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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Fresh blood trickled down the ornate stone driveway in little rivulets no wider than my pinky. Up to the point when I got the call, I didn’t know one of the Shelley family was the werewolf. I thought for sure it was their gardener, who had gone missing and who we would never find. 
 
    The PSI, the agency I used to work for who usually handled things like this, believed it to be part of a pack of werewolves and shifters living half an hour away in a commune. A good guess, especially since they had a history of drawing in members from Vineport. The PSI thought it was one of theirs gone rogue and they wouldn’t admit to it, since that would mean the agents would cut down their ranks. 
 
    Days later, in an agency office, the analysts, agent-in-charge, and I would discuss what happened. We came up with one solid theory, that one of the commune’s members turned Kaya. We found his contact number in her phone, so it made sense. But I didn’t – don’t – know for certain. There’s so much about that fucking case I just don’t know. 
 
    What I did know, back in the moment, were the last whimpers and groans of someone inside, and the sound of teeth tearing at flesh and the crunch of bone. It was a full moon, and I failed the werewolf in time to stop another attack. 
 
    My guts twisted and I wanted to be sick, but it was on me to put Kaya down and end her nightmare. The PSI was too far away, following leads elsewhere. J.G. and I were out of ideas and spent the night in separate cars roving the highways and backroads of Arch Hill, a small middle-income forest community where the last full moon brought about a few dead. We couldn’t hope to stop the werewolf before it killed again, but we could be close enough to end it when it did. I got the call from the Shelley house at dusk. I was only two minutes away but two minutes was an eternity when it came to the damage a werewolf could do. 
 
    I walked up the driveway, my shotgun up and ready to fire. It was loaded with silver-kissed slugs, what we called beast-stoppers because silver fucks with a lot of the supernatural community. My mind went elsewhere, lost in pointless irritation with myself. I had interviewed Kaya under the standard guise of “looking into an animal attack.” I even liked her quite a bit. She was buoyant and geeky, and when her parents talked about her college achievements, I didn’t have to fake being impressed. She was going for business and biology degrees, with the intent of entering the bioengineering field. I bought her story completely about not knowing anyone who might be acting out of the ordinary, or who might have been sporting a big bandage the month before. As we walked out together after that interview, we talked about her Cruze in the driveway and what kind of gas mileage it got. I got a whiff of the supernatural from her and her family, but Christ, half the woodsy community gave off the same. Fairy blood was strong up in those hills, and werewolves did not show up to our agency-modified eyes until they turned. It was all so pleasantly normal I let myself glaze right over the possibility it could have been her. 
 
    Kaya was too decent for any of this. But now, there was her mother, laid out in the doorway, her throat ripped out, strips of flesh and cloth hanging from her chest and stomach where Kaya’s claws dug in. And beyond, her brother Burt, just eighteen, sprawled in the wreckage of the coffee table, a broken piece of wood jutting through his stomach around where Kaya ripped into him. Had to check his pulse, since there was an off-chance he might still be alive. If he was, I’d put him down too. No way he was walking back to humanity with wounds like that. The infection would have already hit his system. 
 
    No pulse. At least I was spared that execution. See, if I call it “execution,” it tastes better on my tongue than “murder.” Because let’s be honest, that’s what I was there to do. Murder a twenty-year-old college girl who couldn’t control her urges. 
 
    The groans settled into gurgles, and those quieted as I approached the source. Jim Shelley’s fingers still twitched, the only part of him visible as I entered the adjoining kitchen and dining room. The feasting stopped, and I heard the tentative sniffs of something inhuman and brutal. Her claws, now four inches long and coated in gore, scrabbled at the linoleum hard enough to leave grooves and she rounded the corner, not quite on all fours but her hands nearly brushing the ground as she loped at me.  
 
    Kaya was small for their kind, her dark brunette fur tinged with patches of tan and red underneath. Her face was a monstrous mixture of her own features and that of a wolf, her doughy cheeks and pale skin stretched over elongated and harsher bones. It was like someone cut off her face and stretched it over a Halloween dog mask.  
 
    I didn’t hesitate. The shotgun boomed and she fell back, her howl a mixture of human and something like the wind blowing in force through a crack in a window, high and with a desperate pitch to it. She wasn’t down for good, so I fired again, and again, and again, the slugs punching finger sized holes into her breast and sides. After the fourth, Kaya tried to rise up one more time, but her muscles couldn’t do the work. She collapsed, her howl now a soft keen that definitely had more human to it than I would have liked for my own sanity. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “You deserve a better end.” 
 
    Her eyes rolled up. I fired one more time, just to make sure, but she was already gone. 
 
    This was the dangerous part. Werewolves were among the toughest of the supernatural beings I dealt with, and if I was wrong about her being dead, those teeth could easily crush my bones, even with my strengthened body. I grabbed one of the kitchen table chairs and poked Kaya with the legs, hating the indecency of it but knowing it needed to be done. Nothing. No response. 
 
    A sound got my attention. A cough. Damn it. Her dad was still alive. 
 
    For this, I didn’t need the shotgun so I rested it against the cabinet next to Jim. Hairs were already starting to sprout on the back of his hands but I still had a couple minutes before he transformed. His throat was torn and I wasn’t sure how he spoke, but he did. 
 
    “K-Kaya?” he asked. 
 
    “I took care of her,” I said. “She’s at peace now.” 
 
    “My d-daugh… dauhh…” He coughed again, and I couldn’t do this any longer. I pulled out my obsidian blade from its sheath on my belt, brought it to his breast, and plunged it into his heart. He stilled. 
 
    Much as I desperately wanted a cigarette in that moment, I still had work to do. I didn’t feel or hear anyone else in that now-damned house, but I still had to check. I cleaned my knife off with a dish rag, stowed it, reloaded the shotgun, and called in to the PSI with an update before I went room to room, moving slowly and carefully, listening for footfalls or claws.  
 
    When I was upstairs, I heard an engine approach. I thought it was J.G., one of my employees at Wise Fool Investigations. My other two employees and friends Dwayne and Posey were just finishing up their honeymoon cruise and would be flying back the next day. I didn’t figure it was the PSI because, like I said, they had other angles they were working. I really wasn’t expecting it to be Howell Shelley, Jim Shelley’s father and Kaya’s grandfather. 
 
    By the time I figured out the engine noise was all wrong to be J.G., it was too late. I heard a car door slam and Howell moan, “No, no, oh no.” 
 
    “Shit,” I swore, and shot downstairs just in time to see Howell leaning over his daughter-in-law. 
 
    He looked up at me, terrified. “You… what is this? What’s happening here?” 
 
    A few days ago, J.G. and I talked to Howell as part of the investigation. The last full moon, a werewolf killed several people in the woods around the Shelley home, neighbors and a jogger. The woods were dense but highly populated. Howell Shelley lived in that area most his life, as did his son. We talked to both Shelley households as part of the routine questioning but like I’ve said, they weren’t even on my radar. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to him now, so I settled on the truth. The Counselors couldn’t wipe away this kind of trauma from his mind. This was going to stick, so I tried to break it to him as gently as I could. 
 
    “What we’ve been investigating, it’s not a wolf pack or a bear. It’s a werewolf,” I said, trying to keep my voice mellow. 
 
    “A… a… I don’t… you’re…” 
 
    “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “You’re, you’re, you’re making jokes now, my daughter-in-law, m-my daughter she’s right here, she’s…” His voice hardened. “No. You’re insane. That’s insane. Where’s my son? Where are my grandchildren?” 
 
    “They’re inside.” 
 
    “I want to see them.” 
 
    “I can’t let you. You don’t want that. What’s been done to them is horrific.” 
 
    “I’m calling the police,” Howell said, and dug out his phone. I let him, and watched as he called it in. The PSI would already have dispatchers routing calls from the area to their office, and this was no different. He eyed me fearfully, his eyes never flicking down to his daughter-in-law.  
 
    I made the mistake of relaxing. He was fast for his age, maybe sixty-five, seventy. He pushed past me and into the living room. I grabbed his arm as he stared down at his grandson, a hand rising to his mouth. 
 
    “Jesus, oh Jesus,” he gasped. His eyes went huge and his head starting turning in little jerks. He tried to pull away from me but he couldn’t break my grip. Again he surprised me, not going for my shotgun, but the knife in my belt, pulling it and slashing at me. I let him go but caught him again before he could get more than a couple feet. 
 
    “You do not want to go in there,” I snapped. “It’s the kind of shit that’ll break your mind forever.” 
 
    He was on me, trying to cut me and when I took the knife from him, he bit at me, shoved me, even tried to kick my leg out from under me. I dropped the shotgun and grabbed his wrists like we were going to dance. I didn’t like the way he was wheezing, panicked and sharp. 
 
