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~ Chapter 6 of Witch Way Bends (Book 1 of the Bend-Bite-Shift Trilogy)~
The oblivious conference members, who had been milling about in the hallway outside the room, suddenly became aware of the commotion within and began to crowd the broken door. Gasps and screams soon followed as some of them noticed the disarrayed room as well as the bleeding man on the floor.
Kent was momentarily riveted by what had just happened and by the vision of Devan standing there like a modern-day Amazon, her legs apart and both hands in tight fists at her side. Her back was straight and her shoulders squarely back as she continued to stare toward the spot where their attacker had been just seconds before. Her curly brown hair was voluminous and wild, longer now and flowing past her shoulders and midway down her back. She cocked her eyes at him and he watched as their black pools slowly dissolved into their usual gold-brown color.
“He ain’t gonna make it,” Nicky muttered, his voice flat, unemotional, and Kent’s gaze was directed quickly to his friend on the floor. Nicky’s comment wasn’t an exaggeration. Blood had pooled on either side of Langston and his breathing was becoming shallow.
“Oh, no…” Devan whispered, and she was there on her knees almost as quickly as was Kent.
“Langston, you have to concentrate. You have to heal yourself,” Kent told his friend even as he slapped both of his hands onto the wounds and tried to staunch the blood.
Langston’s eyes opened wide and he looked up, glancing from Devan to Kent then to Nicky and back to Kent. “I cannot. I have tried, my friend, but it is not working.”
“He was different, Kent. I knew he was a vamp, but there was something unusual–he had to be Adriel, right?” Nicky spoke again, but now he had posted himself at the door to the room and was keeping an eye on the panic breaking out in the hallway.
“Adriel? He’s a vampire?”
You gotta get out of there, Devvie. You have to go.
Where the hell have you been, Roon! I could have used you five minutes ago!
Devvie, I’m not kidding here. You have got to go. They’re coming for you. They’re coming for all of you and they mean business. You’re not ready.
“We have to leave,” she whispered, her face suddenly turning pale as she cut her eyes to Kent. “We have to go now.”
Kent shook his head furiously as he watched Langston’s blood gush between his fingers. “Not without Langston.”
She placed her hand on top of his. She spoke clearly, succinctly, as if explaining something to a child, “I’d never even suggest leaving without Langston. But we have to get out of here. All of us have to leave now.”
Nicky strode to their sides. “We’ll never be able to carry him. Can you bend him to the truck or at least to the room?”
Kent shook his head. “On my best day I might get him to the elevator, but–as it is now, I’m virtually spent.”
Now, Devvie. Tell him they found Gerry. They have Gerry and they’re coming. You have to leave now.
“Time, my friend,” Langston murmured and his voice had become weak and small. “We need you to give us time. Devan will heal me.”
“Me?”
“Time?”
Devan and Kent had spoken simultaneously. Kent was quicker at recovering than she was. He immediately stood and headed toward the door, but upon hearing Devan’s voice he stopped in place, “They have Gerry, Kent. Don’t ask me how I know that but they have her and they’re coming for us.”
It was Nicky who reacted, snapping his head toward her and giving her a cold look. “How can you know that?”
“Enough,” Kent said. “Langston, I’ll try to slow things down out here. Nicky, you be ready to help Langston after he and Devan have finished. When he can walk, get him out of here and I’ll go look for Gerry.”
Nicky’s voice was hard and offered no room for disagreement. “I go for Gerry. I’ll wait until Langston’s ready, but I’m gonna go for her.”
And there begins Shifty Business
(Book 3 of the Bend-Bite-Shift Trilogy)
Part I
Chapter 1
Gerry cut a glance left then right. She extended her hand to the little strawberry blonde, who was likely ten to twelve— young to have already come into her powers. Gerry was impressed when the girl snapped her fingers into the air and contrived a silver box out of nothing. The child placed the box into Gerry’s palm and covered it with both of her tiny hands, hiding it from the others.
The box felt to be square and plain, about 4 cubic inches, too large for Gerry to hide it inside her little clutch purse. She closed her fingers around the heavy cold metal and twitched her nose to call upon her magic. She extended her shapeshifter power to the palm of her hand, camouflaging the box with her skin till it disappeared from view. When she peered down at the girl, the child smiled and nodded.
A tall, alabaster skinned man entered the room and all eyes in the room turned to him so she didn’t have time to question the child. At the moment Gerry was in disguise. She wore the image of very curvy red-head named Sylvia Newberg, the wife of a vampire here to examine possible magical child supplicants. Gerry was actually a member of the Company, a group working to stop the ongoing sale of magical children to vampires.
“There’s an imposter amongst us,” the pale, black-haired man advised, his gray gaze moving in a slow circle around the room, peering at each witch with suspicion. Gerry held steady, maintaining her persona with careful calm.
A tickle touched her temple when his eyes fell upon her, and she reached a hand up to the spot before she realized what was happening. The psychic vampire had his creepy mental feelers edging into her head. She dropped a stone wall around her mind in an instant and closed him off from her inner thoughts. Still, she could feel his power, and she was afraid she might not be able to hold him off for long.
“I’m Tylie.”
All eyes flicked down to the little strawberry-blonde. First, she peeked her head around Gerry’s body, then she stepped out of her shadow and into the open.
“She can’t be Tylie,” one of the other witches insisted.
“She’s never spoken. We don’t know who she is,” a male witch said from the opposite corner.
“Tylie?” The vampire laughed a nasty, grating sound. “The Tylie. Well, it seems my day isn’t a total loss after all.”
He reached a clawed hand toward the child, but Gerry placed her palm on the little shoulder and shoved her backward, causing the child to stumble. “She’s mine. I’m placing a bid and will match any counter.”
“If she’s indeed who she says she is, then she’s not for sale.”
Gerry pursed her lips. “Is this or is this not a child auction? If she isn’t for sale, then what the hell are we all doing here?”
