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Jude Milton: Used To Jump Out Of Helicopters To Fight Fires. Now Fights Something Else. Mall Cop By Day, Vampire Hunter By Night, Vigilance Always. Don’t Say “Hey.”




Pixie: An Unsuccessful Vampire and Even Less Successful Musician. Punk Isn’t Dead! He Is. That Doesn’t Mean He Goes Around Biting People. Come On. Gross.




Eva Corona: Mall Superintendent And Productive Member Of Society. Just Wants To Get Through A Day Without Losing Another Coffee. Or Friend.




Jasper: Chases Away Memories And Nightmares With Rare Books And Records; None For Sale. Has A Persona For Every Day Of The Week. Trying To Remember The Real One.

 


Felix: Search-And-Rescue Medic Who Couldn’t Be Rescued, But May Yet Be Found. Greatly Mourned, Missed and Maligned.

 


Nails: Sharpest Claws And Strategic Skills This Side Of The Veil. Dreamed Of Gold-Paved Streets. Got Her Wish.

 


Maestra: A Virtuosic Artist On A Skateboard And Anywhere Else. Born For The Spotlight. Died For It, Too.

 


The Witch: Mysterious and Very Cool Benefactor and Mostly-Knowing, Little-Saying Seer. Will Cast Eldritch Magics For Coffee. Wears Shades At Night. Suspicious.

 


Cruce: A Charismatic But Vicious Underworld Predator. Bite Even Worse Than His Bark.

 


And Finally, Just Offstage But Never Far From The Spotlight: A Man Of Wealth And Taste, Whose Name We Don’t Have To Guess.


[image: XV: The Devil]


 

 

 

[image: Act One: Going Through the Motions]

 

 

 

“All right.” Eva Corona rested her folded hands on an uncompleted incident report form, steadily looking across her desk. A pen sat beside the papers, but she didn’t yet pick it up. “Who was it this time?”

“The usual suspects,” said the pale, thin man on the other side of the desk. He wore a blue security guard’s uniform and stood at attention, back ramrod-straight. Aside from speaking, he held perfectly still, grey eyes fixed on her.

“Okay.” Eva gave a half-nod, tilting her head. “So, teenagers?”

“Two of them.”

“And you said they were ‘the usual suspects.’”

“That’s right.”

“Refresh my memory?” When he didn’t respond immediately, she gave a moderately exasperated sigh. Pulling teeth, like always. “At ease, soldier.”

As if unused to the motion, Jude Milton rolled his shoulders and made himself relax. But he couldn’t seem to keep it up for long and shifted into something like a military at-ease position, clasping his hands firmly behind his back.

“I didn’t mean literally…” Eva said, then opted for a less-resistant path and let it go. This conversation was going to be hard enough already. “Never mind. So. Two of them?”

“One was on a skateboard,” he said haltingly, in a quiet and raspy voice that suggested he might need to clear his throat. She wondered if this was the first time he spoke today. Sounded like it. “The other wore those shoes. With the wheels.”

“Heelys?”

“Inside. And down the center of the escalator.” He sounded almost offended, but didn’t break his steady gaze. Her eyebrows came together in an expression of hesitant scrutiny. He said nothing, just waited for her next question.

“So, any description besides their wheels?”

“They were… pale.” Even—technically—at ease, Jude fidgeted under her gaze, his eyes dropping briefly to her desk and the still-blank incident report form.

Eva hesitated, prolonging the tense silence like she was locked in a chess game and running out of moves. It wasn’t that Jude was going to win—neither of them ever came out of these talks a winner. But she could feel something building like far-off thunder. Familiar thunder, ominous. But like a parched traveler whose only oasis lay across an active minefield, she grit her teeth and kept moving. “How pale are we talking about? Are you saying they were white kids?”

“No,” he said, then corrected himself, continuing in a neutral, matter-of-fact near-monotone. “Sort of. One was. The other, I believe, was African American. She had the skateboard.”

“Okay.” Now Eva picked up the form and clicked her pen top, trying to fill the damn thing out fast, before he could say anything else. “So, black girl on a skateboard, white kid in heel—”

“Grey kids.”

She stopped writing. Held perfectly still, as if that would somehow postpone the inevitable. “No.”

“Skateboard kid was a kind of slate grey-ish—”

“Jude, no.”

