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  To my past, present, and future selves: I’m proud of us.







  
    
      As it enters the fold in letters bold—

A leaflet transcribed by successor’s rote—

I, inferior, have none to offload,

Yet inure to you in which still-life lives

Unsolicited through quivering lips:

A ruddy smile, mired in red clay;

The catastrophe of a street-sold plague;

Merriment made upon maiden pyres—

Building bonfires defined desires.

Benumbed by true love’s devouring feast

My ravished, vanquished, injurious beast

Bemoans a conquered heart’s 

Complete defeat.


    

    
      —Inq Idly, “These Years Taken”
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Mill Valley, California

The Same Night




They stopped running when the search party sounds faded into faraway static and the once-bright night grew lean with starlight.

“We’ve put enough distance between us and the justice mob.” Squatting, Justus put his hands on his knees. “Leave it to humans to spoil our revelry.” Tonguing his fangs, he remarked, “Did you tune in to that bloke’s thoughts—the one who called himself Mitch? He claimed his bloodhound had found Colin’s hair in the ashes of our pyre. Jesus wept! Our nephew’s a redhead, not a blond.” He gave a dismissive wave. “No matter. They’ll put two and two together soon enough.” His serpent-like tongue flicked out between his lips. “The hafu menace is gone for good.” Clasping his hands in prayer, Justus shouted, “RIP, Raiden! Enjoy your afterlife roasting in eternal hellfire.”

From her left hand, Naomi liberated an unpacked suitcase intended to function as a body bag in case of encountering victims. Her right arm ached disproportionally from lugging around a stuffed-to-the-brim roller bag of clothes and travel items; during their escape from Raiden’s burning site, the imbalance of weight had rendered her clumsy. She shook off stray twigs and forest detritus. 

Dead. After nearly six years of alternately loathing and loving him, Naomi could scarcely contemplate existing without Raiden’s haunting background presence. Don’t think about it, she self-instructed within the confines of her secluded mind-room. If you dwell on what you lost, it will consume you and Justus might sense your weakness. If he discovers Raiden’s hiding inside Gabriel’s head … From the bulging suitcase’s largest front pocket, she fished out the plastic grocery bag containing her former lover’s zip-locked remains. As she and Justus had fled from the humans, Raiden had reached out: a quiet knock on the door of her mind-room. 

Naomi, it’s me, he had whispered through her keyhole. Don’t ask questions. Just know I’m still here. 

There’s no way, she had argued, denying his existence. Your body—well, what’s left of it—

Needs a burial, Raiden had interjected. But first—his voice had grown softer; she had strained to hear his parting plea—let me help you and Gil kill the monster.

“Are you sorry for your ex-fiancé?” Justus drew her hair aside and nibbled the nape of her neck. “After everything he did to you, it seems you’d be glad he’s become a smoking pile of ash.” He lapped up a ribbon of sweat from her collarbone. “For his crimes, he deserved to suffer.”

“Raiden suffered for your crimes.” She whirled around, the plastic bag striking her hip. “You can’t hide the truth. It was never him. It was always you.”

“I suppose it was.” He snorted, amused. “How does that make you feel, wife? Abused? Betrayed? Victimized?”

There was no trace of irony in her voice when she declared, “Loved.”

“Loved?” Justus’ features knotted, gargoyle-like. “When have I ever made you feel loved?”

“Never,” Naomi said. “But Raiden did. And Gabriel cares for me too.”

“Oh, how touching!” he retorted. “Gay-briel’s grown quite fond of his number-one fag hag.”

Narrowing her eyes, she shot back, “That’s more than I can say about you.”

Justus reached into her mind, pushing buttons he had no right to access, groping for the truth. Since the scales have fallen from your eyes, how do honestly you feel about your caddish husband now? Do you still care for him? He commanded her to meet his eyes, and she let herself follow his directive. Do you love me?

Naomi balled up her brutal honesty and chucked it into an unlit corner of her mind-room. In the public lobby, she replied, I’m conflicted.