A short and squatty fellow tripped over his feet to get to the forefront. The vampire and Gerry stared at each other with unflinching, steely eyes, and the little man held both hands up, one toward each of them, then faced Adriel. “But she can pay top dollar. I assure you she has the means.”
The broker, she thought. He knew “Sylvia Newberg” and Gerry imagined he probably salivated over his potential commission.
Adriel laughed and waved the man’s hand away. “You’re just a dealer. Tylie’s not for sale.”
The man shrank away, backing up with careful, soft steps. The alabaster man oozed evil, and Gerry was keen enough to realize her actions were doing little to keep her off the man’s radar. It was clear this child, and her silver box, were important.
“Release. Her.” Adriel said the words as an order. His voice was soft as a breath of air. The force lay in his eyes and the stone protections rattled and threatened to crumble inside Gerry’s mind.
Another person entered the room, diverting all the occupants’ attention. Gerry nearly forgot herself and called his name when she saw Nicky rush inside. He didn’t look directly at her, but his knife was out and he was crouched low, clearly prepared for battle. Adriel laughed again.
Gerry sucked in a deep breath to steady herself and a familiar scent assailed her nostrils. Citrus—orange and lime—and the undertone of sex. She sniffed again. Yes, sex. Her gaze darted to the female witches beside her. She examined their eyes. They seemed skittish, uncertain, but neither of them could be Dysis.
Dropping her chin close to her chest, she turned her face to the side and glanced behind her. There was a door, but no sign of anyone else. Again, she inhaled. Definitely Dysis. What the hell was she doing here?
Nicky made his way in her direction. While everyone was distracted, she stepped behind one of the witches and with a twitch of her nose and a shimmer of light she returned to her natural image. She retained only the glamour that kept the silver box hidden in her palm.
The corner of her lip curled up into a sly smile then she raised her hand, palm flat. The sound of rushing air pervaded the room as she shoved her hand forward away from her body. The three witches and the broker were flung into the far wall. Gerry took Tylie’s hand, and the girl grabbed the hand of the child behind her and so on until they all headed toward the exit like ducks in a row.
Adriel’s gray eyes shot back to her, and she stopped. Nicky jabbed at the vampire with his blade, but the pale-skinned man continued chuckling as he swatted him away with a flick of his hand. The knife was black with blood and that wasn’t a good sign. She ground her teeth together.
Nicky was dhampir, half vampire and half human. He was a natural vampire hunter and his blood was deadly to vampires. If he “cooked” his blades in his own blood, it would make the weapons as lethal to bloodsuckers as a stake to the heart. Once the tainted knives interacted with vampire blood, they turned black, which meant the effectiveness would be diminished to almost nothing.
Releasing Tylie, Gerry used her free hand to dig under her skirt for the knife she kept strapped to her thigh. Once unsheathed, she pursed her lips and whistled loudly. When Nicky’s dark eyes met hers, she tossed him the blade. He reversed the move, catching the offered weapon as he tossed her his own. She caught the used knife before she looked down at the children again.
All four of them were gone! Panicked, Gerry swung her gaze left and right to search the room. The witches and the broker were still stunned, and the children were nowhere.
“Tylie!” she cried. “Tylie, where are you?”
The vampire laughed again, and an icy hand clamped onto her arm. Her mental feelers told her it was Nicky coming up beside her. All the other occupants of the room were moving on wobbly feet toward the back door with Adriel in the lead.
“As much as I’d like to finish you two off,” the vampire quipped as he motioned the others through the doorway, “I have a witch to track. I’ll have to just take my children and go.”
“Goddamnit, Nicky!” Gerry hissed, snatching her arm from his grasp and hurrying to the door where the vampire disappeared. “They’re gone.”
And then she felt it: an intrusion into her mind. She assumed it must be Adriel again. She closed her eyes and focused on blocking the spidery legs tickling her brain. Her breathe caught in her throat as she struggled to protect herself mentally. The citrus smell permeated her senses again.
“We need to get outta here! The rest of them are probably on the road by now,” Nicky said as he tucked the knife Gerry had tossed him into his belt and scoped out the hallway. “Gerry, c’mon,” he muttered while he hit auto dial on his phone.
Nicky waited for Kent to answer, but received only a busy signal. He hit the end button and slipped the phone into his back pocket. “Gerry, I said c’mon.” He grabbed her arm and tugged her along with him. They made their way through the hotel, dodging patrons and staff until they arrived at the main entrance where they stepped out into the light of day.
They were normally very good at this sort of thing. Nicky could pick pockets and pull cons like a pro—well, technically, he was a pro, or at least he was formally. Gerry distracted any potentially threatening eyes when necessary and kept both of them from getting caught. One glance back at her confirmed his suspicions. She wasn’t on her game. Her mind was elsewhere, and she was no help to him now.
He left her standing at the door while he paced in front of the valet parking stand, hands in his jeans pockets. The attendant was a young pimple-faced fellow with frizzy blond hair. Nicky gazed periodically to Gerry who was still standing in a trance near the door. Finally, a guest pulled up to the hotel and the kid hurried to help him.
Quick as lightening Nicky slid his body to the stand, glanced at the kid’s notebook and snatched a set of keys from the rack. Slipping both hands and the keys into his pockets, he moved back into step, pacing in front of the stand a few more times, then moseyed toward Gerry. She was limp and cold when he took her arm and led her back into the hotel. With smooth, casual steps he guided her out a back entrance and then hurried toward the valet parking lot.
It took him several minutes to locate the correct car. “Aha!” he cried when the keys in his hand unlocked the door. He chose this particular car from the valet list because it was an older model and wouldn’t have GPS.
When he turned, Gerry was standing, tall and stony, against a concrete pillar. Her brown eyes were focused on nothing, though the pupils flitted back and forth as if she were following a pin ball. He approached with easy steps until he stood before her, then he waved his hand in front of her face. She gave no indication she could see him. He snapped his fingers trying to rouse her.
Her mouth opened just a bit and her tongue darted out to lick her lips, then her left hand reached out, feeling for him. He tried to take her fingers, but instead she slapped her palm onto his and something heavy settled into his hand.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” Nicky asked and hated the fear in his words.