    “Let me see them, let me see them,” he pleaded, fat tears rolling down his round cheeks. Howell was a genial-looking man, with a round head, a white beard, and a cap of thinning hair that shot in every direction. He served in the Army, I knew that much from our short interview, and he was tough, but weakening with age. 
 
    “I can’t,” I said, my voice losing its edge of anger. 
 
    “If it was your family, you’d want to see them,” he said, his tone as petty as a child’s and carrying a mad whine to its end, the word “them” going high and reedy. 
 
    I had a feeling he was going to say those words. He couldn’t possibly know that I did see my family in the aftermath of an attack from a supernatural thing. Couldn’t know that I saw that scene every night for years and years until I joined the PSI. Outside I heard sirens rapidly approaching. If I was going to let Howell see his Kaya and Jim, now was the time. 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    I kept him where he was until people crowded us, PSI agents pulling him out of there and guiding me away from the house. I knew a few of the agents, namely Kari, the AIC, and I retold them everything that had happened while I watched a new guy load Howell into the back of an agency Durango. All too late I realized I hadn’t warned them how crafty the old son of a bitch was, and he broke free, leaping out of the SUV and racing for the house again. 
 
    The agents crowded him and pulled him back. He fought them as fiercely as he had with me. When I thought back about the Shelley case, it wasn’t so much Kaya I thought about, but Howell’s screams. 
 
    “Let me see them. Let me see them!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Months passed. My memory of Kaya faded to the background as Wise Fool Investigations settled back into the day-to-day. 
 
    One hot and particularly humid night, I lit up a cigarette outside one of Vineport’s newest trends, a bar arcade meant to appeal to the middle-aged demographic who grew up in dark-lit rooms full of bleeping, blorping arcade games. I wasn’t much of a gamer and all the noise was overworking my sensitive hearing. That wasn’t helped much by the fumes of a chemical plant a couple miles away. Across the street, a trio of rundown thirty-something prostitutes walked up and down the block. One of them didn’t have bad legs, but that was about the kindest thing I could say about them. 
 
    I sighed, took a deep hit off the cigarette, and stared out at the mostly empty street, wishing I was home with Eliana, wishing it would either rain or fuck off, wishing I had an ice cream, wishing a thousand things. 
 
    “There are moths in my skull, you know.” 
 
    I released a thin plume of smoke upwards, and half-turned, keeping my motions slow. His frizzy, graying hair circled a huge bald spot on top of his head. He was short, and made even shorter by his slumped shoulders. Though he was pushing sixty, in that moment, with his downtrodden expression and hands in his sweatpants, Theo Broulias looked nothing so much like a heartbroken teenager. 
 
    “I know,” I said. 
 
    He nodded, staring sightlessly somewhere at my chest. “They like the lights and the darkness.” Finally his head came up and he squinted at me myopically. 
 
    “I have glasses for you. They’re in my car.” 
 
    “That’s nice. I lost mine when I got out.” 
 
    By “got out,” Theo meant “escaped.” Our client was a representative for an institute for mentally troubled members of the supernatural. A week before, Theo was playing cards in the common room of the institute with his roommate, Reid. A third man, Wes, was reading by a window, supposedly sedate. But someone screwed up his meds or Wes either palmed them or needed a larger dosage, because he became agitated at a few guys crowded around the TV, telling them to keep quiet, to turn it down, to fuck off back to their rooms. Staff tried to get him to calm down, but Wes, a teleporter, tore a hole through half a bookshelf and most of a wall before climbing through into Vineport, over a hundred miles away.  
 
    Reid and Theo followed, more out of curiosity than any real desire to leave the institute, or so was the theory. Neither were considered a flight risk up until that day. By all accounts, none of the three were bad guys, just victims of horrible luck and circumstances far beyond their ability to control. 
 
    Theo wasn’t lying when he said his head was full of moths. They were fae creatures, with a feral alien intelligence. Dangerous, but not until they were threatened, so I stayed cool, not going for my knife or my gun. Besides, the point wasn’t to kill Theo, Reid, or Wes. If it came to that, I would, but I hoped to end this peacefully. 
 
    “The moths know what you are,” Theo said. “The monster hunter. The one everyone is afraid of.” 
 
    “My reputation’s been blown a little out of proportion,” I said. “I don’t hurt or kill anything I don’t have to.” 
 
    “They don’t believe you. They’re scared. I’ve never felt them scared.” 
 
    “Do they have names?” 
 
    He seemed surprised by that. “No one has ever asked that before.” He cocked his head. “No names but... colors. Identities. Patterns, or… motions. Um. No. That’s not quite right. I don’t… mm.” 
 
    “It’s all right. I was just curious. May I talk to them directly?” 
 
    Theo stilled, some internal conversation happening. After about twenty seconds, his head started twitching in fast, jerking ways that would have made me jumpy if I hadn’t seen a video of his behavior when the moths took over. It was like his head was trying to flutter, and his eyes kept pointing up and towards one of the streetlamps. 
 
    “How would you like to be addressed?” I asked. 
 
    “Theo is fine,” he – they – said. “We are part of Theo now.” 
 
    “My name is Ionas Levi.” 
 
    “We know.” 
 
    “How did you hear about me?” 
 
    “You are known at the institute.” His shoulder jumped and popped, and he winced. “This control cannot happen long. A few minutes and then we must give it back to him or risk break-breaking something.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll make it fast. I’m not out to hurt you or him if I can help it. I swear to you, I’m not.” 
 
    “I do not believe you. You are the claw of the Will o’ Wisp.” 
 
    “The Will o’ Wisp?” I asked. 
 
    “The devil in the darkness. You are the talons to her fangs.” 
 
    “Eliana.” 
 
    “Yeseses.” Theo’s head jerked up and down in random directions. “You have killed many-many of the fae and those that walk with us.” 
 
    “I have,” I admitted. They meant the supernatural, not brain-eating moths. That one was pretty goddamn unique, even in my big back catalogue of crazy “I try not to kill any that haven’t deserved it. But to my point, I know you’ve been coming here the last few days. I’ve seen you go in and out. If I wanted this to get violent, it would have and you’d never have seen me coming. That’s not a threat. It’s me telling you that I really don’t mean to harm you. Not if I don’t have to.” 
 
    He studied me, parts of him shifting about uncontrollably. A finger jutting down, a foot twitching, his eyes bouncing up and around. Finally, Theo said, “We are listening.” 
 
    “You and Theo were safe in the institute. No accidentally hurting people. He had games, he had books, he had a home.” 
 
    “We did not mean to escape.” 
 
    “I know. And I know you didn’t mean to hurt that woman at the grocery store.” 
 
    “Is she alive-dead?” 
 
    I hesitated. This was the question I feared might upset him, but I thought then the moths might have been mildly empathic and I didn’t want to lie to them. I meant it when I said I didn’t want this to end in bloodshed. “Dead. She passed away last night.” 
 
    Theo’s head twisted side to side, jerking with more and more infrequency. If he was going to lose it, it would be now, and the moths would fly out through his skull and try to chew me up. I thought I could kill them faster than they could take quarter sized bites out of my skin and bone, but I wasn’t about to test the theory. 
 
    “I know you didn’t mean it,” I repeated. “The institute does too. They just want you home, where something like this can’t happen again.” 
 
    “Home,” Theo said, and it was his voice breaking through, broken and sad. “I don’t have a home. My daughter… she doesn’t… she doesn’t come visit me. My son is dead. My wife-wife…” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say to that. “Were there good days? At the institute?” 
 
    “They kept us calm,” he said, a mixture of his voice and the moths. “There were pretty lights. Not as pretty as here but… pretty-pretty.” 
 
    Silence. The jerking stopped.  
 
    Theo raised his hands in the air, like I was holding him at gunpoint. “That woman. She’s really dead?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I didn’t… I wouldn’t…” His voice cracked like a teenager’s. “But I guess I have before, haven’t I? I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I know,” I said softly. “I have a pair of special cuffs the institute gave me. They’re warded for your specific friends. They won’t be hurt. Neither will you. I’m going to take them out very slowly, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, sounding more and more like a child. It was incredible he could even talk. On a very technical level, Theo was dead, at least by medical definition. The moths in his skull ate his brain down to nothingness, but his personality was still somehow intact, his mind now their mind. The thought disturbed me, but was it really all that different than the early years after my parents died, when I would hear their voices like they were standing right beside me? I didn’t know. 
 