Why do I bother asking? Justus rolled his eyes. I know how you really feel. Snaking an arm around her hips, he walked his fingertips past her skirt’s waistband until they wandered into the impractical lacy panties he forced her to wear. No matter how “conflicted” you are, I still make you wet.

She gasped, surging into his touch despite her revulsion. Let it happen, let it happen, she convinced herself, pacing the floors of her private chamber, itching to unleash an outpouring of violence. He can’t hurt me in here. 

You may hate me, wife, but what you hate more is how slippery you get when I’m inside you—how much you lust for me even when I take you by force. With a glancing sweep of his middle finger, he brushed her swelling clit. You loathe yourself for wanting this. It’s so shameful, isn’t it? Craving your abuser.

Trembling, she bit her lip, knees buckling as he repeated the stroking motion.

Love is hatred’s kissing cousin. Brutally Justus yanked her toward him and ravished her reddened mouth, sucking her breath inside him, stealing it as he had stolen her life, her autonomy, her freedom.

Make him think he’s won. Buy Gabriel more time.

She dropped the bag containing Raiden’s remains. Still kissing Justus, she reached behind her, winding her arms around his neck, and rubbed her ass against his tented front. Then, summoning her vampiric strength, she flipped him over her head like a pro wrestler.

What I crave is the fight, Naomi telepathed, towering over him. The thrill of competition. You’re my rival, Justus. I can’t help wanting to take you down.

Laughing, he righted himself and leapt to his feet. I’m nothing so banal as a mere rival—I’m the most formidable foe you’ll ever face. It’s a pity you’re the weaker sex. If you possessed my naturally occurring superior strength, you might stand a chance. It’s never going to be a fair fight. Insouciantly he flipped his shoulder-length silver-streaked chestnut hair. Nevertheless it’s fun to see you try. Come on then, love. Show me your teeth.

Baring her fangs, Naomi charged forward and knocked him on his back. From his prone position, he crossed his arms behind his head. His eyes twinkled with icy mirth. Is that all you’ve got?

I do hate you, she seethed. After dropping to her knees, she shimmied up his body like a python playing with its prey. But what I hate most of all is how hating you make me so fucking horny. She ripped open his pants in one fluid movement.

Justus sat up on his elbows. You want it? Beg for it.

Naomi swept her tongue over her lips. Master, please. Reaching for him, she beseeched, Let me worship you.

Grabbing the back of her head, Justus guided her parted lips to his stiff prick. All caps or I’ll mute you. He mimed ripping out her tongue.

MASTER, she amended.

Prepare to receive your blessing.

She suckled the precum beading from his turgid tip, careful not to scrape her fangs too aggressively against his purpling head. From experience, she knew if she made him bleed without his approval, he would ravage her into a near coma of reciprocal injury. As she traced a bulging vein, running her tongue along the underside of his shaft, a foreign scent caught her attention. She ceased her ministrations and laid her head on her husband’s lower abdomen. Human, five o’clock.

I know. Justus reached down and casually cupped his balls. He’s been watching us for a spell. Jerking his hips forward, he indicated his desire for her to continue. Let him gawk—he won’t live past the denouement.

She gripped his cock’s base, holding him in place. Why didn’t you tell me we had an audience?

Justus moaned as Naomi methodically worked him over, using fingers and palms to coax him along. Christ, wife. You have the golden touch, but your other senses are sorely out of whack.

A consequence of having love on the brain.

Arching into her hand, Justus reached his peak. Though he did not cry out, his flexed muscles, rigid jaw, and stilted breath evinced the intensity of his orgasm. A salient streak of cum spurted out like salt water from a blowhole, coating Naomi’s fingers with blood-speckled semen. After a moment’s hesitation, she shoved her soiled fingers into his mouth. Instead of chiding her, Justus welcomed the invasion, biting her digits until they were covered in tiny puncture wounds and dripping blood (which he greedily imbibed).

