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      Lenin Street in Magadan reminded Jo of pictures she’d seen of Europe after World War II. Buildings were toppled, some of their brick and stone edifices pouring across sidewalks into the street, metal frames jabbing up into the air as if to serve as a reminder of what could happen to those who don’t heed the new world order put into place by the Vampires after the Revelation. The place was deserted, as abandoned as most towns in the western United States had become, and as Jo McReynolds drove along in the beat up Jeep with the bullet holes riddling the back, she was reminded a little of Denver, Colorado, the place she’d taken to calling home a few years ago when her split with LIGHTS, and her immature berating of her father, had caused her to leave this team, and all teams, behind.

      Now, she was back with LIGHTS, though not physically with them at the moment. The only other soul in the vehicle with her was the Guardian she’d started working with in Denver, Zane O’Braughnin, and he had never been a part of LIGHTS, not until she’d dragged him into it, anyway, a few weeks ago, when her family had shown up begging her to come along with them to find Holland, the bitch Vampire they believed had information about where Jo’s mom might be. She’d said no, but here she was, leading a team into the cold decay of Russia looking for a bloodsucker who was supposed to have information about where to find a ghost. Jo was quite sure, after all, that her mother was dead.

      Or she had been, anyway, until recently. Now, she was only about seventy-five percent sure that Cadence Findley McReynolds had been taken out by a mob of Vampires back when Jo was only fifteen and had yet to Transform into a Vampire Hunter. She still recoiled every time she thought of that day, how her mother had fought to save her life and the life of her young daughter, while Jo ran and hid.

      While Jo hadn’t seen them kill her mother, she had seen the blood. So much blood…. And the trail had stopped cold. In the decade since, her father, Aaron, and another Guardian, Christian Henry, had been searching everywhere for Cadence, but there had never been anything to go off of, never even the smallest clue to lead them in the right direction. If she was alive, and that was a big if, she could be anywhere in the universe.

      Jo’s eyes wandered up to the sky. Night was falling, pinpricks of stars revealing themselves, a sliver of moon reminding her of the network of portals humans were oblivious to that hung right above their heads and all around them in spaces she couldn’t even comprehend. She didn’t think her mother was still out there, but if she was, how in the world would they ever find her?

      “You all right, Jo?” Zane asked, his hand coming down on her thigh. The touch brought her back around, even though he lifted his warm palm away before she could get used to the feel of it, begin to welcome it again. Or was she already there?

      “Yeah, fine,” she said, giving her head a slight shake in an attempt to clear her mind. It didn’t work, but she did need to at least attempt to put as much mental effort as possible into this mission. She certainly hadn’t been able to do that the last time, when she’d sent her team in against a horde of Vampires shooting bullets that could actually take out Guardians. While she did have part of the team now researching scandium and another group working on ways to negate its ability to allow Vampires to kill Guardians, several were waiting back at the hotel for her return. They were tasked with studying maps and researching mines in the area, boring work that none of them really wanted to do. The quicker she completed this task, the better for all of them.

      Especially her, because she didn’t want to do it. That’s why she’d sent her Aunt Cassidy here the first time. Cass didn’t fail at much, but there was a history between herself and the Guardian Jo was on her way to visit now, so the meeting had been over before it even began. Eliza and her husband Lucas, a Souled Vampire, which meant he hadn’t lost the essence of himself when he’d been Resurrected, had kicked Cassidy and her party out not long after they’d arrived, saying they only wanted to speak to Jo. Why, she didn’t know. But here she was, making the trip through the streets of Magadan to the outskirts of town, away from the port and nearer the mountains, hoping to convince a couple the rest of LIGHTS hated to help them with a mission Jo fundamentally disagreed with. It all seemed to blend in nicely with the utter chaos the rest of the world had disintegrated into.

      The navigation on the IAC, or Intelligence Assistance Communicator, in her head told her to turn right off of Lenin, which she did, and then followed a few other roads north. Nothing came to life around them as they drove. It seemed to get colder the closer they got to the mountains, not that they were capable of feeling it. Temperatures had no effect on them, save for the blazing heat of a fire or the freeze of ice, and even then, it was more the tissue destruction that would hurt, not the elements themselves. Jo could walk through a blizzard and be fine. She could wear a leather jacket on a summer day, and often did, and never feel the heat,.

