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“Oh yeah, this one’s ripe for forgiveness,” Voro muttered, watching the fat fucker let himself into his 

apartment at the top of a threadbare staircase in what was most definitely the wrong side of town.  

“How can you tell?” Claudia asked softly, more stealthy than a whisper, as the guy’s door groaned upon 

opening and he let himself inside. 

“You really wanna know?” Voro started up the flight, avoiding the stair the piece of shit had stepped on 

and loudly announced his position on the staircase.  

“Yes.” 

“It’s a stench. It smells like putrid garbage. Usually stands out in the general stink of the city.” 

“That’s unfortunate.”  

“It’s pretty handy. At first they wanted me to find the bad guys the same way they do; the good ones are 

bright and shiny. They thought that would help me. By making the ones I didn’t have to worry about all 

distracting.” He shook his head with a chuckle, reaching the top stair. “No, I need the human garbage to 

stand out. Not the good people.” 

Claudia shifted her arm back to pull a blade from the sheath attached to her belt. The janbiya glinted as 

she slid it free and fought back the need to smile. “You going to protect me?” 

She shrugged, giving him a smile. “Shut up, asshole. Open the door.” 

The knob turned in his hand and the door gave way with no effort. Unlocked. They caught the guy 

completely by surprise, shrugging out of his snow-dusted jacket. He’d been scared enough to piss 

himself, likely from the sight of Claudia’s weapon.  

No matter. There were worse smells than piss. Voro put a hand to his shoulder, pulling the man’s focus to 

keep it on him and off of Claudia. She looked dangerous but still gorgeous and he didn’t want the guy to 

suddenly have a lust-fuelled rage that would, undoubtedly, distract Voro from doing what he came here 

for. 

Sins, so many disgusting things. This guy used to peep on his own sister, then her friends, in his 

childhood home. It was a shame this guy hadn’t attended a school with a decent sex education course. 

Then again, a mother than beat you when she caught you jerking off at twelve years old probably didn’t 

help what was already a confused mind. He’d started raping other kids when he was fifteen. Then grown 

women, then little old ladies. 



He was disgusting, but with Voro’s new function for forgiveness he could only pity the sad sack. He 

found all the sins, let them go, then they left the man weeping on his knees in his apartment. Voro didn’t 

need to check back; he knew this man was done sinning.  

“What had he done?” Claudia asked, closing the door behind them and descending the staircase behind 

him.  

“Violence against women. Nothing you want to know about.” 

She opened her mouth to argue but it was cut off by a feminine shriek from behind an apartment door 

halfway down the flight of stairs they were frozen on. 

Or, he froze. Claudia was already running for the doorway. The air was thick with tension, he was just 

aware of it then as he hurried to keep up with the jinn. The smell of fear was like spent gun powder, and 

Claudia banging on the door heightened the aroma.  

When it opened a small woman was there, hardly filling the space. She looked up at Claudia and the relief 

on her face turned into something else. “Who are you?” she asked, the fear in her voice cutting through 

her thick accent. 

“Is everything okay in here?” Claudia asked, switching easily into her law enforcement tone. 

The woman’s eyes darted from Claudia and up to him. They must have been as intimidating as hell. This 

woman could only be five feet tall.  And as Voro continued to look at her he realized the obvious cause of 

her distress. 

“Ah, shit,” he whispered, eyes on the woman’s distended stomach. She was in a nightgown, bare feet, and 

under her belly the nightgown was soaked through and wet. 

Claudia saw it when he did. “Did you call an ambulance?” 

The woman shook her head. “No. Sin seguro médico.” 

Voro swallowed hard. No insurance, that’s what she was saying.  

“You need to get to a hospital,” Claudia said gently, taking the woman’s arm and leading her back into 

the apartment.  

Voro stood in the hallway, head reeling. That woman was having a baby, no two ways about it. And she 

couldn’t afford the simple act of delivery, something humans had been doing since first walking the 

planet. That took two seconds to process then he pulled out a cell phone, a tool he’d insisted he needed, 

and dialed a number he knew well. After placing the call and a brief discussion he followed Claudia, 

closing the apartment door. 

The woman was pacing, hand on her lower back, and Claudia was pacing with her, muttering assurances 

that Voro hoped she could understand.  

“I called Vinnie,” Voro told her, standing in the entry, basically useless. “He’s on his way over. He’ll take 

a look at her, deliver the baby if he has to. But the kid has to go to the hospital. That’s where the do the 



birth certificate, you know. Confirming the kid exists. But the expensive part could be the actual birth so 

if she’s able to deliver without complications it’ll be a lot less expensive.” 

“Good,” Claudia said just as calmly. The slight woman looked like childbirth would break her in half. 

Voro pulled at the neck of his shirt under his jacket, then took his jacket off. The room was a fucking 

sauna, or maybe he was anxious. 

