Vampire in the Shadows:
An In-Between Guardian Witch Short Story

Andreas parted the branches and leaves so he coulteseenban cop and the blonde
witch bending over something on the ground. He smelled béooegtallic scent he could almost
taste on his tongue, but his focus remained on Arianna,@ladinocal Guardian. His eyes
narrowed in the same frustration he had experienceddoths. She looked good--but then, she
always did.

The Riverdale officer, Lt. Ryan Foster, stepped awaypéals with one of his
technicians, giving Andreas an unobstructed view of the bojgitning their interest. A dead
body. A young dwarf with a deep slash across his throat.

She was investigating a new murder case.

As if the Guardian sensed his presence, she lifted laerd®l stared at the sparse March
foliage. The expression on her face was wary.

Damn! Andreas backed away, careful to avoid the twigsilig the park grounds. It
wasn't likely she would hear him over the noise ofcitime scene personnel and other police
activity, but she might recognize his Otherworld enekg/did not want to get caught watching
like this. How would he explain it? Andreas scowled. Woenan had turned him into a stalker.

He had been around, out of sight but providing his protectione the night of the
violent werewolf fight in the Vampire Caverns. Had lo¢ been the one to dispatch the ghoul
that was stalking her? Another night he had tossedttethat warned her not to walk into a
werehyena trap. She might be avoiding him—with good reasonkebabuld not put her out of
his mind. Something about this witch drew him, called to hke,nothing he had felt before in
his two hundred years as a vampire. He had told himselbbe&eeping her safe only until he
figured out the unusual connection, but it was more thatn e could not stay away. For some
reason, she mattered.

The memories made it worse—the times when his mindvedientive. The warmth of
her body, softness of her lips, and the sensual sféetr.

Baffled by his continuing interest, he wondered how theergeyed witch had gotten
under his skin. He had known other beautiful women, buiesow this one with the knowing
look well-beyond her twenty-three years had stirredritésest. He brushed an black lock of hair
off his forehead and faded into the trees, heading loalsls tsupper club. Arianna seemed safe
enough for the night, but a new case meant he needed ta kéeger watch. She had a habit of
looking for trouble—and finding it.

When he arrived at Club Dintero, a torch singer wastage, and the close to 300 guests
in the elegant, candlelit dining room were engaged in qoietersation and after-dinner
cocktails. It was almost midnight. Even late dinead moved into the dessert stage. The kitchen
would close soon as human and other food-consuming guests depart to their beds. The
vampires would remain for the wine and music untilaiswelose to dawn.

Andreas noticed the stranger immediately. He sat aloaeear alcove and was dressed
too warmly for a spring night, a black fedora pulled low orfdviehead, a long drab coat. It
might conceal his reddish complexion and fire-red lraimfa casual observer, but Andreas
wasn't fooled. He knew a halfling demon when he saw one.

Andreas stepped into the main room, drawing the strangtergian, and their gazes
locked.



A hunter, Andreas thought, his body tensing as he recabthizemessage in that look.
Although halfling demons were not necessarily evil—their ohizlwod allowed them to exercise
free will—this man represented danger. It flowed from miralithering waves.

Andreas pictured the body in Goshen Park. Murder--and ndangerous stranger. Were
the two connected? Did this demon pose a risk to Arianna?

Andreas strolled to the bar and ordered a bottle of Alaadttwo glasses. Snagging the
glasses in one hand, the bottle in the other, he apipedahe stranger's table.

"May | join you?"

Coal black eyes looked him over, as if the stranger hadticed him before, the black
lashes flickering to hide his thoughts. "By all means. Yaostrbe Andreas."

"You have the advantage of me." Andreas set the glasskBottle down before taking a
seat across from the demon. He kept his face unreadiatitenot believe we have met before."”
"We haven't, but tid have an advantage. | heard the hint of an Italiaardgcand |

already knew this was your club."

When Andreas raised a brow at the obvious omissidmeimgsponse, the demon
grudging added, "Name's Drake. I'm new to town."

“Not many demons come to Riverdale, even halflings." Aaslfdled both glasses and
pushed one toward Drake. "Are you here on business?"

Drake dipped his head once. "You could say that. I'm lookingdmeone."

"An Otherworlder, | assume, or you would not be in nupcMay | ask who?" Andreas
sipped his Chianti and waited for the demon to pick up theeceation.

Drake hesitated, as if sorting through possible respot@es. of my kind. Perhaps you
have seen him. His name is Harid. Typical halflingdess, except his hair is pale as if it had
been bleached. He stands out."

"I have not seen such a person.” Andreas raised a hahdjarcus, the young club host,
arrived within moments. They conferred in an underttme Andreas shook his head at Drake
as Marcus returned to the front entry. "He has not bees. Have you tried The Pit or Second
Chance Saloon? | have seen halflings at both of thhasé bars."

"He won't be looking for others of his kind. | didn't explech to be in here either, but |
was hoping you might have heard something." Drake gulped dewdrihk, set it on the table,
and Andreas poured him another.

