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      The first Christmas I really had, the first one I remembered, that I really wanted to remember, had been at the Coopers. With Jen.

      Parker hadn’t believed in the holiday. Not that I actually knew whether he believed in it or not. It was just we never celebrated Christmas at his home. I would have said, knowing the man, that he just believed in hard work. In getting the results of the work you put into something, the value of what you earned. Looking back now, Parker didn’t believe in things like the giving of gifts. To him, that cheapened whatever it was you got.

      Of course, Parker was dead now. So I couldn’t ask him. And I had misunderstood a lot about the man, though, so I could have been wrong. Maybe he had loved the holiday. Maybe he had loved Christmas with his son, waking up to all the excitement and opening of gifts, and just couldn’t tolerate the holiday after his son’s death. Maybe he just hadn’t wanted to celebrate it with us, with those of us he boarded: me, Danny, Nick.

      So I knew about Christmas. I had heard the stories, so I understood what the holiday was about, but I really didn’t know. It was one of those things I think you have to experience to really understand.

      There is, always, a wide gulf between the knowing and the understanding of a thing.

      The first year Jen had arrived in Grafton, her family had invited me over. I was a kid, so I knew about gifts for the holiday, but I was also an orphan, being raised by Parker, so I really didn’t have any money to speak of. Giving gifts wasn’t really done, not only because of the money, but also because of something I hadn’t understood at the time: the loss of Parker’s son years before.

      So for that Christmas, it wasn’t a lack of me being aware of the holiday, it wasn’t that I didn’t know I should have brought a gift, it was more just not having the money to bring one. That, coupled with a general ignorance, having never celebrated it, made me unaware of what the holiday was about.

      That Christmas with the Coopers had been my first real one. It had been magical, for many reasons, starting with Jen. It was the Christmas that would always stick with me, wherever I was at, throughout my life. It was there I first discovered the magic of the gift.

      At the Cooper’s I had helped set up a real Christmas tree for the first time. I had strung red and blue and green and yellow lights around the tree, winding them around thin, prickly pine needles. Breathing in the deep, woody pine smell as I lay under the tree, trying to tighten the stand. Coming back out with the sticky pine sap on my hands and trying to figure out what actually removed that sap. Turns out, not much did. I still smile remembering Jen’s laugh when tinsel kept sticking to my hands, when I flicked my fingers a hundred times trying to get the shiny silver plastic ribbons off.

      I had marveled at a little miniature train set they had built around the base of the tree. A round track, with a little village, all covered in a fake snow. A train station, where the train would occasionally stop its travel if you flicked a little switch on the remote. People standing by a lit lamp, wearing plaster scarves and top hats, mouths open as if they sang.

      Then there had been the star. An old, five-pointed thing, its center glowing a deep, solid white. Jen and I had to use a tall stepladder to get the star on top of the tree, and no matter how hard I tried, the dang thing always leaned a bit to the side.

      It had been magical to me. The preparation for the day in the weeks leading up to Christmas. The time spent finding the tree and then creating the world in which the tree lived. The brightly colored blinking bulbs, the wood stocked by the fireplace, the wrapping of gifts. The hanging of stockings. The stocking of the stockings.

      Even the food took time. There were cookies to bake, gingerbread men that I iced frowny faces on. Because I never smiled. Someone started calling them grimmerbread men, and the name stuck.

      There was fudge to make, sweet square chunks of peanut butter and chocolate. There were peppermint candy canes to hang in the tree, hooked spirals of red and white, and if less canes were hung on the tree than came in the package, well no one could blame me. There were mugs and mugs of hot chocolate, and bags and bags of marshmallows. There were sausage and pepperoni rolls, warm bread filled with spicy pepperoni, and a spicy-sweet sausage.

      With all that going on, you might ask how I could have not gotten a gift. How, after seeing all the packages under the tree, I hadn’t gone out and got something for Jen. All I can say is that I was caught up in the moment. Bewitched by the magic of Christmas. I became lost in a world I had never known, a world that had sucked me in, and never let me go.

      On Christmas Day we had sat around with mugs of hot chocolate and watched it snow. There was this feeling of peace that I’ll never forget. The flakes were big and the snow came down thick; the ground was covered in a white blanket that only kept swelling higher and higher outside. There was a crackling in the fireplace from a log burning there, and Frank Sinatra was softly singing the words Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas over and over, the words coming through a needle scratching softly off a record spinning on a table in the corner of the room.

      Jen and me sitting on her couch, a place that felt more and more like home to me, looking out the big front window. The morning sky dark with the snowfall, dark with the fallen snow. The flakes were huge; they drifted down in front of the panes of glass, and every now and then one glittered, caught by a brief ray of morning sun. Each of us taking tiny sips of the mugs of hot chocolate, the mugs warm in our hands, occasionally licking the sweet, melted marshmallow stuck to our lips.

      The singing of Sinatra, the crackling of fire, the sweetness of marshmallow, the chocolate cocoa, the feeling of peace. The big flakes, drifting down, piling on top of one another. The blanket of snow outside, wrapped around the house, keeping us safe from the world.

      Like I said, something I’ll never forget.

      The feeling of Jen’s hip against mine even then was electric. We were both young teenagers, still really unaware of our feelings for each other, just the happiness of being by each other, the tiny, stomach-jerking sensations of seeing them for the first time. The deep breath inducing, intense moments of when we stood too close, when our eyes connected and neither of us could look away, when, for a moment, I had forgotten to breathe.

      That was Christmas to me.