The woman stopped, doubling over, hands clutching at her stomach as she wailed out again, the same 

sound that brought them to her door. He rubbed his hands on his legs, sensing her pain on his skin, down 

his throat through his nose. He could taste it on his tongue. It stung like licking a battery.  

The women paced and Voro fought to keep from running out the door. Too soon the woman was bending 

again, the scream louder. 

“Contractions are very close,” Claudia told him. 

“I don’t know what that means.” 

“It means the baby is going to be here soon.” 

“Shit.” 

“Voro!” 

“What?” 

“Don’t swear!” 

“This kid ain’t picking that up so quickly.” 

The next flare of pain seemed particularly long and drawn out, and the sweat ran down his sides under the 

thermal shirt he had on.  

“Fuck. Fuck, I can’t be here for this, Claudia.” 

“We aren’t leaving her,” Claudia snapped at him, making the woman look at him in fear.  

Shit. Her big brown eyes were pleading. She was terrified, and until they’d shown up she’d been alone in 

here, seriously intending to have a baby all by herself. 

“Okay,” he breathed, running hands over his face. “Okay. Do I need to boil some water or something?” 

Claudia looked at him like he was an idiot, then nodded. “Sure, Voro. Boil some water.” Translate: find 

something to do you useless oaf. 

The kitchen was a short galley with cramped cupboards and undersized appliances that still managed to 

make it crowded. He found a pot hanging on the side of a cabinet over the sink and filled it, then put it on 

one of the coil burners, cranking it all the way to high. The shriek came again then Claudia called for him. 



He darted into the living room where the woman was crumpling to the ground on her hands and knees. 

“We need something to put under her. I don’t want to ruin the carpet.” 

Shit. Shit-shit-shit-shit. It ran through his head on repeat as he headed for the kitchen again, diving under 

the sink. There were black trash bags there, and as awful as that seemed it was his only option. He 

grabbed a handful and then ran down the hallway. A closet door proved to be a linen cupboard. He 

grabbed a flannel sheet and brought everything to the living room. He spread out the garbage bags then 

covered them up with the sheet.  Claudia helped the woman ease onto the square of fabric, back to the 

front of a sofa.  

“Cuál es tu nombre?” 

The woman looked to him, almost relieved. “Maria,” she replied, nearly smiling.  

“Voro,” he said, hand to his chest. “And this is Claudia.” 

His name seemed unsettling to her, which was understandable. In most languages the word meant “eat” or 

some derivative of that. But the name Claudia made her smile. 

“Okay, I got this,” Claudia muttered, shoving him away with one hand. She knelt by Maria’s ankles, 

rubbing the woman’s knees. “Okay Maria,” she said with a smile. “We have help coming. But don’t 

worry about money, okay? No hay dinero.” 

Maria was so terrified she would have agreed to anything. Then came a knock at the door. 

“I got it,” he offered unnecessarily. Sure enough, Vinnie was here already. The hospital was close. “Busy 

night?” Voro asked, and Vinnie just smiled.  

“Christmas Eve. Of course it’s busy.” 

Voro led the way into the living room. Maria’s eyes widened when she saw Vinnie, but her body eased as 

soon as he spoke. Claudia slid out of the way and he took her place. 

“All right. It’s Maria, is it?” She nodded. Vinnie put a hand on her knee. “I’m a doctor, okay?  I need to 

see what’s going on.” 

Voro got the fuck away from her feet as she brought her knees up. Vinnie pushed the nightgown out of 

the way, then reached for the bag he’d brought. Honestly, a doctor’s bag.  

Claudia scooted around to sit by Vinnie’s side, resting on her knees. “You need anything, you let me 

know.” 

“You have any medical training?” 

“Learned a few things in the reserves.” 

Voro felt such a swell of pride as she said it, but it only meant he was as useless as a piece of furniture in 

this situation. He started to back up, then Vinnie looked at him.  



“Voro, can you help her sit up? She’s almost ready to push. I need her upright. Makes it easier to bear 

down.” 

“What?” 

“Sit behind her. Let her lean on you, keep her sitting up.” 

“I don’t know—“ 

“Do it,” Claudia snapped, eyes flaring at him. “Christ Voro, be useful here.” 

Vinnie chuckled at that and went back to whatever it was he was doing.  

With the groan of an old man he settled on his ass behind Maria, legs splayed out to the side of her. She 

was already up on the plan, leaning into his back with a whimper as another contraction made her body 

quiver. 

“Todo estará bien. Usted va a estar bien,” he told her quietly, ignoring how Claudia and Vinnie looked at 

him in surprise. “Su bebé será feliz y saludable.” 

Maria nodded, her head on his chest, taking a deep but shaky breath.  Another contraction hit and she 

curled away from him, groaning through clenched teeth. He put his hands on her back, rubbing circles on 

the cotton of her nightgown. 

“We’ll need something to wrap the baby in. Something soft, their skin is very sensitive. And we’ll need to 

something to clean him or her up with.” 