He clasped the object she placed in his hand. It was some sort of cold metal, but he could see nothing there. He stared at his empty hand for a moment then turned his eyes back to hers.
Her voice was sluggish, sounding almost like an old record playing back on a slow speed. “I’m sorry. You’ve got to trust me, Nicky. I need you to do exactly as I tell you. Tell–Me–You–Trust–Me.”
“I’ve always trusted you, baby. Now, tell me what’s happening.”
“Hide this. Hide it where even I can’t find it. If I know,” she paused and licked her lips again, the speed at which her eyes were darting back and forth increased. “If I know, they’ll know. It must be kept safe. Promise?”
“I promise, baby.”
No sooner had the words escaped his lips than her eyes rolled back into her head, and she collapsed like a rag doll.
Chapter 2
The water was wonderful against her skin. The hot sun was blazing down on them from above, but the pool was cool and nice. She kicked and paddled just like her mum had taught her, bobbing her head just above the water with her floaties helping to keep her head and torso up. She could see Dy at the far end of the pool. She was making those goo-goo eyes at a boy. Geraneia didn’t know why her sister liked boys so much, but it seemed to the six-year-old that she was always talking to them.
The whistle sounded and all the children scrambled to get out of the pool for the mandatory break. Geraneia kicked with all her might until Dysis came along and took her hand, leading her to the steps. They might have been twins, but Dysis always felt older, more advanced.
Once on the concrete ground, they maneuvered to the place where their mum was talking to some of the other mothers. After Dy helped her slip off her floaties, each of them was rewarded with a cup of juice as they waited to get back into the water.
Geraneia found her way back to the water’s edge, peeking down at the turquoise-hued liquid with eager eyes. It always seemed to take so long for the whistle to sound again. She slurped up some of her juice, and Dysis came up alongside her. She glanced at her sister and smiled. When their eyes met, she was mesmerized by Dy’s jade-green irises, and a creepy-crawly feeling tingled along her skin. She wanted to pull her eyes away, but she couldn’t. Her mouth opened so she could call out to Mum, but no sound came out. Tears welled in her eyes.
Dysis grinned.
Little Geraneia’s legs moved without her authority. She walked backward and couldn’t stop. A hiccup of tears welled in her throat, but without sound. Mentally, she pleaded for it to stop, but she continued another step and her feet found only air. She gulped in a breath and closed her mouth before she went under the water.
Eyes opened, she watched the bubbles flutter in front of her face as her arms and legs flailed for help. Waves of her long brown hair swam in front of her. She needed air. Unable to hold her breath any longer, she took in water. It burned her lungs and her mind got fuzzy and confused.
~oOo~
It took Nicky about an hour to realize his phone was broken. There was a huge crack along the edge, and when he tried calling other numbers, he received the same strange busy tone he’d been getting all along.
He had been driving aimlessly all this time, but he couldn’t do that forever. He was cogent enough to realize he couldn’t go to their safe house. No, the location of that place was likely blown. Should he go to their alternate? He didn’t know what to do.
Fumbling through Gerry’s clutch, he found her phone and tried it. Embarrassed he hadn’t thought of it sooner, he blamed the oversight on his mind being so occupied by Gerry’s coma-like condition.
Nothing. The phone service had been disconnected.
“Fuck!” he cried, tossing the phone back into the car.
His gaze fell upon the silver box on the back seat. He didn’t know what the hell it was. The box became visible as soon as Gerry passed out, and no matter which way he turned it or what he did to it, he couldn’t open it. For all he knew, it could be solid silver—it felt as heavy as silver. For whatever reason, Gerry wanted it to be kept safe.
If I know, they’ll know, he replayed in his mind. What did she mean by that? Could someone be reading her thoughts? He couldn’t take the chance. If someone was inside her head, then he couldn’t go to their other safe locations. He had to find a place on his own. That meant one thing and one thing only.
He slumped back into the car and drove back on the highway.
It took eight hours to get to New Orleans. He thought he would feel safer as he got closer to his old stomping grounds, but the tension in his stomach ate at him. It felt like he had swallowed a bowling ball. He had grabbed a roll of antacids when he stopped for fuel near Natchitoches, and as he turned into the Quarter, he popped the last one.
There was plenty of activity in downtown New Orleans. He slowed his speed as his eyes cut in all directions, eyeing pedestrians. It was dark out, the hour approaching midnight; the night was just beginning in the French Quarter. He found an empty spot to his right and pulled in quickly.
Gerry was still immobile in the passenger seat, her head lolling to the side. He brushed her brown locks from her face then kissed her soft lips. Reaching into the back seat, he slipped on his black leather jacket. He grabbed the silver box and tried to stuff it into an inside pocket. It was too big to fit so he grabbed his knife and slit the pocket opening wider so he could stash it safely inside.
After closing and locking the vehicle doors, he stepped across a puddle and stopped on the sidewalk to eye the car. His intended destination was down the street and around the corner. Cursing under his breath, he forced himself to turn away despite the worry gnawing a hole into the pit of his stomach.
He had given up cigarettes a few years ago, but at the last pit stop he’d grabbed a pack on impulse. Sheer will kept him from lighting up; he had merely fondled the cellophane-wrapped pack throughout the drive. That willpower was frayed and dissolved now. He hurried to remove one from the package before tucking it into one of his jacket pockets.
A pretty blonde approached, sucking hard on her own cigarette, and he gave her a sexy smile as he dangled his unlit one out in front of him. She giggled and batted her eyes while she dug into her purse for a lighter. Once lit, he closed his eyes in bliss as he inhaled deeply. His mind swam in a bit of dizziness. Then he held the glowing cigarette out in front of him to peer at it like a long lost lover.
The gal inched up against him with suggestive eyes and pouty lips, eager to progress this chance encounter further. He leaned in to touch her cheek with his fingers then brushed her hair away from her ear.
“I gotta meet someone, baby. You know where The Cat’s Meow is?”