    I pulled out the cuffs slowly. He held out his hands, and I clicked the cuffs into place. His eyes squeezed shut and he shrunk into himself, like he was expecting me to plunge my knife into his neck. In another life, maybe I would have. I don’t know. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said instead, and his eyes reopened just a sliver. I tried to smile. He did too. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Toby Harrison was a wide-cheeked man with a graying ponytail and a massive forehead. Underneath his mask of humanity was a half-ogre face, thick, brutish and a pretty funny mirror of his human one, just mottled, leathery, and the size of a beachball. I expected him to be in a suit, since he was dressed in one when we met, but no, surprisingly, he was in black scrubs accented by racer stripes. His grip was nearly as strong as mine. We shook, and he then went to Theo. 
 
    We were standing outside my Audi in the parking lot to the Acropolitana Institute, so named for its Grecian columns and the statues of a bull and sheep on stone pedestals beside the stairs, not entirely unlike the New York City Public Library. It was a striking building, warmer and friendlier than I expected when I first heard about it, with plentiful windows and big antique doors that served double duty as decorative and functional, imbued with wards that would keep anything short of a dragon out – or in. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Theo,” Toby said. His voice was a low grumble, but pleasant. This was the man I’d spoken to initially about the case, and the chief operations officer for the place, whatever that meant. You wouldn’t guess it by his intimidating real visage, but a background check into the man brought up nothing but good things, that he counseled soldiers overseas throughout the nineties and early aughts, and received two medals for bravery as well as a pair of civilian awards after he left the service for excellence in nursing. 
 
    That old saying about books and covers? Yeah, it goes double for the supernatural world. 
 
    Theo shuffled and jammed his hands in his pockets. “I’m sorry, Toby. I didn’t know what I was doing, and then I couldn’t get back and I was so confused. I… we didn’t mean to hurt that woman.” 
 
    “I know,” Toby said, wrapping an arm around the other man. “Let’s get you inside, and we’ll get you in to talk to Dr. Peterson, okay? Maybe a game of chess later?” 
 
    “Chess?” Theo asked. “I thought maybe you’d have to-have to put me down.” 
 
    “No,” Toby said. “This man, Ionas, he helped talk to the PSI. They understand it was an accident.” 
 
    Theo looked at me and said as shy as a child, “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Theo.” 
 
    “Do you want to come in and see my room?” 
 
    The two nurses with Toby smirked at each other in a way that made me want to break a couple of their fingers. But I smiled and ignored them. “I’d like that. I’d like to see the lights you mentioned too.” These he talked about often on the drive. 
 
    “We have those hooked up and ready,” Toby said, giving me a minute nod over the top of the other man’s head. 
 
    We went inside. The Acropolitana was one of the largest institutes for the supernatural on the East Coast, funded by wealthy members of their community. I had never been in, and was dumbstruck at the beauty of the place. The stone tile floors were both decorative and functional, with soothing and protective wards etched into them discreetly. Dual marble stairwells were topped in polished darker stone. The chandelier overhead seemed to rain down light, and naked lacquered beams across the ceiling formed a hypnotic gyre. Etched into those were what I believed to be structural integrity runes. There were some signs of use and the years of the place – I noticed a couple old grooves along one wall, so expertly plastered and painted over that anyone who didn’t have eyes as sharp as mine wouldn’t have noticed. But overall it was an impressive blend of form and function. If the zombie apocalypse ever happened, I knew where I was holing up. 
 
    “This is gorgeous,” I said. 
 
    “It’s one of the oldest buildings in the country, if you can believe it,” Toby said. “Of course what was originally here was expanded upon, but the generalities of the design are still intact.” 
 
    I followed them up the stairs where a short corridor branched off at both ends into two more. We went to the right, past a series of closed doors, and into one standing open, where another man in scrubs waited. 
 
    “Our first runaway, come home,” the new man said. Toby frowned at him, and the other man tried to look contrite for all of a half second. He got out of the way and disappeared. 
 
    Theo’s room was small, and very oddly decorated in greens and browns all over half the walls, both in terms of paint and paintings taped up. It took me a moment to realize what I was looking at. This was supposed to be like a forest, and indeed, Theo went straight for a green noise machine and turned it on. He sighed with pleasure as the device poured out the sounds of a babbling brook. 
 
    Immeasurably brighter, he sat on his bed and reached for a lamp unlike any I’d ever seen before. Christmas-style lights dangled from very short threads, which in turn dangled from thin curved rods, all at random heights, like a weeping willow It was sort of ugly until he turned it on. That made an immediate difference. The lights weren’t at all bright, but soft and golden, dimming and growing brighter like flickering flames. Theo sighed again, staring into the lights. He visibly relaxed, his muscles losing their tension, his eyelids drooping, his mouth hanging slack. 
 
    Toby nodded towards the door. I came to Theo and rested a hand on his shoulder. He smiled up at me, but it was distracted, and soon he returned his attention to the lights again. I left him there, and stepped out into the hallway with Toby. He closed and locked the door behind us. 
 
    “He’s usually allowed to roam the grounds. We won’t keep him locked up in there long,” he said, almost apologetically. “But Doc Peterson will need to assess him and we’ll get his bracelet back on him, so he can’t escape again.” 
 
    “Will he be all right?” I asked. The nurses scattered to do their own thing, and Toby and I started walking for the foyer again. 
 
    “I hope so. He’s one of our kindest patients, and a lot of help around here. The moths might get distracted like that now and then, but they also like him to keep busy so he cleans and tidies up around the building. That murder, though… I’m not sure how he’ll take it. We’ll have to keep an eye on him.” 
 
    I nodded. “We don’t have much of an update on Reid or Wes. Wes could be literally anywhere, and Reid hasn’t come up yet for air. But we’re looking.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Have you thought of anything that might help me find them?” I asked. 
 
    “I did, just tonight, talking with one of the other staff members. But it’s very thin, and just an idea.” 
 
    “I’ll take an idea at this point,” I said. 
 
    “Reid tends to stick to the familiar. He gets overwhelmed by new people, new thoughts, new emotions. He’s from Chestnut Grove, or close enough, so unless he comes back here, I’m guessing you’ll find him somewhere close to home.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. It was a better lead than anything I’d come up with. “Have you looked into the other thing? With Wes?” 
 
    The “other thing” was the how of Wes escaping. Toby Harrison seemed like a genuinely honest man and didn’t want to believe any of his staff might have done this deliberately, but Wes’s dosage and subsequent escape rang warning bells in my head. Teleporters were insanely useful and insanely rare. We’re talking like one in a hundred million people, maybe. Of all the psychics, magicians, and supernatural beings in that place who could have gone AWOL, that it was a teleporter who did was one hell of a coincidence. 
 
    Toby looked around, then back at me. “I’ve looked at the footage and I don’t see anything out of the ordinary. It looks like Wes was given his pills on time.” 
 
    “Counting the nurse who gave him the things, how many people would have had access to the pills?” Toby frowned, thinking about it. I added quieter, “Keep moving. Text me names later.” 
 
    “I will. You think…?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine-” he started, and I shook my head. 
 
    “Not here. Like I said. Later.” He nodded, and louder I said, “Well, I’ll get back to it. Take it easy on Theo, huh?” 
 
    “I will. Keep me updated on Reid and Wes.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    I shook his hand again and Toby walked me out into the night. I was exhausted, and the drive back to Vineport would an hour and change. I’d need to stop for coffee or… 
 
    The thoughts in my head died as I spied a Black man walking up the road. He was dressed garishly in off-white slacks, wingtip loafers, and a cream yellow button-down with wide sleeves too long for his arms. His hair was done in ornate braids with beads as colorful as his outfit, and covering his eyes was a pair of silver-rimmed sunglasses. 
 
    It wasn’t him that made me freeze up. It was what he was carrying. Both his hands rested under an antique box, etched in gorgeous detail and topped with jeweled glass. 
 
    My hands went for both my knife and my gun. Without looking back at him, I said to Toby, “Get inside. Lock the door and shut the place down.” 
 
    “Who is that?” he asked. 
 
    “A Son of Ilabrat,” I said. Once upon a time, I laughed at that name when I first heard it in training. Now it left me cold because I knew what his appearance meant. Someone was going to die. 
 
    “I don’t know what that-” 
 
    “Go!”  
 
    I had the high ground so I held my position and raised my gun as I heard Toby back away inside and slam the door shut. The locks clicked and a drawbar slid into place. Yeah, this place really was the go-to vacation destination at the end of the world. I barked out a laugh at the thought and the man approaching me grinned too. 
 
    “I’m Ionas Levi, former agent with the PSI. This place is under my protection,” I shouted to the Son of Ilabrat. Inside, I heard bells ringing, and deeper still, more doors slamming shut. Good for Toby, I thought. “Whoever the Executioner is coming for, they’re under my protection too. So turn around and keep walking, asshole.” 
 
    “I am not after them,” the Son of Ilabrat called, and my gut didn’t so much drop as plummet. He drew closer, and I took my finger off the trigger but kept the gun up. “I am here for you, Ionas Levi.” 
 