“And her friend was paler, but still definitely grey, no pigment at all.” His words started to speed up, but he didn’t raise his voice from its plain, inexpressive neutral. “Probably because they don’t have any oxygen left in their red blood cells. Which aren’t actually red anymore. My theory is that the shift from living to reanimated bodily fluids and deoxygenation affects skin coloration as well as blood—they don’t bleed, that’s why they drink it—or it has something to do with necrotizing-but-preserved flesh. Whatever the case, they definitely—”

“Oh my God,” Eva sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose—then immediately stopping, because the motion scrunched the Band-Aid plastered over it, one a pink color about four shades too light for her deep brown skin. It was almost coming off already because of the number of times she’d performed that particular gesture today, and yet, it still wasn’t the most annoying thing in the room. “Anything else out of the ordinary? Anything I can actually write down here?”

His brow furrowed, as if he were replaying whatever he’d seen over in his head and not liking a second of it. “No. These are definitely the same ones I’ve seen around here the past several weeks. They have to have a lair somewhere nearby.”

“A lair. All right.” Eva clicked the pen closed again and let it drop. She leaned back in her cushioned leather chair and stared up at the ceiling. She’d seen burning buildings that weren’t as big of disasters as this conversation. “Thank you. Really appreciate you reporting in today, Jude, always a pleasure.”

“I can give a much more detailed description if you need one, Ma’am.” He paused. “If you’ll accept it.”

“Now I’m ‘Ma’am.’” She went to pinch the bridge of her nose again, remembered the damn Band-Aid and residual ache just in time, and covered her eyes briefly instead. “You’re mad at me. You’re passive-aggressive and you’re mad at me.”

“Just doing my job. Ma’am.”

She rolled her eyes, then took the opportunity to give him a good hard look for the first time since he’d set foot in her office. Jude’s face was always drawn and pale, almost an unhealthy grey himself. This morning, and not for the first time, she’d told some other mall security guards off for unfavorably comparing him to one of the living dead he calmly but relentlessly insisted walked among them. She’d never admit it, or let anyone run their mouths like that without an ass-kicking, but the jerks had a point. 

These days, Jude looked a little more dead than alive. Especially around the eyes, with the deep, dark circles underneath. His tendency to stare—into space, directly at people, or through them, as if he’d forgotten they were there—didn’t help either. Today his eyes were so blank, and his tone so deadpan, she couldn’t tell if he was serious or sarcastic. Any other day she might not mind his characteristic reticence, but today…

“Just doing your job? I don’t think so. You’re going a little above and beyond. See this?” Eva gestured to the ‘flesh’-colored Band-Aid across her nose. “My day hasn’t been sunshine and rainbows either. Know what happened this morning, the second I set foot in here?”

Jude stayed quiet, seeming to know he was about to hear the answer anyway.

“I’m walking,” Eva reflected. “Coffee. Favorite shirt. Bluebirds in the parking lot, just a real nice morning. That kid with the purple hair from The Abyss down the far end waves at me. Jasper’s just opening up his place, we say hi. He acts like he’s up to no good, and I’m catching him in the act, but he’s messing with me, you know how he does. It almost feels normal. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I see one of them.”

“One of…” Jude’s eyes lit up a little, but he—wisely—caught himself and shut his mouth as she watched. Progress.

“This skinny, ratty-looking little punk comes sashaying out of the food court and wings a crumpled-up burger wrapper at my latte. Except I don’t know it’s paper, I think it’s a damn baseball, ‘cause first he winds up like it’s the World Series!”

Jude stayed quiet. To his credit, he didn’t smile, he maintained eye contact, and at least seemed to be listening. But it didn’t matter how genuine he seemed if nothing actually improved. The longer they knew one another, the less she seemed to know him. But he was going to learn something today, she resolved. Whether he liked it or not.

“I see what he’s gonna do, and I got two seconds to decide what to protect. Coffee, shirt, face, I’m trying to save three things with two hands, when—bam!” She mimed something flying at her face, then ‘exploded’ her fist, spreading her fingers wide before dropping her hand to the desk. “Ball hits face.”

“He hurt your nose?” Jude asked, now at least sounding concerned.

“It was paper, Jude. No, I’m so shocked, I try to block with my coffee hand…” She let out an embarrassed laugh, waving at the Band-Aid across her nose. Almost forgot it wasn’t five years ago, and she wasn’t telling her friend a tragic story just to vent. “I hit my own nose with the thermos. Which they both saw—Jasper and the goth kid, who was nice enough to get me some ice.”