      “We’ve got to be close,” Zane said, ducking his head slightly to look up at the mountains out of his window.

      Jo had loved looking at the Rockies back home, but the more she saw of these snow covered, jagged monstrosities, the more she was beginning to hate the great outdoors. “Yeah, nav says about five more minutes.”

      “And you know what you’re going to say?” he asked.

      A glance in his direction revealed exactly the smirk she expected to see on his handsome face. “Not a clue.”

      He chuckled. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

      “I’m sure I won’t, but thanks.”

      “Do you think they’ll mind that I came with you?” This was a serious question, one she’d been contemplating ever since they’d left the hotel earlier that morning, hours ago. They hadn’t moved their base since the last attack. Decent hotels were few and far between, and their next target was closer to their last one than it was to where she was now.

      “I have no idea. But I don’t think they’ll kill you.” She said it with a shrug, indicating she was kidding, but the fact that Vampires could kill Guardians now made it less humorous than it might’ve been. She didn’t think Lucas was the type to kill someone he didn’t have a quarrel with anyway, even if he had a load of scandium bullets, which he probably didn’t. The fact that the new weapon had only been used in one instance, at least that Jo was aware of, made her think they were still in development and not readily available, particularly not to Souled Vampires, which were a bit of a problem to the unsouled type she’d been fighting.

      Ahead, a lantern hung from a pole near a narrow entryway. Jo recognized this as the turn off having seen it in her aunt’s mind via the IAC they all had implanted in their eyes. It allowed them to speak to each other without anyone else hearing, amongst other things, and it was responsible for the map she was following now.

      Jo slowed to turn, recognizing this was a driveway, not a road. About a half mile down the winding route, she came to a gate. She was expecting this as well. Snowflakes rushed in through her open window as she rolled it down, melting against the flush of her face.

      Whomever answered the call button she pressed barked something in Russian so distorted through the speaker, even her IAC couldn’t pick it up well enough to translate it. She looked at Zane, who simply shrugged. He had no idea either.

      “This is Jo McReynolds,” she began, expecting to have to give a lengthy explanation for who she was and what she wanted, but before she’d even gotten her full last name out of her mouth, the metal barrier in front of her began to move.

      Turning to Zane, she said, “That was easy.”

      He arched an eyebrow but said nothing, his way of reminding her that nothing is ever easy.

      On the other side of the gate, she began to understand his reason for doubting the level of difficulty. Dozens of armed guards took up positions on either side of the Jeep, escorting it toward the large house at the end of the lane. Their eyes glowed amber, an indicator that all of these people were Souled Vampires. She hadn’t gotten the impression from Cassidy and her parties visit that they’d been quite so amassed, but then, perhaps Jo hadn’t been paying quite enough attention.

      Slowly, Jo eased the Jeep along, awaiting instructions from these greeters, should they bark them. It wasn’t until she was near the house that one of the men signaled for her to stop and shouted something she didn’t understand. This time, it wasn’t in Russian, but his broken English was uninterpretable to her.

      “He said turn it off,” Zane said. He always was more attuned than she was.

      She did as she had been told, her eyes taking in the mansion now situated to her right. It was huge, probably ten thousand square feet, in a modern style, though not with the sort of wide windows one might expect from twenty-first century architecture. Instead, massive white walls encapsulated much of the living space with a broad, gray porch, probably slate, she thought. Lights illuminated the shrubs along the outside and poured out from the few windows that were visible from the front. It looked like the home of an affluent family, maybe in Seattle or Aspen, before the Revelation. Now, the idea that Eliza, Lucas, and their clan of Souled Vampires lived here, perhaps pretending the world around them wasn’t crumbling like fisted sand seemed as wrong as the idea that these Vampires might have a tiny chunk of rare metal shaped into a bullet that could kill the Guardian sitting beside her.

      Jo didn’t open her door; one of the guards did. He took hold of her arm, forcing her out, though he didn’t yank her as she thought he might. Thank goodness I wasn’t wearing my seatbelt, she thought. On the other side of the vehicle, Zane was also removed.

      “Who this person?” one of them asked, gesturing at Zane. “You were to come alone.”

      “He’s… nobody,” Jo said, watching him tip his head to the side in consideration of her remark. “I mean, just company for the long journey. He can stay here.”