We taste so good in tandem. Yin and yang, no? Vampire low, he said, “Now that we’ve kissed and made up, let’s tidy the loose ends.” Funneling a hand over his mouth, he simulated a megaphone. “You can come out now,” he called to the unseen watcher. “Or we can play hide ’n’ seek. No matter: there’s only one possible ending.” He mimed throat slitting. “If only you’d been quieter, you’d’ve gotten yourself off too. As it stands, you’ll have to settle with a half-shelled nut.”

The voyeur’s crashing footfalls alerted them to his exact location. As her husband eliminated the unfortunate witness to their backwoods depravity, Naomi tended to the business of returning Raiden’s remains to the full suitcase. Her eyes settled on the empty suitcase. Plenty of room for a body and a bag.

Inspiration struck her just as the voyeur drew his last gurgling breath. Don’t be reckless, she told herself. There’s no point. Vampires don’t have funerals. Even if Gabriel and I could pull it off—

“So much for teamwork.” Manifesting in front of her, Justus flung the corpse at her feet. “You missed dinner.”

She surveyed the newest addition to Justus’ ever-growing roster of victims. The man was slender and muscular, with a dancer’s build. His mocha-brown eyes stared at the stygian sky, the slight surprise on his face lending him the look of someone who had experienced a milder death than his deeply slashed throat suggested.

“Toss him,” Justus ordered.

“Who?” Naomi feigned incomprehension. “The victim or Raiden?”

“Raiden’s already ashes,” Justus snarled. “Must I tell you twice?” Pretending to hold a compass, he said, “I’m headed north—the girls will be wondering where Daddy got off to.” He put a hand to the side of his mouth as if sharing a piece of juicy gossip. “I got a peek inside the vic’s head before he bit the dust. Wouldn’t you know, he’ s got two nubile teenage daughters waiting for him back at camp. As much as I hate to be the bearer of bad news, it’s my duty to inform them their father’s taken a permanent hike.”

Petrified, Naomi begged, “Please don’t kill them!”

“You’re as soft as a Disney princess.” Justus affected a dreamy expression. “Two unescorted girls in the woods, left alone to face the elements without their father—they’re sitting ducks. Snow White and Rose Red …” He appeared thoughtful. “One’s almost of age and most certainly a virgin. I could sample her wares and make her sister a spectator of my sensational sexual prowess.”

“No!” Naomi unsheathed her fangs. “There’s no time for sampling.” Stifling her apprehension, she rationalized, “Gabriel’s missing. By now he’s at least a few miles away. The longer we wait, the harder it’ll be to find him.”

“The harder he’ll be for you to find. The needle in the haystack’s got a built-in tracker for Uncle Daddy.” Justus tapped his temple. “But you’re right: I don’t want to expend any unnecessary effort hunting him down. Tell you what.” His amber orbs glimmered. “I’ll leave the girls unmolested if you manage to choose their father’s final resting place and inter him in less than an hour. But there’s a catch—you have bury him at least a few miles from here. We wouldn’t want to make it too easy for the authorities to recover him, would we?” When Naomi opened her mouth to object, Justus held up his hand. “And I can’t promise you I’ll spare their lives—for young blood, I’m lustier than a wolf in heat.”

* * *

At a breathless speed, Naomi manifested through the dense forest, clutching the suitcase-cum-body-bag to her chest as she battled stray branches and uneven flooring. She stumbled a few times, narrowly missing direct impact with the blockade of redwoods stanchioning the entrance to Monster’s Maw. When she reached the lip of the cave, she unzipped the suitcase and unfolded the fresh corpse. The first step, exsanguination, was unnecessary because Justus had thoroughly drained his victim. Like scraping out the innards of a pumpkin, she emptied the man’s abdominal cavity with the serrated spoon she had found in his backpack. Hastily she threw the decaying meat over her shoulder. I’ll bury it later.

Panting, she cracked the man’s ribs and ripped out his withered, un-beating heart. She licked her fingers, hungrily devouring death-rancid blood even as her gut lurched. After getting her nausea under control, she surveyed her work with a critical eye. Not my cleanest job. She could attempt to cauterize the leftover insides to provide a pristine husk, but she had a deadline to meet. Dirty or not, this body’s the best chance I’ve got. Examining the man’s head, she hemmed and hawed, vacillating between breaking it open and letting the brain leak out naturally or sawing off the top of his skull, aided by the serrated spoon and her brute force, to manually remove his gray matter.