“I’m sorry,” Jude said, and the too-rare smile he gave her in return wasn’t gloating or mocking—she’d never actually seen that on his face. He looked sheepish enough that she wondered if he remembered doing something similarly embarrassing and just never mentioned it, the way they never really talked anymore.

“Me too,” she said, shaking her head and trying to hold onto the moment. Stay connected, if only for a few seconds. “I’m just glad I went with iced this morning.”

“You want me to keep an eye out? I think I know the guy you mean.” Jude actually sounded more engaged now. But he was too late in several ways.

“I’d rather you were there when I called security.” Eva’s smile faded as she returned to the present. Their shared past and disconnected present weighed her down like a backpack full of bricks. She wasn’t angry anymore. Anger required energy, and hers was in increasingly short supply. “But you weren’t.”

“I’m sorry,” he said again, but without the smile this time. His eyes flicked away. Not for the first time, Eva wondered what the hell happened to her friend, the man she’d trusted with her life too many times to count. Granted, the past five years had been full of changes for all three of them—her, Jude, and Jasper, all starting a new life together—and not nearly enough of those changes were good. Still, Eva thought her transition from the fire engine to the desk had been relatively smooth. Jasper had to miss the excitement and drama, but he appreciated the normalcy too, she knew. Jude, on the other hand, seemed… not just a different person. He didn’t even seem here at all.

“Where were you?” Eva asked, the question aimed at the Jude of the last five years as much as the one in front of her. Again, she hoped and prayed he’d have a good answer, instead of the one she expected. Maybe he’d been occupied with a shoplifter. Maybe there’d been some parking-lot scuffle to break up. In all their time here, she couldn’t remember any serious crises, but messy nonsense still happened day-to-day. After five years of increasingly-disappointing predictability, it was getting harder to give Jude the benefit of the doubt.

“I was…” He stared down at the incident report paper. He wasn’t standing ‘at ease’ anymore, thin shoulders dropping a little. “I’ll be there next time.”

“Glad to hear it,” she said, but didn’t feel very happy. Or convinced. She was even less encouraged by the suddenly thoughtful look on his face. “What?”

Jude paused, looking like he was trying to decide how much to say or reveal. Once, they’d told each other everything without a second thought. The difference hurt. So did the distance. “It was just one guy, right?”

“Yeah, just the one. Skinny ginger-looking kid, teenage or maybe a little older, hard to tell with objects flying at my face. Why?”

“The ones I keep running into are two girls,” he said, actually sounding relieved. And still convinced, Eva realized with some dismay. She didn’t know which was worse, Jude making up wild stories that tested her trust and friendship, or Jude actually believing what he was saying. “Never seen any with that description. It’s probably fine.”

“It’s not fine,” she said bluntly, feeling a small flare of something like annoyance, but much more personal, more painful. Betrayal. “Someone threw something at me, and ran away while I stood there drenched in iced coffee with a bloody nose. Which you would have seen, if you were there when I needed you.”

“I’ll…” He started, then stopped. She waited, but he said nothing.

“Jude, we’ve been doing this dance for five years. Isn’t it time we talked about something else?”

“I know what I saw,” he said in a low, steady voice. “And you already know what I’m going to say.”

“You’ve stuck to your story, I’ve gotta give you that.” Eva shrugged, sighed, and resigned herself to one more dance.

“That’s because it’s the truth.”

She shut her eyes. Of all things, that was one she never wanted to hear. “I don’t know what to believe, Jude. You come in here and tell me that Portland—and the Sunrise Plaza Mall, specifically—is infested with undead, bloodsucking pests? Actual vampires preying on people who go down the wrong street at night? And that five years ago…” She trailed off and let the silence hang. She didn’t have the words to fill it.

Jude took a small step forward for the first time, reaching out to gingerly touch the desk between them with two fingers. “Believe that I wouldn’t lie to you. Not after all this.”

“I don’t think you’re lying,” she said, hating the uncertainty in her own voice. She hated all of this. “Not... not exactly.”

“Believe that I’m dedicated to protecting this place, and the people in it, from threats of all kinds.” He sounded so sure. She wished she could borrow some of that certainty.