      The guards discussed the situation in Russian but didn’t come to a conclusion before the door to the house opened and a shadowed form emerged. “He can come inside.” An airy, male voice with only a slight Slovak accent called. Jo couldn’t see him, but she felt his eyes on her, and then, he disappeared back inside. Lucas, she thought. It had to be.

      The guards checked them both for weapons, roughly enough that Jo thought she was back in jail--or maybe at the airport--and then they were allowed to walk inside. Not having any weapons made her feel as exposed as standing on stage with no clothes on would have, if she had ever had that experience, but she had to remind herself these people were supposed to be their friends, sort of. Besides, she could kill Eliza, a Guardian, with her bare hands if she needed to. The Vamps as well, assuming none of them shot her before she got the chance. The odds of her taking them all out were against her, but she’d never played to the odds.

      Most of the guards stayed behind, either looking over the Jeep or heading back to the road. She wondered if that was their job, to just stand outside all damn day and night and make sure that nothing and no one infiltrated the fortress. She wondered what they ate. Most of the Souled Vampires preferred animal blood to human because they did have a conscience, but she knew there was such a thing as evil Souled.

      Inside, the house was as much a palace as Jo had expected. They followed a few of the guards through a foyer lined with expensive works of art, their shoes echoing on immaculate wooden floors, down a long hall to a living area where Lucas and Eliza stood in front of modern white sofas that looked so soft Jo imagined one might sit and stroke the couch all day, like it was a pet.

      “Welcome to our home,” Lucas said, the voice matching the one that had hit Jo’s ear earlier. So he had come outside to check on them. He crossed the space quickly and offered his hand to Jo first, and then to Zane. “How was your journey?”

      “Long,” Jo admitted. “But not bad.”

      “Good. We are glad you’re here.” He wasn’t as tall as Zane, but he was strikingly handsome, his amber eyes glowing softly in the light from a few lamps that dotted the expansive room here and there and a roaring fire that had to be more for show than anything else since neither of the creatures that lived here would be any more capable of catching a chill than Jo was.

      Eliza finally stepped forward and offered her hand. She looked nearly the same as she had in the images Jo had seen of her from when she was younger, except her hair was a dark black, not purple as it had been, and it reached past her shoulders now, tied back in a simple ponytail. She wore a black pantsuit made of elegant fabric, heels, and more jewelry than Jo owned. “Thanks for coming,” Eliza said as she released Zane’s hand and took Jo’s. “It’s nice to see you again, Josephina.”

      “Please, call me Jo.” She managed a friendly smile. While she couldn’t remember ever having met the woman, she knew she had a few times, when she was a small child. Back then, before Eliza married Lucas, she’d still been a LIGHTS team member. Not a very good one, at least to Jo’s knowledge, but a member nonetheless.

      “Won’t you have a seat?” Lucas motioned toward the larger of the sofas, which was now situated behind Jo and Zane since they’d entered the room to greet their hosts. They looked at each other and then sat down, leaving a good space between them. Eliza and Lucas sat with their backs to the fireplace in equally impressive white chairs. Jo was right about the couch. It was soft. She put her hands in her lap to prevent herself from further running her fingers along the fabric.

      “What is it that we can help you with?” Lucas asked, folding his hands in front of him.

      Jo studied the Souled Vampire for a few moments. It was difficult to imagine someone of his resolve tearing a person’s throat out or sucking their blood. He was so polished, so… civilized. Jo knew he wasn’t that much older than her as their kind went, but she imagined, if he had been alive in the eighteen hundreds, he would’ve blended right in with the English gentlemen the Irish farmers, such as her dad, detested. Not that it made her feel any ill will toward him now. If he and Eliza would help them track down Holland or otherwise weaken the Vampires’ position, she would love him until the day he died--which might be never.

      Stalling while she collected her thoughts, Jo took a deep breath and cleared her throat.

      “Where are our manners? Would you like a drink?” Lucas asked, scooting to the edge of his seat.

      “No, thank you.” Jo put up a hand to stop him. “We don’t want to take up too much of your time. We’re here just to see if… if there’s any way you’d reconsider helping us. We understand that your conversation with Cass didn’t go so well--for us anyway, and I guess… I just wanted to try again. We know you could help us--if you have time.” She couldn’t imagine how they wouldn’t have time to help. It really wasn’t a matter of time, was it? Who had anything better to do right now? Saying they didn’t have time, rather than they just didn’t care to help, was an easy path for them to take out of the mess. She wasn’t sure why she was handing them an excuse, but she waited to see what they had to say, hoping she could keep her mouth shut and give them an opportunity to talk.

