several businesses, both legal and not.”
That made Minerva blink as if seeing James for the first time. “- and you trust him?”
“Only enough to know that he wouldn't sell me out.” James crossed his legs and placed his elbows on his knees.
“How do you know him?”
“Xavier can get me untraceable weapons and ammo that can kill almost anything. He's been my supplier for years, from ammo to car parts and weapons.” James shrugged. “He also speaks seventeen languages and has ears in every aspect of the various societies that blanket our planet and knows how to keep from insulting all of them.”
“Whoa!”
“Now, do you understand why I came to him for information? If anyone would know what's going on, it would be Xavier.”
That confused Minerva. “Yeah, but he didn't say anything.”
James shook his head while looking at the teen. “He confirmed several things I suspected and told me that even if I wanted to, there's no way in hell that I can protect you for long.”
Minerva's jaw dropped, causing her to stare at James as if he promised her a painful death. “What-?! I-”
“I just know that if I'm going to be taken down, I'll give you enough time to escape, no matter what happens.”
“No!” Lunging forward, she glared at him. “I've already lost my best friend and my mom! I don't want to lose you too!”
“Listen, Minerva-” James started to say, only for Minerva to interrupt with a yell.
“Oh no! You listen for once, you asshole!” Minerva felt the tears starting to slide down her cheeks. “Kelly was my best friend, a little boy-crazy, but she had a good heart and was as affectionate and loving as anyone else I've met. My mother was the same; we could talk for hours, and if something bothered me, she would be there with a hug and a kind word.” She sat back, bowing her head. “Kelly tried to fight the Damned, and they killed her as if she was nothing, then my mom tried to fight the Black Talons and died to protect me, and now you're saying that you're going to go the same way?! I can't stand it, James! Don't you know what this has done to me?!”
Throughout her diatribe, Minerva never heard the rustle of fabric as James moved closer. She only knew the strong arms that pulled her into a hug, his hand stroking her head. “I'm sorry, I didn't realize.”
“I loved Kelly, because she was the closest thing I had to a sister, and I loved my mom,” she then pulled away to look into his green eyes, “and I—” The two of them looked at each other, her eyes locked onto his, searching for a hint of the same feelings that she felt for him. She found sadness and empathy for her, but not the one thing she wanted.
He closed his eyes briefly and stood from the bed. “Minerva, I can't be what or who you want. No matter how much you may wish it to be different.” Heading toward the door, he walked out as the teenager fell heavily onto the bed.

Panther Creek
James sat on his bed, looking up at the ceiling half the night, debating with himself why a romance between Minerva and him wouldn't work. Every excuse was just one more slap to the face as he reasoned through his feelings for the teenager. After a breakfast that made the frozen snow they trudged through to get back to his car feel warmer in comparison, the pair left Xavier with nothing more to say.
Glancing to his side as the Shelby Fastback glided through the snow-laden trees with little difficulty, the chained tires making an interesting sound as they crossed over the Hood River Bridge. For over an hour, both remained silent as they drew closer to Panther Creek. It wasn't until James turned off that he finally heard from Minerva for the first time that day.
“Where are we?” She grumbled from the seat beside him, making the male glance at her before returning his eyes to the road.
“Almost at Panther Creek.”
Minerva crossed her arms under her bosom, narrowing her eyes at the trees around her as if they owed her money. She leaned back. “Good! Let's get this over with so you don't have to protect me anymore!”
James's shrug was so slight that Minerva missed the motion. “If that's what you want.” She turned to look at him with a death glare he either missed or ignored before returning to looking out the window. Minutes later, they turned into Panther Creek.
Parking the car next to the entrance, James exited to look around. In the distance, he could hear the waterfall that fed the creek rumbling while a cold breeze passed over him. Minerva turned to look around but saw nothing until a massive ripple flashed out of the peripheral of her vision. “Behind-!” The shout from within the car caused him to turn with a fluid motion, pull a pistol out, and take aim at the air behind the vehicle.
“Drop the glamour, or I shoot!” James snarled. He waited for only a few seconds, but when nothing happened, he added, “This is full of cold iron bullets. Don't. Test. Me.” He then slid an index finger into the trigger well.
“Okay!” a feminine voice announced as the air shimmered around her. James saw her icy blue eyes first. The salty blue skin emerged next, along with the muscular physique that towered over him by another foot and a half. At the sight of the wolf furs around the female's robust muscular form and how much skin they didn't cover, the male stepped back and replaced his pistol.
“Thank you. I appreciate talking to people face-to-face.”
Nodding in agreement, the female Troll spoke casually, her voice still coming out rather loud for his ears. “Camp's closed until the spring.”
James nodded as he slipped a hand into his coat pocket and pulled it out to reveal a bronze medallion. “I'm formally requesting safe passage to and from my car for a boon the queen owes me.” The troll female looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “I simply wish to ask a couple of questions, and then we,” he motioned to the car's passenger side, “will leave in peace.”
“Who are you that the queen owes a boon?”
Placing a hand over his left breast, he gave a cordial bow. “My name is James LeMure, werewolf hunter and Shadow-bane to the Damned.” Returning to a standing position to see her reaction, he asked, “Now, am I permitted to know the name of the warrior before me?”
The female troll's eyes went wide at the introduction. With a shake of her head, she stepped back. “I – don't think I should.” she turned to go around the back of the car. “Names have power in the land of the Fae.”
“I see.” James' voice had gone cold, hard, as she started to step away from him. “That is what it means to be a Troll, to have power over another?” She stopped, her eyes wide as she turned to look at him. “I have heard much about the honor of the vaunted Trolls, but you do me the dishonor of not even giving me a semi-formal introduction?”
Moving to face James again, she glowered. “You impugn my honor?!”
“You impugn your honor through your actions.” James countered. “Names may have power in the world of the Fae, but a simple word can strike a deadlier blow than just knowing someone's name.” He watched as she turned to face him fully. “I only ask for a single name, something I may call you by that identifies you from all the other Trolls I might meet.”
She seemed to calm from her original anger at that. “You have no intentions with my name other than knowing who I am?”
“I have introduced myself, and you seem to know of me. Do you think I would impugn my honor with lies?”
“Vizala.” she finally remarked. “Zala to my friends.”
James gave a cordial bow. “I hope, one day, to earn such an honorable title as to call you the latter.” Standing up straight, she watched as he pulled off his jacket to reveal a lack of weapons on his body but a multitude of guns and knives in the garment itself. “Do you honor my request for safe passage for both of us to and from my car, Vizala?”
“I do.” She watched him open his car door and set the jacket onto the driver's seat.
“Come on. We're going to have to walk from here.” James remarked as he pulled the keys from the ignition.
“You're going to catch your death of cold like that.”
Offering a simple shrug, he closed the door and approached the car's rear. Unlocking it, he pulled out a red and gray Columbia winter jacket, the inner lining warming him almost instantly. Minerva, meanwhile, emerged from the passenger side, only to see him close the trunk and zip up the coat. “I always try to be prepared,” James commented as he pulled on a pair of leather gloves.
“At least I won't be dying here.” Minerva scoffed as she turned toward the taller female.
“You very well might.” James countered.
That caused her to turn around and look at him. “What do you mean?”
“We're about to enter the West Coast equivalent to the Fae's Unseelie court,” James announced as Vizala watched the pair. “For them, protocol and respect is everything.” With the Troll leading the way, he continued his instructions. “Speak only when spoken to, do not insult the queen, and never turn your back to her. Doing so is the height of disrespect, which will be met with a swift and painful death for both of us.”
“Yeah, right.” Minerva then saw the scowl on his lips. “You can't be serious.”
“I have seen her order the execution of a visitor for simply speaking out of turn,” Vizala commented as they passed through the white, snowy landscape, the trees on either side offering the only colors to their journey.
Minerva looked at James. “you think coming here is a good option?”
James shook his head. “It's our only option, Minerva. This particular queen can tell something about you that nobody else can and can tell us why you're being hunted.”
“Yeah, but-” Minerva looked around, her heart pounding.
“I wouldn't have brought us here if I didn't think the reward outweighed the risk.” James followed Vizala past a copse of trees on their left, only to emerge at a waterfall covered in greenery. “Just remember the rules, and we'll be fine.”
Vizala stood in the freezing water, allowing it to flow over her ankles. Bringing up her hands, she spoke in a language that Minerva couldn't understand. Within seconds, the sound of stone grinding on stone reached her ears while a massive rock seemed to pull itself up, revealing a silvery archway.
Minerva's jaw dropped as the taller woman approached the entrance. James followed, causing her to snap out of her reverie and follow in their wake. Once she was past the archway, she again heard the sounds of stone grinding on stone before the booming thud of that very stone settling into place reverberated in her body.
Even though they were underground, she could see relatively easily due to glowing lights on either side of the silvery tunnel. A brief look at the walls indicated a hexagonal plate design covering the walls and arched ceiling, while simple stone covered the floor. Jogging to join up with James, she wrapped her arms around his, the fear of what they would see overriding the feelings of anger from earlier.
When he felt his arm grabbed, James lightly patted her hand. “It's going to be alright,” he whispered.
As she emerged from the tunnel, Minerva widened her eyes in surprise at the grand hall that stretched before her. Black stone stretched out from the entrance to the alabaster columns that rose to the massive vaulted ceiling, with a glowing stained-glass window showing a griffon and a dragon flanking an elegant Elf, a fairy flying above her.
The entire room was filled with people, most of whom she couldn't even see, as each one seemed completely covered in glowing fractal panes surrounding their bodies. James walked out behind the Troll, Vizala, and almost immediately, a trio of women broke off to glide across the floor to him.
“Death surrounds this one.” one of the trio announced.
A second added, “You have killed recently.”
“We pray that you tell us who,” the third hissed, drawing herself closer, “please, we must know.”
“Over two days, I have killed a couple of Damned and a werewolf.” James didn't smile at the pair but gave a cordial bow. “As always, seeing you, Aurora, Delilah, and Ellie is a pleasure.”
“He remembers us!” one of the trio announced, the other two giving a hissing giggle as they floated around him and Minerva.
“Who is this, though?”
Minerva wanted to take a step back as two of the females floated around her. “I – I'm--”
“Her name is Minerva, and she's under my protection.” The two women stopped as James stepped up to her. He gently took the teenager's hand and proceeded to the throne. A woman in a vibrant red dress sat, her left leg crossed over her right knee; she glanced their way as the trio approached, with Vizala leading the way. She then dismissed the male to her side and stood up to reveal that her dress had a neckline that went to her navel and a slit up the sides that exposed both legs.
The queen's body was slender yet held rounded hips and a full bosom, both of which she swayed as she stepped down from the dais over to the trio. “James, how is my favorite pet?” Minerva watched as he stood there. A woman who barely stood five feet six inches slid her arms over his chest and around his neck. Leaning up, she slid her cheek against his, whispering something she couldn't hear before pressing her lips to his in a chaste kiss.
Minerva tried not to feel jealousy toward the woman but noted her knee-length crimson hair, the soft freckles across her cheeks and nose, and the fact that her green, glowing eyes had fractals instead of actual irises. “I've been good, Queen Meridian, and it's wonderful to see you again.”
“Mmm, I've missed you.” Meridian nuzzled into his chest as she slowly dropped back onto her feet. Turning her head to her left, she finally took notice of the blonde teenager. “Who might this be?”
“Her name is Minerva, and I'm protecting her from both the Damned and now the Black Talons,” James answered, prompting the woman to pull back. “I'm here to ask if you could see a reason as to why they're hunting her.”
Stepping away from James, Meridian stepped in front of Minerva. “Talk to me, child; tell me your full name.”
“I – my name is Minerva Dawn Frost.” At the last syllable spoken, Meridian took a step back, her eyes wide as if she'd seen something horrifying.
“James, you fool! You bring this creature to my home and dare to put me within arm's length of her?!” Meridian leaped back nearly ten feet, her green eyes glowing with similarly colored smoke coming out, and her red lips twisted into a snarl. “You have brought the destruction of our world into my home!”
“What?!” James asked as he noted several of the Sidhe and Sluagh approaching them. “I don't understand! Minerva is-”
“She holds the Well-Spring of GOD!! You fool!” With a hiss, she looked around. “KILL THEM BOTH!!”