“Yeah, I know that place. That’s where I was headed!” she exclaimed with overdone enthusiasm.
“Give me a half hour. An hour, tops.”
She oozed disappointment, and he could tell she was thinking of pressing the issue. He winked at her suggestively and was rewarded with a brilliant smile. She pulled one side of her lower lip between her teeth and dragged it slowly, “’Kay, then. I’ll be looking for you in a half hour. Don’t keep me waiting.” As she squeezed by him she allowed her breasts to rub against his arm suggestively.
Nicky’s left ring finger began to itch, and he used his thumb to rub the spot on the underside of his hand. He looked back, not for the blonde, but to glance at his car. He half expected to see Gerry standing there, looking at him with an acid glare. Instead, the car was still and blanketed in darkness just as he had left it.
“Fuck,” he muttered, taking another huge drag on his cigarette as he worked his way through the crowd. A stinging began to burn that ring finger now, and he rolled his eyes in frustration. One last puff and he dropped the cigarette onto the sidewalk and kept moving.
Gerry didn’t want him to smoke. She didn’t like his flirting either. Even in that catatonic state, she could still impress her will upon him. She had warned him of that the day they were married.
Chapter 3
“I don’t do well in heels, Dy,” Gerry whined, reaching up to grasp one of the tight curls her sister had so patiently put in her normally straight brown hair. She tugged the long spiral and watched it spring back into place.
“You need to learn to be more creative with your looks, Gerry. I mean, you might not be as good looking as I am, but you should damn well be able to attract men, for Hades’ sake.
Gerry narrowed her eyes and frowned. “Why are you always saying that? Who uses that term ‘Hades sake’? I mean, where do you get this stuff?”
Dy flashed a sly smile then just shrugged as if she didn’t know. Gerry knew better. She did everything with intention. Her sister turned her around to face the long mirror, and she walked on wobbly legs to examine herself from head to toe.
She was wearing one of Dy’s dresses. It didn’t fit right on her. Gerry was curvy to the extreme. Her bust size was about three times that of her sister and she just knew her breasts were going to pop out if she took a deep breath. The stretchy material of the skirt pulled horizontally to account for her wider hips, which left less of the fabric to cover her legs. If she bent down, the back of it would ride all the way up over her rear-end.
“I look stupid,” Gerry complained. Turning to her sister with pleading eyes, she said, “This isn’t going to work.”
Dy blinked her eyes twice before her twin could stop her. When Gerry looked down, she saw that the dress was now expanded to the appropriate size. It was still a style she would never even think of wearing normally, but at least it appropriately covered all the requisite parts.
“You promised,” Gerry accused. “You promised not to use your powers.”
“Jesus!” Dy raged, “You’re acting like a damned baby. Are we going to go out or aren’t we?”
Biting her tongue against scolding her sister for her language again, Gerry just nodded her head and grabbed her purse. Happy once more, Dy looped her arm into Gerry’s and led her sis out the door.
There was a huge wishing fountain in front of the restaurant. Gerry stood and admired the splashing water and flashing coins in the bottom while she waited for Dy to catch up with her. The other sister was still checking her appearance through the reflection in the window of a truck next to where they parked.
A tickle started in the back of Gerry’s mind. She ignored it and tapped her foot impatiently a few times. Then, without her control, her body stepped forward. She couldn’t stop her legs from moving as she was forced closer and closer to the fountain. The final step tripped her forward into the pool, and she watched the force of her body’s movement scatter the pennies, nickels, and dimes all around. She placed her hands against the floor of the fountain to push herself up but couldn’t. An invisible weight pressed down on her, keeping her submerged.
She tried to scream but only managed to force all of the air from her lungs. She tried to hold on to her breath, but her lungs convulsed, insisting that she should inhale. The burning in her chest became so intense she couldn’t ignore it. Just before blackness enveloped her, she peered up through the water and saw Dy standing before her with a lipstick red smile.
~oOo~
Nicky was the one who had insisted their nuptials be kept a secret. Beautiful shapeshifting witches like her didn’t marry dhampirs. His kind were the pariah of the otherworld: hated because they were half-vampire, needed because they were the best weapons against the bloodsuckers. He didn’t need the formal vows. He was pledged to her, knew he would remain true, and would love her until the day he died, but he knew her well enough to recognize her yearning for the real deal.
So they made it official. They had a white dress, tux, flowers, a priest–the entire bit. She used her powers to convince the poor padre that they’d already been through the requisite pre-marital classes as mandated by the Catholic Church. She told him that Nicky was leaving the country to go into the service and they needed to be married so she could go with him. Somehow Gerry managed to also con an entire church full of witnesses to appear for the assembly.
They would celebrate their first anniversary in just a few weeks. At least he hoped they would as he rubbed that itchy area on his left hand. A magical wedding band. She wouldn’t let him go without a wedding ring, and he refused to wear one since their marriage was a secret, so his ever resourceful wife conjured an invisible band. It was perfect, she said, because he could never take it off without her help.
He took comfort in the burning itch now because as long as that magical ring was still on his finger, it meant Gerry must be all right.
He was relieved when he edged into the dark bar and saw Penny-Pete behind the counter. Pete could squeeze anyone and everyone for a little extra. Rumors were, even the IRS got conned to pay Penny-Pete a few extra copperheads each year. And that was all he needed—a few added cents from all the guys he ran rackets with, all the people who patronized his bar, and even the US government. Those pennies added up. Hence, the name: Penny-Pete.
Pete was busy telling some wild story to a circle of patrons, so Nicky ordered a drink from the gal in a tank top working the bar with him. She had a huge tattoo of a blazing multi-colored sun around her navel. Some of the flames of that sun peeked down her slim belly and into the waist of her skirt. He glanced at the guy next to him, who was practically drooling over her. He figured the fellow was wondering just how close those finger-like flames got to kissing her…
“Nick! You prick! Where the hell have you been all these years?” Pete exclaimed, interrupting Nicky’s wandering thoughts. He came from around the bar and approached with an enthusiastic gait.