      Eliza and Lucas exchanged glances. They both looked like adults, like a well-off married couple with jobs and responsibilities. In comparison, Jo felt like a child, like a vagabond, wandering around in the woods looking for things to kill…. She knew it was all a mirage, but it didn’t help her feel any more settled.

      Once the exchange of glances and a few silent statements were made between the couple, it was Lucas who turned back to address her. “Well, Jo, we did have a conversation with your Aunt Cassidy. I’m not exactly sure I understood the reason for her request. Perhaps you can shed a little more light on the situation for us. Specifically… are you certain it is, in fact, Holland that was seen? If so, how do you know that? And then… what precisely would you have us do?” He spoke with a Slovakian accent that had faded over the years to a mixture of British English and Eliza’s Mid-Western American, but it was clear, concise, and made perfect sense.

      Jo had to wonder why Cassidy wouldn’t have explained all of that before. Maybe they just wanted to hear her version of the answers. Or maybe Cassidy hadn’t done her best to convince them because she didn’t want them to come. She wasn’t sure if Cassidy’s husband, Brandon, would’ve been able to use his mind tricks to convince them or if that didn’t work on Souled Vampires and/or Guardians who had been exposed to his father, Elliott, for so long they were immune to that type of persuasion, but had Brandon even tried? She knew there was no love lost between Eliza and Elliott. Eliza had been involved in the ambush that had gotten Elliott temporarily killed, after all.

      Jo found herself clearing her throat again but stopped just before Lucas moved in a way that made her think he was off to get her some water despite her protests. “My father saw her. He was back a few weeks ago for a week or two, and while he was in Moscow, he saw Holland. So… that’s one way we know it’s her. Since Cassidy’s visit, I also confirmed with a Vampire we had in our custody for a short amount of time that she has many names, one of which was Asteria.”

      If they had been looking at her skeptically before--which they had--those expressions shifted. “He said that?” Eliza questioned, tipping her head forward as he eyebrows raised. “The Vampire voluntarily told you that one of her names was Asteria? Without prompting?”

      “Yes,” Jo confirmed. “Believe me, no one could possibly be more skeptical than I was. I didn’t think it was her. I thought she was dead, or at the very least so lost in the portals she’d never find her way out. Even if she were alive somewhere, I didn’t think there was a chance my dad would’ve actually had the opportunity to see her with his own eyes. In my experience, fortune doesn’t quite work that way.”

      “Preach!” Eliza said in agreement.

      Jo paused, waiting to see if she would say more, but she didn’t, so she took a deep breath and continued. “When the Vampire used that name, Asteria, I got chills. I realized then that it did make sense that it could be her, that it almost had to be. She’s one of the only Vampires that’s ever been able to create the sort of shields from Cassidy that she’s experiencing now. The other was Daunator, and he exploded, so I don’t think he could be back.”

      “God, I should hope not.” Eliza wiggled her shoulders, like she’d gotten the heebie jeebies.

      “You were there, weren’t you?” Jo asked, straying from the topic slightly, but her curiosity had gotten the better of her.

      Eliza nodded. “I was there when your mom and Christian used some special grenades he’d come up with to blow Daunator into a billion pieces.”

      Swallowing hard, Jo realized Eliza’s statement confirmed that the Guardian had also been there when her mom had fallen off of the mountain and died--the first time. She wished she could pause to talk about that hunt for a moment, and about how Jamie had saved her mom. She’d like to hear it from someone else’s perspective, even if she’d spent her whole life growing up listening to her Uncle Elliott retell the story and had also heard versions from Cassidy, Brandon, her dad, and Jamie.

      Now wasn’t the time, though. Lucas had asked questions. She needed to answer them. “As for what we would have you do, well, anything. Anything at all that could possibly do to help would be greatly appreciated. Lucas, we know that you have a huge amount of influence over the Souled Vampires and that many of them would prefer to distance themselves from the vile creatures we are battling. We know that you have means of influencing the Shadow Creepers and some of the other various monsters that sometimes work alongside the Bloodsuckers.” She couldn’t even begin to name all of the mutants that had surfaced since the Revelation began. “If nothing else, we’d love to have your insight.”