“Water’s boiling,” Voro pointed out. “Take it off the burner and let it cool off.” 

Vinnie nodded and Claudia was off on her search, stopping by the kitchen first. 

“All right Voro. We need her upright, just where she is.” 

Voro nodded and crowded closer to her back. Maria’s hands clamped on his knees, her breathing 

becoming panicked. 

“Now Maria, did you take Lamaze classes?” 

The woman nodded, probably recognizing the word used more than anything else said. 

“I need you to breathe with me.”  The Vinnie started that weird hee-hee-who rhythm, which Maria 

immediately followed. Voro angled his torso to keep her leaning over her own stomach, feeling the way 

she fought him as another contraction hit. 

She toughed it out though, then picked up the breathing pattern all over again. Now Vinnie was telling her 

to push with each contraction, and she was squeezing Voro’s hand suddenly and he honestly didn’t 

remember giving it to her. She was going to break his fingers. 



Her clothes soaked through with sweat. Vinnie was assuring her she was doing well. Claudia was back, 

holding one of Maria’s legs back with all her strength. Every push had both of them straining to keep her 

in place. Five feet tall but holy shit she was strong.  

“You’re so close, Maria. You’re doing so well. One last push should do it, okay? I know it hurts. But it’s 

almost done. One last big, strong push and you’ve got your baby, okay?” 

She was nodding, whimpering, head rolling back and forth on his chest, but she pushed further up on his 

leg. Voro helped hold her upright, and she gripped his hand tight. He squeezed hers back, then closed his 

eyes as a terrible scream ripped free of her throat. It went on and on, unbearably long.  Her agony washed 

through him and not just from contact. Then it stopped and he opened his eyes as Maria flopped onto him, 

boneless with exhaustion.  

Claudia and Vinnie were mucking with the baby, a mass of skin and goo that he could barely believe was 

alive. They had something in its mouth, then suddenly there was crying. A quivering, mournful sound that 

made them both break into grins. Claudia had a cloth in her hands which she gingerly ran over the little 

thing before helping Vinnie roll it up into a baby blanket she’d found somewhere. 

“Let’s get her on the sofa,” Vinnie suggested, grabbing a towel from the ground. He positioned it on the 

cushions and Voro gathered Maria up in his arms. Her eyes were hungry on the baby as Claudia held it, 

and as soon as the new mother was settled her arms went out. Claudia handed the bundle over. “It’s a 

boy,” she said softly with a beautiful grin.  

“I’m calling for an ambulance,” Vinnie told him quietly. “I think they’re both fine but she needs a doctor 

to look at her and stitch her up.  And the baby needs to be monitored for a while.” 

Voro nodded as he moved away to place the call. Claudia nudged into his elbow, smiling. “Good job,” 

she mumbled and he had to grin back. 

“You too.” 

“I don’t want to get all corny, but did you happen to notice what time it is?” 

Voro frowned. “No. Why?” 

“It’s after midnight. It’s Christmas Day, and we just delivered a baby.” 

Voro rolled his eyes. “Come on, Claudia.” 

She chuckled as a man came into the room, about twenty-five years old, barely taller than Maria, eyes on 

everyone as though expecting that he’d need to knock someone out soon. Then he saw the woman on the 

sofa, his face softened and he flew to her side, chattering in rapid-fire Spanish. He kissed Maria, kissed 

the child, then kissed Maria again. 

“We should probably go,” Claudia said, taking his arm. 

Maria was looking at them, and her man followed her gaze. They had a soft exchange, too quiet to be 

heard, and the man approached them, eyes wide. 



He stood before them, then offered his hand. Voro took it, then Claudia did the same. When Vinnie joined 

them his hand was shaken too, and the man held Vinnie’s hand to his forehead while introducing himself, 

repeating thank yous and blessings with all the humility of a saved man.  Then he turned back to his wife. 

“What did he say his name was?” Voro asked Claudia under his breath. 

Her eyes came up to his, looking a little stunned as well. “José .” 

Voro nodded. “That’s what I thought he said.” 

“Okay, now I’m freaked out.” 

“I’ll wait for the ambulance,” Vinnie offered, jerking his head towards the apartment door. “You two go 

ahead.” 

Voro nodded, watching Vinnie approach the couple. 

“Come on, Voro. Let’s go. I’ll buy you an egg nog.” 

Voro nodded and followed Claudia out of the apartment, grabbing their jackets on the way. The two of 

them descended the staircase in silence and the cold of the street was like a slap in the face, jarring him 

out of his shock.  

“Just a coincidence,” Claudia mumbled, zipping up her jacket. 

“Yep,” he agreed, shoving his hands into his pockets.  

“Good job by the way,” she said, smiling up at him brightly. “I thought you would just pass out.” 

He snorted. “What? Me? No way.” 

“Merry Christmas, Voro.” 

He let her take his hand and lead the way to wherever this egg nog was. “Merry Christmas, Claudia.” 

 