Vizala suddenly appeared between the horde of Fae and the two that had accompanied her, a pair of double-bladed battleaxes in her hands. “My apologies, Queen Meridian, but I have given my oath that they could return to his car unharmed.” Slamming her axes together so that they hummed, she growled out. “I will not allow my honor to be questioned for my oath.”
“You dare to trap my greatest warrior?!” Meridian snarled, her hands clenching and releasing as if wanting to wrap them around someone's neck. “Leave! Never return! The doors of the Fae are closed to you!”
James bowed in acknowledgment as he took Minerva's hand and proceeded to run back through the tunnel from which they had come. Vizala followed long enough to open the entrance for them, but she spoke softly while they were at the entrance. “Go in peace and prepare yourself, James. This insult will not be taken lightly by the Seelie or Unseelie courts.”
“I thank you, Vizala. You are truly an honorable Troll and one I would call an ally if permitted.” James pulled out the medallion, handing it to the Troll as payment and thanks for her service.
Smiling at him, she nodded, accepting the metal coin, her hand resting lightly on his shoulder. “I would like that.” she turned to Minerva. “Beware, young one, for bearing the Well-Spring is to be hunted by all within our world.”
“Thank you for protecting us.”
“Go, now. I can already hear them coming up the tunnel.”
The pair stepped back as the stone returned to its place but then turned and started through the forest toward the car. Following all the footprints in the snow, the pair reached the vehicle within a few minutes. Opening the car doors, James tore off his winter coat and tossed it back before pulling on his black one. Minerva sat in the passenger's seat, watching as he sat down, started the vehicle, and pulled them back onto the road.
“Now what?” Minerva asked, huddled up in her seat.
James glanced at her before returning his eyes to the road. “Now,” he sighed, his voice growing growl-like, “you need to meet Fatima.”

Fate
Silence reigned between the pair until they passed through the Bridge of the Gods when Minerva finally spoke up. “What did she mean by 'the Well-Spring of God'?” she asked, a tremble in her voice.
James glanced at the teenager beside him before returning to the road ahead. “I don't know,” he sighed before pressing a hidden button in the center console, producing a smartphone, “but I think I know someone who would.” Using his finger to wake it, he handed it to Minerva. “Look for the name Fatima and make the call for me.” As she was told, the teen tapped on the green phone icon on the screen. When the phone started dialing, she tapped to start the speaker.
* * * * * * * * *
Fatima sat in her office, tapping out a staccato on her desk. Pursing her lips, she reached over to the intercom, only to hear the tell-tale ringing of her phone. Moving her hand, she picked it up on the second ring and brought the cordless device to her ear while the caller ID flashed a name. “Hello, James. What do you have?”
“I know what happened to the homeless boy and several others,” he stated. When there was no response, he added. “They were taken and killed by the Black Talons.”
Turning around in her chair, she glanced out the window behind her. “Why?”
James looked at Minerva before saying, “I believe they're looking for something called the Well-Spring of God.”
Shaking her head, Fatima scoffed. “Impossible, James. I know that the Well-Spring of God is like the Fountain of Youth. It's a myth.”
“Oh, yeah? Tell that to Queen Meridian. She set her entire court on Minerva and myself, screaming about the 'Well-Spring of God' not more than half an hour ago.”
Fatima's eyes went wide as she shook her head. “What did she say about the Well-Spring? Did she give a location on where it might be?”
James glanced at Minerva, who huddled up in her seat. “I think I need some context on this Well-Spring. What is it exactly?”
Fatima rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “You'll have to forgive me, but I've only ever heard the legend in passing, so some of my information may be outdated.” Gathering all of her thoughts together, she let out a breath before she started to speak. “From what I've been told, the Well-Spring is as old as Eden.”
“Eden?!” Minerva gasped. “L-Like the Garden of Eden?!”
“Yes.” Fatima continued as if she hadn't just been rudely interrupted. “From what I managed to unearth, the Well-Spring was the font that fed all the garden trees and was blessed by God when he created the planet. The other name was the 'Waters of Life'. Everything I have read states that it is a natural spring of sanctified water used to fill the cup of Christ and give eternal life.”
Fatima added, sitting back down in her chair, with her legs going under her desk. “From what I remember, the Well-Spring was closed off when Adam and Eve were excised from paradise. Because of this, humans could never again drink the holy waters, but the cherubs and angels that visited Earth had to drink deeply to retain their human forms. Without it, they couldn't interact with those on the Earth. It's even theorized that an angel in disguise poured the life waters into Jesus's mouth while he was crucified to start the resurrection process.”
“Were there any mortal beings with the Well-Spring in their bodies?” Minerva asked.
Fatima blinked at the question and nodded. “Yes, actually, but they've been dead for thousands of years.”
James blinked. “What happened to them?”
“Something about forty days and forty nights of flooding,” Fatima remarked dispassionately. “Aside from the wickedness of man, God decided to wipe the planet clean of the Nephilim.”
“If the Well-Spring is holy water, why are the Black Talons looking for it for the Vampire Council?”
“I believe you have been misinformed, James.” Fatima sat forward, resting her elbow on her desk. “Although initially the council enforcers, the Black Talons have been exclusively on Damien's payroll for the past decade.”
Minerva and James looked at each other before the latter returned his gaze to the road. “What would he gain by obtaining control over the Well-Spring?”
“Nothing.” Fatima shook her head. “That's why this doesn't make sense.” Rubbing at her forehead with a pair of fingers, she let a groan of frustration escape her lips. “There has to be more to this than just an obsession with some fable.” After a few seconds, she finally asked. “Where did she say the Well-Spring was?”
“Inside of me,” Minerva answered. “She said that I'm the “Well-Spring of God” and ordered her people to kill me because I'm somehow going to destroy their world?”
“You're a child of the Nephilim of ancient times?!” Fatima shook her head. “That doesn't make sense. As a holder of the Well-Spring, your blood wouldn't just be detrimental to the vampire but also deadly.” James and Minerva glanced at each other. “Anyone trying to feed from you would find themselves burning from the inside out until they were nothing but ash.”
“At least now we know what the Well-Spring is, but not the reasoning behind his hunting Minerva.” Fatima saw a flash from the intercom and the buzz, which indicated Anita was trying to get a hold of her. “I have to let you go; my day appointment is here, but keep me updated when you get back without telling me where you are.”
“Naturally. Thank you, Fatima.” James then nodded toward Minerva, indicating that she could hang up the phone.
Fatima set the receiver back in its cradle and depressed the button for the intercom. “Your eleven o'clock is here, Lady Khalid.”
“Send the appointment in, Anita.” Seconds later, the door opened to reveal a statuesque woman with platinum blond hair and aquamarine eyes strolling forward as the door closed behind her.
* * * * * * * * *
It took nearly twenty minutes before Minerva organized her thoughts to speak again. “None of this makes sense.” she shook her head before looking at James. “There's no way either my mother or father were angels, so how could I have the blood of a Nephilim?” She then brought her hand up to her chest. “I'm nothing different from any other girl. I eat junk food, fail tests, have to work out, or I get fat and am just as boy crazy as my friends – so how can I be any angel?”
“Do you go to church religiously?” James asked.
“Yeah, but so do thousands of other girls.” Closing her eyes and bowing her head, her voice went quiet as she spoke again. “I'm just a normal girl. Why me?”
“Speaking of junk food, I'm hungry.” James saw the next exit would be sixteen in less than a mile and a half. “Go onto the GPS and see where the nearest restaurant might be.”
“Are you serious?!” Minerva's voice raised at the mention of food. “People want to kill us, and all you can think with is your stomach?”
“I'm sorry. You're right.” James countered, “Let's starve ourselves so we do their job for them.” Glancing at Minerva, he lowered his voice. “Now, look for a restaurant.”
Glowering at James, he scoffed and typed 'restaurants near Troutdale' in the search bar. “It says McMenamins at Edgefield is close by, but there's also a Wendy's down in Gresham.” Crossing her arms under her breasts, she glared at the male.
“You know what? I could go for a double-stack biggie bag right about now. How about you?” James remarked as he turned down the exit.
“I'll have a crispy chicken BLT biggie bag,” Minerva grumbled as her stomach reported its desire for food. Within a few minutes, the pair had their food and were parked in a Safeway parking lot eating. After taking a few bites of her food, the teenager swallowed and sighed. “I don't understand you.”
“What do you mean?” James asked after swallowing some of his fruit punch.
Minerva looked at him. “You don't seem to care about me, yet you act like my bodyguard.”
“Not sure what you're talking about,” James stated as he looked at her. “I wouldn't be here if I didn't care about you, Minerva.” That caused her to turn her head so fast it nearly gave her whiplash. “I just don't have any romantic interest in – well, anyone, if I'm being honest.”
That caused her to blink. “Why?”
James gave a soft sigh as he looked at his food. “My life is danger mixed with horrifying experiences. I can, and will, not have anyone brought into that world, even if it's of their own volition.” He turned his gaze to Minerva, and there was a shocked expression on her face. “No matter how I might feel, personally, I refuse to do that.”
“What if someone is thrust into that world with you and wouldn't mind the danger or the horror if it meant being with you?” Minerva reached out, lightly touching his forearm.
Looking out the windshield allowed James to admit to his feelings for the teenage girl and his position. “One of these days, I'm going to walk out my front door and never return. That is the only future afforded to me.” He then turned to look at Minerva again. “Could you-” he shook his head, “could anyone live that life where the moment I'm out of their sight, I am potentially alive, or most likely dead?”
“I could-” Minerva started to say, until the lie died on her lips, “not imagine the strength someone would need to let you go every time you're out of their sight.” Retracting her hand, she felt the last of her resolve starting to fracture. “James, you're a wonderful person, so kind and compassionate, but also strong and,” she blushed, “well, incredibly handsome,” in a second she looked at him again, “but it would drive me insane not knowing what was happening to you when you were gone.”
“Did you know that Arthur was married?” James asked a hint of sadness in his voice.
“No.”
James nodded solemnly. “When he took me to train, his spouse didn't care how much time we spent together, even though he knew what Arthur was doing.”
“He?”
“Yeah, my uncle was gay, and although he feared how others would react to his lifestyle, I accepted it without question.” James shook his head slowly. “When he died, I was blamed for not doing enough to keep Arthur safe.” Glaring at the steering wheel as if it owed him money, he clenched his teeth. “I was barely sixteen. I lost the only family member I had left, and suddenly I was out on my ass with only the clothes on my back and the weapons in my coat.”
“I'm sorry. You shouldn't have had to go through that.”
Shaking his head, he sighed. “I went back to Portland and was walking along the water when Anita approached me. He informed me that Arthur had a contract with her employer, and after his death, I was requested to meet with Fatima.”
“I'm guessing you went with her?” Minerva surmised, her eyes watching his reaction.
“Yeah.” James nodded. “At the time, I didn't care what happened to me, but when I met Fatima, she informed me that due to my uncle's death, there was an opening she needed filled.” A sigh escaped his lips as he finished his tale. “She set me up with homes, weapons, and food. Ultimately, I had a job hunting down those that revealed our society to the public. In return, I was permitted to hunt down the Damned on my off-time.”
“When did you meet Xavier?”
“I think I was about ten.” James shrugged. “He delivered a new couple of weapons that eventually became mine to Arthur, and I found out they had a good working relationship. After his death, I learned that Xavier didn't have any link to Fatima or her group. He's fully independent.”
After that, the pair finished their meal in silence, with Minerva having thoughts going through her head. Consolidating their garbage together, she left the car to throw it away in one of the external garbage cans outside the Safeway before returning to the car. Once back inside, she clicked the seat belt before James started the vehicle, pulling out of the parking lot. Neither noticed a pair of Damned sitting in a gray 2020 Chevy Camaro SS, their red eyes glancing at each other before one of them pulled up a walkie-talkie, hissing out, “We have them.”

Failure
“Damien would appreciate you and your people extricating yourselves from assisting the young woman known as Minerva in her avoidance of the inevitable.” The platinum-blonde woman sat in the chair across the desk from Fatima. Ghost then set down a manila folder on the desk and slid it across to the more petite woman. “If you do, he will relinquish these holdings into your sphere of influence and make a sizable donation.”
Fatima reached out and pulled the folder toward her. Upon opening it, she saw the check worth fifteen million dollars and five sheets of paper with businesses on each one, three clubs and two microbreweries. “What is your reason for claiming the life of the girl?” she asked, clasping her hands together.