      Realizing she needed to address Eliza positively to have any chance of getting her to consent, and understanding that her husband would not act without her blessing, she turned to the wife. “Eliza, you know this area well. I remember my parents talking about how fierce you were at hand-to-hand combat, how you single handedly took out a group of Vampires while searching for Daunator that most people would’ve ran from. Someone with your experience would be welcome on our team, especially since I’m leading it--and I don’t have any idea what the hell I’m doing.”

      Zane finally spoke up as their hosts chuckled nervously at Jo’s admission. “That’s not true,” he said, shaking his head at her.

      Jo shrugged. It seemed about right to her. “Anyway, if the two of you would consider joining us, in any capacity, I would be eternally grateful.”

      “And the rest of your team?” Eliza asked, leaning back in her chair. “Do they feel the same?”

      “Not all of them,” Jo said quickly enough. “But that’s okay. Most of them aren’t comfortable with me either.”

      The couple exchanged looks again. It was clear Lucas was more open to the idea of helping them out than Eliza was. Jo could relate. How much convincing had it taken for her to decide to come along for the ride? A lot.

      Eventually, Lucas addressed them again. “We will take the night to discuss your proposal and get back to you tomorrow.”

      If these two were human, that wouldn’t give them much time, considering the current time and the fact that most people needed to sleep at some point during the night, but since neither of these creatures were human and needed much rest, Jo had to accept that they would, in fact, discuss her proposition and then let her know the next day. She and Zane had planned on going back to the hotel where the rest of the team was staying that night, so they’d have to make other arrangements. Jo had envisioned them driving straight through, a discussion through her IAC with Cass and Brandon about how they had also struck out filling most of her time. Now, she’d have to wait until the next day to tell them she could fail with the best of them.

      With Lucas’s comment, they all rose. “Thanks so much for your time,” Jo said, extending her hand to him as he flew across the room in a quick, easy manner that reminded her of her aunt floating on air.

      “Of course. It was lovely to meet you.” Lucas shook her hand and said it as if he truly meant it. Then, he turned to Zane. “Thanks again for stopping by.”

      Zane took the outstretched hand, saying some other nicety, and the two men led the way to the door as Jo thanked Eliza for listening.

      The women hung back a little. Jo hadn’t intended for it to be that way, but it seemed clear Eliza had some things she wanted to say to Jo away from her husband’s ears. Maybe away from Zane, too. So Jo set her pace at the unnaturally slow gait the Guardian was crawling at. As they walked along, Jo thought of a million conversation starters that all seemed wrong, like, “So… you used to fuck my dad, huh?” or “I guess you hated my mom for permanently stealing your boyfriend?”

      They were about halfway down the hall to the front door when Eliza finally spoke. “So how is it really going?”

      Raising an eyebrow, Jo looked at her for a moment before she said, “Shitty.”

      That got a giggle out of Eliza that made her seem a quarter of her age. “God, there are some real assholes on that team. No offense to anyone you happen to like….”

      “There aren’t many of them I like, actually.” Jo was being honest, despite the fact that she had no reason to count Eliza as a person she could confide in. When she thought about her teammates, most of them were merely tolerable. Even her family members seemed like aliens to her most of the time.

      “I know what you mean,” Eliza said, as if it hadn’t been her comment that had caused Jo’s. “I did want to tell you, though…. When I heard about the situation with your mom, I felt really terrible for your family. Cadence was a force of nature, the kind of person who is bound to make other women jealous. We had been friends at first before… I let that emotion overtake me.”

      Jo looked at her for a second, not sure how to respond. Eliza made it seem like she wasn’t the only one who had a problem with her mom. Who else could she be talking about? Did it even matter? She definitely didn’t want to say anything about the day her mom died--the second time. So she said nothing, only nodded.

      “I was married to Lucas by then, so I was already blacklisted by just about everyone.” Eliza took a few more steps, her hands folded in front of her so that she could twirl the ring on her hand. “Not by your dad, though. If anything, my marriage made it so that he could tolerate me again. It was as if he finally had the assurance that I wouldn’t be chasing after him anymore.”

      The manner in which she made the statement had Jo nearly stopping. They had reached the porch, and Zane and Lucas were standing near the Jeep, talking. Jo followed Eliza down the steps but then, when the Guardian stopped at the bottom, she stopped, too. “There’s a lot of history I don’t know,” Jo admitted.