    “Mother. Fucker,” I breathed. 
 
    He walked, unmindful of the weapons in my hands. I could kill him, but another would take his place, and another after that, and so on and so on. They were nothing if not persistent and would wear me down eventually to deliver their message. 
 
    I put the gun and knife away with trembling fingers and he strode up the steps. “I bring you notification that a contract has been sealed,” he said. His voice was soft and sugar sweet but with a hint of fluid nasality to it, as though he really needed to blow his nose. “My master, the Huntsman, the Executioner, will meet you in one-on-one combat in exactly fourteen days. If you win, you earn your freedom. To lose is to face judgment.” 
 
    He opened the box and I dry swallowed as I lifted out the folder inside. It was made from leather stretched thin and tight and bound with a knotted cord. The legends about the Sons of Ilabrat and the Executioners had it that the leather was human skin but I had no way of knowing. I undid the knot and looked inside. There was a single page of thick paper, with writing in charcoal. The words were magicked up so they were readable by any person speaking any language, but I could see through them to the old language, the one I used for my own magics.  
 
    I was a dead man walking and now I knew exactly how much time I had left before I dropped. 
 
    Two weeks.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    After telling the people inside the institution it was okay and the danger was gone, I drove back to Vineport, the box and the folder within on the seat next to me. The signature on the bottom of the contract, signed in a combination of blood and ash, made no sense, but made every bit of sense all at once – Howell Shelley. The grandfather who I held back from seeing the damage his granddaughter caused. Who hadn’t believed me about werewolves, and who I was still ninety-nine percent certain hadn’t been a part of the supernatural community even if his family had fae blood in them. Not everything fae is aware of it, and I didn’t think the Shelley family was. 
 
    That meant, since that time, Howell had been doing some serious homework, and that impressed me, in a distant, detached way. After I turned eighteen, I left the world behind to pursue the supernatural down the back roads of America, and all I caught for years were whiffs. In just months, assuming Howell really had no clue about the supernatural before his granddaughter turned into a werewolf, he found the legend of one of the most dangerous creatures on this planet and paid the heavy price for it. 
 
    That price varied from person to person, but it was always the same general theme. If you wanted someone or something dead, an Executioner would do it if you offered up whatever was most valuable to you. It was, of course, more complex than that, involving a ritual, some serious symbols that weren’t exactly common knowledge, and alchemical ingredients you couldn’t find at your local grocery store. Complete the ritual, and a Son of Ilabrat would show up wherever you completed the summoning to broker the deal for an Executioner. If the Son of Ilabrat liked what you were offering, the victim would be notified and allowed a couple weeks to settle their affairs and prepare for the fight. 
 
    And I’d just been served. 
 
    Was I scared? In a numb way. Executioners could be beat. They weren’t immortal, despite their fearsome reputations, and there were records of battles fought with them to a draw, where judgment was passed without death. But they were, collectively and individually, some of the greatest killers out there. I was good in a fight, but I didn’t know that I was that good. 
 
    It was late when I arrived home, but lights were still on in the backyard. My lover Eliana spent a thousand years as a creature of the night, and old habits died very hard. She still stayed up late most nights, and this night was no different. 
 
    I stuffed the box and the folder in the trunk of my car before heading around the side of the house to the backyard. One of Eliana’s former vampire friends now ran a gardening business and did our yardwork for us. Lush undergrowth and a few slender cypresses lined the sidewalk beyond the side gate, and with help from the magician currently standing in my backyard with her hands on her hips, we also had a small tasteful grove of orange, apple, and cherry trees on three sides of our pool.  
 
    Jamie Song was a slender Chinese-American woman who had once been in movies in the early 1930s, and it was easy to understand why she was so in demand back then. Her heart-shaped face, slim, delicate lips, and the inquisitive, happy sparkle to her eyes made for a hell of an enticing combination. Nearly a hundred years on, she was still just as stunning, with only a few extra laugh lines denoting her true age. 
 
    She raised her arms as I came around the corner, her attention on Posey. Posey had a look of deep focus to her, lip folded between her teeth, eyes narrowed, hands up and ready. She spoke a few words of magic, but nothing happened. I thought the spell had fizzled out until I spoke. 
 
    “Evening,” is what I meant to say. Instead, glimmering ephemeral confetti burst out of my mouth. Posey and Dwayne, seated on the edge of the pool with his feet in the water, howled, while Eliana, on a wicker cocooning chair with her feet on an ottoman, grinned widely. 
 
    “Oh, fuck off,” I said, or would have, if my words didn’t twist into confetti. 
 
    I’ve mentioned this before, but theoretically, you can teach magic to almost anyone. There are exceptions – vampires can’t so much as make a ward, for example – and being psychic like Posey should have made it very difficult to learn. Magic is sort of a living being, and psychic talent is born of the self. The two, for whatever reason, don’t mesh well, but there are exceptions. Posey, interestingly enough, was one of them. 
 
    Jamie was an acquaintance of Eliana’s, met through one of Eliana’s clients not long after the Yacht Club case. Eliana invited Jamie to a dinner party at our house, where a very buzzed Posey asked her a thousand questions about magic. By that point, Jamie was pretty drunk too, and was happy to run Posey through some of the basic attunement tests. It started with teaching Posey some of the simplest magic phrases, namely a word that roughly translates to “pull” or “back” and another that meant “swirl” or “float.” 
 
    The first test required something small and evenly weighted, like coins or dice. These, Posey would toss gently a few inches away, and speak the word for “pull.” All she could manage was making the dice tremble, but she pulled a coin half an inch towards her, making her gasp and laugh like a child discovering… well, a magic trick. She had just as much success with dumping tea grounds in water and making them scatter with “swirl.” During my own training, I did that second one myself, or a variation of it, and I’d never tell Posey this, but she managed it much more aptly than me. Then again, I’ve also mentioned I’m not particularly great with magic, so that shouldn’t come as a surprise, but Posey’s natural talent with magic certainly was. 
 
    Jamie was something of a handyman in her trade, a master of nothing but knowledgeable in a little bit of everything. She was what was sometimes referred to condescendingly and erroneously a parlor room magician. Most who want to learn are apprenticed, and that was the case for Jamie, but her master chose to serve in the Army when World War II broke out and was killed in action. Jamie knew enough by that point to continue her studies on her own, and though she lacked the extensive knowledge of a master, she did well for herself. 
 
    To put it another way, Jamie knew how to light a match with a spell, while a pyromancer would have been able to start a forest fire. 
 
    Now, I made a gesture with my hand like I was talking. Posey’s giggles fell off, and she spoke another spell, her fingers flicking. I froze as something welled up inside my throat. A frog, a fucking frog, crawled across my tongue as my eyes bulged. Okay, this was taking the joke way too far. I spat it up and the frog landed on the sidewalk before bounding off. Posey gasped, Eliana stood up, and Jamie gaped for a long second as another frog formed in my throat. My hand, still raised, went flat – stop – as I spat it up. It joined its friend hopping around merrily before Jamie spoke a quick incantation and flicked her fingers. 
 
    The pressure in my throat eased, and I gasped, “What the hell, Posey? Jesus Christ!” 
 
    “I’m sorry! Oh God, I’m sorry! Are you okay? Are they all out of you?” 
 
    “Well, that was weird,” Jamie said, eying the frogs. 
 
    “You think?” I shouted. “No more using me as your guinea pig!” 
 
    Everyone was silent, then Eliana said sweetly, “At least you didn’t have those crawling out of your throat. Or somewhere else.” 
 
    I eyed her and she reached for a cocktail on the table to sip with an innocent look on her face. “Throw you in the pool,” I muttered. 
 
    “Try it and see who gets thrown in,” she said. 
 
    I dropped my gun belt on a patio table and went for her. She rose, fangs popping, and I grabbed for her waist. Even without most her vampiric power, Eliana was still so much stronger and faster than me. She grabbed me up over her shoulder like I weighed nothing and flung me halfway into our pool. I came up and she was already tossing aside her sarong and sliding down her shorts, leaving her in a crop top and her panties. She dove in and came up for air right beside me and roped her arms around me as our friends cheered and whooped. 
 
    “She did not mean it,” Eliana murmured softly to me. 
 
    “I know. Long day.” 
 
    She kissed me, and I kissed her back, and for a while, I could almost forget the blade hanging above my neck. Finally, I broke away from her and started towards the steps. 
 
    “Posey,” I growled. 
 
    “Time to go, baby,” Posey said to Dwayne. 
 
    “Even starting in the pool he’s going to catch you before you get to the car,” Dwayne said. “Sorry. You’re getting dunked.” 
 