      I didn’t bring a gift on my first Christmas. I could never really say why, although I hope I’ve explained it. And each Christmas thereafter, I didn’t either. Even as Jen and I grew closer each year and went from middle-school best friends to high-school sweethearts. Not because I was stubborn, I didn’t think. But maybe because it was my tradition. Just bringing me.

      Above all, Christmas should be about being with those you love.

      And sure, it was only a few days away. It had been hinted this year might be a good one for me to break my particular tradition. And the way Jen felt, with her struggling to figure out a what felt wrong inside her, what was missing, a part of me knew I might be able to help with just the right gift.

      I just wished I could figure out what that gift should be.
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      It was hot in Mexico.

      It shouldn’t be, not this time of year. Not in late December. Not with Mexico City being a mile above sea level. The day should be pleasantly cool, a nice seventy degrees, the sun should be a reassuring warmth on the skin. The breeze, blowing inward from the ocean, should stir the hair on your forearms, and carry a hint of salt.

      There should be streets packed with traffic, sidewalks packed with crowds, there should be motors running and horns blaring and the low-lying hum of thousands of conversations among millions of people. There should be shoppers walking around in chinos and white, blousy shirts, drinking and celebrating and ducking into stores for the occasional thing that caught their eye.

      After all, Christmas was just a week away.

      It should have been all of that and more.

      Instead, Mexico was a nightmare. It wasn’t cool. People didn’t populate the streets shopping for gifts. Cars and trucks didn’t crowd the highways. Mexico City was empty now. Empty except for the dead zone, and the few survivors left in the country.

      And empty now, because of the plague. Hot. Dry, with the brief flashes of mugginess that moisture around an ocean brings. The sun was always angry, always red, always glaring at everyone below. Clouds that formed quickly dissipated, almost in their moment of creation, the heat burning away any moisture daring to gather in the atmosphere, leaving the sky a grayish haze, as if the heavens themselves tried to hide what lay underneath.

      Not that there was much left to hide.

      Whatever had existed yesterday in Mexico was gone. Whatever, whoever, all of it and everything, gone. An infinite number of locusts had surged out from the dead zone in Mexico City, creatures Sabnock had created, the insects washing over everything in a gigantic tidal wave of crunching mandibles and corrosive blood, eating every building, every plant, every animal and human left standing.

      Nothing had escaped the locusts.

      They had eaten high-rises, leaving huddled remains of buildings where there had been tall structures pointing high in the sky. They had eaten monuments, leaving ichor-stained concrete where pieces of history had once stood. They had eaten vehicles, leaving empty, brittle, twisted frames of steel and iron. They had eaten cattle and dogs and people, leaving mounds of black shells from which an occasional white bone flashed.

      There was a flutter in the air, a stirring that might once have been a breeze before it had travelled the long distance over a barren land, before the breeze had died, before it had become the gasp of something cool from an ocean too far away from here to matter.

      The breeze carried no hint of salt, no taste of origin, no scent of where it had been or what it carried. It was an empty wind, a wind that occasionally stirred the empty shells of locusts along the streets like small carapace-like tumbleweeds. It was a wind that only existed to reveal what was left. What had been there. And what had gone.

      The stirring of the air left just the cloudless darkening haze of late evening; the gray-blue sky streaked with purple, the purple so dark it appeared as black, and so empty the moon seemed a tiny orb perched over the horizon, a pale weak whiteness hanging in the east, unsure of where to go.

      The moon hovered there. Then moved west. Slowly. Timidly. As if afraid. Stepping lightly in its journey through the night, until it found itself hovering over the once City of Spring, Cuernavaca, and a ruined building covered in locust shells, a building broken under the assault of insects, broken and buried under mounds of black carapaces.

      A building with a vault.

      A vault with people.

      Survivors.

      And me.
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      There was a hum in the vault. A nearby rumbling of a motor. The vibration could be felt in the floor underneath me, running along the underneath of my legs. In the wall behind me, slightly trembling against my back. The oscillation of something running at sixty hertz.

      A generator.

      It must be pretty big.

      There was a hint of the motor powering it in the air. Each breath brought a scent of something sweet and diesely. Fumes. My head ached from them, and that told me the vault might not have enough ventilation for the generator. That, or it had been running too long.

      An occasional slapping sound broke through the humming, distant light thwacks sporadically echoing over the thrum of the generator. A weird sound to wake up to in Alejandro’s compound. Not something I had expected, when I had collapsed against the wall, after flying Gabrielle back through the plague.

      We had barely made it. Me for sure, but Gabrielle, almost not.

      I opened my eyes. The light was dim in the large room of the vault, what I thought of as the party room. A place for everyone in the vault to congregate, a large area with couches and tables and a long bar across from the elevator.

      Michael sat there, much like he had before, when he had told me to go to sleep. When he knew, and I knew, there was no way I could make it back to Jen and save them. That whatever had passed up there had passed, and there was no way I could change it.

      This time he had company. Tabitha next to him, cross-legged on the floor in much the same way, her face concerned behind her glasses. Gertrude, behind both of them, on her knees, the hilt of her sword and axe poking out from her shoulders.

      They all froze when I opened my eyes. It looked as if they had been talking. Otherwise, it was quiet. The room was silent around us, other than the hum of the generator. Maybe a smaller hum of people speaking across the room.

      The lights… trembled. Wavered. Grew brighter and dimmer. And then steadied. The three of them looked up, but only briefly. As if the lights were something they all were used to, and maybe they wondered when they might dim for a last time.