      “That’s probably for the best,” Eliza said. “I will admit, most of what people say about me is true. I was a hard assed bitch. I did try to trap Aaron, more than once. I was involved in the Sierraville plan, though I had no idea Laura actually wanted to kill my teammates. I wasn’t sorry when Elliott died, but if anything would’ve happened to your dad….” She stopped talking and shook her head. For a moment, Jo expected tears, but it was either too far in the past for that, or Eliza wasn’t the kind of hard assed bitch who produced tears. “When I watched your mom fall off of that mountain, I wasn’t happy--but I was relieved. I remember thinking, ‘This is it. My last chance.’ Then, when Jamie brought her back to life, I wasn’t particularly happy about that either. But I wasn’t angry. And then, when they told us about you and Cadon, well, I couldn’t be upset about that. Anyway, it seems like Lucas wants to do this, that he misses the old days when he and his comrades got to take on their dark counterparts. But you have to know, if I join you, there will be problems. Those people know a version of me that doesn’t exist anymore. But I’m still a hard ass bitch.”

      Eliza’s last statement had Jo snickering. She wasn’t sure what to think about that part in the middle, about her being glad that her mom had been dead for a few minutes. She certainly didn’t like the notion that Eliza hadn’t minded when Elliott had died. He might be a weirdo, but she still loved him. Nevertheless, there was something about her tone, something about her plight, that made Jo feel as if she could relate to this woman--not who she was before, but just the notion that she was also an outsider, and that’s how Jo had felt since the moment she Transformed. “I understand that,” was all she could say in response to Eliza’s confession.

      “Good. That’s important.”

      “We’ll figure out a way to make it work.”

      Eliza nodded, dropping her eyes for a second before lifting them to take in her husband, who despite still being in full conversation with Zane, paused to wink at her. It certainly seemed like these two creatures, meant by nature to be opposites, had fallen in love and found a way to carve out a life for themselves.

      “One more thing,” Eliza said before taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, her eyes on Jo now. “I just wanted to tell you… I don’t know the details of what happened to your mom that day, when you were with her, when she disappeared. But… if anyone in the world could manage to escape an attack that left that sort of aftermath, could navigate the portals and whatever else exists out there, and manage to stay alive… it’s your mom.”

      Jo hadn’t been expecting that. The urge to argue that she didn’t think anyone could do those things stayed trapped in her throat. Instead, she only said, “Thank you.”

      “Also, if anyone in the world is capable of figuring out what happened, and where she is now, it’s your dad. Don’t give up on her just yet, okay? You look so much like her. Except for your eyes. That’s all Aaron.” Eliza’s mouth formed into a crooked grin, and she actually chuckled again before she reached out and squeezed Jo’s arm and then headed back into the house.

      Jo quietly said, “Good night,” not even sure if Eliza heard her, and then stood there for a few moments more before she headed for the Jeep. Lucas bid them both goodnight and patted her shoulder before following Eliza back inside.

      The brigade of Vampire defenders was back to escort them to the gates, which gave Jo a few moments to sit in the passenger seat and consider everything Eliza had just said before she’d have to regurgitate it to Zane--if she even could. The meeting hadn’t gone anything like she had expected, but she was glad she’d come.
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      “Well?”

      The sound of Zane’s voice brought Jo back to the Jeep. She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. It had only been about ten minutes since they’d left Eliza and Lucas’s house, but it seemed like she’d been lost in her thoughts forever. The conversation she’d had with Eliza, after the official meeting was over, had revealed much more about the situation than the few minutes of discussion she’d had with the couple in the living room. She thought there was a good chance they’d agree to help her team find Holland, but she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      “Well--what?” Rather than just blurt all of that out to Zane, she decided to give him a chance to pull it out, piece by piece, like a dentist in the 1800s trying to extract a shattered molar. That’s how Jo tended to do things.

      “What do you think?” He had one hand on the steering wheel, the other elbow propped on the door as they drove along the snowy, dirt road that led back into town. They both knew it made more sense to find a hotel for the night than to head all the way back to where the rest of the team was staying when there was a chance Lucas and Eliza would want to meet with them again the next day. That was too long of a trip to make more than once if it could be helped.

      “I think… a lot of things. What did Lucas say to you, when we were walking out?”