“I want to believe that,” she said, certain of this at least. “That you’d still walk through fire to save someone in danger. That’s why I wanted you for this job.” She smiled down at his faint reflection in her desk’s glossy surface. “Because the fire’s still in you. And knowing you’re here gives me a chance to rest easy.”

“I can’t rest easy.” It sounded like a resolution, almost a promise, and it was the most familiar thing she’d heard this whole strange day. It sounded like the old Jude, the one she knew five years ago. The only Jude she recognized. It almost hurt. “Not if my company leader doesn’t trust me. That’s on me, not you. I’ll do better.”

“Jude.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “First of all, I am not your company leader anymore. I’m a mall superintendent, and you’re a mall cop. You’re here to keep an eye out for rowdy kids, shoplifters, and to call the actual authorities if someone throws anything more dangerous than a ball of trash… and I’m here to sit behind a desk, push papers, and keep the lights on.” She smiled, and it was tired but ultimately satisfied. “Do you know how long I’ve wanted a desk job?”

“A long time,” he said softly. “You deserve a rest.”

“We all do. This is the easy life, my guy. We made it. You, me, and Jasper—whatever the hell else he gets up to, he’s here and doing better, that’s what matters. Practically retirement, except we still get to see each other every day. I call that winning. It’s more than a lot of people get.”

“I know,” Jude said, sounding so serious and earnest she felt a flicker of hope deep down, that maybe they weren’t as estranged as it seemed; maybe they could still come back from this. But she knew better by now than to jump at that kind of faint hope. She didn’t usually like where she landed. “It’s more than Felix got. And he wouldn’t want me to throw it all away.”

Some words still hit like the proverbial ton of bricks. Some names. After five years, she could hear and say Felix’s name without a wave of nausea or cold weight in her stomach—but that was when she was ready for it. Out of everything, she hadn’t expected Jude to bring up that name in particular, and that knocked her too off-balance to ignore. Her smile faded along with the last of her energy. “No, he wouldn’t. We’re the lucky ones, Jude. Enjoy it. For everyone who can’t.”

“Anything else... Eva?” His voice was still quiet. Some of the tension had finally faded from his body, but it just left him looking tired.

“No.” She shook her head, looking again at the dark circles under his eyes and wondering if her own matched. “Go home. Go home and rest,” she specified, knowing what would happen if she didn’t. “No more chasing shadows for you. Not tonight.”

“Good night,” he said, giving her what she suspected was an attempted smile. She appreciated the effort, it was getting harder for both of them.

“See you tomorrow.” Eva tried to smile back, but didn’t succeed any more than he had. How strange it was to miss someone when they were standing right in front of you.

Jude turned on his heel and strode out of the room, and Eva sank back into her chair, suddenly exhausted. As she watched her friend leave, she wasn’t entirely sure whether to laugh at the absurdity—vampires in the mall, he says—or cry for everything they’d been and everything they’d lost. A few seconds after the door closed, Eva put her forehead down on her desk. But first she ripped the rumpled Band-Aid off her nose.
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The night outside was damp and cool. It had just rained—it was Oregon, of course it had—and even the night air of the parking lot smelled fresh and clean. Jude’s eyes flicked into the darkest shadows as he walked the unfamiliar path, automatically scanning ahead for escapes and dead ends. He counted steps toward alleys and parked cars, paused just before rounding a corner or object large enough for a predator—living or otherwise—to hide behind.

It wasn’t his usual route home—he didn’t want to risk running into Eva again as she made her own way back to their apartment building. Being off the clock helped both of their respective stress levels and she’d be friendly to him, he knew, even after their sort-of-fight about punk kids and coffee malfunctions—and him not being there when she needed him. At one time, that would have been unthinkable. He’d failed her today, yes. But the risk was calculated and the stakes were higher than either one of them alone.

And Eva wasn’t nearly as well-adjusted and together as she liked to think. The flash of pain in her eyes when he’d dropped the bomb, the name ‘Felix,’ always on their minds and hardly ever on their lips… he almost regretted it, but her reaction only strengthened his resolve. She had to know what drove Jude’s every waking thought—the same thing that drove her, really. Eva just didn’t know it yet. She wouldn’t hear it. And given the choice between an awkward conversation and facing a night full of potential horrors, Jude knew what he’d pick every time. 

He almost made it to the far side of the lot before he saw them. A pair of figures near a streetlamp, just outside its pale yellow circle of light. 