“That is none of your concern; just know that we have no intentions of harming her, save a bit of blood extraction.” Her eyes narrowed, those aquamarine orbs staring straight at Fatima's brown ones. “It would be nothing different than what she might receive from a hospital for blood tests.”
“For that, you had to kill her friend?”
“Never trust a Damned to do anything. They would fuck up the simplest of tasks.” Ghost waved her hand before her face as if swatting away a troublesome gnat. “Our orders for them were to separate the girls from the general public, at which point we would interview them. The introduction of your pet blew that plan all to Hell.”
“He does have a knack for killing the Damned wherever he finds them.” Fatima closed the folder yet didn't take anything out. “What about her mother?”
“She's alive, although she had to be restrained.” Glancing to the side, Ghost's lip curled. “Laura nearly lost the arm due to the shotgun going off.” She then shook her head. “She wants vengeance on your pet for the death of her brother. That is another thing I will be making sure never happens. We leave this amicably, or” lowering her chin to her chest, her lip curled in unmistakable hate, “this will get very, very bloody.” Fatima could see the apparent threat and went over the possibilities in her mind for several seconds.
“Let's say, out of academic curiosity, if I were to hand this back and tell both you and Damien to “get fucked” what would be the immediate response?”
Ghost let her lips quirk up into a malicious smile. “Simply, I would revel in killing you and your assistant. I would then take my time raping and killing your little boy-toy. Afterward, we would proceed to destroy everything you own, absorbing it into Damien's domain, and once we have found your pet, I would take pleasure in watching Laura peel the skin from his bones before ordering my entire pack to rip him to shreds, and eat his bitch ass!”
“Interesting thought, although you have missed a minor but important point.” Fatima countered with a shrug.
“Oh, and what's that?” Ghost asked, leaning back a little.
Fatima smiled, “Even before I was a vampire, I was trained to be a warrior and became very capable in my own right. Now, after more than two thousand years of near-constant training, not to mention my vampire abilities, I am no slouch in the combat department.” She then glared at the woman. “We already have the Well-Spring,” the announcement caused the aquamarine eyes on Ghost to widen, “and have a theory as to why you want her, which has been all but confirmed by your proclamation. If you want a war, go ahead; I have no problem killing the entire Black Talons pack and burning Damien in a fire pit!”
Ghost moved almost faster than Fatima could see, but the flicker of movement was enough for her to leap to the side. “Bitch! I will see to it that you and everything you love dies!” The woman pulled her hand out of the leather chair, bringing foam out with it as she turned toward the smaller woman. She hadn't even completed the movement when a kick took her in the abdomen, followed by a trio of punches to the body and face, sending her staggering back.
“Get the fuck out of my office!” Fatima growled as she and Ghost backed up from each other. Had she been human, those blows would've been fatal, but because of her heritage, they only hurt like Hell. “I permit you to leave with your life, but only because people would question why you never left after entering my office.”
“Make no mistake,” Ghost growled. This is a war between you and Damien, and we both know who will win.”
“Yes, we do.” Fatima pointed to her double doors. “Now leave while you can, bitch!” Ghost walked over to the desk, picking up the folder on her way out of the office. Not another word was spoken between either of the women until the door closed. It was then that Fatima looked at her chair. 'Shit, she was fast! If she hadn't warned me, I doubt I would have been expecting her to move, and a shiver coursed down her spine, 'I would be dead right now.' Sitting down, she pressed on the intercom, “Anita, I need to see you.”
In only a few seconds, the double doors opened to admit the woman. “Yes, Fatima?” When the smaller woman stood up, her eyes boggled at the hole in the leather chair.
“Please have Charles go to the Office Depot to replace my office chair.” Fatima looked at the hole, crossing her arms over her chest. “Something tells me that sitting in this thing will be uncomfortable.” She then shook her head. “Also, call James and tell him to be careful. Damien has declared war against us, so I don't want unnecessary risks to be taken.”
“Yes, mistress. I will take care of it all.”
“Good.” She then turned and looked at the windows with the black-out curtains covering them. “I can feel a storm coming, and if we're not careful, it's going to wreck all we have done to get where we are.”
Anita nodded. “Understood. I'll tell Charles to be careful as well.”
Fatima rubbed at her forehead with a sigh of exhaustion. “I need some rest. No more appointments during the day, please.”
“My apologies, but she wouldn't take anything else.” Anita watched Fatima enter the secret door to the side, entering her bedroom. It closed again and melded into the wall.
* * * * * * * * *
James followed Burnside toward Portland proper, his eyes glancing down at the gas gauge and noting that they had barely a quarter of a tank of gas left. Approaching 181st, he put on his left turn signal at the sight of an Arco station across the street. When the light turned green, he turned and went into the gas station.
Three cars back, a gray Camero SS crossed the street and parked in a small strip mall called Plaza 181. Parking so that they could keep an eye on the gas station across the way and get out quickly should the vehicle they were trailing go a different way, the pair watched as the attendant started to fill the car with fuel.
Bringing the walkie-talkie up, the passenger pressed the talk button. “We got 'em.” he hissed out. “Right now, they're on 181 and Burnside. It looks like they're fueling up, and the girl is in the car. Over.”
The radio crackled, “We have a team incoming. They will take care of the girl. Once she is in custody, another will stay behind to kill the male. Over.”
“We can take him out easily. Over.”
“Negative!” The radio reported. “He has killed dozens of you. She will assist in killing the male; you may assist as necessary. Over.”
“Understood.” the passenger grumbled. “Over.”
They continued to watch as the gas station attendant pulled the nozzle out of the fuel receptacle. Replacing the gas tank lid, he handed the driver a receipt, and the black vehicle started up. When both Damned saw the vehicle pull onto the street and into the turn lane to return to Burnside, the driver started his engine.
Once the lights turned, the Camero driver pulled out of the parking space and drove toward the entrance. The Fastback passed, with a pair of other cars following, but it was the reaction of the young woman in the passenger seat that had the driver stunned. “D-Did she look like she saw me?” he asked his partner.
“I don't know, but you better go, or we'll lose them.” Pulling onto the street, they followed the Ford with the driver's mind in turmoil.
* * * * * * * * *
Minerva turned to James. “I swear I just saw a Damned in a car!”
“The gray Camero? Yeah, I know.” James watched the road as they traveled down Burnside.
“You know?!” Minerva asked, looking out the back. “Since when?”
“I was suspicious when I saw them in our rear-view mirror after leaving Safeway.”
“Why didn't you tell me?” In the side mirror, Minerva glanced at the gray car three vehicles back.
James shook his head slowly. “I had four main reasons and two lesser ones; first of all, I couldn't be sure it was just another person who liked muscle cars. Secondly, it was best not to draw any attention to ourselves to act casually.” Minerva scowled at him. “Third, there was no need to upset you until they made their move or until we could identify them, and fourth, I was not willing to upset you further than I already have.”
“I don't believe this!” Shaking her head at his explanation, Minerva gave a huff of frustration. “You could've told me you suspected we were being followed.”
“That's part of the two other reasons. I wasn't sure we were being followed until I saw them park in the lot across the way.” He glanced at Minerva. “Lastly, this car has more horsepower than that piece of shit they're driving, so we can outrun them and potentially outmaneuver them as well.”
“How?”
“You know how I told you that Xavier could get me car parts?” James smirked. “This baby might look like your average '68 Shelby Fastback, but I have a custom engine under this hood that can, and will, blow away all competition, especially modern types.”
Minerva looked at him with a fluttering in her stomach. “Are you sure?”
“Positive.” Crossing intersections, the pair watched as the cars that followed them diminished to two, then one. They were set to cross 148th when the cell started to ring. “Answer it.”
Swiping her finger across the phone, Minerva spoke softly. “Hello?”
“Hey, it's Anita.” they heard from the speaker. “Sorry for not getting back to you sooner, but we've had a development.”
“What type?” James asked, wishing people would just let him know what was happening rather than dragging it out.
“Damien has declared war against us, so watch your backs.”
“Great timing!” James growled out. “We have a couple of Damned following us in a Camero. Currently, we're on Burnside-”
“No! Get off Burnside!” Anita shouted. “Charles told me one of their vans drove down that road heading toward Gresham!”
James' reaction was instantaneous: “Thank you, Anita.” His legs and hands moved with the surety of a seasoned driver as the Ford shot forward into the intersection just as the light for the turn lane flashed green.
The blue Mini Cooper in the turn lane slammed its brakes as the Ford passed and did a complete U-turn, going back the way it came. Minerva clutched onto everything she could get her hands on as James pushed the accelerator to the floor, the Mustang fishtailing for a brief moment before leaving the intersection at high speed.
Neither of the two Damned in the Camero expected the move but tried to follow as best they could, the passenger calling into the walkie-talkie about this development when a slate gray van zoomed into the intersection, nearly sideswiped the Chevy and forged ahead. In contrast, the driver tried to gain control of the car, only to have it slam into the nearby Max pole holding up the wires.
Catching the van in the rear-view mirror, he turned the wheel and started down a side street. Looking at Minerva, James asked, “Can you drive?” as he jumped past Stark Street.
“Not stick! I barely have a learner's permit!”
“Okay, then, can you shoot?”
Minerva shook her head as if her very life depended upon the answer. “I've only fired my mom's shotgun once!”
With a nod, he turned the wheel again to go down another street. “Find us a route out of here that doesn't include us being murdered.” Minerva proceeded to press the phone screen, her fingers tapping in search of a route.
“Turn left at the next intersection. It will get us back onto 162nd.”
James nodded and turned the wheel, the tires spinning, so the chains were the only things digging into the icy road. The van continued to follow, and the driver called out orders. One of the doors slid back on the vehicle to reveal a man with a Beretta ARX-160. Flipping the shoulder stock back, he set the fire selector to AUTO before setting the weapon into his shoulder and sending out a short burst of bullets that pinged off the black vehicle without doing any damage.
Minerva screamed and brought her head down, wrapping her arms over her head. “The car is armor-reinforced, including the glass. I needed the more powerful engine because this baby is about twice the weight of your normal '68 Fastback.” He then shot out of a side street onto 162nd before turning the wheel to continue down the road.
Bullets pinged off the back of the car for several more seconds, but James didn't seem worried as he continued to push his foot to the floor. The van emerged from the side street with a steadily growing visible distance. In the van, the one firing at the Ford yanked the magazine from the weapon and replaced it with one that held red tape around the base. Once it was ready, he took aim at the car again and pulled the trigger.
Seconds after getting on 162nd, the back windscreen blasted inward, causing Minerva to duck down again, screaming as glass rained down in the backseat. James turned the wheel left, then right, as he watched the windshield spiderweb with cracks. “Shit! Armor piercing!”
James yanked out his pistol, twisting his upper body so that he was sideways, pulling the trigger repeatedly. He flat out refused to look back as he drove, his pistol jumping with every pull of the trigger, while bullet holes appeared in his trunk, seeking his gas tank.
After more than a minute, he turned to face forward, his right hand curling up in agonizing pain. “Take this,” he grunted. Minerva looked at the weapon and saw blood dripping off of his fingers. Looking at his shoulder, she saw the wound that caused him pain.
“Oh, SHIT!” Taking the pistol, she looked at him, expecting more instruction.
“Pocket. Ammo magazine.”
“Forget the ammo; you need a first aid kit!”
Minerva received a shake of his head as he continued to drive. “Ammo!” The sound of more impacts reaching their ears caused her to duck down, nearly putting her face in his lap.
Shoving her hands into his pockets, she sifted through the coat and found a magazine to fit the weapon. Popping out the one in the pistol, she slammed the other one home and started to hand it back to James.
“No good!” he groaned. “Arm has no strength. You'll have to shoot.”
“I've never shot a pistol!” Minerva all but screamed at him.
James looked at her, his eyes deadly serious. “Four rules: treat every weapon as if loaded, never point at anything you do not intend to kill, keep the weapon on safe until ready to fire, and finger out of trigger housing until intending to fire.” He then looked at the road. “Turn in your seat, aim down the sights, keep your target in the center, and pull the trigger slowly.”
Doing as he instructed, the eruption of the bullet exiting the barrel caused her hands and weapon to hit the roof of the car. Inside the van, one of the men in the back was helping with reloading when the windshield cracked with a spider-web, and he fell back. A font of blood erupted from his chest just below his collarbone as he hit the floor of the van.