    I had mercy and didn’t throw her in. Instead, I wound up drying off poolside, a couple crested bottles of beer by my side. Posey and Dwayne went on a late-night food run as a means of apologizing, even after I told her it was fine a half dozen times. When they were gone, I stood up, stripped off my things, and showered off under our outdoor showerhead beside the pool house. Eliana and Jamie both watched me, Jamie with a glint of good humor in her eyes. 
 
    “He is… very yummy,” she told Eliana. 
 
    “We have probably twenty minutes. Join him, if you like,” my lover said. We talked before about Jamie being someone we were both interested in. I didn’t intend on fucking her that night, but I certainly wasn’t opposed to the idea either, and turned to watch her give Eliana a questioning look. My lover nodded towards me and smiled, and Jamie rose to strip. 
 
    She was lithe and finely featured, her breasts small bumps on her chest, her nipples prominent and dark. Her pelvic bones showed against her skin, and for some reason that excited me. Most of the guests in our bed were busty and full-figured. Eliana and I both had a type. But this was a much-needed change of scenery, one that left my cock nearly hard by the time Jamie joined me under the shower spray. 
 
    I turned the water off and gestured for Eliana to come to us. With a self-satisfied smirk, she stood and stripped. As she laid out each article of clothing on her chair, I turned Jamie to watch Eliana, my cock wedged against her slim, taut ass. When Eliana was nude, Jamie’s hands rose and she cast a series of spells I’d never come across before. 
 
    Slim ropes of glimmering light coiled around Eliana’s frame. My lover looked up, amused, and started to speak. One of the coils slid up to her lips and eased itself inside. Eliana’s eyes widened in surprise. I expected indignant or angry, but she seemed delighted. The other coils slid around her body, roping around her breasts, teasing down along her sides, her belly, her thighs. One teased her pussy, and it was here I emulated them, teasing my own fingers across Jamie’s pussy as our magician friend penetrated my girlfriend from twenty feet away. 
 
    I don’t know why I was able to focus in that moment, but the Executioner coming for me was anywhere but on my mind. I think it was too large and abstract a concept, at least at that point. And then there was that terrible devil-may-care attitude that always came over me when I was in a no-win situation. It’s what saved me when a supernatural creature killed my parents and I ended up playing hide-the-knife in its guts. It’s what happened when Eliana and I went up against her ex-lover. It’s what’s happened on a dozen other cases, with the PSI and with Wise Fool Investigations. It’s not that I didn’t care about dying. It’s that I just couldn’t be bothered to give much of a piss in that moment, not when there was something to be done. 
 
    Jamie and Eliana deserved to be done. 
 
    As I slid two fingers into Jamie, a tendril of that ephemeral coil slid against Eliana’s pussy lips at the same time as the one in her mouth began to expand and pump slowly back and forth. I didn’t realize it at first, but the tendrils matched the movements of my fingers. What I was doing to Jamie, Eliana felt at two of her entrances. 
 
    The tendrils worked faster and deeper into Eliana as I did the same to Jamie. She twisted her head to me and I kissed her, my tongue sliding between her lips and hers accepting mine. She pulled away and said playfully, “Watch this.” 
 
    Jamie spoke more magic, a complex string of words and gestures. Two more tendrils formed from the golden mass binding Eliana and swirling in the air. Eliana watched them with glee, even as the magic tentacle-thing at her mouth pumped her head back and forth with its quickening pace. The two new tendrils wavered, then formed little suction-cup like heads. 
 
    They went to Eliana’s nipples and clamped down, and Eliana said, “Oh, fgggggh!” The tendril in her mouth shot deeper, and she couldn’t speak around it, just gurgle. The sight was hot as fuck and I could take no more. As the tentacles at Eliana’s nipples sucked and pulled at her breasts, I bent Jamie over, lined up my cock, and nearly forgot how delicate she was in my haste to fuck her. I gritted my teeth and slid slowly into her instead. Her cunt was as petite as the rest of her and could only take an inch or so of me, no more. 
 
    “Urgh! Urrrrmmmrrrgh!” Eliana cried out, her body stuffed at two ends with those golden ropes. 
 
    Jamie laughed delightedly as I gripped her shoulder and eased back and forth inside her. She spoke another few words and now it was my turn. I didn’t notice we were flying until we were a foot off the ground. Jamie tossed me back a look and a crazed grin I liked quite a bit. It reminded me a lot of Eliana in one of her finest moods. 
 
    “Hold my hips and don’t let me go.” 
 
    I did, mystified. As Eliana writhed with her first orgasm, Jamie dipped, her hair splaying out around her. She held onto nothing, the only thing keeping us joined being my hands and my cock. I was essentially wheelbarrowing her two or three feet off the ground. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. 
 
    “Mmm! URGH!” Eliana said. I think she was agreeing. 
 
    Jamie couldn’t keep up both spells and soon the pair of us settled back down to the ground. I pulled out of her and she stood on shaky legs, looking like a student who just pulled an A+ from a teacher who usually gave her Cs. I grabbed her up and brought her to the deck chair besides the one Eliana had been using, taking her face to face at the last, her hands gripping my shoulders. 
 
    Eliana meantime threw back her head and cried out around the tendril in her mouth. The one in her pussy slammed in and out, her wetness dribbling across the concrete with each thrust. As beautiful as Jamie was, it was that sight that transfixed me. Then again, Jamie was staring too.  
 
    As I ground against her – it couldn’t be called fucking, since I really didn’t want to hurt her – the tendrils began to falter. I realized I was wrecking her concentration on Eliana, and when I looked back at her, her eyes were half-lidded and lips forming a small O. Her hand rose up to her face and she sucked a finger as she came, quivering underneath me so softly I might not have felt it if my senses weren’t so enhanced. 
 
    “Sorry, I… I… can’t… you’re so very… mm…” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said, pulling out of her. Her smile was relieved, and she let the tendrils around Eliana go as I moved to my lover. As she gasped for air, I lifted her up and threw her over my shoulder. She laughed as I walked her to the grass and laid her out there. Eliana was in a mood to lead that night, and pushed me on my back. 
 
    “So… tentacle dildo magic does it for you, huh?” I asked as she mounted me. She laughed so hard she collapsed against me, and I held her like that. In that moment, I knew whatever came, I couldn’t say goodbye to her. I mean a very literal goodbye. I would keep the Executioner private and find some quiet corner of the world to confront him. Eliana could take the goodbye. I had no doubt about that. We said it before, or close enough, back in Brickford when we were both sure she was dying from the cure for vampirism.  
 
    But I knew I couldn’t say goodbye to her. Not if I had every single hour of her thousand years. It would never be enough time, not with her. 
 
    She rode me, her blonde hair spilling down across my shoulders and tickling my skin. We rocked together hard and fast, the way we liked it, and Jamie was there, trailing her delicate tongue along Eliana’s spine. Down further still, and Eliana looked over her shoulder, lips parted, as the slim, delicate magician slipped her long, delicate tongue around her asshole and into her as I fucked harder and harder up at Eliana. Together, the pair of us drove her to wild orgasms, three, maybe four more.  
 
    We had so little time before Dwayne and Posey came back. I pulled out of my lover and the two of them jacked me together as I kissed them in turn, thrusting my tongue into Eliana’s mouth and clutching at her hair, more delicate brushes for Jamie. The need roared through me and I grunted as I came, spattering their chests and bellies. 
 
    “We gotta have you over more often,” I said, and Eliana collapsed onto her back, panting hard. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” she agreed. “Jamie, we’re keeping you.” 
 
    “As good as he is, I’m inclined to stay,” Jamie said, as breathless as Eliana. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” I asked. 
 
    “A good hurt,” she admitted. “Thanks for taking it easy on me.” 
 
    We dressed just in time. Dwayne and Posey brought around bags of food, and since the night was finally starting to cool off, she showed off another spell and lit up our firepit with a few words. This spell I knew. Her pronunciation was just a hair off but not enough to wreck the spell on her second try, and soon we were eating around the fire. 
 
    Only then, surrounded by my lover and friends old and new, did the dread really began to settle in. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    As I’ve mentioned, and will do so again because I loved rubbing it in Eliana’s face, she almost always slept later than me. That was why she made me jump when she spoke in the darkness of our bedroom as I was throwing on my sport coat. 
 
    “Something is wrong?” 
 
    “Other than you scaring the hell out of me?” I asked. 
 
    Her eyes didn’t glow in the same way they had when we first met. Back then, they were like flashlights. Now, her natural browns generally were dominant, shared with the mysterious blacks that came after drinking my magicked-up blood for the first time as well as a softer, more diffused golden glow when she wanted to give her eyes a little shine. She usually did when she was being serious with me, or annoyed. 
 