Liquid courage, Andreas thought, growing more concernedebgtthnger's actions.
Maybe he should have ordered a bottle of something stronger.

"Harid is a soul-stealer.”" Drake met Andreas's hardeyazg. "He's looking for
innocents. It's how he feeds."

"What is your interest in this?"

The halfling flipped his jacket open, revealing a smallrabkef knives and two
handguns before the jacket fell back in place. "I'm testop him."

Andreas rolled the stem of the wine glass in his longefis. His earlier unease had not
been unwarranted. Soul-stealers were among the magesi@itherworld creatures. "Are you a
cop or unofficial?"

"What do you think?" The demon's white teeth gleamed.

"l think you are unnecessarily evasive." Andreas shovekl lnaahair. "Under those
circumstances, | cannot help you, but | will put you in towtth Arianna Calin, the local
Guardian. You can explain the situation to her."



"Wait!" Drake put out a restraining hand but knew better tbadouch Andreas. "This
rogue is from my family. | will take care of him—but quyetif his activities become known, my
family will be dishonored."

"You are the family cleaner?" Andreas felt anothaslil of disquiet. Cleaners had a bad
reputation. Ruthless. This hunter wouldn't care who he haghtove if someone got in his way.

"Yes. Is that a problem?"

"Depends."” Andreas moved his chair forward again and lowesegbice. "Does your
rogue slash the throats of his victims?"

Drake straightened, his eyes flashing. "How did you know?that

"Before | answer your question, tell me more aboutrtgsie.” Andreas suspected Drake
wouldn't be offering anything once he had the informatiowdweted. "I know he does not need
to prey on sentient beings, what set him off? Is tm@ndom killing spree or does he have
particular targets in mind?"

"If you know where he is, you must tell me. Now!" Drakeoice vibrated with barely
suppressed anger. "l don't have time for curiosity. Hiekilliagain, and soon."

"Then you should quit wasting time."

Drake gritted his teeth, finally drawing a long breathn '&change of information then.
You leave me little choice.” He rubbed his chin. "Wewrté¢arid was a soul-stealer when he
was six months old. He attacked a raccoon that hagestiato the yard. We found him latched
onto the animal's mouth, sucking its life essence. Asebbame older, we realized his mind was
not stable. For twenty years, the extended family hashien confined and supplied with wild
animals for his psychic feeding, mostly rats and mices Béien we could find them—due to
their greater energy. We hoped he would never experiaategh of stealing the soul of a truly
sentient being." Drake shook his head. "A week ago, asnaaie came unbidden to our home
when most of us were away and others busy. We donk @t prompted the attack, but after
consuming the human's soul, Harid escaped. I've followettaihef bodies."

"How many?"

Drake's voice was bleak. "Fourteen."

Andreas’s lips tightened. "I believe he made it fifte@mght. When | came through
Goshen Park, the authorities had sealed an area wibhvy@pe. | saw the body of a dwarf ...
with his throat cut.”

The demon pushed to his feet. "Perhaps | can still pick upaiisWhere is this park?"

Andreas unfolded his body, suppressing a spurt of anger, and stomafitont the other
man. "l will give you the direction, but you must not ifeéee with the official investigation. Or
with the Guardian. If you place her at risk ..."

To Andreas's surprise, Drake didn't act offended. Insteadaitmers of the demon's
mouth curled. "I understand. A pity | have no intentiom@rfoducing myself to the local
authorities. The Guardian must be very unusual ta sliwh defense from a vampire."

Ignoring the implication, Andreas told him how to re#fod crime scene. "l hope you
have a short but productive stay in Riverdale," he adddetiedsalfling headed for the door.
"Good hunting."

Drake lifted one hand before disappearing through the exit.

Andreas remained standing with his head cocked to one sideoittered if he had
made the right decision. He had sensed no deceit in Dvakea dangerous determination, but
he could not take any chances with Arianna involved.

Perhaps he would call and warn her. Or better yetheelln person.



A smile tugged at Andreas's lips at the thought of makingacbagain, but he finally
shook his head. No, she had made it plain she did nottavaae him. It was hard to misinterpret
stay away, he thought dryly. It would better if she took the fitgtpstoward any renewal of their
relationship. His instincts told him the time would cotmat, for now he must exercise what
patience he had gained in two centuries. But he would neg leex safety to chance.

He spoke with Marcus again, leaving him in charge of thefouthe next day or two,
and slipped out the side door into a dark alley. Watching Ariamaa more closely would be
risky, but it wouldn't hurt to keep an eye on Drake, make gw demon completed his task and
left town.

* k%

The crime scene hadn't change much since Andreas hatheeetwo hours earlier. The
body was gone, but crime scene tape, strung among theliaeesi the area, and officers still
combed the grounds under the glow of spotlights. Lt. Festerly blond hair stood out
immediately, and Andreas picked up Drake's scent coming tine trees on the far side of the
clearing.