She reached an abrupt decision when the sound of a snapping twig propelled her into action. Though she ascertained the culprit was merely a curious fox, a dire sense of urgency lent swiftness to her reactionary state. Reaching into the cave, she felt along the sides for weak points. Her fingers closed around a piece of limestone roughly half the size of her hand. Grunting, she loosened it, sacrificing two of her fingernails in the process of tearing it free from the wall. The pain was excruciating. They’ll regenerate soon, she reminded herself. Already she felt the itch of healing; by sucking a few drops of blood from her wrist, she sped up the process.

Taking careful aim, she bludgeoned the victim’s skull; a yawning hole appeared. She picked up the corpse, gagging at its stench, and tilted it headfirst as if pouring tea from a spout. When no brain materialized, she shook the body like a baby wielding a rattle. Still nothing. Irritated, holding panic at bay, Naomi worked her uninjured hand inside the bloodless incision and clamped down on the semi-firm, spongy tissue. As bile rose in her throat, she withdrew a decent-size chunk of brain and tossed it atop the pile of previously excised internal organs. Dissociating from the distasteful task, she hulled out the skull as well as she could. A portion of the brain stem stubbornly stayed attached, and miscellaneous clumps clung to the head’s hollow inner walls, but she had no time to perfect her work.

She considered taking the eyes and tongue. They’ll rot soon enough—leave them. She then dug a shallow grave, flung the victim’s viscera into it, and buried it. After stuffing the body back into the suitcase, Naomi hauled her cargo to the cave’s mouth; then she remembered Raiden’s remains were still inside the luggage. Panicked, she retrieved the double-bagged ashes. After verifying the Raiden-containing Ziploc stashed inside the plastic grocery bag was well sealed, she donned the slim belt she had removed from the corpse and knotted the bag securely to her waist. 

Skeptically she eyed the cave’s gaping entrance and calculated the distance of the stomach-churning drop. Hopefully I won’t upchuck on the way down … Maybe I should throw the suitcase. However, instinct dictated that would be the wrong move—she should keep the luggage as intact as possible to avoid a time-costing cleanup. Grunting, she balanced the bag between her thighs and squeezed, holding it in place as she lowered herself into the cave.

Although previously she had rappelled down the Monster’s walls both on her own and with Justus, descending with a heavy suitcase clamped between her legs proved considerably more difficult. Her thigh muscles quivered and burned with the strain of holding the bag still; despite her enhanced endurance, she frequently stopped to rest before continuing downward. The alarm on her phone went off: thirty minutes had passed. I’m not going to make it. He’ll rape and murder them before I get there … or what if he turns them?

Her fear ramped up and she looked down; she was still thirty-odd feet from the bottom. Faced with the choice of either injuring herself, and thus destroying the girls’ chances at escaping with their lives, or damaging the corpse, she chose the latter.

The suitcase hit the cave floor with a bone-fracturing splat. Miraculously it stayed intact. Naomi took aim at a relatively smooth landing spot and rappelled off the wall. When she hit the ground, she rolled a few times before coming to a rest. Giggling with nervous relief, she heaved the suitcase over to the platform-like rock formation Justus had chained Raiden to during his captivity. Opening the carry-on, she blanched at the fecal stench of exposed abdominal cavity, then untied the plastic bag from her belt. With shaking fingers, she unsealed the Ziploc and tipped Raiden’s blackened remains into the corpse’s torso. A few shards of bone stuck to the bag—those she inserted into the corpse’s hollowed-out eyes like quarters in a slot. The last bone splinter cut the paper-thin skin of her wrist. Blood dripped down the corpse’s face like tears when she slipped in the offending bone spike.