      I nodded, wincing a bit at the knotted muscles at the back of my neck. All my muscles were tight. Like my whole body had had one big cramp. My voice sounded rough. “Water?”

      There was a six-pack of bottles between Tabitha and Michael. Three of the plastic loops were empty, hanging in the air, but the other loops all held tall, cold bottles. Long, bold words down their sides, white words on a background of a light blue raindrop: Smartwater.

      Smartwater with antioxidants.

      Michael broke a bottle off one of the loops and held it out to me. I chuckled. The chuckling hurt. My body was tight. Sore. But I took the Smartwater—with all of its antioxidants—with a smile. Hell, I could use them.

      The bottle was icy cold in my hand. I opened it with a grimace. My body ached, and even the plastic top was hard to twist off. Then I took a sip. The sip became a deep swallow. The swallow became a continuous stream of swallows, big gulps.

      Smartwater with antioxidants was pretty tasty.

      You know, for water.

      I looked around. The whole corner of the large room had emptied. There was me, where I was leaning back against the wall, Michael, Tabitha, and Gertrude. The couches and seats closest to us were empty. The vampires and humans that had been there had apparently moved.

      The rest of them watched. From a safer distance.

      The three of them, the angel and the witches, looked worried. Concerned. About me or the situation, I wasn’t sure. Tabitha had a pile of stuff next to her. Another folded towel. A shirt and pants. And shoes. I realized then that somewhere during my flight I had lost one. I had just one sneaker on.

      I placed one hand over the key. It still radiated the slightest warmth into my palm. Something I knew, I felt, would always be there between Jen and I. It was faint, but there.

      It was the deepest of reliefs for me. The feeling was better than the first taste of the Smartwater, although I took another sip. My voice, though still rough, was stronger. Sounding more like a mild case of strep, less like I had smoked a couple of cartons of cigarettes. “They’re still alive.”

      Michael nodded, as if he had expected no more and no less. Tabitha’s face showed a mix of relief and puzzlement and worry. I understood Tabitha’s concern. A mother for her daughter.

      I wanted to reassure her, but the only assurance that even I had was the thought that if my friends were alive, they would have kept Zoe alive, too. That was all I had, and that wasn’t enough to stay alive. It was just enough for the belief to run, unsaid, an undercurrent to our conversation. Let it lie there, and let it be believed.

      The earth witch’s face looked torn. As if she didn’t know whether to be happy or not. As if afraid to grab the tiny lifeline handed her.

      I understood.

      It was best, in these times, to do what you could do. I asked about Gabrielle.

      “Alive,” Gertrude said. “I’m told. Sleeping.”

      Gabrielle had bled a lot. I could still feel her body jerk in tiny motions under the biting of the locusts. My hand closed, briefly, on its own. I hoped vampires had a store down in their vault. Some kind of blood bank. I hoped. If she was sleeping anything like I had been, it had been the sleep of the dead.

      Speaking of, I got the fresh towel from Tabitha and poured some of the water on it. I tried using it to clean off my chest. The towel came away with spit and some of the glop of the locusts’ insides. I kept up the cycle, pouring the water on my chest, bracing myself for the chill of it, then kept finding a clean corner of the towel and wiping off what I could.

      Mostly I made a mess of things. But I felt a little cleaner. A little.

      I was still tired. Not falling-down tired, like I had been back in the elevator. Just incredibly-tough-to-get-up tired.

      The lights flickered again above us. I looked up, but the three of them didn’t. Like they were used to the dimming and brightening.

      How long had we been running on generator power? How much fuel did we have? Why did the lounge smell like diesel? Most generators had an exhaust piped up to the outside.

      I drank more water. Cleaned myself some more. Michael gave me a second bottle when I finished the first. Tabitha helped get a button-up shirt around me. It was a dressy shirt, white with long sleeves, and I ended up buttoning just a couple buttons before giving up.

      My next task was the pants. It took some work and a lot of wincing, but I was able to slide off my jeans. Or was it jean now? Was it always plural, or should I remove the S when just one leg was there? Or were jeans always plural, with either one leg or two?

      I mean, I was pulling on the pants. They were plural, and had two legs. Just like jeans. If I happened to rip off a leg of these, and the way things were going I might, would I call them pant instead of pants?

      Someone once told me that what the brain thinks during your most exhausted moments, when you’re the most empty of energy, is the real you. It’s the thinking that comes uncluttered by other thoughts and worries that isn’t tinted with past or present or future. It’s a direct stream of consciousness from the part of your mind that’s usually hidden, that only comes out when everything else is too tired to overshadow it.

      I hoped not. Because the plurality of jeans and pants didn’t seem to be a critical world-destroying issue, I might be the only person to ever think that thought in the history of mankind.

      I thought I’d leave it that way.

      The lights kept up their dimming and undimming, occasionally brightening too much in a big glow, rarely going completely dark, and for the most part they kept the room illuminated. Tabitha was nice enough to do the socks and shoes. The shoes were a little tight and pinched my toes together. But they’d do.

      I watched her tie my laces, like a mother would for her kid. Laughed a bit on the inside at the image. Felt bad because I knew she must have been thinking about Zoe. And kept a blank face when the earth witch glanced at me.

      I finished the second bottle of Smartwater. I couldn’t really feel the antioxidants working. They weren’t ganging up on the oxidants. Maybe that was stuff that happened later. Maybe I shouldn’t feel them working at all. Maybe antioxidants took all the oxidants out ninja-style.

      Come on brain. Get with the program. This jean/jeans/antioxidant shit is getting old.