Minerva watched as the van swerved. “Holy shit! I hit him! Did you see that?! I hit the target!”
“Great! Aim for the van next, and leave the store alone!”
Glancing to her side, Minerva blinked a couple of times before scowling. “Oh, ha-ha!” She then shook her head. “You're not nearly as hurt as you're making me believe if you can make jokes!”
Another salvo of bullets pierced the back of the car, with one piercing James' seat, sending a gout of blood out his mouth, all while the fuel tank ruptured, causing an explosion under the vehicle that jumped the back up a foot and caused the entire trunk to burst into flames. Minerva screamed again as James slumped against the steering wheel, his foot dropping off the accelerator.
Seconds later, the van driver watched as the Ford swerved left, then right before finally turning entirely and going into a roll that nearly tore the exterior apart. Once it stopped rolling, it slid to a stop beside a chapel just shy of Powell Boulevard. Fuel gushed from the ruined gas tank, pouring down onto the asphalt under the upended Ford. People around the wreck watched as flame burst out of the engine compartment, coursing up and down what had once been the underside.
The van closed in, going into a skid until it stopped ten feet from the destroyed vehicle, the side door opening to disgorge three men, who promptly ripped the door open to find Minerva groggy and scratched up but otherwise unharmed while hanging in her seat belt. “James?” she asked groggily as someone produced a knife that cut the belt off of her shoulder.
In less than ten seconds, she was pulled out of the wreck and spirited into the van. The driver stepped out quickly and pulled out a grenade resembling a gray twelve-ounce can with a white stripe. “Burn in Hell!” she snarled before pulling the pin and tossing the canister into the fuel.
Sparks erupted from the white phosphorous grenade, instantly sparking flames from the fuel vapors before she returned to the van's driver's side. The side door slammed shut seconds before she returned to her place behind the wheel, but she paused for several seconds to watch as the car was engulfed in flames and exploded. Debris flew into the side of the van and all over the area before she put the vehicle into drive and turned to drive back to 162nd and Burnside.
In the back of the van, Minerva screamed as she tried in vain to break free in a futile attempt at saving James from his pyre.

Success
“We have her!”
The platinum blond felt her lips curl into a smile at those three words. Reaching up to touch her earpiece, she purred, “What of her – protector?” seconds before the elevator door closed.
“Ashes,” Laura announced, a slight crackle in her voice.
Ghost blinked. “Are you sure?”
“I tossed the phosphorous grenade myself and watched the car explode.” She then smirked. “Nothing could've survived.”
Never before had joy looked so menacing as the Ghost set about entering her employer's penthouse suite. “Good. I'll give you full credit for the capture and kill and let Damien know.”
She could practically see the smile on Laura's face as the more robust woman said. “We all thank you, Ghost.”
“Return as soon as possible.” The opened elevator doors revealed a massive two-story room with black marble floors and white marble countertops on her right as part of a large kitchen, with a single door between that and the sitting area. In front of her stood a massive set of three windows with a seating area between her and the opaque security glass. Doors on her left went into the guest rooms, with gilded stairs going up to the second floor and a golden chandelier hanging from the roof fifteen feet above her.
Turning to the right, she set her path to the lone door and her employer's office. Ghost blinked as she opened the door when a combination of faint floor-to-ceiling lamps cycled down to dusk, and a naturally dark cherry wood desk sitting in the center of the room on a pure black carpet lent the room to being nearly monochrome. With a sigh, she turned to her right again and pressed on a seam in the wall, opening a hidden door.
Ghost stepped into the room as the door slid into its nook, a rectangular cut-out in the wall to her right as she passed through the portal. Her eyes adjusted to the gloom quickly to reveal a male lying on a large bed pressed against the wall in the center of the room, his tall, dark Nubian form covered over and framed by a set of red satin sheets.
A glance at the clock on the white bedside table, the cobalt blue drawers offering the only other color in the room, told Ghost it was nearly time for her employer to awaken. She stood at the foot of the bed, three feet from her employer, as his chest began to rise before it fell again. 'That first breath of the day-' she watched as his muscular arm moved under the pillow, his bald head turning ever so slightly to reveal the tattoo that started at his temple, surrounded his ear, and joined at the back of his head with its twin.
One of his legs moved enough to have his sheet slide off, and a slight peek of his toned abdomen, and even lower down, confirmed his body to be hairless save for lashes and eyebrows. Her eyes slid over his endowment, marveling briefly at what the vampire could give a potential mate. Ghost's mouth twisted into a scowl, knowing nothing would happen since their only desire was for blood.
Walking over to a floor-to-ceiling closet, she pressed on the edge, and the door slid open with barely a touch of her fingertips. She saw his suit already set on the door's hook in the closet, so she set her course over to the intercom. Pressing the fourth button, she gave it a few seconds before the beep told her it connected. “Please send up Damien's dinner.” she didn't wait for a response before pressing the button again, turning off the intercom.
“I hope this one doesn't disappoint like the last one-”
“Considering you tore the throat out of the last one,” Ghost remarked, crossing her arms and narrowing her eyes, “I'm not sure how much more disappointing your dinner can be.” Hearing the tell-tale ding of the elevator, she stepped out of the room, giving Damien space and time to get dressed.
Seeing a teenage girl in a maid outfit, her legs canted in as she walked into the massive room with the tray of beef stew, Ghost looked at the taller woman with trepidation. “M-Master Damien's meal is—is here.” Ghost had to admit to herself she looked cute, like a scared Wednesday Addams, considering the two-tone outfit.
“It's alright, dear.” Ghost attempted to soothe the teenager's fractured nerves. Reaching out, she took the tray from the girl. “You did very well, sweetheart. Now, you need to go to Damien's room to receive the rest of your instructions. After that, you'll be free to go with your pay.” The teenage girl started past, but Ghost put a hand out to stop her for a second. “Please, tell me, what's your name?”
“C-Chloe-”
Ghost smiled, “It was a pleasure to meet you, Chloe. Now, off you go. Don't keep Damien waiting.” She watched as the young woman continued on her way into Damien's bedroom, turning to her right for the doors under the stairs. In her mind's eye, she saw Damien there half-dressed, beckoning the teenager they hired from the street forward, only to hear a short scream echoing in her ears.
'Another disappointment-' she could almost hear Damien say in the back of her mind as she continued toward the door. 'It's too bad; I kind of liked her.'
Maneuvering the tray to be balanced on her arm allowed Ghost to open the door to a bedroom. “Hello, Mrs. Frost; I hope you don't mind beef stew. I had the chef make it, especially for you, " she said pleasantly, passing the door. “My only question now is, will you behave long enough to eat this time, or should I not have bothered?”
“Fuck you!” Shayla spat at the woman from her position on the queen-sized bed. Her arms were tied to the oak headboard so she could lean against the wall, but not much else. The entire room was decorated in soft blues and wood-stained dark. Even with the white walls and cream-colored wall-to-wall carpet, the effect made the room monochrome without much effort.
“Charming as ever, I see. Congratulations are in order because you will reunite with your daughter this evening.”
“You, bitch!” Shayla snarled. “If you've harmed-”
“Be silent!” Ghost yelled at the woman, prompting Shayla to lean back in shock at how the woman's voice carried into the room. “I've endured your vitriol long enough!” she snarled before she could compose herself. “We've done nothing to harm Minerva.”
“Thank god-” Shayla breathed.
“I can't say the same for her wayward protector, however, since he is currently passing his interview for the crematorium with flying colors.” Ghost smirked at the look of shock on Shayla's face, her skin going pale and her eyes growing wide.
“James-” Shayla gasped. “Why?”
Her smirk turned into a full-blown smile. “Would you like the simple answer?” At the lack of response, she nodded. “He stuck his nose where it wasn't wanted or needed. He killed my men and disrupted our plans, so he had to die. It was a shame, too, since I was told he proved quite capable.”
“I don't know how you can live with yourself-”
“Oh, please. I'm going to sleep peacefully tonight.” Ghost waved her free hand beside her head before setting the tray with the steaming stew across Shayla's lap. “Now, if I untie you, will you be a good girl and eat for once?”
Shayla glared at the woman but didn't move or respond.
“You've been here for over twenty-four hours, so you must be starving by now.” Ghost reached out, untying one of the bindings around Shayla's wrist, before returning to a standing position. “I'm sure you can now pull your hand out and undo the other without my help.”
Shayla pulled her arm out of the binding and reached over to untie her other wrist. “I want you to know I don't like you very much.”
“That's fine.” Ghost remarked with a shrug. “Your daughter will be here in about half an hour. While you eat, how about a little television?” She picked up a remote from the bedside table and pressed the power button on a 70-inch television affixed to the wall. A woman appeared on the screen with an image of a burnt-out husk of a vehicle beside her with the words car crash? Underneath.
“- after a high-speed chase throughout Northeast Portland and much of Gresham, witnesses report seeing this vehicle burst in flames,” the woman announced before adding, “Residents in the area reported hearing gunfire before the vehicle rolled.” An aerial view of the burning car showed what was once a Ford Fastback engulfed in flames. “The reason for the crash is uncertain, with people in the area guessing the cause.”
“I bet it was someone using the wrong pronouns.” a slender male with blue hair, shaved close on the sides but long on top, said. “I know I would do it if someone did that to me.”
A woman with over a few pounds on her body shook her rainbow-haired head. “I bet it was a drug deal gone wrong since it looked like some men got out of a van and pulled a teenage girl out of the rolled car. I bet those men are trafficking that girl right now!”
“It was the Republicans, ‘ese!” a Hispanic man sporting a handlebar mustache announced. “I heard the guns as they fired at the car. The ones coming out of the van were white, and the girl they kidnapped was a pretty blonde! Probably making her vote for..”
Returning to the trio in the newsroom, the female reporting didn't crack a smile. “There are other theories, but we will keep up with this story as it develops.” When the trio started to talk among each other, Ghost changed the channel to ION. “It's interesting what stories people will come up with, right?” she looked at Shayla.
Shayla dropped her chin to her chest, her lip quivering at the possibility that Minerva had been in that car. “You! Bitch!” she breathed out. “If you've harmed my daughter,” looking up, she glared at the platinum blonde's smirking face, “I will rip out your useless heart and shove it elbow-deep up your equally worthless uterus!”
Ghost smiled at Shayla. “Eat your stew, and leave your impotent threats out of your vocabulary. You and Minerva won't be our guests much longer. Once your daughter arrives, we only want a few minor blood tests and maybe a rare introduction to your host. Afterward, you'll be cleaned up and returned home, none the worse for wear.” A few seconds later, she turned and left the room, giving the Frost family's matron some privacy to eat her meal.
Once outside the room, she turned her head, looking out the windows as the sun descended past the snow-covered West Hills of Portland. The security windows went from opaque to clear as the light of day turned to dusk. 'The strike team should be arriving right about now.'
* * * * * * * * *
Minerva tried her best to escape the back of the van with a trio of men attempting to hold her down, with one getting kicked in his face for the effort. “LET ME GO!!” she screamed scant seconds before the three men pinned her to the bench seat. Her legs shot out, kicking the same man in the stomach before he finally pinned both legs down.
“I swear! SHUT UP!” Laura shouted into the back. “We aren't trying to hurt you!”
Thrashing around, she tried to push one of the men away as he held her arm against the bench. “I don't believe you!!” Minerva shouted back, “You already killed my friend, boyfriend, and mom!!”
“Please calm down,” one of the men said softly, “you're a little confused. Your friend was an accident, and we didn't kill your mom or your boyfriend.” He watched as she kept thrashing until he finished speaking; at that point, she looked at him. “Your mother is waiting for you, so please calm down; we just want to keep you safe.”
“I was safe! I was with James!” He watched as she sobbed, tears starting to slide down her cheeks.
“No, you weren't.” Sitting on the floor before her, the sandy-haired male in a blue and white polo shirt, dark blue jeans, and white running shoes shook his head. “That person put you into danger innumerable times.” She looked at the man a little closer but didn't see anything that would indicate he was a Damned. “My name is Adrian.”
He was good-looking, if slightly unconventional, with rounded cheekbones, a flat chin, a bow-shaped upper lip, and clean-shaven. “Why have you been after me?”
“Our leader believes that you can help us,” Adrian stated in a calming voice. “You see, we're looking for the-”
“Well-Spring. I know,” Minerva narrowed her eyes at him, but he didn't show that he was surprised. “But that still doesn't explain why you need me.”