Licking crimson fluid from her cut, she crumpled up the Ziploc then smoothed it out again. Justus will notice if there’s nothing in it. Wide-eyed, she searched for a placebo. A few loose pebbles and rock fragments were the only available materials; she snatched them up, her vampiric speed working overtime, and resealed the Ziploc. Then she stuffed it back into the plastic grocery bag and plunked it into the suitcase. She lowered the sagging corpse into a cavernous recess in the floor, flinging handfuls of gritty shale over it, covering the body like a dog burying a bone. Her alarm dinged again: fifteen minutes left. Fuck! If I don’t leave now, the girls won’t survive. And worse, they’ll suffer before they go.

Scrambling away from her hasty handiwork, Naomi squinted into the iris of moonlight shining down on her and mentally crossed her fingers. This is my only chance. She hurled the suitcase upward and released it with teeth-gritting force. It sailed through the air and crash-landed along the edge of the cave’s lip, perilously teetering over it. With a breathy shriek, Naomi scrambled upward, manifesting every few feet. She grabbed the suitcase just before it tumbled back down Monster’s Maw. Then she took off at light-blurring speed, pushing her power to the max, dodging various obstacles or leaping over them like they were track hurdles.

Save them, she chanted to herself. Only you can save them. Her alarm beeped a final time as she burst through the campsite’s clearing.

I made it, she declared to Justus in the mind-lobby, unable to physically speak, breathing hard and fast and dangerously close to losing consciousness. I did what you asked. It’s taken care of. Dripping sweat, she scanned the campsite for signs of her husband’s presence. Justus? Fearfully she followed his scent—and the scent of sweaty pennies—past the fire pits to a four-person Sunny-D-hued tent.

“I came on time,” she gasped. “Whatever you’re doing, stop!”

Emerging from the tent, Justus grinned at her like the Joker post-kill, lips wet with fresh blood. Casually he fondled himself. “I got an early start.”

The air reeked of sex and death.

“No,” she croaked. “You promised.”

“Silly wife.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a necklace chain. Swinging from his outstretched fingers was a sterling silver cross Naomi knew had belonged to one of the girls—as it arced through the air, she caught a faint whiff of plumeria body lotion and pubescent perspiration.

Swaying the trophy in front of her like a pendulum, Justus said, “You are getting very sleepy … so sleepy you want to take off all your clothes. It’s too hot in the tent, isn’t it? No fretting over your sister, love. She’s already in dreamland.” Cocking his head, he simulated hearing a question. “Who am I? Darling, don’t you recognize your own father?”

“You wouldn’t.” Lukewarm grief pitter-pattered down her cheeks. “Please tell me you didn’t.”

“Are you asking me to make you forget?” he teased. “If so, you’ll need to properly grovel.”

She shook her head, backing away. “You’ve never—you wouldn’t—they were children.”

“Yes,” Justus mused, “they were. Speaking of which, did you know I was but a ween when I took my first filly? A bonnier lass there never was … At the tender age of twelve, I introduced her to my divining rod and showed her where to stick it. Saints!” Swooning, he waved an invisible handkerchief. “A wonderful good-night kiss that was for Willy Winkie!” His cock visibly twitched under his fitted track pants.

“Tell me you didn’t force them.” Naomi’s back connected with a pine. Bark rained into her hair; sap coated her palms. “Tell me the girls—”

“Of course I forced them!” Justus scoffed. “They didn’t donate their blood willingly.”

“You raped them?” she choked out through her tears.

He looked at her for a moment before suggesting, “Why don’t you see for yourself?”

Hazy-eyed, she wobbled to the tent. I can survive this. Whatever I see won’t break me. I haven’t kept my mind intact this long to lose it all. They’re dead. There’s nothing I can do. Nothing I can—

Sweeping the tent flap aside, she let out a preemptive wail. Moonlight streamed into the tent, perversely illuminating the brackish gouts of blood splashed up the canvas sides. Scarlet spatters splattered backpacks, lunchboxes, lanterns, unopened bags of Cheetos, and the paperback editions of two books with identical male models simpering on their covers. A pair of bloodied heads—one brunette, the other blond—huddled together on the pillow, sleeping bags pulled up to their chins.