Arianna was not there. He stifled the small tug of disappp@nt. She must be notifying
the dwarf's family. That would be her responsibilitytlaes cop for the Magic Council, the
Otherworld governing authority. The tension in his shosldelaxed when he realized Drake
and the dangers he represented were nowhere near her.

Andreas narrowed his eyes in thought. If he helped thashtliis rogue, perhaps he
could prevent further killings and get both demons out of té\srlong as Harid was on the
loose, every sentient being was in danger, includingnia.

He ducked under the yellow tape, stepped out of the tregsyalked toward Lt. Foster.
The cop frowned, his body language stiff and not partitywaelcoming.

"Andreas." Foster said the name warily. "Why are youleney crime scene? This
incident doesn't concern the vampire court, unless yde're to tell me a vampire did this." He
suddenly frowned. "If you're looking for Ari, she alrea@yt!"

"I am aware the Guardian is not here, as | checkedédafiproaching you. | would
rather you didn’t mention you have seen me.” He returmstieFs stare with determined calm.
“I heard there was a brutal attack by an unknown persareature. | am here to offer my
assistance. If this was an Otherworlder, you mightl s@eneone who understands them.” He
looked at the dark blood stains on the ground. “The victidead?"

"Yes. A dwarf. He was nearly decapitated with a shargeblg/hat are you not telling
me, Andreas? Do you know what happened here?" Fosteddren with suspicion. "If you
do, I'd like to hear it."

"Nothing more than basic gossip that there had been trddblgou have a suspect or a
weapon?"

Foster relaxed his stance a little, probably because Asdhad stuck to crime talk rather
than showing any interest in the absent Guardian. tDensh. Only real clue we’ve got are
some unusual footprints. Big. | mean really big. Bigganta size 18. Now we’ll have our own
Bigfoot legend,” he added with dark humor. “Here, letshew you.” He walked a few feet
away and couched next to a spot marked with a yellow‘fldgese prints look like a bare
human foot, except there are six toes. Not totally uiche& but not common either, and



considering the large size and no shoes . . .” Ryamggkd, standing again. “Ari suggested it
was a mutant of some kind."

Yes, if only Foster realized how right Arianna wasdfgas mused. Soul-stealing could
certainly be considered a serious mutation. In Harids itdsd also led to mental instability.

"Are there more prints like this? Perhaps | can traekith

Foster hooked his thumbs on his belt and gave Andreas a bard\Why are you being
so helpful? | can’t see what your stake is in thisusare this wasn't a vampire?"

"l am sure, Lieutenant, but violence is bad for thee@tlorld community, including my
restaurant business.” He needed to convince Foster shatfén of help was genuine and had
nothing to do with Arianna Calin. He refused to discuss hisemonfor her safety with Foster. If
the cop suspected the truth, he might tell her, artdatbald not be at all to Andreas's liking. “I
have worked with your department before as a policeuttams. Is my offer really so unusual?"
When the Foster's blue eyes never wavered, Andreas dhosvinpatience. "Do you want my
help or not?"

"Yeah, sure, | suppose it wouldn't hurt. The footprints gowlay." Foster's stiff back
said he wasn't convinced by Andreas's explanation, butdweeshhim the rest of the tracks.
"They lead to the woods over there." Foster pointectdwihe densest part of the park.

Andreas’s sense of smell told him Drake was alreadh@move, responding to Foster's
directions. The demon cleaner would follow Harid's trandreas slowed his steps, stopping to
examine each flattened area. The longer he stallesndhe time Drake would have to get out of
sight. If Foster caught a glimpse of the demon, he waKdiacomfortable questions Andreas
wasn’'t prepared to answer.

They finally reached the woods and the noticeable brokigis tmhere something large
had charged into the brush. "When was the victim fouAdlreas asked. "Do you have a time
of death? This trail feels a few hours old."

"Blood was fresh when a wolf almost ran over theyhdait that was close to four hours
ago." Foster pulled his attention away from the mangtadhband slid his gaze toward Andreas.
"The time delay is why Ari isn’t around. She wanted tchethe family before they heard the
bad news from the media or community gossip."

Andreas knew Foster had explained Arianna’s absencevayg af saying ‘thank you’ for
the help, but he didn't let his face show he had heardime. trail is getting faint. | should go if
there is a chance of tracking this creature."

"Creature? So you think the killer is non-human?"

"It does not smell human." Andreas frowned. "Surel\aAnia told you. A witch would
know. Ah, | see." His features cleared, replaced by aoddy. ['You were testing—to see if |
would tell you the truth. Which | did, but why so suspiciBus

"Sorry. Just trying to figure out why you're really hefégster grumbled.

Andreas turned away. "l will let you know if | am sucdabm trailing this thing."

He glided into the woods, determined to resolve this mettde next twenty-four hours,
before he was forced to keep his promise to report lsaEkgter. The human police were not
equipped to handle a rampaging demon. They would turn the captkifieover to the
Guardian, and he wanted Drake to take the risks, not Aridmiandreas's mind, the issue was
indisputable: Drake's problem—Drake's responsibility torcieap.