“That you know you are the Well-Spring helps greatly.” A smile spread Adrian's lips as he nodded to the men to let her go. “I hope you will at least listen without attacking us again.” When she didn't immediately lunge at someone, he continued, “You see, we've been seeking you because we want to protect you from those like your hunter friend and others that will try to kill you.”
Minerva sat up at this. The two other men moved away from her, but on alert should she make any sudden moves. “What do you mean?”
Adrian looked down for a moment before motioning to the bench seat. “Do you mind if I sit beside you?”
Scooting over allowed Minerva to put her back against the wall, her arms crossed under her bosom while Adrian sat beside her, giving the teen a small smile. “Answer my question.”
“Thank you, Miss Frost.” Adrian took a breath and let it out slowly. “Do you know how the first vampire was created?”
Shrugging, she spoke softly, “Not really.” Minerva took a look around. “I'm guessing you all know, though.”
“The first vampire was once a mortal woman named Lilith, who was turned into a succubus when she manipulated Lucifer into teaching her all about magic.” Adrian stated casually, “You see, God chained Lucifer to the earth after their war, in which a third of the holy host followed him. She found where he was chained down and offered him his freedom if he would instruct her in magic.”
“O~kay.” Minerva blinked. “I've heard Genesis before, but this is a different take on the tale.”
“After he taught her what he knew, Lilith reneged on her promise and instead ripped him open with her magic.”
“Not very honorable-”
“I agree, but because of her actions, Lucifer's blood runs deep into the Earth, corrupting it with his betrayal. She then hid from the rest of his followers and the holy host, living night and day in disguises until she came upon a man. He had been ousted from paradise by God, so being lonely, she took him as her lover.”
“Let me guess, it was Cain, and he was cursed by god to only drink blood, fear the sunlight, yada yada yada.”
“No, it was Adam. Originally designed to be his wife, she refused to be subservient to him and willingly left Paradise. This time, however, she sees how he is ejected and sees he is angry with Eve for her role in getting them excised. Angry and hurt, he found solace in Lilith's embrace once more but left him when he returned to his old ways – so he went to beg Eve to take him back, and she gave birth to the very first vampire, Nimue.”
“Why does that name sound familiar?”
“Discovering that God's angels were looking for them, the mother and daughter split up, with Nimue going North while Lilith took a route South. The daughter would eventually hide herself in a place the sun would never find her, and even if it did, she would never burn.”
“Where did Lilith go?” Minerva asked.
“Lilith managed to find a place where her talents would not only earn her an income but where she could hide from God's holy light and feed. Eventually, she found her way to Atlantis and stayed there for centuries.”
Minerva's jaw dropped. “That's not possible,” she remarked with a gasp.
“I assure you it is, Miss Frost.” Adrian placed his arm on the back of the seat, turning to look at her thoroughly. “One member of the Vampire Council is an Atlantean named Opal. She's not only in control of the council, she was specifically turned by the mother of vampires herself.”

The Fight
Fatima awoke just as the sun descended past the West Hills. She had barely sat up when she heard a knock on the door. “Come.” Charles opened the door. At the sight of his expression, she turned to face him fully. “What happened?”
“Minerva has been captured, and we think James is dead,” Charles admitted with a bow of his head, his eyes closing. “I saw his car burning on the news. The fire department put out the flames but have said nothing about survivors.”
“Has anyone tried to contact James?”
Charles nodded. “Anita tried but received no answer.”
Standing from the bed, she walked to her closet and dressed quickly. “This is Damien's work, no doubt in my mind!” She had just buttoned up her blouse when she turned to look at Charles. “Call that werewolf woman – Katrina – and ask if she's been in contact with James. Once we know that, we can start planning our retaliation.”
Giving a bow, he turned around and exited the private suite. Charles emerged from the office less than a minute later to find Anita at the front desk. “Fatima wants you to call Katrina and find out if she's been in contact with James.”
“Okay.” Anita looked up at him. “Does she think he's dead?”
Charles shook his head. “I don't know.” Neither noticed as a trio of vans stopped in front of the red three-story building on SE Grand. Patrons of a diner called My Father's Place watched as six men and women emerged from each van holding Beretta ARX-160 rifles.
Pushing open the door leading upstairs, the majority rushed up, with two remaining by the door, keeping guard. Anita had just picked up the phone to call when the door in front of her was kicked open, and two men rushed into the room. They leveled their weapons at the pair in less than a second and pulled the triggers.
Seeing the weapons, Anita dropped underneath as Charles leaped back, slamming into the office door. Shots rang out, the desk splintering as the bullets ripped the hardwood to shreds. The sounds of bullets smacking into the wooden door and wall even reached Fatima as the first two entered the room and set about letting in the rest.
From under the desk, the Nubian woman reached under the false drawer and pulled down a pair of Cimarron 1911A1s from holsters affixed under the surface. She then stood up, hoisting the nearly two-hundred-pound desk off its feet and throwing it at the door, impacting two men coming through.
A man and woman turned to see Anita level her weapons at them and pull the triggers but they weren't fast enough to bring their guns to bear. Four others had just gotten past the office doors when she heard the sounds of their rifles firing. “Charles!”
In the office, Charles leaped behind a couch and stayed on his hands and knees as Fatima emerged from her bedroom. The four men aimed and fired, but she moved too fast for them to track. Charles pulled on the molding so that a portrait fell to reveal a pair of single-edged wakizashi blades. In one moment, she reached the weapons and, in the next, was on the opposite side of the quartet.
All four men dropped, their heads rolling away.
“Damien moved faster than I expected,” Fatima admitted as she threw the blood off of her blades. She then looked back at where Charles had sequestered himself and nodded. “Stay hidden; we will take care of this.”
Outside, both men glanced back to look up the stairs, never noticing the brown-haired man walking past on the sidewalk until he was right between them. Reaching into his long, black coat, he pulled a Bowie knife out with one hand and a Gladius out with the other. Neither of the men expected the attack, so they still hadn't taken their weapons off safe when it came. One took the knife into his stomach, and the other reached up to grab his throat as blood pulsed out. “That was for my car.”
Anita was crouched beside the door as rifle fire sent wood splintering past her, smacking into her desk and the door frame. Fatima slid in beside her. “Report.”
“Six out of potentially sixteen dead if the four that went into your office have been neutralized.”
“They have.”
Nodding, she watched as part of the door, and her desk was torn apart under the withering volley of weapons fire.  “That means the other ten hold the stairs, and if it weren't for my badass desk, we probably would all be dead by now.”
Fatima shook her head as more rifle fire reached her ears. “I should've ordered James to go to the ground sooner, but we needed that information.” She shook her head. “This is all my fault!”
“You couldn't have known,” Anita looked at her. Damien is a master manipulator, and so is most of his—" The sounds of rifle fire ceased, prompting the two women to look at the doorway with trepidation. Crew?”
“Allah be with Lady Khalid and her entourage!” the pair heard from the stairs.
The more petite woman stood up. “I know that voice,” Fatima muttered before calling out. “May god protect my people!”
James suddenly stepped up to the doorway holding a pair of ARX-160's. “I hope I didn't keep you ladies waiting.”
It was too much for the shorter of the two women to bear, so she leaped onto him, hugging James. “What happened?!” Anita asked as she rushed over, helped him over the desk, and waited for her chance to hug him. “How did you survive that car wreck?”
Shaking his head, the slender male sighed. “I almost didn't survive,” James remarked as Charles entered to see everyone alive and safe. He told his story as they gathered up weapons and ammo from the fallen strike team.
Images flashed through James' consciousness as he felt the bullet pass through his back and out his chest, blood erupting from his mouth with a cough. Hazarding a glance out the corner of his eye, he watched as Minerva pulled the trigger again, hitting the van in the hood. 'No chance! I'm sorry-' A moment later, he flopped over onto his side, turning the wheel to send the car into a skid; what he forgot about was their velocity.
The skid became a roll, sending the Ford spinning around wildly. When they stopped, James still had enough presence of mind to glance at Minerva hanging upside down in her harness, his hand reaching out for her before the door was wrenched open and she was extracted. 'You screwed up, boy-'
Arthur leaned against the wall of their training area in the Three Sisters mountains. The slender male, dressed in a green muscle shirt and black BDU pants, bloused around a pair of green and black leather jungle boots, his toned forearms crossed over his slight chest while his hazel eyes looked at the teen. “I found the ones that killed my parents, didn't I?” James snarled, glaring at the male.
“Yeah, you got them good, kid, but did you ever think that maybe – perhaps – there was more going on behind the scenes?” he asked solemnly. “I've been trying to find out if there were any others that had it out for your parents, but now they know someone is hunting them-”
“- But, I got the ones that killed-”
“- and your overemotional lust for vengeance probably just killed us all!” Arthur placed his hand over his weathered face, with his slightly curled black hair filtering through his fingertips. “You've just made our jobs a thousand times harder.” That singular thought caused Arthur's arms to drop. Walking over to where his left side was pointed at the cabin that had been their home for the past three years, he set his feet shoulder-width apart and pointed to the front door. “Grab your shit!”
“What? Is this another survival training exercise?”
“Nope.” the taller male shook his head. “Your training is over – and you failed. Now grab your shit, and leave.”
James blinked, his mouth dropping open in shock. “Y-You can't mean that!”
Arthur glared at the young teen. “You bet your pubescent ass I mean it, James! I will not train a Hunter that goes off alone, endangering us all! Is that understood?!” He saw tears in his nephew's eyes, watching them slide down his cheeks.
“I-I only – wanted – t-to-”
“What did you want?! Vengeance?! Justice?!” Arthur yelled, glaring at the teenage boy. “What was so FUCKING important it was worth you nearly killing yourself?!”
The teenage boy's head dropped as tears fell from his eyes, his voice hoarse as he admitted, “I – wanted you – to be – proud of me-” When he didn't hear anything more from his uncle, James set out to lift his head, only to see his uncle with tears sliding down his face.
“God – damn it, James. I am proud of you – every day, I set a goal for you, and you crush that goal.” He set his hand on the teen's shoulder, “You don't have to go seeking fights to make me proud of you because I have been and always will be proud of you.” Pulling him into a paternal embrace, he sighed. “I'm sorry I never made sure you knew every day that you're like the son I've always wanted – someone to carry on our hunting legacy.”
Flames licked at his body, cauterizing his bullet wounds enough to close them off. The next flash of memory happened when he was in his mid-teens as James and Arthur were casing a house in Northeast Portland, a group of five sitting either on or around a front porch wrapped around to the side. “I found this place by tailing a Damned,” the older male muttered as the pair strolled past on the opposite side of the street, “officially, it's a drug house, but I found a group of werewolves living here too.”
“Do you think I'm ready to face off against such a powerful opponent, Uncle?” James asked seconds before they turned a corner and headed in a different direction.
“Our ancestors are known as Shadow Hunters, Warriors of God, and demon hunters of the highest order, but always with one foot in the world of monsters.” Arthur commented with a knowing smile, “You, however, are unique among all the others because you can become so much more – now wake the fuck up, and go save the Well-spring-”
James opened his eyes, hanging upside down with the fire licking at his hair and traveling up his coat. Reaching between his seat and the center console, he pulled out a K-Bar knife, slicing through the strap across his lap, and curled up to land on his back. Kicking the driver's side door's window, he felt it shatter after the third impact, only to curl his body into the oversized coat. While the explosion was being carefully watched, James was being slid across the asphalt like a hockey puck.
“Ugh – that hurt-” James grumbled as he unrolled himself, smothering the flames before he picked himself up. Looking at the destroyed husk of his vehicle, he sighed out a sad “My car-” as the flames reached for the sky. It wasn't long before he saw where he was and started jogging for the nearest bus stop, wisps of smoke still roiling off his coat. He took stock of what he had and slid the knife into the spare sheath sown into his jacket. 'I have both .45s, three clips for each, the K-Bar and Gladius, so I should be good.' With that thought, he approached the next major thoroughfare.
Seven minutes later, he was on the green FX2 heading for Downtown Portland after catching it in front of the Burgerville at 162nd and Division. A little girl blinked at him when he walked past, turning around in her seat to watch him as he stood, holding onto one of the straps.
“<Don't stare, honey.>” her mother commented in Spanish.
James gave the girl a wan smile. “<Never start smoking; it's way too difficult to stop.>” he commented in Spanish, causing the little girl's eyes to widen before she turned around and sat down again.