      I groaned. Or maybe shouted, in a groaning way. And shook my head. Moved to get up, fighting the sleepy brain and the achy body.

      I found it still was harder than I would have thought. My whole body felt like it was coming out of a hundred-year slumber. Everything was slow and thick and sore; every muscle responded only after a moment’s thought, and then weakly.

      Note to self: becoming a flying battle tank takes a lot out of you.

      I had not felt the same way before, when all the plates and the wings had come out of me. When I had become the armored angel back in the factory at Grafton. And people had been shooting at me at the time. Bullets had bounced off me.

      It had been a gunfight. And there had been a lot of people shooting at me. A lot of bullets striking my armor and bouncing off. I would have thought that would have been harder to protect myself from an infini-million locusts.

      I would have been wrong.

      I must have used a lot of ethereal energy. My hand moved around for the Five-Fold blade. Gertrude saw me looking for it and understood the motion in the way warriors do. She handed it over, the blade in a new sheath, which I found a nice gesture.

      The sheath had a couple of straps so that I could strap it to my leg. Which I did. Maybe I wouldn’t lose it this time.

      I slid the blade out, just a bit, until I saw the Five-Fold symbol. It glowed there, but it was weaker. Much weaker than when I had created it. I flickered my ethereal sight there, and the five circles almost seemed to swirl like a funnel. Like a little tap of energy of its own.

      I couldn’t see that before. The symbols had been fiery with power. The swirl now spun slowly, like the slow spin of a whirlpool. Glowed less brightly. Before, in my ethereal vision, it had been almost blindingly brilliant. Like an ethereal sun.

      How much had I used?

      Was it access to that energy that had helped me to become the armored angel? The battle tank? That large tap?

      That didn’t strike me as right. I had pulled a lot that night back in the factory. In Grafton. I had killed a lot of people then, bad people, evil people. I had killed them for their ghosts, and I had used their spirits for energy, in order to save Jen.

      It had been a lot of energy.

      Maybe not the same amount as I had pulled from the Five-Fold blade. I just didn’t know. There was no power meter, no gas tank needle, measuring what I used. It was just a feel. I did what I could in the moment and hoped we survived.

      I hoped Gabrielle really was okay. She had been alive, well as alive as vampires could be. Surely that was enough to get her healed.

      Would Johnny care if she died? I hoped so. Something about them, about he and Gabrielle, was sad to me. Maybe because I had found Jen, after ten years apart. Maybe I wanted the same for my friends. Johnny and Gabrielle. Nick and Sarah.

      Even in our darkest moments, we all want the best for those we love.

      The lights flickered again. Briefly. Swelling and then dimming. The generator’s hum choked a bit, like it had coughed. A slap or two, back from the elevator bank.

      “The locusts,” Michael said, as if that could explain it.

      Maybe it did. The flickering of the lights, all the people down here, maybe we were at the edge of the load the generator could carry.

      Still, why were we on a generator at all?

      What the hell could these locusts do?

      “How long?” I asked.

      “A couple more hours,” Michael said. “It is evening, now.”

      I hadn’t been asking how long I had been sleeping. Though it had been a long day. We had driven down before sunrise. I had thought it might have gotten to mid-morning when I went into the dead zone. So I must have come back with Gabrielle around noon. By the best guess of my one-legged-jean mind.

      “I mean, how long until we can leave?”

      “Until it is finished,” the angel said, like it was the most apparent thing in the world. “Likely the morning. The center of the plague is above us now. What you flew through earlier, that was the outskirts of the swarm.”

      I knew how that had felt. And if that had just been the outer edges of the plague, I shuddered to wonder what they could be doing above us. Even if they were just insects. “What can these things do?”

      His eyebrows lifted. A very slight motion. “You will be surprised, if we make it to morning.”

      I didn’t miss the if.

      It wasn’t a when-we-leave. It was an if-we-make-it. A very big difference.

      An image appeared in my head, of the plague of locusts eating metal and brick and people alive; of insects the size of my fingers, swarming my friends and taking hundreds of tiny, blood-filled bites. Just as the locusts had tried to eat me. Just as they had taken those same tiny bites from Gabrielle.

      The generator’s coughing, the flickering of the lights, the smell of diesel, that all meant this wasn’t over. The exhaust made more sense, now. I wondered if the tube was getting swarmed by insects. If they were pouring down the exhaust in order to keep it from breathing. To choke it to death.

      Or to come eat us.

      I looked past Michael. Back the way I had come, from where Michael and Gertrude had pulled me from the elevator. A few people stood there, vampires and humans, holding books and rolled-up magazines and even, in one case, a two-by-four. They swung occasionally, at something in the air, and the slapping sounds came from when a book or magazine hit the wall.

      So the vault wasn’t really a vault. It wasn’t a safe place, though it had gotten us this far. It had a couple of weak points. The elevator bank, coming down. The exhaust tube or tubes of the generator’s motor. The insects were coming down in those places.

      What else might we be missing? It wasn’t like things today were built to be insect proof. Ants, cockroaches, gnats, these things could make it anywhere. Why not hungry locusts as well?

      The fight wasn’t over. We still had to last the night. Or however long it took for the plague to spend itself out.

      Dammit.

      Here I thought I could take a break.

      I pushed myself up. Not letting myself feel the exhaustion. A large groan burst from me. I’ll say groan, and not moan. Or cry. It definitely wasn’t a cry.

      The three of them looked up at me. Then got up. It was a lot easier for them than me. None of them mentioned it though. I still thought they were bragging.