“Hey, man,” Nicky replied, reaching out a hand to exchange a complicated handshake. “I see business is still good.”
“Ah, it’s crazy, man. You wouldn’t believe how good it really is. You want back in? I always got a place for you…” He rambled, leading Nicky toward the far corner of the bar.
“Nah, I’m sorta in a spot man. I need a place to hide out for a bit.”
“What kinda spot? The kind with the blue suits with the badges on their chests?”
Nicky grinned. “Is there any other kind?” It was easy to lie. Pete didn’t know anything about dhampirs or magic or vampires. The only kind of trouble he could relate to was the legal kind. “I just need a day or two. Is there some place you know of?”
Pulling a soiled towel from his back pocket, Pete began idly wiping off the counter, pursing his lips in thought. “There’s this place over not far from here. It ain’t much more than a room and bath, but it’s up for lease. Owner’s gone back to Alabama or some shit. No one’s gonna know if you hole up there for a while. It’s furnished, though I can’t tell ya’ how clean it is.”
“That’ll work. I don’t need much. Where is it?”
Pete grinned and Nicky noted he had lost a tooth, probably in some sort of bar squabble. “Whadya got for me, Nick? Nothin’s free, you know.”
He knew and wasn’t surprised. He didn’t have much cash and had already been through Gerry’s clutch. She was bare bones, too. The rest of their possessions were in Kent’s truck, and there was no telling where he was now.
“I don’t have any cash to spare. Barely enough to live right now.”
With slow, deliberate moves, Pete poured Nicky another drink. “I wasn’t thinking money. Well, you know me, money’s always involved, but I was thinking more along the lines of a job. I think I got something I could use you for. And you can make a little money, too. Never can have too much spare change.”
Nicky swallowed down the bourbon in one gulp despite the nausea in his stomach. He needed to get back to Gerry. Impatience was eating away at him. “One job. Only one. You wanna talk now or later?”
Pete shrugged then pulled out a piece of paper and scribbled an address. “Nah, go enjoy the night life tonight. I’ll have something for you tomorrow morning. Come by and we’ll work it all out.”
Nicky smiled cockily as he took the scrap of paper and slipped it into the back pocket of his jeans. He said goodbye and worked his way through the crowd to get out of the bar and back to his wife.
Chapter 4
The address Pete had given him was for a duplex. The door was locked, but a locked door never stopped Nicky before. He had it open in just a few minutes and carried Gerry inside. The bed looked clean, if old and lumpy. He placed her gently down on one side then pulled back the quilts and slid her over so he could pull them up atop her body.
It was warm and humid in New Orleans, but Gerry was cold–deathly cold. Fear clutched his insides. He touched her cheek, cupped her face in his hand, and leaned down to kiss her. The only movements she made were the steady rise and fall of her chest as she breathed and her eyes moving back and forth under the lids.
“Baby,” he spoke close to her ear. “Gerry, please wake up. Wake up and tell me how to help you. Please.”
She made no movement to suggest she even heard him, just that same shallow breath and shifting eyes. Nicky dropped his forehead to hers and sighed deep in worry. After a moment he sat up and removed his jacket, tossing it across the room. A heavy thud sounded when it hit the floor, and he remembered the box.
Looking at his wife and remembering her insistent words about that box, he got up and collected the jacket from the floor. He removed the silver box and placed it on the bed beside her. Then he draped the jacket across his arm and padded out of the bedroom.
It was a bare little apartment. There was a living area with a ragged love seat and a small television resting on a stool. The kitchen was all part of the same room, and there was a table with mismatched legs. He dropped the jacket onto the couch and moved toward the refrigerator, hoping for something to drink. It was empty, but he managed to find a cup in one of the cabinets and pour himself a glass of water.
Nicky drank it in a long thirsty gulp then tossed the plastic cup into the sink. He didn’t know what to do now. His eyes burned, and it occurred to him that sleep was probably the best idea. Maybe with a rested mind he could come up with some sort of plan.
He stuffed his hands into his pockets to pull out his keys and wallet. A scrap of paper fluttered to the floor, and he picked it up with a sigh. It was the note on which Pete had scrawled the address. The front side of it was a flyer for a Memphis Music Festival that must have taken place a few weeks ago. He left the paper on the little table and moved to the bedroom.
Gerry was there, still and pale as a corpse. He shook his head and refused to give in to such morbid thoughts. He sat on the edge of the bed and used his left foot to force his right boot off his foot. Then he did the same in reverse. The heavy leather boots dropped like lead weights onto the floor one after the other. He removed his shirt and jeans, leaving on his boxers. He tossed his clothes aside then got back up to turn off the lights.
After flicking the switch, he made his way back to the bed and inched in beside Gerry. He slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, molding her body against his so that he could touch as much of her as possible. Her body was like ice against him, her skin cold and clammy. Gooseflesh rose up on his arms, but he squeezed her tight to him and hoped his own body heat would help keep her warm.
“I love you, baby,” he told her, just before exhaustion overcame him and he drifted off to sleep.
~oOo~
Nicky didn’t get more than a few hours of sleep when his foot ran up against the silver box. He inched his toes out to feel for the thing and grumbled to himself because he knew he would have to do something about it. His promise to Gerry was nagging his mind.
He rubbed his hand up and down her cold arms and nuzzled her neck a moment before rolling out of the bed and pulling on his jeans. He slipped his shirt over his head as he made his way into the other room to retrieve the knife from his jacket. Digging around in the kitchen cabinets he found a small saucepan which he placed on the counter. He turned the knob on the stove and was relieved when after a few clicks a blue flame circled the burner
A fast, long slash of the knife cut a wound in his forearm and he let the blood collect in the pan until the wound closed on its own. He placed the tip of the knife into the pan and used his fingers to smear the blade top to bottom with the blood. He held the blade over the fire until the blood turned black and then disappeared altogether.