“After that, it was a simple bus ride to Omsi and Water and about a seven-minute wait to get on the trolley going up Grand. I stayed on that until I saw the vans outside. I hopped off when the trolley reached Stark; walking down, I managed to surprise the two in the doorway – took their weapons, and made my way up behind the rest of the strike team.”
“Nicely done,” Charles commented, leading to a fist bump.
“Either way, it's good that you're alive,” Fatima remarked. “Now we need to figure out Damien's plans.”
“You do that,” James commented, “in the meantime, I plan on getting Minerva back.”

The Arrival
“I can't believe any of this-” Minerva shook her head as she sat in the van.
“Whether you believe it or not, it's still true,” Adrian gave a non-committal shrug, “and unfortunately, the man you claimed as your protector – he was the worst terrorist and mass murderer of our world.”
“Don't talk like that about James! He saved my life!” She watched as Adrian glanced at Laura.
“Unfortunately, cute stuff,” the driver remarked, turning the wheel. It doesn't matter what his name was; he's ashes now.”
The teen glared at Laura. “I don't believe you.”
“Whether you believe it or not, it's still true,” Laura said, mirroring Adrian from earlier, “I know you were out of it, but I saw the car blow up. There's no possible way for him to survive all of that.”
“James?” Minerva's eyes watered, prompting her to place her hands over her eyes, causing her to miss the van turning a corner, only to drive down a ramp into an underground parking garage. The moment the light outside disappeared. However, she lifted her head, turning it left and right. “Where are we?!”
“We've arrived,” Laura remarked smugly as the entrance gate slammed shut. A collection of electronic locks slid into place as the van continued until it slid into a parking space between two columns, about ten feet from a small bank of elevators.
“I swear you will come to no harm here,” Adrian said as Laura turned off the vehicle. “We only ask that you permit us to do a blood test. Afterward, we will reunite you with your mother, and if you want, we can take you both home.”
Looking from Adrian to the others made Minerva blink. “Wait, you're asking for a blood test instead of forcing me?”
Laura turned around in her seat. “Listen, child! We're not here to hurt you! I would hope you had finally learned that with all that Adrian has said-”
“Your body is yours to do with as you please, so if you tell us “No,” we won't force you.” Adrian interrupted, seeing the woman getting more than a little frustrated with Minerva.
“I-” Closing her eyes gave Minerva time to think seriously about everything from the past few days. “Okay, do the test.”
One of the other men opened the side door, and Adrian smiled, “Thank you.” He then stepped out with the other man and held his hand out for Minerva. Placing her hand in his, she slid out of the seat and followed while Laura exited the driver's door.
The final man left the van, closing the sliding door behind him, but held back with Laura and the other male while Adrian set his and Minerva's course to the bank of elevators. “You two take the other one. Go straight to the top floor, and inform Ghost that we've arrived-” the teen barely heard the older woman say before the echo distorted what she said.
The first elevator opened in front of Minerva and Adrian. A seven-foot cube, the same as elevators worldwide, opened itself for the teen, permitting them to enter. Laura followed the pair into the car, depressing a button labeled 23. The door closed about twelve seconds later before the car started to ascend. The teen had never seen so many floors on a single panel, indicating they must be in a much taller building downtown. “If you don't mind my asking, where are we?”
“We're in the Wells Fargo Center.” Adrian gave Minerva a small smile. “It closed down a year ago, so our boss, who was renting a few floors, quietly purchased the entire building from the original owners, Starwood Capital Group, for three billion dollars. Ever since, we've been renovating the interior of several floors for personal and professional use.”
Minerva shook her head. “Wow!” she blinked at Adrian, “but why make the sale quiet?”
“Starwood wanted people to believe they had a controlling interest in the building so they would continue to obtain the rent for the various spaces. In the agreement, we don't pay them anything for our spaces. They didn't realize that aside from a few businesses, we took over most of the floors.”
The door to the elevator opened on the 20th floor to reveal a medical office. Minerva blinked at men and women in lab coats as she was escorted to a seat. A woman in a lab coat walked up to Laura. “Is she here to get a blood draw?”
“Yes, try to make it as painless as possible.”
“Easily done.” Minerva watched as she set everything up and inserted the needle into the crook of her arm. She registered no pain even as the nurse transferred four separate vials. A minute later, the nurse set gauze and pulled the needle away. “Done.”
Looking at the woman in shock, Minerva blinked. “That didn't hurt at all.”
“Sweetie, I've done so many of these I could draw blood from any part of your body, and you might never know it until after it happened.”
Laura smiled at the nurse, nodding before turning back to the elevator. “Now, up to the penthouse?”
Adrian nodded. “Come on, let's go see your mother.”
Ghost leaned against the wall in the bedroom while a maid cleaned up the bed, and Shayla showered in the bathroom, the door remaining open. “If you think you're being clever, I regret to inform you that you are sadly mistaken.”
“I tried telling your people I had to go to the bathroom, but none of you would listen.”
“Maybe if you hadn't attacked my men the last four times you said the same thing, I might've been more open to believe you.” She shook her head. “Just be thankful that one of my team members went back to your home to pick up some clothes for you, or you'd be greeting your daughter sans attire.”
Shayla poked her head out of the shower. “I don't feel very comfortable knowing that some stranger sifted through my drawers to get me a pair of panties and a bra.”
“It was a female, and you've already met her.” A slow turn of her head gave Ghost a good look at Shayla's backside through the frosted glass of the shower. “You and your daughter are too precious for this world; I hope you know that.” Returning to watch the activity in the bedroom at large, she watched the maid cinch down the new sheet onto the new mattress, changing out the other bedclothes.
Upon hearing the elevator's ding, Ghost turned to look at the teenager being escorted by Laura and Adrian when the door opened. At the same time, two other things happened: the maid had finished her job and was heading for the door while the shower in the bedroom stopped.
Ghost pushed herself off the wall and walked over to the trio as the maid exited the massive room. “You must be Minerva Frost,” she extended a hand. It's a pleasure to finally meet you.”
Minerva's jaw dropped at the woman in front of her. “I—um h-hi. Wh-Who are you?” she asked, taking her hand.
“Sorry to say, but my true name was forgotten long ago, but you may call me Ghost.”
“Um – o-okay.” Minerva looked around the room. “I was told that I would be meeting my mother-”
“Oh god, Minerva!” Shayla practically dropped everything to rush out of the bathroom and embrace her daughter.
“Mom!” Minerva managed to get out before the pair hugged each other. “I'm so glad to see that you're alright.”
Shayla shook her head. “Me?! I was so scared for you, and with everything they've been telling me-” She let that drop for now.
“I might recommend you finish getting dressed, Mrs. Frost, while in mixed company?” Ghost suggested, only for her to see the young man in the room trying his hardest not to look at the older woman in nothing more than a bra and pair of panties.
Going back into the bedroom, Shayla pulled Minerva along with her. Pulling a lavender shirt over her sizable bosom, she buttoned it up, asking, “Are you alright? Did they hurt you?”
Watching as her mother got dressed in a blouse and long black skirt that stopped around her ankles, Minerva felt hot tears trickle out of her eyes and slide down her cheeks, having believed Shayla to be dead. “Mom, it's alright. I'm okay,” her voice cracked when she spoke again, although it was clear enough for her mom to hear, “but I think James is dead.”
At that, Shayla went over and sat down with her daughter on the bed, holding her hands. “Was the car crash I saw on 162nd-?”
“I think he was shot.” Minerva nodded. “James just sort of slumped forward – then the car rolled, a-and-”
Shayla clutched her daughter. “I'm so sorry, honey.”
Ghost watched the pair through the doorway before a slight movement out of the corner of her eye directed her attention. Standing by the massive windows, she saw the dark form of Damien, all 6'6” of sculpted ebony perfection, attired in a red button-up shirt, open halfway down his torso, with a beige Armani double-breasted silk suit and polished black patent-leather derby shoes. A few seconds later, he motioned for her to send the pair forth.
“If you're both done,” Ghost remarked, “our host wishes to meet you before we return you to your home.” Looking at Laura and Adrian, she casually dismissed them with a wave. They bowed to the platinum-blond woman before turning around and making for the elevator.
With their arms wrapped around each other's waists, both mother and daughter stood from the bed and made their way into the main living area of the penthouse apartment. Initially, Minerva didn't get to see much, but Shayla had while she was struggling on her way to her room. Even so, it still caused the two women to marvel at how much space the main room had. “We could fit our house in this one room alone-” the teen muttered.
“Please forgive my rudeness and any harsh treatment you may have received from my subordinates. I am Damien.”

The Tower
It didn't take long for James to start the van, maybe minutes before he pulled away from the curb, only to turn on Stark once more until he was going South on Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd. Once at SE Mill, he was able to turn back onto Grand to cross the Hawthorne Bridge and make the proper turns from Main Street onto 5th, following the GPS to the appropriate building.
The forty-story Wells Fargo Center started construction in 1969. At five hundred forty-six feet, it became the tallest building in Oregon upon opening in 1972. Charles Luckman, most remembered for designing Madison Square Garden, also designed “The Tower,” as it's also known, along with a five-story adjacent building with a skyway connection and three levels of parking underground.
James, however, didn't care about any of that. Instead, he was searching for the entrance to the underground parking garage and found it on SW Jefferson. Turning to go down the ramp, he saw the gate was down, only to hear a beep from the sun visor above the steering wheel. Looking up, he noted a small device with a button and a green light. Reaching up, he pressed the button, causing the metal gate that covered the parking garage entrance to rise. Going inside, he parked next to another van in front of a bank of elevators.
Getting out, he pulled one of the rifles he had taken from Ghost's strike team and slunk around the van. On his approach to the bank of elevators, one opened to reveal the same two that had destroyed his car. “Can you believe Ghost wants us to guard an empty parking garage?” one asked, not seeing him.
“I know what you mean,” the second man shook his head as they walked out toward the parking garage's entrance. We sent eighteen of our best people with top-quality weapons, so it's not like any of them could've survived.”
“You'd think that, wouldn't you?” James remarked as he stepped out from behind the van. The two men turned to look at him with shock on their faces as he pulled his K-Bar and threw it at the man on the left. The man froze, K-Bar buried in his throat, as James rushed forward, pulling his Gladius and stabbing the second one.
Standing over the pair, he watched as they started to shift, so he stepped up to them, leveled his dual 45s to their heads, and pulled the triggers twice. Removing their pistols, he searched them for extra ammo and any cards/keys for the building.
Taking one of the shoulder holsters, he affixed the second holster to the shoulder strap and slid both Taurus G3s inside. The extra clips he dropped into his cargo pocket on his left leg. Looking at the card key, he walked up to the elevator and pressed the up button. 'I'm coming, Minerva.'
James pulled out his cell phone and dialed Fatima's. When it picked up, he spoke softly, “I'm in the elevator.”
“Good. Most likely, she'll be in the penthouse, but if I were Damien, I would've had her blood drawn and tested.” Fatima's voice paused for several seconds. “Most likely, it will be one of the middle floors.”
Nodding, he pressed the button for the 19th floor and rode the elevator up. When the doors opened, and he saw what equated to law offices and doors for other businesses, he stepped back inside the car, taking it up to the next floor. The doors opened this time, and he entered what looked like a small hospital. “Jackpot.”
A woman in a nurse's outfit approached him. “I'm sorry, sir, but you can't be here.”
Looking at her, he shook his head. “Ghost sent me to gather the information on Minerva's blood tests.” She blinked, looking at him, before shaking her head.
“We have just started testing it; she can't want results so soon!” the nurse balked, glaring at him.
“I only know what she told me to do.”
Another nurse stood up, narrowing her eyes at him. “I don't think so,” she then reached down for the phone on the desk and picked it up. James moved quickly and sent gunfire straight into her body.
Several women screamed as he shot the woman behind the desk, her body staggering back as bloody holes erupted out of her head, chest, and abdomen. Four of the women ran while he saw two men running toward him, already reaching for their weapons. James took off running, his rifle spitting fire as he ducked down.
One of the men dropped into a slide, his weapon firing at James as the second man tried to leap behind a desk. The latter felt the bullets pass through his leg and hip, the blood staining the antiseptically clean floor red. A second later, a nurse ran for a large red button on the desk, but he pulled a pistol from his right shoulder holster and sent a trio of bullets into her chest and forehead. She stopped at the first two and fell back on the third, all while James sent a withering volley of rifle fire straight into one of the guards.