      Zane pulled his eyes off of the road and stared at her for a long moment, far too long for a human to have kept command of the vehicle without looking at where they were going, but his superhuman powers allowed him to keep the Jeep on the road until his eyes flickered back to the front. He knew she was changing the subject and was debating whether or not he should call her out on it.

      He didn’t. “He was just reminiscing, telling me about how he and a group of Souleds used to infiltrate their counterparts’ lairs and take them out by the dozens. He said, back before the Revelation, his intent had been to wipe out all soulless Vampires, but then, when the world became aware that Vampires existed, and governments started creating laws to protect them, treating them as if they deserved human rights, he had to stop. He said he’s itching to get back into the fray, though it is also tempting to just stay in his mansion and wait it out.”

      Jo nodded. She had been under the impression that’s what he was saying, or something along those lines anyway. She thought the chances of Lucas helping them were pretty good. Whether or not Eliza came in. Jo hadn’t thought they needed Eliza, not until she’d met her. Now, she was starting to form a different opinion. How it was she had so much in common with a woman she should hate was a surprise, one that had kept her mind occupied far too long since she’d climbed back into the Jeep. Perhaps it was just the idea that the rest of the team hated Eliza and hated Jo, though for different reasons, that had her thinking that way.

      “Do you think they’ll help?” Zane asked more directly this time.

      He’d caught her lost in her thoughts again so that, when she answered, it wasn’t from a conscious state, so the “Yeah,” that popped out of her mouth even surprised her. When she turned to look at him, his eyebrows were arched. “I mean… I think Lucas wants to. If Eliza will let him.”

      “And whatever she was saying to you while we were walking out, you think she will let him?”

      “I think she might.” Jo let out a loud exhale and adjusted in her seat, wishing they could just be at a hotel already. Her head was growing foggy. It was time for her to get some sleep and think about all of this later.

      “What did she say to you? When we were walking to the vehicle?” Zane’s tone was cautious now, quiet, as if he was afraid he might frighten Jo back into her shell.

      “She, uh, was talking about how it used to be… back in the day. About my parents. It was a confession of sorts. Zane, if she comes aboard, there’s going to be lots of drama. People hate her. I understand why now.”

      “Really? She told you all of the reasons why people hate her?” Again, he pulled his eyes from the road to stare at her in disbelief.

      She nodded. “Enough of them, anyway. Anyone who was around before we were born is not going to be a fan of hers--Cass, Brandon, Cale, Meagan, and definitely not Elliott.”

      “Why not Elliott?” Zane had picked up on her tone when she’d emphasized her Funcle’s feelings toward the Guardian in question.

      “Because she was part of the scheme that got him killed,” she replied.

      “I thought that was just a rumor.” Zane turned onto a paved road, an indication that they were getting back to civilization, not that this part of Russia was very civilized.

      “She just told me that she hadn’t meant for anyone to get killed, but she hadn’t felt badly when Elliott had died.”

      He didn't pull his eyes from the road this time, but his mouth dropped open. “Wow. She said that?”

      “Yes. She’s very cut and dried. There’s no bullshit coming out of her mouth, at least not now. She said she tried more than once to come between my parents. I knew that. But… she wasn’t apologetic about it. She even said she hadn’t been too terribly upset when my mom fell off of that mountain and died. So… she’s blunt. But she also said that’s not who she is now.”

      Zane was quiet for a few moments. “So… who is she? And why do we need her?”

      “I don’t know the answer to either one of those questions. But if it takes bringing her along to get Lucas, then that’s what we do.” Jo turned her head to look out the window, glad to see more houses in the distance, her eyes cutting through the darkness and gloom to pick them up even when there were no lights on and they were far apart. They’d be back to Magadan soon. Then, they’d need to find a hotel. She was tired enough to sleep in the back of the Jeep.

      “And you’re certain it’s worth it, that what he brings will negate the harsh feelings between Eliza and… everyone?”

      “No,” she said quickly. “But I do think she deserves another chance. Not a second chance. Apparently, my dad gave her plenty of those, and I don’t just mean as his girlfriend, but on the team.” She knew that was a fault of Aaron’s, one of his few, that he was too forgiving. But then, if that wasn’t the case, she wouldn’t be there now. Maybe that wasn’t a good thing either. “She said she’s not the same person she used to be. I want to find out what that means. How someone that everyone used to hate can rebuild themselves and come out of the fire.”
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