This was New Orleans, a place steeped in mysticism and vampire-lore, and the chances were Nicky would cross paths with some while he was out and about. It was easy for bloodsuckers to stay under the radar here because strange happenings could usually be blamed on excessive partying or a runaway imagination.
There was still a good amount of his blood in the bottom of the saucepan, so he went into the bedroom and found the knife Gerry had hidden under her skirt. He paused to look at her dressed in that too-tight blue sheath and lace jacket. Why the hell hadn’t he thought to get her out of those clothes earlier?
With gentle hands he slipped her arms out of the sleeves of the jacket before rolling her over so he could unzip the dress. He considered removing it altogether, but she still felt so cold that he decided she could use the extra clothing. As soon as the shops opened, he would see about getting her something more comfortable to wear. With a nervous sigh he grabbed the silver box and left the bedroom
After cooking the second knife, he stashed that one on his calf with the same strap and holster Gerry had used on her thigh. Then he slipped the other into his jacket pocket along with the silver box. He fled the apartment before he could change his mind.
It was a long way to the garden district from the Quarter, but Nicky was fast when he needed to be. The activity on the streets was dying down as the hour approached three in the morning. Anyone still out and about was doing so on unsteady legs with blurry eyes. He darted around and past people.
He knew the cemetery would be locked. The city had chosen to take that action after some teenagers got into trouble there years ago. Still, it was easy to scale the wall in the dark and before long he was sneaking along the aisles of ancient stone crypts, looking for one with an opening in which he could stash the box.
After a few moments, he found the one he knew one of the local tour guides liked to use on her ghost tour. She would remove a few bricks and let tourists peek inside and take pictures. He couldn’t take the chance that some nosy vacationer would see the box and draw interest to it so he moved on.
After a few more aisles he found a vault beside which a stone angel was resting on the ground. Closer inspection revealed that the little statue had probably fallen off the top, and in the process it looked as if it had banged into the brick enclosure. The date on the tomb was several decades before so he could rest assured there wasn’t a fresh body inside. Weeds and grass were growing up around the fallen angel so it was evident no one had taken care of this resting place for some time.
Nicky used his knife to chip away at the mortar alongside a loose brick and finally wedged it out of the hole and onto the ground. Just as he was about to reach inside to stash the box, a high-pitched moan pierced the air.
Nicky’s hair stood on end, and he looked around. He knew ghosts existed. He’d seen them. As a rule they didn’t pay much attention to people—or dhampirs for that matter. An exception to that rule would be when someone disturbed their resting place.
“Shit,” he muttered, frozen in place with one hand on his knife and the other on the box.
Another moan and then a giggle reverberated through the night air in the cemetery. Nicky cocked his head to the side and listened.
“Am I gonna have to tape your mouth shut? You’re gonna get us caught,” a male voice spoke.
A female voice followed. “I can’t help it. You know what touching me there does to me. Besides, it’s the excitement of doing it in this place…”
Nicky rolled his eyes. Damned kids.
He carefully placed the box inside the crypt. A missing brick wouldn’t cause much notice, but one that had obviously come loose and been replaced might, so he chose to leave the little hole in the tomb. There were plenty of vaults with open crypts.
It was about five in the morning when Nicky made it back to the Quarter. He rubbed the inside of his ring finger and hoped that when he got back to the apartment Gerry would be sitting up in bed. Hearing her chastise him for leaving her would be like music to his ears.
He found her still in the bed, as cold and lifeless as when he had left her a few hours before. His gut wrenched in worry, and he reached into the pocket of his jacket for his cigarettes. He used the burner to light up before plopping down onto the love seat while he waited for the nicotine to bring his nerves some relief.
Chapter 5
“In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,” Gerry murmured, crossing herself then pushing back from her knees and into the seat of the pew. The mass was almost over, and she glanced to her left at her sister, Dysis. The scent of oranges and something she didn’t recognize wafted to her nostrils. Dy was smirking and looking up toward the altar.
When Gerry followed her gaze, she was mortified to realize the priest was staring boldly at her sister, a dumbstruck expression on his face. Elbowing her wanton sister, Gerry shook her head with a severe frown. Dysis elbowed her in return hard enough to bruise Gerry’s ribs.
She recalled finding Dysis talking to an ugly impish man inside the cemetery near their house a few nights before. She had gotten close enough to hear their words, but the man was speaking in a language she couldn’t understand. He placed his palm on Dy’s head. Then, with a final loud word, he shoved her backwards. When Gerry got to her sister lying prostrate in the grass, she found her with a look of complete ecstasy and bliss on her face. The man was gone by the time she could help Dy stand up.
That night her sibling refused to tell her who the man was or what he’d done to her. Now Gerry looked to her left and wished Mum and Daddy were there. They had been gone for almost a year now, but the pain of their deaths was still fresh to her. What good were her powers if she couldn’t use them to stop the accident that took them from her? The bitterness of it was enough to make her nauseous.
The services ended, and everyone began to file out of the church. A few friends of her parents gathered around Gerry, still expressing their love, sympathy, and concern even after all this time. She greeted them all graciously, in a way that she knew would make her Mum proud.
By the time Gerry got away from the well-wishers, she couldn’t find Dy. She checked the restrooms, all around the church, and even their car thinking maybe she’d been waiting for her. Dysis was nowhere.
A sick feeling settled in the pit of her stomach, and she reentered the church. As she approached the altar her skin prickled and her tongue went dry. She could hear fumbling, heavy breathing, and panting.
Behind the altar and inside the sacristy she found Father Ben making love to a plump, dark-haired woman. They were on the floor, the priest’s back to her and the woman’s legs wrapped around his waist. When she looked closer, Gerry recognized Harriet Venture, the former church secretary and a dear friend of her Mum’s.
Except this was a much younger Harriet, a Harriet she remembered from her childhood. She smelled citrus again and that other strange scent. Her mind tried to deny the truth of what she was seeing.
Father Ben groaned and Harriet placed her hand on his forehead. The woman spoke in an unknown language, and Gerry watched in horror as the man passed out. Harriet’s round face morphed into Dysis’ sharp-angled cheekbones and chin.