The first attempted to get up but was taken down instantly during a leap behind a desk, while the second barely managed to get a hold of himself before James stepped up and fired the last of the magazine into his body. Dropping the spent magazine to the ground with a clatter, he slapped the next one into the well and sent the bolt forward.
Strolling over to a small, huddled group of nurses, James stopped before them. “Answer my question; you go free. Lie to me, and” he let his gaze turn to the dead nurse at his feet, “I'll only ask once.” He watched as they nodded. “Where. Is. The. Blood?”
The nurse who had initially challenged him pointed to a room in the back where he saw medical equipment. Giving a nod, he turned around and walked away, stopping after three steps. “Leave!” It was the only thing he said before disappearing into the room. The nurses bolted for the elevator, slapping the button to enter and make their way to the ground floor.
James found a couple of vials in a small tray, two in a centrifuge and a separator. Pulling out one of his pistol magazines, he looked at the vials, then the bullets. It took only a few minutes for him to finish his preparations before he shot every medical device in the room and smashed every vial of blood, whether it belonged to Minerva or not. By the time he was done, the elevator had disgorged four armed men.
He didn’t hesitate. Pulling the trigger on his ARX-160, the bullets cut through a partition and impacted one in the chest. Ducking behind a pillar, he saw chunks of cement fly past as the trio of security guards reenacted the scene from The Matrix. Crossing his arm over his torso, James then pulled the trigger and felt it jump in his hand, the bullets impacting a partition wall and going through to one of the security guards.
Dropping down so that they couldn't see him, he leaped to the side and went into a roll but unfurled himself on one knee, his finger already pulling the trigger on the rifle aimed at the last two men. Hitting their chests, he watched as they staggered but stood firm. That's when the other two rose from behind the partitions and took aim at him. “SHIT!” he leaped back into the room with the destroyed equipment, the glass spider-webbing out from the bullet impacts.
Letting the rifle drop, he pulled out the two Taurus pistols he took from the guards down in the garage. Once he heard the two magazines click dry, he rushed out and ducked under the withering volley of bullets, the two pistols jumping in his hands, only for the two guards to stagger back with the backs of their heads exploding. Dropping into a slide, he kicked off of a column and rolled onto his back, the pistols firing again, hitting the guards in the legs. When they fell, he stood up and walked over, finishing them off.
“Blood samples destroyed, and now I'm off to get Minerva,” he remarked into his phone.
“Just be careful. We don't know what horrific torture they may be subjecting Minerva to right now.” Fatima scowled from his phone screen, only for James to nod and turn off the call.
* * * * * * * * *
Damien motioned for Minerva and Shayla to sit on a couch across from a chair he stood beside. “I'm sorry for being such a bad host. I have not had much opportunity to do so for the longest time, and my manners are sorely lacking. If you are thirsty, we have coffee, tea, juice, soda, milk, and water.”
“We just want to get back home,” Shayla stated with a hint of disapproval.
“Of course, my apologies again.” He motioned with a hand toward the elevators. I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am that my staff has had such a negative effect on your lives. I hope you may find it within you to forgive our trespasses.”
“Why were you after me to begin with?” Minerva crossed her arms under her breasts, her eyes looking into his, but aside from noting their color, she saw no difference.
Looking at her, he shook his head. “I was sure that one of my staff mentioned to you-”
“Adrian told me a story but ignored my question, and now I want to know the truth.” Shayla looked at her daughter, noting the angry tone of voice.
“I assure you, it's no-” Damien started to say.
“You have brought the destruction of our world into my home.” Minerva imitated Queen Meridian's voice. “She is the Well-Spring of God.” She cocked her head to the side, narrowing her eyes at the man. “Care to try again?”
Damien slightly glared at Ghost, who moved faster than the human eye could see. Wrapping up Minerva's arms behind her back, the platinum blonde woman's other arm went around her neck. Shayla started to move but stopped when Ghost snarled out, “Do it, and I'll snap her fucking neck!”
“I wish you had never heard that.” Damien sighed, a shake of his head showing his disapproval. “Everything would have been so much easier that way.” His eyes suddenly grew ice blue as he looked at the two women.
“Let us g-ahk!” Minerva choked out.
“Be quiet, or I'll have your mother for my next snack,” Damien growled at Minerva. “Okay, fine, if you really must know. I plan on using your blood in an aerosol bomb to destroy the vampire council.”
“How?” Shayla asked.
“Simple. The council will meet soon in Paris to discuss-”
“You're going to kill all the vampires in the council?!”
Damien shook his head. “Oh, not just them, but also every vampire in Paris.”
“What? Why?” Minerva managed to ask.
The chuckle reaching their ears caused the blood in Shayla and Minerva to run cold. “It's simple, you ignorant girl. The highest concentration of powerful vampires is in Europe. In the United States, we are effectively 'uncultured swine' in comparison.” His voice became a growl. “It's about power and control. They have it, I want it, and I'm willing to slaughter thousands to get them.”
Minerva shook her head. “What about the innocent people? The ones that will be caught in your crossfire?”
“Oh, I thought you knew,” Damien smirked. “Your blood does not affect humans. They would see it as a red mist, while the vampires would start to dissolve from the inside out until they were nothing more than dust.”
“Th-That's barbaric!” Shayla remarked, aghast at Damien's plan. “As much as I might not like vampires, that still seems cruel in ways beyond simply wanting control and power!”
“It almost sounds like a personal vendetta!” Minerva added to her mother's statement.
“You don't get it! I'm the most powerful vampire here, and the council treats me like a petulant child!” Holding up his hand, he shook his head. “No matter what, I will destroy the council and anyone who dares to get in my way. It's as simple as that-” The moment he went to snap his fingers, the entire room watched as the appendage exploded with a loud POP!
Grabbing his wrist, the vampire roared in pain as his blood splattered all over the coffee table and floor. Everyone turned to see James standing beside a door marked STAIRS with a pistol. “Damien, you talk too much!”

The Final Battle
“JAMES!” Minerva called out, only for Ghost to yank her back, placing the girl in the line of fire.
“Go ahead! Shoot!” Ghost growled. “I would love to see this pretty little bitch's blood all over me, knowing that you're the one that put it there!”
She caught a movement out of the corner of her eye, only to toss the blond into Shayla's path. James had the only opportunity to draw a bead on Ghost when they collided. His second shot rang out, hitting the platinum blonde in the Deltoid. Letting out a pained scream, she backed up while Minerva and her mother went down in a heap.
A smirk quirked up the side of James' lip. “Okay.” He was about to fire twice more at Damien and Ghost, but Ghost leaped back so that his bullet went wide, cracking the huge window, while the second bullet impacted the glass beside the vampire's head as he moved faster than they could see.
“Kill him!” Damien ordered. Picking up the chair next to him, he launched it at James while Ghost went on the attack, her movements too quick for him to track as he leaped out of the chair's path, shooting at the vampire and her.
When the impromptu missile impacted the wall past where James had been standing, the slides on his borrowed Taurus pistols locked in the back position. Only then did Ghost practically appear in front of him, her fists going to his abdomen and chest in a series of punches that sent him flying back into the kitchen area. “Enjoy dying by internal hemorrhaging, asshole!” she scoffed, only to glance at the seating area with a smirk.
Minerva and Shayla managed to disentangle their limbs from each other when Damien all but appeared over the top of them. He proceeded to bend over, grabbing the mother by the back of the neck and her daughter by the throat, and hoisted the pair up so they were at eye level with him. “I might need you, young one, but I don't need your mother. Either you will do what I say, or I will snap her neck!” To emphasize his point, he started to squeeze.
Shayla choked out, practically paralyzed from how Damien was holding her while Minerva reached up to grab his hand, her legs bicycling underneath her. “No!” she gagged. Mother and daughter's eyes locked briefly, knowing there was no way out of this situation.
A gunshot rang out, the bullet penetrating behind Damien's ear, sending him staggering forward. Ghost turned to see James holding his .45 and aiming at the vampire. He let out two more shots, this one into the man's temple and his neck. “Let's see how Minerva's blood reacts to vampires-” Shayla and Minerva dropped as he reached up; his hands were barely near his head when they burst into blue and purple fire. Within seconds, they watched as he turned into ashes, falling to the floor.
Initially shocked into inaction, the moment James started to turn his pistol on Ghost, she rushed forward, slapping his weapon away. Reaching over the counter, she gripped his coat and shirt. “I will kill you!” she yelled into his face before spinning around and launching him into the sitting area.
Turning and twisting in mid-air, James landed on his hands and feet, slightly past both Minerva and Shayla, the latter now getting to see him for the first time. Lifting his eyes to glare at the woman stalking forward, he snarled, “You'll die trying-” as his green eyes flashed with an inner fire.
All three women watched James' pupils slit; Ghost stood in shock while Shayla and Minerva lay in front of him, mouths agape, as he dropped his coat, his body growing in size, passing seven, then eight feet in height. Tearing his shirt off, he pulled it away from his thickening neck and arms. Pure white fur with black stripes erupted from his torso, arms, and legs as a five-foot-long tail tore out his lower back.
Ghost's eyes widened in horror at the sight of the were-tiger on all fours with a roar that shattered the cracked windows and had both women in front of him curling up with hands over their ears. The initial shock was enough to give the were-tiger a first strike against his opponent; although she tried to move when he lunged at her, he still struck her, sending her flying into the kitchen to impact the refrigerator hard enough to bend it double.
Shayla scrambled over to where she saw James' pistol fly and barely managed to pick up the weapon when she heard laughter coming from the kitchen. Looking up, she saw Ghost stand up from behind the counter, wiping a bit of blood from her psychotic smiling lips. “Okay – I can work with this-” Leaping onto the back of the couch, the massive were-tiger lunged at Ghost, causing the couch to fall back with a wham when it hit the floor. Five seconds later, the monstrous creature flew back, crashing through the couch and breaking it in half. Minerva barely managed to avoid getting hit.
Looking around the edge of the couch gave Minerva a good view of Ghost tearing open her blouse to reveal silver and white fur flowing out from her navel. The older woman dropped her shirt on the counter before she unzipped her skirt and wiggled her hips to slip it off. She then leaped onto the counter, her body growing as a pair of ears popped out the top of her head while her muzzle grew out, and a tail started to wag behind her back.
Once fully transformed, Ghost leaned back, letting out a howl reverberating throughout the penthouse apartment. A few seconds later, the two monsters crouched, glaring at each other, before lunging at each other. With both Shayla and Minerva as witnesses, the final battle between the two monsters began. Minerva felt Shayla grab her under the arm. “Come on!” she exclaimed, pulling her away from the roiling mass of violence until they were secured in the kitchen area. Thankfully, the younger one pulled James' coat along with her, dropping the garment behind the counter while her mother checked the ammo in the magazines.
“We have to help-” Minerva remarked as she looked over the counter to see the were-tiger being thrown bodily across the room to smash through a door. Ghost then sprinted toward the room with deadly intentions.
“No, what we have to do is get out of here!” Shayla said as the ding of the elevator arriving echoed.
“Ghost! The lab's been destroyed-!” Laura announced the moment the doors opened, only to see the werewolf in question go flying across the room from the broken doorway. Reaching up, she tapped the earpiece. “Adrian! Ghost's fighting in the penthouse against a” she watched as the were-tiger lunged out of the room, a light glinting off his fingertips, “SILVERCLAW!!”
Shayla watched as she pulled up an ARX-160 and turned the selector to AUTO. Aiming, Laura huffed and growled as both monsters moved around too much to get a bead on the tiger. A sound to her side caused her to slightly turn her head, only to hear, “This is for invading my house, bitch!” the gunshot sent a bullet into her head before the matron of the Frost family aimed twice more and shot the woman from point-blank in the body.
Within a few seconds, the blood in the bullets started a fire in the woman's body, but when Shayla turned to look at the pair of monsters fighting, she saw that Ghost was on top, savaging the male with her claws while one of his arms was holding her up. Seeing it from the back, she brought the pistol around and leveled it, aiming before she pulled the trigger once, twice, three times, only to watch as the werewolf's back and head burst into flames. The were-tiger pulled his arm out, ripping her heart from under her ribcage before he kicked her out the window. Ghost was still conscious when she hit the sky-way, smashing through the roof from sheer velocity.