    They glowed now, the black swirling in them like a lava lamp. “I am being serious, Ionas.” 
 
    “I know.” I found my shoes under the edge of my side of the bed, which gave me a chance to look away from her when I lied. I didn’t do it often to Eliana. As old as she was, she learned to see through a lot of bullshit a long time ago. “Theo got to me.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Yeah yeah yeah.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    I smiled and came around to her side of the bed. She relaxed as I stroked her calf. “Did you know you’re called the Will o’ Wisp at the institute?” 
 
    To my surprise, Eliana laughed, a low, throaty, and sleepy thing. “I haven’t heard that nickname in seventy or eighty years. There were those who feared me more than Christopher.” By Christopher, she was referring to her psychopath ancient vampire ex. We killed the everloving hell out of him not long after we started bumping uglies. Fun times, would do again, five out of five stars. “Many among his people believed I made sport out of leading them to their deaths in the woods around the compound. I may have helped spur the rumors on by… well, doing just that. But it was their silly idea first.” 
 
    I snickered. “That explains it. Theo was more terrified of you than me. He said I was the talons to your fangs.” 
 
    “Oooh, I like that. Merchandise idea for Wise Fool. But tell me about him. Please.” 
 
    I took a moment to collect my thoughts. “I don’t know what I was expecting. It was one thing to have the hospital tell me he was a confused old man. It was another to meet him. A couple years ago, if he killed that woman back then, I would have put him down and not given it much thought. He was a danger.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “And now… I stopped so we could get some chocolate chip cookies and licorice on the drive back to the institute.” 
 
    “You have always been a good man, my love. Now you are becoming aware of it. And maybe the not-so-good things of your past are looming in the shadows.” 
 
    Jesus. She was so close to the truth it spooked me. “Yeah. That’s it exactly.” 
 
    “You know I understand this.” 
 
    “I do,” I said, and took her hand to kiss it. She let me, and snuggled into the bed tighter. 
 
    “We do better. It is all we can do, until the day we are judged.” 
 
    For fuck’s sake, if she made the hairs on my arms stand up any straighter, they’d pop out like a porcupine’s. 
 
    “I love you,” she said softly. “Whoever we were, that led us to whoever we are now. And I like who we are now.” 
 
    “Me too,” I said. There was gravel in my voice. I squeezed her hands and stood. “I’ve got a few leads on the other two. Might need to set up some surveillance on a few overnights for Reid if you want to join in.” 
 
    “Buy a girl a couple bottles of wine and some good cheese and crackers, and I’m in.” 
 
    “Anything else? Shall I have the butler prepare the Phantom for our comfort?” 
 
    She yawned and nestled into her pillows. “Go now, agent. Your jokes are putting me back to sleep.” 
 
    “Always a critic.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Posey was usually my doorknocker buddy of choice, since she was a psychic and could read people’s emotions, but she and Dwayne were off that day and the next. Instead, I drove to J.G.’s in the Audi. She brought out a couple sandwiches in baggies, each loaded with fat slices of tomato, a pig’s worth of bacon, and a single limp piece of lettuce, the way we both liked our BLTs. We ate leaning against my car as I filled her in on what happened with Theo the night before. 
 
    “I’ve been talking with Kittridge about Reid. He might be our real concern. Or… I guess I mean, maybe I’m our real concern. My kind…” She caught herself, grimacing. “That is, vampires, they usually can’t be mind controlled, at least, not by psychics like him. But Kittridge isn’t sure about mostly humans like me or Eliana.” 
 
    “Full humans,” I said. Eliana and J.G. both took Dr. Kittridge Thomas’s cure for vampirism while it was in its earliest successful phases. It left them half-human, half-vampire. 
 
    She popped her fangs and shrugged. “I am what I am. I’m not ashamed of it. But the point is, I may not be the best tool for this job.” 
 
    “Posey and Dwayne are just as susceptible. And Dwayne is a nuclear bomb on two legs,” I said. That was disturbingly close to the truth. A Nephilim, he had the capability of wielding angel light, a force powerful enough to eradicate even a demon. I know because I saw him do it. He was also immortal and essentially invincible, so if he ever was fully unleashed, there was nothing in this world that could stop him.  
 
    As far as Reid went, I wasn’t worried about myself. I’m not immune to mind control, but it would take Reid a while to corrupt me. I learned all this the hard way, from the same demon Dwayne killed. 
 
    “Reid’s a threat, but I’m not getting the feeling any of these three are some kind of supervillains,” I said. “If they’re like Theo, hopefully we can talk them into going back. Let’s not assume this is going to go ugly before it does.” 
 
    “But we do need to be prepared for it,” J.G. said. 
 
    I grunted and dug out my keys. I popped the trunk and showed her the rifle and shotgun cases inside. “A last resort,” I said quietly, “but we have them.” 
 
    When I shut the trunk again, we got in. As I pulled out of the parking lot, J.G. asked, “So we hit Reid’s stomping grounds today?” 
 
    “Yeah. Do me a favor. Bring up his file and look through his residences. We checked his last known but I think there were a few others listed. Find me the one he lived at longest.” 
 
    She did, and thirty minutes later, we peeled off from the Interstate into Chestnut Grove, a run-down suburb with, as far as I could tell, neither any groves or chestnuts. It was slowly being eaten alive by gentrification, the crumbling housing and industrial buildings cheap enough that the ever-hungry city was reclaiming it as a bedroom community.  
 
    The core of Chestnut Grove was an exhausted place, the ghosts of cheerier, more hopeful times visible in the faded pastels of the short high-rises and empty concrete urban parks. Few of the storefronts were open. More were shuttered with security gates. 
 
    “What happened here?” I asked. “This close to the mountains you’d think property like this would have been snapped up.” 
 
    “Flooding,” J.G. said. She watched a skateboarder jump off a curb and into traffic ahead of us, his big shoes reminding me of a style from my own childhood. Everything old was new again, I supposed. “The snow melts or we get a good tropical storm and the place floods, sure as spring.” 
 
    “You know this place pretty well?” 
 
    “I lived not too far from here, up in the mountains. That was in the seventies after I was turned. Victor had a commune up there. A sort of…” She gave a distasteful sniff. “…vampire recruitment camp. Or maybe more a Renfield recruitment camp. How to serve your vampire overlords and maybe become one someday yourself. I worked security, same as when we met.” 
 
    Victor Gorag was her old boss, and one of the most powerful vampires in the area. He was dead now, and hell was worse off for his taste in awful hats. 
 
    “You’ve never talked much about becoming a vampire.” 
 
    “I guess I haven’t, have I?” The GPS told us to turn ahead. We did, and she continued. I wasn’t sure she would. “I was an honest to God circus freak for a while, did I ever tell you that?” 
 
    “No. You mentioned wrestling, but not that.” 
 
    “I was. Before I turned. A woman my size, it was either factory work or entertainment. I liked the idea of traveling, even if the money was shit. I was, mm, eighteen or so and I was already six seven, six eight. ‘Come beat the Amazon at arm wrestling.’ That was my thing.” 
 
    “Ahhh, thought you might have been a tight rope walker.” 
 
    “Not with my fear of heights, you crazy? Anyways, I got tired of that life and wound up driving the bus and doing security for a small-time band, Hot Dog Factory.” 
 
    “Were they any good?” 
 
    “Nah. Psychedelic rock when that crap was already on its way out the door. They were so screwed up on acid and heroin you could hardly call what they played music. But I wasn’t much better. Did a lot of drugs myself, wound up getting us in a wreck, and I was fired. So I stole the bus and everything in it, and drove to Vineport.” I laughed and she grinned too. “I was a budding junkie and I couldn’t hold down a job. My dealer, he pointed me towards a gang. I got hooked in. They were mostly dealers, but back then, there was good money in TVs and stereos. You can probably see where this is going.” 
 
    “Ah shit.” 
 
    “Yeah. Hit the wrong house in the middle of the night, a pimp who went by Blue Berry.” 
 
    “You were turned by a pimp named…” 
 
    “Yeah. There are reasons I don’t tell this story often. Two of his whores killed the guy I was with immediately. We weren’t exactly friends. I hadn’t been part of the gang long. But I was scared shitless and I fought back. Didn’t have a chance but I broke one of their legs with a pretty good kick. Blue Berry was impressed with my size and stopped them short of killing me. He made me a deal. He turns me, and I work for him now. It was that, or wind up drained and dead.” 
 
    “How’d you get set up with Victor?” 
 
    “Blue Berry paid him tribute. Money or blood. I was his gofer, and just like him, I left an impression on one of Victor’s lieutenants. They offered me a job, steady blood, and a pretty easy security gig.” 
 
    “And Blue Berry?” 
 