“How could you?” Gerry cried, shaking her head in denial.
Dy slithered from under the priest and with a snap of her fingers conjured a dress to cover her naked body. She took only a moment to examine herself before she flew toward her sister in a flash of movement. She forced Gerry back, knocking her spine into the edge of the little sink in the corner of the room. A hand at her breast shoved hard, bending her so that her head was dangling into the bowl of the sink.
The water turned on without warning, flooding Gerry’s face, mouth, and nose. She choked but couldn’t seem to get herself up. She tried to turn her face away from the stream, but nothing worked.
Gerry struggled to get away from the water, flailing with wild arms and legs. She coughed and sputtered, struggling for air and getting dizzy from lack of breath. She blinked, looking through the streaming water to see Dysis in the doorway, a wicked smile on her face.
“Hmmm… such interesting memories, sis. I had no idea you saw me fucking Father Ben that day.” She laughed, an ugly cackle. “I’ll find what I want eventually, you know. You can’t hide it from me forever…”
~oOo~
“So that’s all I need ya’ to do. Pick up the stuff in Baton Rouge and deliver it back here. We’ll divide it up and resell it.”
Nicky tossed back his glass of bourbon and winced as it burned on the way down. A deep sigh forced its way from his mouth as he allowed the tendrils of alcohol to reach out to sooth his troubled mind. Steely dark eyes turned up toward Pete as he dropped the glass back onto the table. “Drugs? I can’t believe you’re dealing in drugs now.”
“Hey,” Pete shrugged, unconcerned. “It ain’t like I’m running crack or meth or something. They’re prescriptions, and the way I see it, if those old-timers want to sell their meds instead of taking them, that’s their business, eh?”
“Yeah,” Nick nodded, though he couldn’t seem to figure the distinction. He leaned back into his seat and crossed his ankle over his knee. “But why do you need me? You want a runner. Seems anyone can handle this.”
“Ah, but it ain’t just a runner I need. You got instincts, Nick. You can sniff out trouble better than anyone I ever knew. I think this gal’s skimming from me. She’s expecting one of my locals to come pick up the stuff. You’ll make her nervous. Figure out whether she’s got anything to hide… And whether I got anything to be concerned about.”
The room smelled musty, and Nicky itched to get out of it. Pete’s storage room/office was piled floor to ceiling with boxes of liquor. If it weren’t for the fact that Pete would come looking for him if he didn’t “pay up” with his services, Nicky wouldn’t even have come here tonight. Gerry was no better back at the apartment, and he still hadn’t been able to figure out how to get in touch with Kent and the others. He knew he could make a distress call to the Company but something in his instincts screamed not to involve them. He hoped those instincts were still as good as Pete seemed to think they were.
Leaning forward to pour himself another drink from the bottle of Weller’s on the table, he asked Pete, “When?”
“The meeting time is Monday morning. You’ll need to head out early. Here’s all the details.” He slid a stack of papers across the table to Nicky.
There was a map, some typed instructions, and a black and white printed picture of the girl he was to meet. Nicky carefully folded them up and slid them into his jacket before standing to leave.
“Stay a while, man. I got some people coming later. Play a few hands with us. You always were lucky as hell with that stoic damned poker face. And there’ll be some gals, too…”
Nicky scratched his ring finger and shook his head. “Nah, I’m gonna knock around the square. You know me with the ladies. The chase is half the fun.” He winked and shook the man’s hand before slipping out of Pete’s “office.”
Chapter 6
Gerry pressed her foot to the gas pedal and sped ahead of one, two, three other vehicles. She wasn’t being chased or racing after anyone but was on her way to meet Kent’s gang for their next job. They had a newbie on their team, a dhampir. She didn’t know much about him even though she was the one who had recruited him in New Orleans.
Skirting from the left lane to the right around a few slower vehicles, Gerry managed to get by without turning off the cruise control. For normal everyday driving, she liked to maintain a speed of exactly seven miles above the posted speed limit. Just fast enough to tease any quota-hungry highway patrolman and yet generally not so fast she couldn’t talk herself out of those tickets.
Nickleback’s “Figured You Out” blared through the stereo speakers, and she tapped her thumbs against the steering wheel in the 10 and 2 o’clock positions. Her eyes skimmed from the rearview to the driver’s side mirrors and she smirked as she watched the thumping of the bass jostle the view.
A Dodge truck pressed up behind her, riding her rear. There was a car to her right and she couldn’t get around it just yet. That driver either didn’t have cruise control or wasn’t using it because its speed fluctuated slower and faster off and on. Gerry would get past it eventually, but the truck behind impatiently crowded her. She glanced at her speed and cocked her eyebrow. It was true she could have sped up just a bit to get over to the right so the truck could pass her, but it pissed her off that he couldn’t just wait.
She gritted her teeth and maintained her speed. She couldn’t make out the driver as the sun was behind him, glaring into her eyes, but she saw him roll down his window and wave his hand at her, motioning for her to get out of his way.
“Screw you!” she muttered. Then she wailed at the top of her lungs with the Nickelback lyrics.
The driver to her right must have gotten nervous because that car dropped back, giving Gerry enough room to get by. She didn’t hurry. Instead, she took her time switching lanes, refusing to look left at the truck as he sped past her.
“I Hate Everything About You” by Three Days Grace was next on the radio station as she eased her Mustang to a stop at a red light. She checked herself in the mirror, brushing her fingers through her brown locks. Her eyes glanced to the side and she did a double take when she saw the same red truck beside her. The driver was staring at her, a strange smirking frown on his face.
The new guy. Nicky was his name. She mouthed an expletive to him and then faced ahead. After a moment she flicked her eyes back in his direction. He was still looking at her, only this time he smiled and winked. Her loins went liquid. Damn he’s sexy, she thought.
Suddenly Gerry’s head slammed back against the headrest and her car peeled ahead at full speed. Dazed, she looked down to see her foot still on the brake, but the car zoomed forward. A laugh startled her, and she looked to the passenger seat to see Dysis sitting with one leg bent up to her waist so that her hands rested between her thighs.