Andreas lost the trail after forty-five minutes. He halibfved both scents through the
park and into the Vampire Strip Club district in Olde Tovhe two halflings—rogue and
hunter—had stayed to the dark alleys. Suddenly, even Dtekié\ganished. Andreas searched



the immediate area, hoping to pick it up again, then radubmstand at the end of the alley
where he had felt the last trace. He peered into tldogisa

What the hell? No scent, no life force. How hadds¢ both of them? He searched his
memories for something similar, a possible answer, antlyfinedded. It had to be portal travel,
a method consistent with the pattern he had found:rieedaps in the trail, the abrupt end. The
ability to create and travel through dimension rifts waare demon trait, but these two were
from the same family. It could be hereditary.

His nostrils flared as he tried one last time to pickhgr scent, then he shrugged. If he
could not locate the enemy, he must stay close tanAaiand be very careful to avoid exposure.
Sooner or later, the rogue demon and the witch would fiod ether. He could guarantee it.

He sprinted through the tree-lined streets of Olde Tovenfelet skimming the pavement,
and he stopped next to the ivy-covered wall of her brpektanent building. He looked up at the
dark windows on the second floor, but he could sense abe'tvthere. It was 3:00 a.m. Did the
witch never sleep?

He lifted his head, checked the building again to be suhadie’'t missed something,
recording and in turn discarding the various sensatioonst Bf the inhabitants were human. One
elf, a lone werewolf. He could smell each being’s blcand if he listened carefully, he could
identify the regular breathing of deep sleep. None of tivene Arianna.

Rather than go running all over town without a known dastin, he settled in to wait,
leaning against the wall in the shadows underneath her wirtdisviashes hooded his black
eyes, as he pondered what he was doing there. Thislidgibt seem to be the rational action of
a highly regarded member of the vampire court. Reachingmdusion he was comfortable
with, he shrugged, stilled his body, and simply waited.

Less than ten minutes later, he sensed a familiar presen her apartment lights flicked
on. The window in her kitchen was cranked open an imdt tin the spring breeze, and he heard
dim sounds of movement for a while. The shower cameuwah he indulged himself in imagining
the scene for a brief instant. Finally the lights weut

Andreas glanced at the sky. It was beginning to gray fremapproach of dawn. He
waited until he heard her regular breathing that indicabe® was settled for the next few hours.
Perhaps Drake would eliminate the threat from Harid leesbe woke.

Hurrying to beat the dawn, he arrived at his Victorian sianin time to speak with his
head of security and arrange for one of the weretigéfrte watch Arianna's apartment building
while she slept.

"Why are you so worried?" Samuel asked, once he haddtrsictions. His family had
been in Andreas's employment for several generatamsthey had a personal relationship with
their boss. "It's been a long time since I've seensgoconcerned about someone.”

"I am always worried when evil is prowling our community."

"Seems to me this is more about the witch." Samued gau a cheeky grin, in spite of
Andreas's deepening frown. "I've heard she's pretty. Longlélbair, big green eyes."

"She is hard-headed and impossible," Andreas mutterecebedbeching himself and
lapsing into silence. "Just send someone over thezdjhally said.

He left abruptly, pretending he hadn't heard the securigf's chuckle. Knowing he had
taken all the precautions he could, Andreas retired to higad chambers, but he didn't
immediately yield to the sun's leaden call. He prowled himrdavoring the over-sized bed and
his black silk sheets with a frustrated glare. He hadrrgsen so impatient with the mandatory



down time before. He stopped, cracked a window shuttéromié finger, and stared into the
approaching day.

His unease wasn't just about her. Andreas’s vamgemses felt a deranged mind,
confused, yet exhilarated by the rush of new sensatiom&l Was projecting, his insanity
leaking into the atmosphere, warping the energy fiélserever he had been, the killer was
back in this dimension, and at the moment, Andreashefpdess to do anything about it.

As the sun’s pull on his body and his mind grew insistergrmwering everything else,
Andreas dropped onto the bed. Within less than a secomeisheut for the day.

* k%

Hours later his first conscious thought veasething iswrong! He blinked his eyes and
rolled to his feet in a smooth move, instantly alert. ¢yiss roved the room, but it was quickly
apparent the threat was not here. He grabbed his clgihiés] on jeans and shirt and bolted into
the hallway.

"Samuel!" he shouted into the hall cameras. "What ilsggon?"

"Nothing new,” answered a disembodied voice. "There arglarms, and | just spoke to
the tiger watching the Guardian. She's inside the psiat@®n."

Talking with Foster, Andreas thought, suppressing his maction. She should be safe
enough for the present, but he could still sense Haridlemi, chaotic thoughts. The rogue
demon’s hunger was increasing.

"All right. Stay alert. | have this . . . bad feelingam going to shower now and leave.
Don’t expect me to return until dawn."

"I'll let you know if anything changes."

"Do that."