    “Got staked. There was a… let’s call it a pimp convention in Las Vegas in the late seventies. Prime territory for one of your agents to slip in, and that’s what happened. They raided about twenty hotel rooms that night. It was a slaughter.” 
 
    “Jesus. I can’t believe I never heard any of this before.” 
 
    She grinned. “You didn’t ask.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    We left the stubby office buildings behind and drove through a sea of 1950s residential boxes. That’s about the kindest thing that I could say about them. This place looked ready to throw in the towel, with brown, soggy lawns, sagging fences, and more potholes than I’d ever seen in my life. I realized my mistake bringing the Audi and gritted my teeth. 
 
    “I hate to say this but we need the Kona for this if we’re going to stick around long-term,” J.G. said, echoing my thoughts. 
 
    I grunted my agreement, but we could at pay a visit to Reid’s old house. His was in line with most that area, square, with a sloped roof and a set of freshly patched concrete steps. The clapboard siding gleamed white, and the windows were trimmed in a dark brown. It was a clean but otherwise unremarkable house. 
 
    “See that?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” J.G. asked as I pulled in. 
 
    “That paint job can’t be more than a week old.” 
 
    “Hell of a coincidence.” 
 
    We got out and walked up the driveway, and as we drew close to the door, I sensed supernatural residue. Something powerful had been here. Now I knew the fresh paintjob wasn’t just some crazy coincidence. 
 
    I knocked on the door and called out, “Anyone home?” 
 
    No answer. I wasn’t expecting one. That residue aside, I didn’t feel or hear anyone moving inside. I knocked again, glanced around, then muttered the incantation for my unlocking spell while drawing a rune across the doorknob. 
 
    The lock clicked, and we were inside. The living room was nicely kept, though the fresh chemical tang of strong cleaners made my eyes water. The furniture screamed of a woman’s touch, with knit throws over the back of a blue microfiber couch and matching armchair. The TV was small and stood on an antique flat cedar chest, lined by empty vases. 
 
    Underneath the chemical tang was the smell of greasy chicken. “Check the kitchen,” I told J.G. She nodded, and moved that way. I went to a wall full of pictures in matching frames. 
 
    Reid was in a lot of those pictures, along with a pair of smiling older people. He himself was a forty-something man nowadays, but the pictures ran the gamut from him as a child to him maybe in his twenties. His smile was kind of shy and innocent, even at that age, which lined up with what I knew about him. 
 
    You usually sniff out male mind controllers by the palace of pussy they collect, but Toby told me Reid was asexual. He wasn’t aware of his psychic gifts until five or six years ago when he had a nervous breakdown following the death of his parents, at which point he mostly used his power to stay in a variety of nice homes and condos in and around the Vineport area, and to fly out to the biggest movie premieres. Reid loved movies, as was evidenced by a stack of Blu-Rays still in their wrappers on the coffee table.  
 
    I moved through the rest of the house as J.G. called, “There’s leftovers in the fridge. Fresh. Lots and lots of chocolate pudding cups too.” 
 
    I called Toby at the Acropolitana as I swept through the rest of the house. There were new clothes laid out on a bed in the master bedroom, which looked just as spotless as the living room. A spare bedroom, which must have been Toby’s in his youth, was a little dirtier, the bedspread pulled down, a few articles of clothing in a small heap near the door. 
 
    Toby finally picked up and said, “This is Toby.” 
 
    “Hey. Reid big on pudding cups?” 
 
    “You found him?” 
 
    “Well, we found where he’s been staying, if your question means he does like pudding cups.” 
 
    “Yes. With good behavior and the work the residents do around the grounds, they can buy extra sweets and snacks or various other things from what we call a store. It gives them a certain sort of normalcy.” 
 
    “Then we found him. Another question. He live with his parents at some point in Chestnut Grove?” 
 
    “I think so, yes. Is that where you are?” 
 
    “Yeah. We had records of him paying the bills here but we didn’t make that connection until now. 
 
    “I wish I’d thought of that. He had a strong emotional connection with his parents.” 
 
    “We’ll stake the place out and get back to you soon, hopefully with Reid in tow.” 
 
    “Good. About what we talked about yesterday, about someone here potentially having altered Wes’s dosage.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    He cleared his throat and said much more quietly, “Our pharmacologist. His name is Shea Wengart. I think he might have done it. I can’t tell you why, exactly. He has no criminal record and he’s never done anything I can pin down. But I do know he came to administration last year looking for a raise and was pretty upset when he didn’t get it. But just yesterday some of the nurses were talking about the new car he was driving. A Corvette.” 
 
    “Not a cheap car,” I said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Huh. I’ll look into it. Thanks.” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    J.G. drove us back to Vineport while I made some calls. The first was to the PSI, specifically my handler there, Lee Turley. Lee was a jovial man made even happier when we cracked a high-profile case we worked together involving a redneck necromancer and several young prostitutes. It was an ugly affair and sometimes one of the young women involved haunted my dreams, but it put Lee in the agency spotlight, so goodie for him. 
 
    “Please tell me you have more good news for me,” he said. He meant the escapees. The Acropolitana came to me when Theo, Reid, and Wes escaped, but when Theo accidentally killed a woman in a grocery store, we had to take the case to the PSI and let them know I was working it, or else they would have sent trigger-happy agents to simply put a bullet in them and call it a day. After some arguing back and forth they agreed to let me do my thing without agency interference, so long as I reported in and got results. 
 
    “We found where Reid’s been holed up but I need to stake out the place. There’s an empty two-story two doors down and on the other side of the street. Lots of weeds, no one around. I need you to find out who owns it and get us access.” 
 
     “I can do that. And Wes?” 
 
    “Following up on a lead now. The hospital’s pharmacologist, Shea Wengart, can you have the analysts pull up anything on him?” 
 
    “Shoot me a text message with the address and the man’s name. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.” 
 
    I did that, we said our goodbyes, and I hung up. The PSI was hot and cold on me. On the one hand, they recognized that I had a closing rate unmatched by any of their other agents in the city, past or present. On the other hand, they also looked at me like a cockroach and I wasn’t sure someday they weren’t going to try and stomp me out. In the meantime, mostly because they knew I could annoy the piss out of them and because I had a girlfriend with the right kind of connections to wage a war on them like they’d never seen, they went along with whatever I needed, short of arming me with bazookas. 
 
    I called Dwayne and Posey next. They were doing some quality glamping up in the mountains, playing with their newest toy, an RV. They had plans to take the thing through every national park, so this was sort of a test run. I didn’t think they would have cell reception, but Posey picked up, bright and cheery. Nothing says getting away from it all like a toilet on wheels and good enough reception you could stream your favorite TV show from the comfort of your cushy bed. 
 
    I filled them in on Reid, and that I’d need daily surveillance until we knew for certain he was there. Posey mused, “It’s sort of sad and sweet he’d go home like that. I wonder what happened to his parents.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought to ask that yet. “Something to look into.” 
 
    Shea Wengart lived halfway between the Acropolitana and Vineport in a bedroom community most notable for a killer fusion Chinese-Korean place. It was a favorite of both Eliana and J.G.’s so we stopped there first for lunch. Over red-hot and sweet pork noodles, thoughts of the Executioner headed my way finally started to creep in around the edges. I didn’t want to stop for lunch. I wanted to find Wes and Reid and get this shit done with so I could focus on avoiding my likely death. It didn’t help that the restaurant sat across from a county library, reminding me how little I actually knew about the Sons of Ilabrat and the Executioner. 
 
    The food was good but I only picked at mine until J.G. finished the last of a pile of egg tarts and pulled my plate to her. “I’m not letting this go to waste,” she said. 
 
    Wengart’s apartment building was a nondescript five-on-one in a complex that was well kept but otherwise bland. Most the cars in the lot said decent-paying jobs. A few sports cars caught my eye and a Cadillac CTS-V decked out like a tuner from the early 2000s made me wistful for my own totaled Cadillac, but nothing in the lots compared to the brand-new black Corvette parked up front in a place of honor at Shea’s building. 
 
    “I don’t know if that thing wants to fuck me or cut me,” J.G. said as she stepped out of the Audi. I had to agree. As far as design went, there was little else like it in the world. It screamed speed. 
 
    We spent a minute ogling the thing, then headed inside. When I say “inside,” I really mean into its covered open-air guts, which gave the place sort of a motel-style feel. I liked it. If I had to live in a place meant to pack in people, I could have done worse than this complex.  
 
    The apartment was on the top floor, and already I caught a whiff of fecal matter and ripe gases of a body. To J.G., “Get the gloves and the kit.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I smell a body.” 
 
    “Ohhh, shit.” 
 