      “What are you doing?” Michael asked.

      “Finding a way to stop the locusts from coming in.” I said. Or asked. I wasn’t sure which.

      “How?” he asked. He was calm, but Gertrude wasn’t. She was hiding it, and maybe the lights had hidden it, but she was pale. Worried pale.

      “I’m assuming you think they can eat their way down to us?”

      “It’s not out of the realm of possibilities.”

      “Well, we’re buried in the earth,” I said, and pointed at Tabitha. “And we have an earth witch.”

      Tabitha was shaking her head before I finished. “I’ve tried. It’s too much earth. Too much to harden. I just don’t have the strength.”

      I understood her worry and concern now. It wasn’t just concern for Zoe, a mother’s concern for her daughter, but it was also the worry that Tabitha wouldn’t live to see whether or not her daughter was alive. Whether she could make it in time to help.

      I grinned a bit. I could fight. I could always figure out a way to fight.

      “Maybe you didn’t then,” I said, holding up the Five-Fold blade. “But you do now.”
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      Yeah, I wasn’t sure it would work either.

      Ethereal energy was a domain I worked in. It was a power I used and controlled. As far as I knew, with my mother and father gone, I was the sole operator in the landscape of ethereal energy.

      Maybe, though, all I needed was a shift in perspective. After all, I had used the power to heal Jen. And Johnny. In the aftermath, both of them had mentioned hearing, seeing, feeling spirits I had used. Johnny could still see them, at times.

      Jen had actually used ethereal energy when she had been trapped in the key. Used it to fuel her power. Used to help me fight the geas, used it to fuel her lightning storm at Red Rock.

      She had used her own pool of the energy, at first. And then had used some of the ghosts I had tapped once she had understood. Once she had figured out how I accessed the ethereal plane, she had piggybacked off of that.

      I had evidence other people could use ethereal energy. Even though Jen and I were… unique. Our bond, there was nothing like us. Like her and I, and the key. I would argue there was nothing like Jen.

      I could use ethereal energy. I could access that power through ghosts, through living their histories, their memories, their lives. Other people could use that energy, though, once I accessed it. To me, the Five-Fold blade was that. It was a pool of energy, clean, stripped of the memories of people, of all the evil they had done.

      I hoped that once those lives were lived, once that debt was paid, anyone could use the energy left. Kind of like jumping a dead car battery. All a person needed to access the energy was a set of cables and another battery, another car.

      I thought it was possible. The other car was the blade. The set of cables was me.

      Simple is as simple does.

      It seemed possible. Plausible. At least, I felt like it was worth a try.

      At first Tabitha protested. The normal reaction of people when first asked to do something way outside their comfort zone. Outside the norm. The first thing they say are things like: I’m not sure, that’s not how it works, or even a hell, no. Maybe, if they were being polite, they’d say something like maybe another time.

      I couldn’t blame her; we were talking of power, of a different type of power, of combining that power with hers, and merging powers in new ways might have a disastrous consequence. There were all kinds of unknowns in the equation.

      In Red Rock, those consequences had been beneficial. Pushing the ethereal energy to Jen along our bond had allowed me to handle more of it, but it had also allowed her greater power, and together that had helped me fight the geas. It also had allowed her to rain down lightning. And had, unfortunately, shown her how to access her own ethereal energy.

      Here, it could allow Tabitha enough power to keep us safe. Keep the vault sealed. Keep the locusts out.

      As if echoing my thoughts, the motor powering the generator coughed a couple of times. I heard and felt the sputters. Saw the results as the lights flickered, not dim and brighter, but on and off.

      We gained nothing by not trying. Even if Tabitha wasn’t, I was kind of a leap-before-I-look kind of guy. And, in the end I had an effective counterargument, “Do you want to live, so we can find Zoe?”

      That got Tabitha on board.

      Not fully. Not all the way in. But enough to try.

      I looked over at the earth witch. She was not looking at me. She was looking ahead, focused on the vault around us. Focused on the earth and all the metals surrounding us.

      We sat together, her and I. Gertrude and Michael standing behind us, closer to the center of the room. Alejandro as well. All waiting, watching, maybe hoping.

      We all were back by the elevator bank. The center of the vault. Both of us cross-legged, next to one another, sitting amidst the choking of the generator, the dimming of the lights, the chittering skittering sound of locusts, as they snuck out the elevator doors, followed by the pounding slap of a book.

      Not the ideal place to concentrate on melding different powers, I’ll grant you that.

      The Five-Fold blade rested in my hand, the hand away from the earth witch. The symbol on the blade glowed a light blue that swelled inside the darkness left by the flickering lights. I watched the ethereal tap there, the slow tidal spin of energies inside the symbols, in a moment of wonder.

      Tabitha held her focus in the hand furthest from me. Her talisman, the large rock. The stone cracked and lined like it had come from deep within the earth. Polished in some places, sharply edged in others. Old.

      We held hands between us. Her hand was smaller than mine, cool, damp. Her fingers were more lined. Wrinkled.

      Still, her hand gripped mine, tight.

      I gripped hers the same. “Ready?”

      Tabitha nodded. Her eyes closed. Tightly pressed together.

      I began to pull energy from the blade. As I did, I pushed it through me. Through me and into Tabitha. Like I had when I had healed Johnny back at the airport in Denver. Like I had with Jen.

      There was a moment of resistance. Like pressing up against the outside of a bubble. There was a slight wall between us, something thin; it gave as I pressed. I pulled more ethereal energy. Increased what I pushed into Tabitha. The bubble bowed inward.