Mewling, Naomi approached them. A sunken ruby puddle stretched across the place where their necks should be. Without uncovering the dead girls, she realized their necks were so severely damaged, their heads had detached from their bodies. Savage. She sniffed the air, fearing the worst; however, there was no trace of Justus’ semen, nor any evidence of sex-related secretions from the girls. He didn’t rape them.

Although they were undeniably dead, they had died without the added atrocity of sexual assault. The knowledge that he had spared them this cruelty caused her to pitch forward. She landed inches from the girls’ feet, sobbing in relief. A few moments passed before she could collect herself.

Trembling, Naomi withdrew from the tent. “Thank you, Master.” She bowed her head. “I’m so grateful you exercised restraint.”

“About defiling them: I was only teasing, you know.” Justus affected a confidential air. “As tantalizingly uncharted as their young bodies were, I couldn’t afford to pause and explore them. Our runaway actor’s covered a lot more ground than I thought him capable. The pursuit of pleasure has sidetracked us—we must make up for lost time.” His gaze hardened. “Perhaps I should set Gil ablaze. Seems the taste of the fire I gave him when I caught him in the cave with our captive wasn’t memorable enough.”

“Let me take care of the girls first,” Naomi pleaded. “They can’t be found like this.”

“Whyever not?” Justus countered. “The police will think Daddy Dearest did it. When they don’t find this body, they’ll assume he’s in hiding.”

“But the girls’ mother—”

“We’ve squandered enough clock ticks here,” Justus interrupted, “but because I’m feeling particularly benevolent, here’s a fact to nourish your sense of peace: their mother is out of the picture. Before I offed them, I peeked inside their minds. Mummy left home when they were two. So don’t fret about her grief—she’ll probably never realize they’re dead.” He opened his arms. “Come on, love. We have a rabbit to catch.”

Naomi stepped into the circle of his embrace. “Thank you, husband.” Ear pressed against his chest, listening to his slow heartbeat, she smelled sex on his skin. She balked before recognizing the lingering odor of their earlier tryst. “You are indeed merciful.”

I can’t say the same for myself, she thought, running her hands along the thick walls of her private chamber, envisioning the day they would run slick with her husband’s blood.

“It’s harder to read your thoughts of late,” Justus uncannily said. “Metaphorically speaking, you’re tighter lipped than you used to be.”

She forced herself to smile. “Maybe I have too many thoughts in my head and they’re muddying the waters. It’s hard to believe Raiden’s gone forever—stepping out of his shadow feels like early retirement.”

Justus’ eyes were vortices of malice. “Good. More room for me.” Forcing his way into her brain, he telepathed, Now let’s get our boy. Without Raiden to tip us off-balance, our family will be made whole.

Naomi tamped down the rising squall that burned the back of her throat, vowing to resurrect it when she was alone. Once I silence him forever, my victory screams will shatter glass.

* * *

Gabriel ran for miles, manifesting every few yards, unsure where he was or where he was going. Dodging trees, crashing through underbrush, he weaved a path of minor destruction through the thicket, dimly aware he was leaving a breadcrumb trail for Justus to follow.

He doesn’t need a trail—he has an all-access pass to my thoughts. Gabriel ignored this distressing fact and pressed on, gritting his teeth whenever he smelled an animal. As ever, he craved blood but needed it more: the expenditure of energy was costing him strength. Perhaps a few sips will boost—

Don’t do it. You know animal blood makes us sick.

Raiden? Gabriel came to a dead stop. The singer’s voice was unmistakable; Gabriel marveled at how Justus’ dubiously passable imitation had duped him. The voice he heard now was authentic: nuances of pronunciation and inflection left no room for doubt. It’s you. I thought I’d finally lost my mind, but you’re truly here.

Don’t doubt me; don’t doubt yourself. This is happening; it’s real. I’m real. I’m inside you.

How?

I can’t get into that now. Just accept it and forget about it until the right moment comes along. You need a breather so we can come up with a plan.

Where were you earlier?