Andreas ducked into the shower and within minutes had shruggea firesh set of
Armani casuals, black t-shirt and jeans. He had a partifaridness for everything that
originated in his native Italy and had worn the clothinghefMilan-based company since the
mid-seventies. When they added the jeans’ line in 1981 dde mhem part of his daily
wardrobe.

After a stop in the kitchen to down a bottle of bloAddreas grabbed a black leather
jacket from the hall closet. Once out the front dberheaded straight to Goshen Park. Even
before dark, Otherworlders gravitated in that directioagMal creatures had free run of the park
at night when it was closed to humans, but even duriyligtiaithe dense trees offered the
concealment so prized by those who had survived through matwies by hiding. The new
treaties didn't always change long-standing habits. Asdnas betting that Harid would follow
his instincts and seek safety in the woods.

When the vampire reached the park, the areas arougatie and fountains were still
populated by humans taking advantage of the first spring Haysioved deeper into less visited
areas, selecting the most remote trails. The third lpatthose tingled with demon energy, and
Drake rose to meet him from a old tree stump where lee'd beated.

"Where is he?" Andreas demanded. “I have felt his huhger.

"Dimension hopping." Drake sighed. "He knows I'm after lnomsiders it a game. He's
like a terrible child, swinging between playfulness and manaetantrums. This appears to be
his favorite portal. If you stay here and watch it,gdlin after him again.”



"A demon portal? Where is it?" Andreas spun around, f@pki every direction. Even
with Drake pointing at the exact location, Andreas hadra time seeing the slight distortion in
the air. He closed his eyes, realizing he had senses thetitesight. He marked the location in
his mind before looking at Drake and nodding.

The demon cleaner walked toward the wavy area but stopfme Iséepping through. "If
he comes through take him down by any means you can. Bg'ard he's armed with a demon
sword."

Andreas understood the warning. Demon swords were notargly machete-like
weapons, but their blades were often tainted with sopothat even affected vampires. While
Andreas would survive the poisoning, it would slow him down arghtrgive Harid a chance to
rip off his head. A very permanent death for anyone.

Andreas nodded a second time, and Drake appeared to slip ysdeteanothing. He was
just gone.

When the crickets chirped and the other night soundsgt@melreas realized how quiet
it had been in the presence of the cleaner. Evemsbets and birds recognized that kind of
danger. He found the renewed sounds oddly reassuring.

While he waited, Andreas walked over to examine the péteaktuck his arm into the
shimmering area, but nothing unusual happened. His hand gaagded through. He saw
nothing; his hand looked normal. He stepped where he hatiedairake step but again—
nothing. He could still make out the slight distorticeglfthe demon energy, and his marking
confirmed the spot, but the portal didn't recognize his lasdyaving any substance. Interesting
phenomenon, but useless to him if he could not enter.

He turned away, preparing to wait, when he heard a smatid behind him. Spinning
around, he caught the flash of a red face, surrounded dyngwirhite-blond hair. Andreas dove
forward grabbing for the halfling, but he landed hard on the-peedle surface, his arms
holding nothing. Harid had leaped back into the void of théapor

"Damn!" Andreas swore under his breath, flipped to his fewt,brushed the dirt off his
jeans. Well, that had been embarrassing. Drake’s warratd-tdrid was fast had been a gross
understatement. The halfling had been no more thammangit, an impression. Containing him
while he was on the move would be like trying to grab thedwi

Andreas glared at the shimmering spot, hoping the halfibjumped straight into
Drake's line of fire. He grabbed the cell out of his jaglaket.

"Samuel," he barked, as soon as his security chief answgetayne of our vampires
over here with a shotgun loaded with silver. | need soméo watch a portal for me. We have a
killer demon hopping between dimensions."

"Can do. Hang on." The phone was quiet for a momea, 8amuel’'s voice was back.
"Marlena's on her way. She's the most sensitive t@pemnergy."

"Good choice."

Within three minutes Marlena burst into the scene. "Sasaie to hurry,” she explained.
"Something about a killer demon." The red-headed vampy@ssed, showing her fangs. "l
could use a little action. Things have been dull Iately.

Andreas's mouth twitched at her eagerness. When heegaint the demon portal
entrance, she nodded and walked over to poke her fingerTihéy don't look like much, do
they? What do you suppose they find on the other side?"

He knew she didn't expect an answer, so he got to the bie halfling we're hunting
is fast. He got away from me."



Marlena's eyes widened in astonishment. "You're jokirayP/Sof course you're not
joking, but he must be super fast if you missed him."

"He blinked in and out. If you see a disturbance agairiy&dis soon as you identify his
bleached blond hair. There is a second halfling, a cleaitiedark hair. Try not to kill him by
mistake."

"If you insist." Marlena's eyes twinkled. "Go do whateyou need to do. I'll keep a eye
out for our bad boy. I'm going to be disappointed if he dbskaw."

Andreas warned her about the demon sword, then hurriedddive park entrance,
anxious to find Arianna. With Harid on the loose he wattddoe close by her side. He wasn't
sure her witch blood would protect her from the demon’s poiso

He had just passed the park's swan fountain when he theastotgun blast. He whirled
and raced toward Marlena and the portal.