“He is sexy, isn’t he?” her sister spoke.
Before Gerry could respond, the car went airborne as her vehicle slammed through the guardrails of a bridge and sailed toward the river below. Just before impact, the windows rolled down on their own accord, causing the water to rush in as the car sank into the river.
Her hands fumbled with her safety belt but it wouldn’t unlatch. Her eye caught movement to her right and she saw Dysis floating in the water, green eyes glistening, with a wily smile on her red lips. Gerry tried to speak, reaching and pleading with her sister for help, but instead Dy just floated away, leaving her to be swallowed by the black depths of the river.
~oOo~
After his meeting with Pete, Nicky spent a good portion of his morning shopping. He purchased Gerry a short flowing dress that would be loose and comfortable but would also look beautiful on her. It was something she wouldn’t have bought for herself, but throughout their relationship he’d continually given her feminine things. She always fussed about them, but in the end she never failed to slip into them and model for him. His shopping trip also included a stop at a drug store to gather toiletries and any other essentials they needed.
Now, back at the apartment, he filled a plastic tub with warm water and placed it carefully on a stool beside the bed. Slipping her arms through the sleeves of her blue dress, he rolled the material down her body and past her feet. Her underthings came next, and he took a moment to caress the silky bra and panties before discarding them into a pile on the floor.
Using a rag to moisten her skin, he gently started at her shoulder, going down to her fingertips. After placing the rag back in the tub, he lathered his hands to make them soapy and warm since her skin was so cool to the touch. He was glad for the gentle, soothing scent and thankful for the pharmacist who offered up advice when he saw him staring blankly at the toiletries aisle in the drug store. When Nicky asked what would be best for his wife, recently injured with a broken pelvis and unable to shower, the pharmacist readily recommended the baby wash as it wouldn’t leave residue. He almost felt bad for lying to the man, but it wasn’t like he would understand their situation.
He started with her shoulder and slowly rubbed the soap along her arm. She made no movement. Her body seemed to be in a complete stasis; sliding the wet rag along her cold skin didn’t even raise goosebumps.
Massaging down that arm and into the palm of her hand, he watched her fingers gently roll with the manipulation of skin. Still slick with soap, he lifted that hand to his cheek and pressed her softness to the stubbly skin on his face. A long moment passed as he held her hand tight to him, wishing it would grow warm and move with life. He swallowed back the panic that continued to grow in his gut before he held her hand out so he could place a gentle kiss to each fingertip.
He washed every inch of her body and cherished each touch. His eyes devoured her magnificence, admiring her curves and tiny freckles peppered here and there. He touched each scar or mark on her skin and regretted not knowing where each of those marks came from. He wondered why he’d never asked.
She was breathtaking and perfect to him. She always failed to see herself as he did. Her powers allowed her to glamour into any form or shape. None of the other “women” she became could compare to the real Gerry–his Gerry.
“You remember the last time we were here in N’Orleans?” he spoke as he lathered more soap in his hands. “Damn, you hate it here. Why the hell did I bring you to this place?”
He had been looking for a way out of the French Quarter when Gerry recruited him. At that time he knew he was a dhampir, but he didn’t really have a perspective on what that meant or what he could do with his abilities. His “old man” was a nasty French vampire who liked to return to New Orleans once every few hundred years. It was a sort of ritual for him to come back to the place where he was changed, or so his mother Darlene told him.
She didn’t have a lot of information about the man who fathered him, although as far as she knew, Nicky was his only progeny. It wasn’t every day that a vampire managed to impregnate a human, which made Nicky all the more rare as a paranormal. Rare didn’t necessarily mean admired or liked, so for most of his younger years he hid from his true nature. The idea of being an outsider to both the human and the paranormal realm wasn’t all that appealing.
He was faster and stronger than ordinary people. He could tell immediately if a person was vampire just by a foggy signature surrounding their hearts. Darlene always said it must be the sign of the vampire’s missing soul. He didn’t know about that, but her attitude let him build up a healthy dislike for bloodsuckers.
His mother left New Orleans with a new lover when he was almost seventeen. She told him she wanted to take him with her, but he could tell it was just a half-hearted offer. She was tired of being a mother and frankly he was tired of taking care of her.
By the time his beautiful Gerry arrived about eight years later to offer him a place with the Company, he jumped at the idea. At that time he was tired of scraping together a life in New Orleans. He wanted more.
And I got a whole lot more when I got her, he thought to himself as he sighed and continued. “I know you think this place brings out the worst in me, makes me want to go back to that thug I used to be, but it’s different this time. With you, I’m different…” He shrugged as if she could see the movement then shook his head. “Yeah, I know you probably can smell it on me. I’ve only had a couple of cigs, I promise. Damn, baby, I need you to wake up. I’m lost without you, and we have to figure out what’s happening. Can’t you hear me? Can’t you give me some sign you hear?”
Nicky paused with her ankle in one hand and the other on the inside of her thigh. His thumb rolled along the arch of her foot in just the way he liked to do when giving her a foot massage. She was terribly ticklish and should have been squirming and squealing. He waited, examining her face, her eyes, her hands for some signal. He waited for what to him was an eternity, but nothing happened—just her steady, shallow breathing and her twitching eyes.
“So, we needed a place to stay and we don’t have any of our stuff here. Pete–you remember Penny-Pete–well, he told me about this place. You know with him there’s always a price, so I gotta do a job in a few days... Unless you wake up. If you wake up we’ll get the hell out of here and find Kent and the others. Or we’ll call the Company and they’ll pull us out. I know you don’t want me working here again, so c’mon and let’s snap you out of this spell you’re under.”
Getting no response to his pleas, he finished sponge bathing his wife and felt around on the floor beside the bed for her clutch purse. She kept a small bottle of her favorite lotion in one of the pockets. He tapped a handful into his palms so that he could slather it over her body. He spent extra time rubbing and kneading her hands, something he loved to do for her first thing in the morning.
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