Minerva ran over to James as his form started to diminish, his body reverting to its human form. It took several seconds for the young woman to look him over before her mother helped to place the coat over his lower body, and a small smile graced his lips. “I told you,” He grimaced, “I would protect you.”
Smiling at him, she nodded with a sniffle, “You did, James. I-” she then set her left hand on his chest, “I just wish there was a way I could save you.”
“You already have.” James smiled at her as he reached up, lightly caressing her cheek. “Go to Fatima. She'll protect both of you now.” They watched as he clenched his teeth, his still ruined body going into the last of the change. “Th-This-” he coughed up a bit of blood, angling his face away from the pair, “I didn't know – it would hurt – this bad – to die-”
Tears dropped from Minerva's face as she looked down at his ruined stomach and chest, her mother shaking her head, unsure if there was anything they could do to help. “Honey, we should go-” Shayla started to say, only for her daughter to nod while James' eyes closed, his last breath a ragged sigh punctuating his life.
“Go, Mom. I'm going to stay.” She looked out the now-destroyed window. Nobody will be after you anymore.”
“Honey-” Shayla started to protest.
If she thought her daughter was listening, the older woman was sadly mistaken. “All this time, I've been useless,” she stood from her crouched position, “Kelly's dead because I was too scared to do anything more than scream. I couldn't stop Anthony from trying to enter our home. You nearly died because of me, and now James-” A step closer to the window had her looking out over the city, the cold wind whipping her hair around her head while a white glow flashed behind her. “This is all I'm good for.”
“You're wrong!” Minerva's eyes opened wide as the voice interrupted her self-destructive diatribe, causing her to turn around to see Shayla take a step back while James sat up, his abdomen and chest healed fully. “Little lady, you have so much more to give.”
Leaping at the man, she wrapped her arms around James, hugging him as she cried out, “How-?!” He wrapped Minerva up in a hug as well, holding her against him.
“It must've been your tears—” Shayla suggested. She held out her wrist, “Here, try it on me.” Minerva did so, letting a couple drop onto her mother's wrist. A few seconds later, she felt an itch deep in her wrist as the bones knit, and a flash surrounded the appendage. “When you cried over him, it must've been enough to heal James without truly harming him.”
“Either way, I'm grateful,” James commented, receiving a hug from Minerva.
“Now, what do we do?” Shayla asked.
“First,” James looked down at his nude body, “I need some new clothes.” At that, Minerva stood up with her mother, helping to separate the pair. “I mean, I enjoy the bare-ass look, but if I were to try leaving like this – I'm going to get arrested.”
Minerva blushed at his comment but said, “I'm pretty sure Damien won't mind you borrowing some clothes.” She smiled and looked at the ashes on the floor that was once their host. “Right?”
The ashes did not respond.
“I'll take that as a yes,” James remarked as he stood up, his coat barely covering his man-bits before entering the other room. Minutes later, he emerged from the room wearing a blue silk shirt, black Armani pants, and a pair of black plain-toe derby shoes, his coat once more on his shoulders. “Okay, now let's get out of this den of deceit.”
Adrian stood with a collection of a dozen men, aiming their weapons at the elevator as it descended from the 40th floor. He reached out to press the up button, knowing it would prompt the car to stop on his floor. Stepping back, he looked around at the men. “The moment those doors open up, start firing. We can't let anyone survive.” He had called Ghost and Laura in the past few minutes but received no answer.
Seconds ticked by until they heard the tell-tale ding of the car's arrival. As instructed, the gunmen started firing the moment the doors began to open, leading to them filling the steel car with bullet holes. “Cease fire!” Adrian ordered, but it took a few seconds for the command to be followed. The young man stepped inside to look around, only to see it was empty. “We're more than twenty floors above ground level; where could they-?” he glanced to the side. “Stairs!”
Leaping out of the car, he went with the rest of the group to the stairs to search them. None of the security detail stayed behind to watch the car continue on its way to ground level. James crouched atop the elevator car with Minerva and Shayla next to him. Once he knew the car was empty, the emergency hatch opened, and he proceeded to help the two women drop inside before going inside himself.
When the doors opened again, it took James a few seconds to make sure no guards were waiting in the lobby before he beckoned Shayla and Minerva to follow. Upon seeing a light around the corner, the trio walked past, with the male giving the night watch a wave as he talked to the older woman. “This really is a beautiful building, but I'm not sure it's what we are looking for as a business starter. Maybe something smaller?”
“Excuse me-” the guard at the front desk called out.
“I do have-” Shayla turned to look at the man, “Yes?”
“When did you three get in? The last group I have looking at office spaces signed out hours ago!” the older man asked, his ledger already open to that day's activities.
“Oh! I'm sorry; Damien said he would call to let you know we were on our way out.” The man blinked, looking at the woman. “He invited us to check out a few floors and have dinner, but I guess he got busy in his meeting with Ghost.” Watching as he swallowed, she offered a broad smile. “Don't worry, we'll call back and tell him how diligent you are at your job.”
“I – um – thank you.” He squeaked out, clearly not used to being praised for his work.
Shayla nodded. “You're welcome. Now, if you will excuse us,” she continued as if she had not been interrupted. Walking over to James and Minerva, she continued as if she had not been interrupted. I do have several other properties we can check out, although if you want to expand—” her voice was cut off as the trio exited the front doors.
After that, it was a simple task to cross 5th and Jefferson to get on the MAX Orange line and, from there, hop on the B Loop trolley back to Grand and Stark Street. By the time the trio arrived at her office, the police had already been there and left with the dead and vans.

Epilogue
Downtown Portland, Oregon
January 21st
Fatima was adding the finishing touches on a check going to Portland General Electric, inking her delicate signature across the bottom of the paper. Reaching for the intercom, a light flashed on her cordless phone, prompting her to check the Caller ID.
Restricted.
Seconds later, the phone receiver started to ring, prompting the small vampire to pick up on the second. Leaning back, she kept her voice cordial as she answered the phone. “Hello, and thank you for calling the offices of Fatima Khalid. How may I help you?” A moment later, her blood felt like ice as she heard-
“Hello, dear Fatima.” a soft, silky, smooth voice filtered through the receiver and into her ear. “I apologize for contacting you like this, but we have been unable to contact Damien for several weeks. You wouldn't happen to know where he is by chance?” For a brief moment, fear clutched at her heart, making her take a breath.
“I must be the bearer of bad news, Council Leader Opal,” she couldn't help but use the woman's full title as a sign of respect, “but he died a few days after Christmas.”
“Did he?”
Fatima turned around in her chair, looking at the night sky, knowing that dawn had approached. “Unfortunately, yes.” She then crossed her left leg over her right. “I regret to inform you that Damien was set to disrupt the council's gathering with a bomb.” Hearing only silence, she continued. “He found a way to create a gas that would destroy vampires and intended to use it on Paris during your meeting.” She let that sink in before adding. “No vampire in the city would've survived.”
“You stopped this?” Opal asked.
“Some of my people did, yes, but only after he sent a dozen and a half men to try to kill me and my attendants.” Fatima let out a sigh. “I also regret to inform you that several Black Talons died along with Damien, including their leader, Ghost.”
Opal laughed at that. “Dear Fatima, Ghost wasn't the leader of the Black Talons.”
That caused the Arabic vampire to blink. “She wasn't?”
* * * * * * * * *
“Oh, she was definitely in charge of a platoon, but not the entire regiment. Someone that weak was only good for helping out one of our followers.” Opal waved away the loss of both as if they were an annoying gnat. “We all knew about Damien's more ambitious tendencies but allowed him to use a Black Talon platoon because we knew that if he ever did try anything against the council, they were wholly loyal to us.”
Opalescent eyes gazed out the window at the Cathédrale Notre-Dame de Paris as she brought a crystal wine glass up to her crimson lips, taking a sip as the blood-tainted wine inside reflected on her tanned skin. “I'm sorry to say,” she heard, “but the Talons went along with the plan, even going so far as to help create the bomb.”
“Interesting.” Setting the glass on the table beside her chair, she stood up so that her silver hair flowed out like a curtain behind her statuesque six-foot-two-inch height. “Perhaps he pulled the few members we permitted him to have under his power,” Opal remarked softly, the soft colors of her namesake shimmering in her hair, “if so, then their deaths are of no consequence.”
“Of course, Council Leader Opal. Still, the fact Damien's plans would have exposed us to the humans means that he needed to be stopped.” Fatima's voice came from the Bluetooth speaker in her ear. “It was as much a point of self-preservation as a service.”
“True, but I still feel we owe you and your team a boon.” Opal tapped a finger to her lip with a small smile. “Oh, I know.” Her voice suddenly grew quiet. “We will allow the Nephilim to live for now, but I swear that if she does anything to one of our council members, there isn't a city on this planet that will hide any of you from us!”
She heard silence from her Bluetooth for several seconds. “Message received loud and clear, Council Leader Opal, but I want you to remember, that if any council members attack any of our group or anyone under our protection, we have a right to defend ourselves.”
Opal was about to say something to Fatima when she heard the phone hang up on the other end. Pulling the Bluetooth mic from around her pointed ear, she narrowed her eyes at the device, her lips slowly twisting into a scowl. “The gall of some of these gnati, they have no respect speaking with their betters in such a way!” Looking out at the skyline of Paris, she noted the sun glinting off of the Eiffel Tower and shimmering along the limestone of the buildings while the Seine flowed lazily through the city.
* * * * * * * * *
The paper blew out backward, the sand behind it sending out a small puff as it was impacted at high velocity. Another hole erupted out the back of the target before a third joined the first two. “Okay, now change!” James ordered, prompting Minerva to use her thumb against the eject button, her other hand pulling a clip from her belt holster and slapping it into the pistol grip. Barely a second later, she pulled the trigger again, sending the round that was in the chamber out before finishing off the last clip.
“Good.” James praised with a smile. “You've managed to stop looking at the pistol while changing out the clip.” Minerva brought up a hand and rubbed at her sweaty brow. “What was going through your mind while changing the clip?”
“I was trying to keep my mind on a potential opponent, but I was just mentally screaming at myself to go faster.” Minerva shook her head as he brought up a bottle of water. She took a drink and sighed. “I don't think I can do this, James.”
James looked at Minerva. Her golden hair was covered over by a military green do-rag that kept that mane out of her eyes. The similarly colored sleeveless shirt showed she wasn't wearing a bra underneath, while the black, loose-fitting cargo pants and military-styled jungle boots completed her attire. “I've told you before that I can't always be with you, and I want to make sure you're safe.”
Minerva nodded. “I'm not talking about that,” she set the pistol down on the table beside her, gently taking his hands in hers as she looked up into his eyes, “I'm talking about us being close to you and-”
“I know what you want from me, but-” He was about to say something more when the cabin door banged open.
“Lunch is ready!” Shayla announced.
Nodding at the remark, she sighed, “I know-”
James turned to see Minerva's mother standing at the back door watching the pair as he gave her a cordial wave. Looking over at the teen, he held a hand up, motioning at the pistol as he turned away from the makeshift pistol range. “Give your pistol a cursory cleaning, then go to lunch. We'll continue rifle practice tomorrow.”
“Okay.” Minerva gave him a small smile. She watched as he walked back toward the cabin, her eyes roaming over him.
“Enjoying yourself?” Shayla asked, her arms crossed under her bosom.
Giving a shrug, he said softly, “She needs to learn how to defend herself when we're not around.” He passed by on his way to the garage and his newest project. He still managed to hear Shayla call out to him before he was too far away.
“I just don't want you teaching her anything other than self-defense!” She watched as he waved back to her before opening the door and entering the garage.
When the door closed, James looked around for a few seconds in the dark at the various tools and parts. 'Xavier has outdone himself this time.' Walking over to a trolley with an engine in the bottom, he picked up the leather jacket and pulled on the heavy garment, zipping it before adding a pair of gloves and a face mask with a dark visor. Standing next to a metal frame held up by clamps, the young man flipped a switch that turned on the MIG welder and picked up the handle.
Light flashed from inside the garage as James got to work. Most of the frame was already done, but he needed to ensure the brackets for the big block Hemi he bought would fit the weight and size of the engine compartment. It might take a month, two, or even six before she was roadworthy, but as the male continued to weld his new vehicle, he knew it, like Minerva's training, would be worth all the work in the end.
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