* k%

"Son of a bitch!" Marlena was stomping around the cleagegticulating at the portal
with the barrel of the shotgun. "Just dumb luck, is whatas. | almost had him."

Relieved to find her uninjured, Andreas grabbed the barrékeofvtldly swinging gun.
"Calm down and tell me what happened.”

She gave him a murderous look and yanked the gun away, lowetaniger side. "l had
him. Filled him full of buckshot. But the lucky SOB stagggeand fell back into the other
dimension. If | could have gone after him, well, hell”. She sputtered to a halt. "I don't suppose
he'll try again, but I'll be here. Waiting."

"You have successfully blocked one access, and youvireakened him. Perhaps the
cleaner will be able to finish the job."

"I'd rather finish it myself," she said. "I doubt if evsilver buckshot can slow him for
long, but | guess it'd have to be OK if somebody else got'hi

"That was good work, Marlena. Stay on it, and | willre later. Cheer up," he said with
a chuckle. "You may get another chance."

He left her staring at the nearly invisible demon dphtat this time he got out of the
park without incident. He checked his Parmigiani watch anednibte time on the red dial. 7:57
p.m. It was early for Otherworlders, and Arianna migdtanywhere. He swung by her
apartment, but as he expected, the place was dark. Senafite at the Cultural Center. Her
best friend Claris was at home, but only the boyfriead wisiting. When Andreas stopped on
the street near the Riverdale Police Building, hiseetsld him neither Arianna nor Lt. Foster
was inside. He felt an unwelcome twinge of jealousy they might be together.

Enough! he ordered himself. This fascination with the @Giaarhad to end as soon as the
threat from the halfling was removed. Perhaps he shawddafother woman to take her off his
mind. Celibacy was only good for one thing—frustration.

Andreas rubbed his chin between thumb and finger. A date migloe a bad idea.
Someone like Glorius, the stunning and well-endowed rexdddition to the vampire court. She
had given him more than one inviting smile. A night with imeght make a man forget anyone—
especially an annoying witch who had no desire to see dain.a_et the witch keep her
distance. It was probably better for both of them.

From now on, she was on her own. As soon as hedarakof the demon.



He searched the bar district, where he knew Ariannanblegiapatrol every night. Except
for the usual loud voices, deafening music and an occadighglhe found nothing that would
indicate the presence of the halfling or the Guardiarhatkalmost decided to wait for her at
Goshen Park, her last stop every evening, when he spottaddseveral uniformed police
officers outside the Sin & Skin strip lounge.

He kept to the edge of the crowd surrounding them, hopiagvsiildn't pick up on his
presence with so much Otherworld energy around. She afwster were talking with the
uniformed officers and a couple of burly werebears in huiman. He moved closer to listen in
on the conversation, and the scent of blood made his ftir. He should have grabbed that
second bottle of blood.

One of the bears cradled an injured arm, wrapped in ayjaoket, but the other one
was doing the talking. "I tell you we'd never seen thelmpfgre. But he could really move. One
second he was screeching at us for spilling his beer. Thehselkauled out this huge cleaver
and swung it at my buddy. Then he looked toward the dook th&s a flash of movement, and
he was gone." The werebear held up both empty hands fdrasis. "I've never see anyone
move like that."

"What kind of being are we talking about?" Arianna asked.sWasn't another were?"

Both bears shook their heads vigorously, but the victiswared her. "Naw, something
else. He smelled of sulfur. A Hell-born brat, but thiee had white hair."

"An albino halfling?" she said, as if talking to hersélize never seen one, but | suppose
anything's possible. Halflings are fast, but that faSt® looked thoughtful. “You said he had a
knife. Something that would make a very large slit onlihest,” she said, looking at Ryan.

“God, yes!" the victim said. "lt's a wonder he didn't oyt head off."

Andreas smiled to himself, while keeping his head down inehgec of the crowd. She
was figuring it out. Whatever failings the witch had—andabdeld name a few, like her hasty
temper—she was clever.

His attention returned to the conversation when hedhiéaster ask her, "Can you track
this thing?"

Arianna shrugged. "Maybe." She looked at the two bearsw/ & where you last saw
him."

As they walked toward the strip club door, Andreas remaiméake crowd outside. If she
found a trail it would only lead to another demon portal,ciwhiefinitely was not inside the strip
club. Besides, he didn't dare venture inside. She wouldisethe moment they were in the
same room.

Yet, he was tempted. A strong invisible force tugged ontbifollow her, as if his magic
refused to be parted from hers. He had felt that sang@etiam the first night they met, but it
still baffled him. The attraction went beyond lust or amyantic notion—not that he hadn't
noticed how well her jeans fit or the deep V in heueadlg buttoned top, but the connection was
more, like something forged in the distant past. He surkadrustrated breath. His relief was
almost palpable when his thoughts were interrupted by Arianddoster emerging from the
building.

"l don't understand why he wasn’t seen when he camdetitant door. Are you sure
this is the way he went?"