      I increased the energy flow a little more. Kept increasing it in slow, tiny increments.

      Tabitha’s hand spasmed.

      The bubble burst.

      The energy poured into the earth witch. Or rather, she took it, pulled it from me, from my hand. The energy zipped along my nerves, my skin, my bones. Lightning struck the Five-Fold blade. I was the conducting rod, and the bolt coursed through me, tingling my spine, and zipped over into the earth witch.

      Who vacuumed all that energy up.

      Large cracking sounds came from the elevator. Screams of metal bending beyond where it was supposed to be bent. Cracks and pings and tings and squeals echoed down the shaft.

      Tabitha’s eyes remained scrunched together. Her face paled. She weaved a bit while she sat. Gertrude stepped up from behind her, afraid to touch her.

      A moment later the lights went out.

      The generator gave a last cough.

      Voices came from the lounge behind us. Small exclamations of surprise.

      Tabitha’s hand gripped me harder. Power flowed through me, the hairs on my arm lifted with it. They floated in the air, trickling with power, for a moment or two more.

      The metal squeals slowed down. In the background, behind us, I heard similar crunches and pings. Tiny sounds in the air, like a hard rain hitting a piece of sheet metal, the pings scattered at first, and then thrumming into the metal as the rain came down harder and harder.

      A sound beat in the air, like a metallic, rolling thunder.

      Then a final large pinging sound in the room. My ears popped as the pressure changed in the vault, and a ringing echoed through them. I worked my jaw a bit, trying to get my hearing back.

      Tabitha let go.

      “It’s done,” she said. Her voice exhausted. “I closed everything. Plumbing. Vent shafts. Elevator. Then burrowed some new ventilation, a large enough hole from here to about a mile away.”

      I couldn’t see her. But her voice felt like it was aimed in my direction. Answering my question. “We’ve got to breathe. If the locusts can find that shaft and then get back here through it by morning, we’re probably dead anyway.”

      “I can’t believe that worked,” Gertrude said. Her voice wondering, somewhere above us.

      My mother would have said we had become more.

      Michael might have said something about forging.

      I looked down at the Five-Fold blade. The blue energy still swirled there in my sight. Slower still. Like it was almost empty. I sheathed it with a grimace, snapping a little piece of leather over the hilt to lock it in.

      Beams of light flashed through the room. Someone found a portable lantern and lit it. The glow weakly illuminated the center of the lounge. Shadows hid the faces of many of the vampires and the humans in the room. Briefly a beam flickered over us, highlighting those around me: Gertrude’s expression of wonder. Tabitha’s exhaustion. Michael’s thoughtful look.

      Me, I was with Tabitha.

      I pulled myself up and staggered down the wall a bit. Away from the elevator bank. A sound still came from it, a high-pitched whistling, as if millions of insects were screeching above us, as if that sound echoed its way down to us below, through whatever seals and metal barriers Tabitha had placed there.

      I wanted a bit more peace than that. I had started to dread the screeching of the insects, the reminder of the train whistle, a memory of that ghostly train I had heard in my fight with Hector.

      Unseen, but heard. Unknown, but felt. A constant pressure from a place I couldn’t find. I just knew it was there.

      Where was my corner of the room? I searched; my eyes were adjusting to the dark, to the tiny glow of light provided by the portable lantern, the edges of the room staying dark in the shadows. Part of me kept hoping to have Nick pop out of one. Tell me everything was okay. That they all were safe.

      That didn’t happen. I didn’t know if it was because he couldn’t find a place he had never been to, or if it was because they were busy themselves in a fight for their own lives. I worried, and only a hand occasionally pressed to the key kept me from worrying too much.

      I kept on. One hand on the wall. Looking, but not looking, for Nick.

      I was surprised when I found someone else, instead.

      A form materialized out of the shadows, much like Nick would. At first I thought it was him. Nick wasn’t built like a linebacker; he was lean, like this body in front of me. But this form was even leaner. A little more slight. Shorter.

      Gabrielle.

      Her face was pale, even in the shadows. Her eyes dark, so dark in the blackness of the room. Her skin crisscrossed in scars, tiny white things that hadn’t yet healed. The scars on her skin reminded me so much of my mother, I paused there. A wash of anger came over me, anger with nowhere to go, and in the end, I directed it at Johnny. Where the hell had he thought playing thrall to a vampire would go?

      You stupid fuck.

      Then I took a breath. Another. He needed time. Who the hell was I to say anything to that?

      Another form was behind Gabrielle. Millie. Her scar much more prominent, though, for once, the young vampire did not look so angry at me.

      Gabrielle’s voice was hoarse. Much like mine had been. “I wanted to thank you.”

      I did my normal thing. Which was to shrug off the thanks. Wave it off. I did what anyone would do. And so that’s what I did.

      “No,” Gabrielle said, in a rough voice. As if forcing out the words. “I understand what people think of us. What humans think. And, sometimes, we give them reason.”

      Her eyes shimmered a bit in her pale face, black shiny pools in the shadows of the room. Her hand reached out and grabbed my arm. Her fingers were weak, but they dug into my flesh just the same.

      “I didn’t know what it meant to be a Wolverine,” she said. “I didn’t think I was really a part of you. Part of this.”

      Ah.

      I was a little ashamed. A little. I had never tried to welcome Gabrielle. It wasn’t something I had ever thought of. That was maybe more a Jen thing. I had just made her a part of our circle; it was always her and Johnny together in my mind. Maybe the vampire was worried, with Johnny being in the middle of what he was thinking, that she wasn’t as much a part of the group as his part of our group.