Letting you lead. Gabriel heard the smirk in his maker’s voice. What you’re doing is batshit crazy, by the way.

Eh?

Leaving behind that walking crypt, hoping he won’t find you. I made the same mistake.

You didn’t reveal he was your maker until it was too late. If you’d only told me sooner—

I know. Raiden sighed. A fatal mistake.

Don’t say that … There must be a way to resurrect you.

Pretty sure dead is dead.

If that were true, vampires wouldn’t exist. Gabriel leaned against a mature cypress, fanning his face with one hand. 

If you don’t fortify your green room right now, he’ll find you, Raiden reasoned. Have you felt him yet? 

No. Paranoid, Gabriel scanned his surroundings. I need to put more distance between us.

Distance won’t matter if he can track your location based on your thoughts. Reinforce the barrier, Raiden urged. Imagine a wall you’ve seen in real life. Then reconstruct it. What it’s made of doesn’t matter—your mind will hold it in place.

I’ll take a page from “The Three Little Pigs” and build my house of bricks, Gabriel half joked.

Whatever takes you there, his maker retorted. Now get to work.

* * *

“Time to send out a homing signal, love.” Justus gestured for Naomi to join him by the campfire. “Our boy’s reaching missing-person status.” After pausing, he added, “Minus the ‘person’ bit.”

“We could let him go,” Naomi suggested. “He’ll be deadweight now that Raiden’s gone. Grief will bury him.”

“Au contraire—after I alter Gil’s memories, he won’t want to wallow.”

“Your proposed solution didn’t work so well with me.”

“I’ll admit there were holes in my plot,” Justus conceded. “And you proved surprisingly tenacious. That’s why you’re going to assist me in puppeting.”

Naomi focused on the flames. “If you want to keep him under your control, he’ll need frequent maintenance.”

“Refreshing his memory loss is as easy as repeat booking a well-paid whore. However, it does drain my battery a bit—that’s where you come in.”

“Gabriel trusts me.” Naomi fed dead leaves to the blazing coals and watched the sparks fly. “Once he deduces I’m part of your scheme—”

“Our scheme.” The flames flickered in Justus’ amber orbs, imbuing them with infernal light. “And if he manages to deduce it, we’ll make him forget. A vicious cycle, as it were. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Don’t put me under again.” Naomi squared her jaw. “If I help you, promise you’ll stop making me forget.”

“I shouldn’t make promises I don’t intend to keep.” Narrowing his eyes, Justus added, “But if it makes you feel better, I promise not to put you under for at least a month.”

“What’s the benefit of keeping me in the dark?” Naomi spread her arms like an angel suspended in flight. “After all this time—and everything you’ve done to me—I’m still by your side.”

“Not for a lack of trying to flee.” Justus wagged his finger. “You’d leave me now if given half the chance.”

“When we ran from the search party, I ran with you.” She stood up and walked around the fire to where he perched on a fallen log. “I could have gone with Gabriel.”

“And how far would you have gotten before I caught up? A mile? Two?” Justus chortled. “Even with the ween as your backup, you’re outmatched.”

“I know.” Naomi lowered herself to sit beside him and placed her hand on his knee. “I’m tired of fighting, tired of running.”

Scowling, Justus bit her below the left ear. Then stop.

Naomi minutely flinched. Cross my heart and hope to die.

In her private chamber, she reached out to Gabriel, certain Justus was doing the same. If I can only get to him first …

Colin’s nearly made it to the next town, Justus said in the lobby, obliterating her feeble hope and limited concentration. Fancy a road trip, love?

* * *

Behind his tenuous wall, Gabriel asked Raiden, What now?

When he comes to get you, go with him.

What? Startled, Gabriel sprang to his feet. I need to fight him, not let him capture me.

If you want to disable Justus, tricking him is your best bet. It worked for me … well, for a while at least. Can you score some heroin?

Oh, let me check. Aping the flamboyant gesticulations of a carnival barker, Gabriel drawled, “Calling all woodland animals: raise your paw if you have a discreet hookup for illegal substances!”
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