"It's what my senses say." Arianna turned toward itdhee alley. "He came along here.
Probably someone did see him, but it was just a blurarcorner of their eye. Not something
they were sure of, not sure enough to mention."



When the two cops entered the alley, Andreas swung artherblock to watch from the
other end. The Guardian tracked the creature the four tlot¢ke Mississippi River cliffs and
raised Andreas's immediate alarm when they stoppedldioaer the Vampire Caverns that
spread under the city. The last thing he wanted was stsamgeluding cops, swarming into
restricted vampire territory. He let out a pent-upbnevhen she started walking again, turning
north, following a faint footpath away from the cliffshe trees and brush grew thick along the
sides of the path which ended after fifty yards or &san arched stone entrance.

Lone Oak Cemetery. He had been past here several titelse had not been aware of
any demon activity. It was an early settlement grawvkegéteaning and broken stones. An
elderly caretaker kept the weeds down, but hardly anyiseerisited. He watched Arianna and
Foster walking among the ancient graves. She came to anso@itleand from her puzzled
behavior, Andreas assumed she had lost the trail. IHargd have created a portal here among
the residual energy of the dead. Another access poatkteDnust close before he left town. Once
the current menace was over, Andreas did not want ddmaonic creatures using the abandoned
portals, but only a demon or black magic could seal them.

He called Marlena on her cell phone. "Any action oaryend?"

"That depends on your definition, | guess.”

Andreas was momentarily taken aback by the odd tone woee, until she added,”
Your friend Drake is here. He seems to have lost #ikdirour bad guy."

"Tell him Harid was at a strip club about an hour agoheulled into another portal.
Also tell Drake to stay put. We need to discuss the podats] should be there soon.” As they
talked, he continued to watch Arianna and Foster sehecbetmetery.

The Guardian finally looked at Foster and threw up hadfiaHe shrugged.

"l should not be here much longer," Andreas said, asdiezed their search had come to
an end." Even as he spoke, Arianna turned and walked sttagdrd him. "Got to go," he
whispered.

Concerned he had been seen or she had felt him watchinnieeas slipped through
the trees and didn't look back until he had entered tteblmck of residential homes. He circled
around to confirm the cops were returning to town beferbdaded for Goshen Park and his
meeting with the demon. He should have just enough tirapdate him on Harid’s activities
and discuss the closing of the portals before ArianndegaGoshen Park and her patrol of the
property. If something happened tonight, he wanted to Ioe,tteemake sure she was safe.

* * %

Marlena and Drake seemed locked in an uneasy silenceAviteras arrived at the
forest clearing with the first portal.

"Well, I'm glad to see you have become such good frieimgssaid with barely
concealed amusement. "Have | missed something?"

"He's a freakin' demon!"

"She's a bloodsucker," Drake offered.

"Now that we have established the obvious, will sondglexplain why you have gotten
off to such a bad start?"

"Nothing really happened,” Drake said. "But you told her—"

"The killer demon is related to him," Marlena interrupt&bu didn't tell me that. How
do you know we can trust him? What if the whole fanslgvil?"



Andreas raised an astonished brow at her outburst ahatély-leashed tension.

Drake shuffled his feet. "OK, so | might have struck aa®isiow when she came
toward me. | expected to see you and thought she wataakeat"

"He sucker punched me," Marlena spat. "You told me not tohmtand he sucker-
punched me."

"l apologized," Drake protested.

Andreas sighed, seeing more in this spirited exchangeeitiger of the others seemed to
recognize. He did not have time or the inclination td dath a blossoming demon/vampire
romance. He mentally shuddered at the thought.

"Let us stick to business. Harid has struck again buteodaed this time. The victim was
a werebear and will self-heal. But your kin is attagkim public now, growing more bold. We
must dispense with him tonight.”

"While | whole-heartedly agree, | can't do much if | tget my hands on him."

Suddenly irritated at the halfling's offhand attitude, Andssegpped. "You are not likely
to find him by sitting on a stump."

Drake glowered at him and slowly rose. He stared avdh@ire a moment before
answering. "l suppose you have a point, but you asked tlat hare."

Andreas's stiff shoulders slumped. "So | did. Sorry, irseebe distracted.”

If he had an opinion about Andreas’s distraction, Drdiase to focus the conversation
on Harid. "Where was this latest attack?"

"A strip club in the bar district. He got angry whemmsmne knocked over his beer, but
before he did much damage, he suddenly stopped fighting and/eetracked him to a
cemetery, not far from the cliffs.”

"Damnation! Then | just missed him. | was there aboutaur ago. He must have picked
up my scent.”

“Why would he go running after you?" Marlena asked. "I thoughtvls avoiding you.
Doesn't he know you'll kill him?"

"He knows." Drake's voice softened, almost sad. "Perhap®ped to kill me first, but it
was more likely the affinity for our family ties. Hd was playing games with me before, but this
time he was angry, confused. He's in trouble, and we #maame blood. He would be drawn
to return to me."