“You kids shouldn’t be out this late,” he called, taking a few steps toward them. The streetlight flickered above. Maybe they were here for some of Jasper’s less-than-legal substances and/or services that he and Eva never quite got around to checking on. Maybe they were just bored. It didn’t matter. His job was to protect them all. 

“It’s getting dark,” Jude tried again, and didn’t get an answer. The pale light sputtered and went out. The darkness was complete, and so was the silence. A chill rushed up his spine and he almost kept moving, faster this time. But he stayed where he was, because they couldn’t have left either, not without making some noise. “Listen, it’s not safe—”

The light came back on, bright as a white-hot spotlight on a stage. The two kids were gone. In their place were monsters.

Their eyes flashed an iridescent blue-green with thin, vertical pupils. Like cats, Jude thought wildly. Black, leathery wings rose behind them, spanning four or five feet on either side, partly blocking out the bright light.

The short one was a very pale grey, with spiky, short blonde hair and small, long-fingered hands outstretched toward him and flashing lethal-looking claws. Toes as well, he realized--they'd ditched their shoes, Heelys and otherwise. Those clawed feet must have been pretty squeezed, but now they were free, toenail-claws flashing through the air. The taller one was a darker grey, the tight curls of her black hair falling all the way down to her waist in meticulously neat coils. When she struck a dramatic pose in the spotlight and waved her long arms, the streetlamp’s light flickered again, but this time it intensified.

High-pitched keening erupted from two wide-stretched mouths, an alien sound. Choking, Jude bent over almost double, fists defensively blocking his face. As he staggered back, he caught another glance at the creatures’ faces—and realized the terrifying expressions were smiles. They were laughing at him. Their grin-bared teeth flashed along with their eyes, very bright, and very sharp.

Jude froze, and the world along with him. He couldn’t breathe.

It was five years ago and fire blazed all around. The night wind wasn’t cool and damp anymore. Instead, superheated air seared his lungs when he inhaled. Screams cut through the dark as helicopter blades thrummed in the distance, getting closer. Not fast enough, help would never reach them in time. Static crackled in his ear. His throat was raw from yelling for help—where was Felix? Was he all right?—and breathing in smoke, but the radio didn’t work. That had been the first thing to go. The smell of blood was so thick in the air he almost gagged, metallic sting sharp in his nostrils and mouth.

The moon was full and very bright. Like the streetlight. Like reflective eyes. Like teeth.

Running hadn’t worked then and it wouldn’t now, Jude knew that deep in his bones. He’d never seen anything move as fast as the thing that had swept by him that night, leaving death in its wake. He couldn’t fight back and hope to survive, either. But at least he’d go down with his fists up, standing between the creatures and the mall lights behind him. He’d end the way he started, protecting Eva, Jasper, and everything good left in the world.

Head down and arms up, Jude waited for the death blow. It didn’t come.

Slowly, he lowered his hands and looked up, eyes wide and unblinking, frozen like a deer caught in the last headlights it would see on this Earth. He saw the flashes of two grins, the same laughing faces with razor-toothed smiles—but somehow, the tilt of their heads looked perplexed, and their smiles confused. They didn’t attack. The two creatures just stared at him for a few seconds, looking almost awkward, as if they’d just told a joke that had flown over his head.

They turned away from him to face one another, holding a whispered conversation. He couldn’t hear what they said, but it didn’t sound like the guttural growls he expected. More like a whispered exchanged between girls giggling in the food court. The familiarity was as disorienting as the strangeness, paralyzing in itself.

Then the shorter of the two waved the taller one away, shaking her head. She turned on her clawed foot and took a few short-legged but powerful strides, then launched herself into the air on quick-spreading, dark wings. Her companion followed after shooting one last, almost pitying look back at the terrified, motionless human huddled on the ground below.

Jude stayed there long after the sky was clear. Then, cursing himself for his own helplessness, he scrambled to his feet and ran the rest of the way home.
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The Sunset Towers building was an even more welcome sight than usual. Jude slipped into apartment number 359 and immediately locked the door behind him, then fell against it, trying to slow his panicked breathing. Cold sweat made his blue uniform shirt cling to his skin. He’d felt a chill the second he saw those four glowing eyes. Gasping, he rubbed his clammy face with both hands, running his fingers through his usually-neat, now-disheveled, straight black hair.