      I placed my hand over hers. The one holding onto my arm like it was the only thing holding her up. The fingers felt thin. The hand felt cool.

      Still, I gave it a slight squeeze. “Well, you know now.”

      The shimmering swelled in her eyes. I looked away before it became catching, blinking myself a couple of times. Patting her hand in that odd way people did when they wanted to comfort someone.

      Gabrielle’s knees gave out. Millie caught her more than I, as if she had been ready.

      “She needs more rest,” the young vampire explained. “And more blood. She only took enough to keep her alive.”

      Millie said the last in anger. As if she was angry at Gabrielle. I realized then Millie was more mad at Johnny. Because Gabrielle was still hanging onto whatever it was they had between them.

      I wondered if Johnny was stuck on a similar precipice. I understood his fear. The world would view him differently, after he bit someone, after he took their blood. He would change into what the world viewed as a monster. Not only viewed as a monster, but actually a monster, if he ever let go of his thirst. If he ever got so hungry he tore a human apart in his need.

      Gabrielle had shown me something different. She had told me, in very certain terms, back in Grafton, her family’s relationship with humans was different. And since then, I hadn’t ever seen her feed. Not in a battle, and not afterward.

      Not even now.

      Maybe Johnny was worried about the wrong thing. Maybe he shouldn’t worry so much about how the world viewed him. Maybe he should worry about how Gabrielle viewed him.

      Maybe he should worry about how he viewed himself.

      He had told me the sex had been good. Johnny had loved providing his blood to Gabrielle. It had been a high for him, and something he thought had been special for them both.

      That wasn’t enough for a real relationship. But I didn’t think that was all Johnny wanted from Gabrielle, or her from him. There was more there between them, more of something real, even if the sex and the power that came with being a thrall had been the initial lure.

      There was fear there for Johnny. Fear of change. Fear of becoming a monster. Fear of what Gabrielle might see in him when he was no longer the human providing her blood. All little fears, things people used as excuses, when the real question was, did he love her or not?

      One thing was for sure. Gabrielle loved him. And that love would continue, whether he was a human or a vampire. I had that kind of love myself, and I recognized it in others. Especially my friends.

      Johnny, I thought, my eyes pooling with a wetness. I worked my way over to my section of the wall, planning on sleeping as much as I could. Planning on being ready to leave the moment the plague passed. Planning on heading back to our hideout, of being back with Jen, of feeling her arms around me, a place of peace, and wanting the same for Johnny.

      You dumb fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Jen’s fingers twined in her sister’s, Sarah’s form next to her, her head lying on Jen’s shoulder. They held each other, the grip no longer tight, but the loose clasp of people who were tired. Exhausted. Weak.

      An icy chill remained in the freezer, even if the power was out. The group huddled together on the floor, side to side, back-to-back, in the darkness. Pressing themselves together against the cold.

      The scent in the air was a weird mix of warming frost and frozen meat. The icy, chilled smell reminded Jen of freezer burn. The scent was something they got used to, but occasionally she would take a deep breath and it would hit her again, fresh.

      It had been a long time. Hours. It was sometime between midnight and morning. All they could do was wait. The door was locked from the inside, the handle on the outside seemed to be missing, or eaten by the locusts, and even though the screeching outside seemed to be dying away, they were trapped.

      And the sound was dying away. The screeching was definitely less now. At least it wasn’t the same pulse-pounding screaming as earlier in the night. It wasn’t the screeching of insects, the fluttering of a million wings, the zipping of bullet-sized creatures racing by Jen as the group had run to the bar.

      Jen shivered. And squeezed sister’s hand. “He’ll be here soon.”

      They both knew who Jen meant.

      She had spoken the words softly. The air in the freezer seemed to be getting thin. The mix had certainly become more carbon dioxide than oxygen. There might have been some air coming in somewhere, but if so, Jen couldn’t find where.

      The freezer had kept them safe. For the most part. There had been one time, a few hours after they locked themselves in, when the locusts had found a way through. They had burrowed into the ventilation duct. Had eaten their way into the softer metal of the duct between the freezer and the refrigeration unit and made their way into the freezer.

      It had been hard to hide the panic then. All they could hear was the skittering of the locusts, wings and carapaces bouncing off of walls in little ticks and tacks. There was no light; the group was all huddled together, each of them jerking and yelping when they got bit. One yelp became another. One scream led to a second, then a third. The whole group shifted around, and at the same time tried to press themselves tighter together.

      Lucky enough, it was still cold in the freezer. If not freezing, the freezer had been built well enough, so it still retained a chill inside, even with the power out. That chill seemed to slow the locusts down as they trickled in.

      Nick had tried to solve it first. He shadow-walked with his Five-Fold blade, time after time, looking for a way to close the hole. Or even find it. All he actually did was bring more locusts back with him, hanging on his clothes, skin, and hair. Those locusts buzzed around the darkness, until they landed on someone and bit them, then there would be a surprised cry and a slapping sound and, sometimes, more buzzing.

      Nick was getting ready to go out again when Jen stopped him. Hating the locusts. Hating the bites. But hating most of all the fear they brought in her, the memory of the insects zipping by like the black bullet that had killed her.

      “Nick,” Jen finally said.

      “I know,” his voice was dark. Cold. Angry maybe, that he couldn’t fix it. “It’s just the one spot. I can’t figure out how to close it.”