Marlena grimaced. "Seems rather suicidal. If that'#iyeehat you think he’d do, why
not sit tight until he finds you?"

"There would be too many dead bodies in the meantime,"e&sdsaid. "He is losing
control and will soon begin to feed in public.”

His prediction seemed to spur Drake into action. "Yebolld go." He opened his long
coat, searched a couple of pockets and pulled out a weagtdodked similar to a stun gun. "An
energy disrupter," he said when he saw Marlena watcHhingill'disable him, so | can return
him home before his final sentence. | won't stop thie wntil I've completed my mission. He’s
become too dangerous.”

The primeval roar of a predator rent the air—and sestyewne scrambling. "Stay here,"
Andreas ordered Marlena, as he and Drake crashed enteoibds. "Be ready with the shotgun
in case he flees into the portals.” No one questiomedavage howl had come from Harid.

Andreas's heart pounded as the brambles tugged at his leaktedr He brushed them
aside and rushed headlong across the park. Harid had loocatedraled victim, and Andreas



knew who it was—every instinct screamed the answer GQuadian and trouble had found each
other.

Neither the vampire nor the demon cleaner botherddpaiths. They crashed through
brush, leaped over downed logs or other obstacles, tdlemghortest and most direct route
toward the source of that single howl. The woods h#drf ominously quiet.

Andreas slid to a halt, quickly taking in the scene betfiare Arianna and a blond
halfling demon were circling each other in an area toop® side of the path ahead. Moonlight
gleamed from the demon sword Harid was waving, his reddistplexion now flushed tomato
red with fury. His lip was split as if he had been dtrachard blow. Arianna crouched in a
defensive posture, displaying no weapons, but Andreas kneletter than that.

"What are you waiting for?" Drake whispered. "He'll makagameat of her! She has no
means of defense."”

"You are mistaken. Just watch." Andreas slid his eyeardthe other man. "She must
never know that | was here. | will not reveal myseiless it becomes necessary to save her life."

"OK, your call." Drake lifted a shoulder. "But I'm natigg to stand here while he kills
her." He started forward, stopping when Andreas threvaagastraining hand.

Breath hissed through the vampire’s teeth, and his fattgaded. "That will not
happen." He returned his attention to the battle sceRamd lunged toward the witch. Arianna
backed away, raising her hands. A brilliant blue flamecifoom her fingertips, catching the
gleaming sword and knocking it from the demon's hands.r8imediately moved forward,
engaging him with a side kick to the head and following w@ahble chops to the neck. She spun
away before he could recover and repeated the attatkafreecond direction. Harid flailed at
her with his huge arms, acting more like a mindless zogdme wild than a clever, conniving
son of the hellborn. His fists were massive, howeaed, when he struck a heavy blow to her
back, she tumbled face first into the dirt, rolled, stungbés she regained her feet.

Andreas tensed to spring forward.

Arianna moved in again, pelting the giant with strategievbland dancing away. Harid
swung his head back and forth in confusion as she leapledaeth feet, striking him in the
chest, and knocking him over. He quickly righted himselfdagmed more intent now on
defending rather than furthering the attack. Arianna wlasitless. Over and over, landing blows
that began to sap the demon'’s strength.

Andreas heard Drake chuckle next to him. "I see whatnyean. In spite of what he’s
done, | almost feel sorry for Harid. | don't think youtal needs any help."

While Andreas watched her with admiration for her sitl spirit, he felt the bite of
Drake's comment. That was the crux of the problem—Aria@egled no one. Least of all, him.

Andreas flinched when she landed a hard kick to the gignatis, following through with
a second kick to the head that resulted in a loud craekblbimd demon staggered. Harid sank to
his knees, his arms covering his head, and the killerdunte a bawling child.

Drake and Andreas looked at each other.

"Definitely didn't need help," the cleaner amended.

Andreas watched as Arianna stared down at Harid in abtoaigt. For a moment she
appeared to be paralyzed by the tears. Dropping to one keleognd him with magical twine.

"l think that's my entrance cue,” Drake said, starting/&wd again. This time Andreas
made no attempt to stop him.

"And my exit line." Andreas paused long enough to drink in coeertook at her and
turned away. It was over—in more ways than one. Anxioysit distance between him and the



witch, his footsteps barely touched the ground as he speddtieaclub. Upon arrival, he
slipped in the alley door, changed into a black Armani sudt,sérolled into the main lounge.

The music was soft, the lights dim. He began to rafakshed the tension of the last two
days. This was his world, a very satisfying one.

He turned as he felt someone watching him from behind. Alaépsrfume reached him
first, as the newest member of the vampire court edagward him. Slender, slinky, long-
legged and voluptuous, Glorius pursed her lips at him with sopedive arch of her brows. Her
voice was soft and sultry. "Darling, Andreas. | thoughtas time to visit your club I've heard so
much about."” She held out both hands.

A smile curling his lips, Andreas glided toward her. thamentary flash of witchy green
eyes crossed his mind, he chose to ignore it.

The End
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