Real. They were real. They’d been there, in the parking lot. Flashing eyes, gleaming fangs, bright, sharp grins. Staring right at him. But they hadn’t attacked—why? No. Not important. What mattered was that he wasn’t seeing things. He still had his grip on reality.

He thought. He hoped. Wasn’t the very nature of hallucinations that they fooled the senses? You saw things that weren’t—

No, dammit. Couldn’t start thinking like that. Not after the case he’d made to Eva. Not after the closest encounter he’d had since that last traumatic, life-defining, threshold-crossing night five years ago. Jude had only caught glimpses ever since. But he’d told her the truth. He’d been telling the truth night after night, he’d never lied once and his senses weren’t lying to him now.

He knew what he saw.

But they were gone now, and he had no chance of catching them. He hadn’t even tried. He’d panicked, almost collapsed with helpless terror. Couldn’t tell Eva. She wouldn’t want to hear, she’d reject it out of self-preservation, anyone would. Not that he blamed her. She was right. They’d put their own lives on the line more times than he could count, for innocent people and each other. Eva had done it more than once for him. She’d earned her rest and reward a thousand times over and if she wanted a boring, safe desk job, that’s what she got. He owed her that much and more.

Jude sank down onto his old, faded sofa, and it made a  noise like a weary sigh. So did Jude. Everything hurt. Old, familiar pain, muscles and joints aching down to his core. He felt hollow, and cold as if he’d swallowed ice that refused to melt in his stomach.

He had his share of scars, visible and otherwise. Not as many burns as one might expect. Most of them were from impacts or lacerations, protective suits couldn’t eliminate those entirely. Occupational hazards, and most of them were long since healed. Likewise for his chest. His now-faded top surgery scars had been entirely voluntary, and carried an even greater sense of pride than his other physical reminders. Scars meant he survived, and none of them really bothered him anymore.

But his left leg did. As always, pain radiated from his toes to midway up his thigh in degrees, a slow burn that started whenever he pushed past his limits—which he did, consistently, ignoring it until he couldn’t anymore. Then the pain grew to a regular throb of agony, until there was no pause between the beats. After nights like this, the whole thing just became pain.

He let out another sound that was less a sigh and more a half-stifled groan as he sat up, then leaned forward to roll up his left pants leg. There was no reason for his entire leg to hurt, even though the scarring—gashes, not burns, stretching from his knee to his thigh—had taken years to fully heal. That thick layer of scar tissue was never going away. But the pain in his shin and foot shouldn’t exist at all.

No nerve endings in a prosthetic leg. It didn’t make sense to his logical brain. Of course, a lot of things didn’t make sense anymore, phantom limb pain most of all. 

It didn’t sound real until you lived it, something gone that you could still feel. And no amount of psychoanalysis or practical medical knowledge (still-active neural connections no longer attached to anything, still doing what they were designed to do, registering pain, particularly when triggered by associated traumatic memories)  made a difference. Nothing made it stop.

But he could start to ease his leg off and try to convince his body that there was no need for this. Get ready for bed and try to relax, even though he’d been trying desperately to relax for five years. Jude usually only fell asleep when he couldn’t keep his eyes open another second. But like with everything else, he’d keep trying.

BANG.

Jude threw himself to the floor, flinging his arms up over his head. Something had hit the window, almost shattering it. They’d found him. He readjusted his prosthetic and army-crawled to the kitchen where he kept his more extreme measures, finding some grim satisfaction in the fact that he’d told everyone it would end like this.

Sometimes, constant hypervigilance was a blessing. Instinct and muscle memory had saved Jude’s life more times than he could count and it would again. He didn’t even have to look to find the drawer where he kept his weapons. When he stood, he held a small vial of consecrated holy water. At least, consecrated and blessed according to Jasper’s assured expertise and guarantee. If that guarantee didn’t live up to the hype, Jude would have words for him. But then, unless it did, he wouldn’t get the chance.

Jude took a deep breath and tried once again to steady his nerves. It didn’t really work, but he still shut his eyes and counted silently down. Three, two...

On one, he jumped in front of the window, eyes wide open, teeth bared, holy water raised, ready to spray it at the…bedraggled little bat flopping around on the windowsill outside. 