      Outside would be the refrigeration unit. A big box mounted up to the side of the freezer. Some hoses maybe, and a duct leading from the unit. It was likely the duct was tucked behind the machine and the wall of the freezer, and hard to get to from that side.

      But not this one.

      Jen let go of Sarah’s fingers and got up. Slowly. One of the chickens hanging there bounced off her head, leaving her hair covered in a slimy frost. She tried not to think about it and began weaving her way around the wall.

      “What are you doing?” her sister asked.

      Nick had paused his assault on the locusts that had come in with him. He stood there, and Jen bumped into him before working her way along. Shushing Nick before he spoke. Quieting the group.

      Jen shushed them. Listening for the hole. The screeching of locusts, heavily muted by the walls of the freezer. She closed her eyes, even in the darkness, and listened. Past the quick breaths of Nick. Past the deeper whistling breath of the bartender, with his broken nose.

      She listened until she could hear where the screeching was loudest. Until she could hear the little feet of the locusts, as they crawled inside, as their wings fluttered and tapped against the metal of the freezer. Until she was feeling the wall with one hand, the metal freezing her palm, and she found the hole the locusts were sneaking through.

      “Everyone, close your eyes.”

      She could feel the question coming from them. Waited a moment. “Close them tight. I’m going to count to three.”

      A locust bit her hand then. A sharp bite. Jen slapped her palm against the wall and felt the insect pop there. Leaving a messy goo on her skin.

      “One…”

      She slid her hand along until her palm covered the hole again. It was square and maybe a little smaller than her hand. There used to be a fine mesh there, but the mesh was gone, leaving tiny strands of torn metal that sharply poked into her skin. Along with other things. Moving things.

      “Two…”

      Something bumped up against her palm. Bulbous and prodding. Something—a mandible?—scratched lightly against her skin. It was hard not to jerk her hand back. It was dark. Cold. Freezing, and with the screeching outside and the tapping of locusts against the inside walls of the freezer.

      The thing bit her. Jen smiled and tightened her eyes. “Three.”

      She called her power, and a ball of lightning appeared in the center of her hand. For just a quick moment. There was a zap, a loud popping sound, a flash of light burned brightly through her eyelids, and the smell of ozone flooded the freezer.

      Then Jen pulled her hand back. Waited. The metal sizzled and burned in the darkness; she could hear it kind of bubbling. The ozone smell became something acrid. Jen couldn’t see what she had done, but she hoped whatever hole had led to the outside, she hoped she had sealed that hole.

      “Everyone take little breaths,” Johnny said, and then laughed. It was a dark laugh, from a man who used to always have a quick quip ready.

      Someone moved. Or jostled. Maybe elbowed. There was a grunt.

      “Sorry.” Johnny’s voice again.

      They waited after that, Jen finding her place between Sarah and Johnny. As far as she could tell, they were in the center of the floor, everyone almost back-to-back. There really wasn’t a good way to share warmth, other than putting their arms around each other and huddling up.

      Jen reached around her sister and Johnny. They huddled tight together. Sarah shivered a bit. Johnny held himself tight, as if afraid to move. Or holding himself so tightly he couldn’t move. She could feel his arms, knotted up as if he clenched his hands against the cold. He was so thin under Jen’s arm. Brittle.

      Jen hadn’t paid enough attention to him. Like Nick, Johnny had always been solid. Always been someone who could handle things. But he was in a fight now, a fight for his life, and with everything going on, with the brave face he had put on, they all had ignored him.

      She could feel it now, in the tightness of his corded muscles. The brittle feel of his bones. The strain, in every breath Johnny took. Jen could feel it, but didn’t know what to say. Especially here, now, trapped in this freezer, with dwindling air and a sea of insects waiting to eat them outside.

      Insects that—to Jen—sounded like a million bullets, all aiming for her.

      She hated it. Hated her anger. Hated her frustration with herself. And hated the fear. All of it stole time from her; Jen worried more about herself, and how she felt, than her friends.

      Not that she ignored them. But she wasn’t what she had been for them. And the anger, the fear, the frustration, all of it overwhelmed her sometimes. Jen didn’t know how to face it. She could throw lightning, blow everything up, but the tiniest zipping sound, maybe someone zipping a bag up quickly, all of that would bring her fear back to her. The fear of a bullet tearing its way through her body before she could see it.

      She had been so sure of things before her death. Sure of herself, sure of Gus, sure of her friends and what they could do, standing against Raphael in Grafton. Standing against Azazel in New Orleans.

      And now, standing against Sabnock here. The glinty man, she was sure, in the storm of locusts outside. The demon trying to kill her.

      And she thought she knew why.

      Just like Azazel, Sabnock wanted to rob Gus of her.

      That made her angry.

      But also afraid.

      Because the demons had won, once.

      The fear waxed and waned in her, while they all waited. A tidal effect from an orbiting body she could never see, only feel. It ebbed and flowed, disappeared for days, then crashed into her at the oddest times. Those times the feeling was so strong it pushed away her thoughts of her sister, of Johnny, of the things her friends might need.

      “Jen?” Sarah said, softly. “You okay?”

      Jen realized her hands were balled tight. The tension radiated from them down each arm. Including the arm wrapped around her sister.

      She pulled her arms back. Huddled them around herself, held herself tight. Trying for all the world to unball her hands, to relax. To feel her sister, worried next to her. To feel Johnny’s shuddering, his fight against his hunger. Jen tried, after long moments, to focus on them, and push her fear away.

      Hopefully, none of them weren’t so far gone in their fears, their worries, their problems, that none of them couldn’t be saved.
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