Its scruffy fur stuck up in clumps and actually looked pink. Maybe this particularly unlucky bat had flown into some wet paint, just like it must have flown into the window and banged its head, too dazed to take off again. The little thing did look sad and confused, wiggling its big ears and turning its fuzzy pink head like it was trying to figure out where it was and what to do next. Jude knew the feeling.

Exhausted again, he lowered his weapons. Just a bat. His paranoia really was at an all-time high, but that wasn’t surprising after the night he’d had. No wonder he was jumping at shadows, noises, and bats. Maybe he was even seeing things. But this seemed real enough, even if he couldn’t remember ever seeing a bat this close before, especially not a pink—

BANG.

Jude jumped again, this time nearly out of his clammy skin. His heart slammed in his chest and his head spun from the sheer adrenaline. Until he realized the noise wasn’t actually another impact, it was more like…

Knock-knock-knock.

Jude flopped back against the wall, almost collapsing in a weak heap for the second time that night. After a few seconds of shaky-kneed relief, he made himself focus on the apartment door and how to actually open it. Nightmarish creatures of the darkness were unlikely to knock. And wasn’t there something about them needing to be invited in? Jude didn’t even like inviting other humans in.

So, silently and smoothly, he set about undoing every lock. He had seven: the standard lock and bolt chain, two more keyed, and three deadbolts. Non-regulation, probably breaking several lease rules, but this was one case where rule-following came after staying alive. Then, just as quietly, he opened the door a crack to peer out. Jude held his breath, ready to fight for his life or go down swinging.

“Hey Ju—hello,” Eva corrected herself, for which he was immediately grateful. Ever since deciding on his name, he’d barely gone a day without someone making a crack about that damn song, every time thinking they were fresh and original. They never were. There was only one person in the world Jude had ever let get away with that and he had no plans to increase that number. Even Eva wasn’t allowed, and she always caught herself when the words popped out accidentally. One of many reasons she was one of two remaining people he was ever actually glad to see. Now, she squinted at him through the small gap between the door and the frame, and Jude could just see that she held something—a large pizza box and a bottle. Her Band-Aid was gone, though her nose definitely looked scabbed and bruised. “Uh, I was in the neighborhood, and thought I’d—”

“Oh, thank God.” He let out his breath in a rush along with all of his coiled-spring tension, shoulders falling and hands dropping down to his sides. Jude opened the door the rest of the way and glanced up and down the empty hall.

“Hi there,” Eva said in a deliberately casual kind of way. “You expecting someone?”

“Huh?” He jumped slightly before somewhat-successfully shoving aside his lingering paranoia and focusing on her. “No. Why do you ask?”

“No reason.” Her eyes flicked down to his white-knuckled fists. “What is that?”

“Oh. This?” He glanced down as well and saw he’d forgotten he still had the holy water. “That’s nothing. I was just...”

“Okay,” she said when he didn’t even try to finish the sentence. “Got a minute to talk? Without the spray bottle?”

“Yeah, come on in,” he said, waving her in with one hand before realizing it held the holy water and hastily lowering it again. “Um, I can explain this.”

“You really don’t have to.” Once inside, Eva eyed the several locks, actually giving an approving nod. “Got something like this on mine.”

“Uh-huh.” He was busy peering out the peephole, checking the hallway outside for wings and fangs, and only half-heard.

“Which you’re always welcome to stop by and see.”

He didn’t even answer that time.

“Anyway,” Eva rolled her eyes, turning and setting the pizza box down on the counter. She opened and closed the lid a couple of times, wafting the aroma across the room. Then smiled as Jude sniffed and turned around. “Hi. Got your attention now?”

“Pizza?” His eyes widened and mouth dropped open a little.

“Yeah. People eat it for nutrition and pleasure.” She took out a slice and held it up, letting the cheese drip. “And steak sauce. From my sister’s restaurant, The Pit? Goes real good with the crust.”

“Thanks. Thank you,” he said a little faintly, shutting the holy water back in its drawer. “You didn’t have to do this.”

“Did you eat today?”

“Huh?” He looked up, mouth full. His stomach made a soft anticipatory growl as he realized he didn’t know the answer to that question.

Eva just chewed while his brain hurried to catch up with his taste buds.

“Oh.” Jude swallowed and cleared his throat. “I knew I forgot to do something.”

“Thought so.” She headed over to the sofa and sank down, letting out a soft sigh that told Jude she was every bit as exhausted as he was.
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