    She jogged back down the stairs to the car while I hurried up, hand on my gun. Supernatural residue left a trail up to the right door, not as strong as at Reid’s, but few things registered as strongly as a mind controller. A woman poked her head out of her apartment door down the hallway. She asked, “Are you here about the stink?” and then saw my hand on my gun. She quickly closed her door and threw the lock. 
 
    J.G. came back up with the gloves. We both pulled a set on, and I did my magic trick with the door. When I opened it, the smell was so ripe that J.G. took a step backward, wincing. It wasn’t just the regular old scent of death. Something like infection hung in the air. The word gangrenous drifted across my mind and I flashed back on an agent I visited in the hospital once. He went up against an unidentifiable, one of the many supernatural creatures out there without a clear identity, and came back with a mangled arm. The infectious smell stuck with me, apparently, because I was smelling it now, only a dozen times worse. 
 
     Shea’s place was trashed in a way that didn’t come from a fight. A sweat-stained sheet hung half off a couch, under which I could see a used rubber. A coffee table was loaded down with snacks and half-empty bottles of top-shelf booze. New video game consoles led to a huge TV screen, the boxes for the consoles sitting beside the door. Shea had been spending a lot of money lately. 
 
    We pushed through the living room quickly, guns drawn, clearing the apartment. I found the corpse in the bathroom, facedown beside a toilet. His skin was bloated and black from his neck to the fingers of one arm. Pustules bloated outward, some already popped and cratered, some as thick as my fist. Pus caked the floor under him. Only later would I realize there were no flies in that bathroom. Not a single one. 
 
    Had to turn him over to identify him. I was fucking with a crime scene but that was a problem for the PSI, not me. I knelt and slid my hands under him. He was heavy but I was strong, and I flopped him onto his back. His mouth opened and a sound like a blech escaped him, making J.G. gag out in the hallway. 
 
    She was professional enough to get sick outside the apartment. My stomach rose too but I’d seen a lot more dead bodies than her. Hell, this wasn’t even my first rodeo with a taipani, and that was what I was fairly certain had done this. Taipani were the two-legged kissing cousins of the taipan snake, and much like their cousins lacking legs, taipani venom was not something you wanted in your blood. A taipan bite could kill you in half an hour. Same with a taipani, if they only bit you once. It looked like someone had gone to town on this poor bastard, with five, six bites up and down his arm up to his shoulder. Something like that, even with diminishing returns on the venom delivered to his system, would have killed him in maybe a minute. 
 
    As sickened as I was, I felt a faint sense of grim satisfaction knowing this wasn’t Wes. Even without the bloat, this guy was a solid hundred and fifty pounds heavier than our beanpole escapee. But the coincidences were lining up in an awfully convenient fashion, and I had a feeling whatever was going on was tied directly to Wes. As far as hunches went, it was as subtle as a slap from an elephant’s trunk. 
 
    I stepped away from the body and looked around for pictures or something to help me identify the body. I found a wallet buried under the mountain of detritus on the coffee table. One glance at the man’s license confirmed it. The body was Shea, the man who let Wes’s drug dosage slip and probably freed him. 
 
    After a look around the apartment, I locked the place up again. J.G. offered a muttered, “Sorry,” and I waved her off. We started knocking on doors, starting with the woman we saw down the hallway. She turned out to be all the witness we needed. A week ago, Shea brought home a man matching Wes’s description. Wes looked drunk or stoned, she said, which made sense. Shea would want him doped up or else he’d just teleport his way out of there.  
 
    As for the killer, she hadn’t heard or seen anything, but when she got off shift the night before at midnight, she noticed the bad smell. She figured it was a sewage problem and called it into the management company. 
 
    “Can’t ask them to do crap,” she said, a cocktail in hand. “They’re slow and they don’t know how to fix crap themselves so they always gotta call it in. Took two weeks to replace my window. In winter! I froze my boobs off!” 
 
    About then I heard the crime scene people come up the stairs, so I gave her my card and excused myself, telling her the police would need to talk to her too. She perked up. 
 
    “I love their butts in those uniforms. Even the chubby ones.” 
 
    Not knowing what to do with that but feeling vaguely sorry for the PSI-planted first responders, I headed down the hallway and filled in the team. J.G. corroborated the story. We were told not to wander too far, so we returned to the Audi and I dug out the crime scene kit from the back. J.G. hadn’t touched anything but scrubbed up anyways with some of the antibacterial soap I used, the alcohol smell a marked improvement on the scent of death we both carried with us. 
 
    We leaned against the Audi and she asked, “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Tell me your thoughts first. I want your opinion and I don’t want mine to cloud yours.” 
 
    “All right.” She took a moment to compose her thoughts, then started rumbling. “Shea starts lowering Wes’s dosage. He’s a teleporter, so he’s all kinds of useful. Wes and the others teleport away, and Shea…” A pause. “Huh. Did Shea know where Wes teleported to, or…?” 
 
    “I had the same question, but it doesn’t really matter. One way or another he grabbed Wes and brought him back here.” 
 
    J.G. nodded. “We need to look at Shea’s bank accounts. I keep thinking about that goddamn Corvette. For argument’s sake, let’s say Shea used Wes to get the money for himself. He has Wes jump into bank vaults, a casino, something like that. Only one problem. The killer. He gets in, kills Shea, and Wes disappears.” 
 
    “Wes could have walked out.” I knew where she was going with this and I agreed with her assessment but I had to play devil’s advocate to give the same scenario in my head clearer focus. 
 
    “He could have,” she agreed. “But this feels like something bigger. I think Shea was getting too loud for someone’s taste. The car’s the thing.” 
 
    “And the video games and the good booze, too.” 
 
    “So you agree?” 
 
    “Yeah. The door wasn’t forced. Shea knew whoever killed him so I think he was working for someone, and whoever it was either came over themselves or sent someone.” 
 
    “And the body? What could do something like that/” 
 
    “I think it’s a taipani.” She gave me a confused look. “Walking snake people. Their venom’s incredibly deadly, especially if they bite you a few times. You and me, we’re a little tougher than most, but you see something distend its jaw or show off some fangs in daylight, be ready to run.” 
 
    “Or shove Dwayne between me and it. Kidding. Probably.” 
 
    More PSI people showed up, including an analyst I liked to call New Guy Steve. We didn’t exactly get along, thanks to some bullshit I pulled on him around the time I first got to know Eliana. I waved. He gave me the finger. 
 
    A minute later he came back down the stairs, looking as queasy as J.G. “You’re right. The bites came from a…” He held up a hand, made a “hurk” sound, then ran for the lawn and hurled an impressive amount all over the lawn. J.G. went to him and he muttered, “I’m good, I’m good. Fuck, that smell.” 
 
    “I got sick too,” J.G. said as she helped him up. I dug out some tissues and a bottle of water from the Audi and gave them to him wordlessly. His gaze was minutely less baleful after that, so I chalked it up as a win.  
 
    When he had a chance to gargle, spit, and clean himself up, New Guy Steve said, “This is the one and only time I’ve ever wanted a cigarette, but I need something to get that taste out of my mouth.” 
 
    He wasn’t quite asking, let alone giving me the magic word, but I dug out my pack of cigarettes anyways and passed one over. One left. I meant it for myself, but I saw the look in J.G.’s eyes. She wasn’t a smoker either, but goddamn, that scent was something else. I passed over the cigarette and my lighter, and they both took short, candy-ass puffs 
 
    Finally, New Guy Steve said, “Taipani. Definitely. The venom doesn’t just poison the blood. It burns it, chemically. Thus, the split skin. Think a hot dog, cooked from the inside by a red-hot skewer.” 
 
    “When you get back to the office, would you-?” I started to ask. 
 
    He cut me off. “Already got it going, if you’re going to ask if I could look up taipani in the area. Should have the results to you tonight or tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Forget whatever I’ve said about you in the past. You deserve praise and puppies and a trip to a strip club, on me.” 
 
    “I’ll take you up on the puppies. Now I gotta go to work. You two can take off.” 
 
    I let him get back to it. We drove back towards Vineport, and as we passed the Chinese-Korean place, J.G. moaned, “I’m never going to want to eat there again.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Lee Turley called me the next morning to tell me we had no joy in finding a likely taipani culprit, at least not within Vineport. 
 
    “We’ve got eighteen hundred of them registered,” he said. “There are maybe a hundred with violent offenses. We’re running names through the databases but no one’s coming up as a likely candidate.” 
 
    “How many with murder charges?” 
 
    “Zero. We put down the killers. There’s one who beat her husband to death with a baseball bat, but it was self-defense and she submitted to a defanging. There’s a street kid we’re looking at but it’s not him. He bit his girlfriend when he got a little, ah, amorous, but he had an antidote with him. No other record on him.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like the professional killer and kidnapper sort.” I was seated at the kitchen table in my boxers and a robe, sipping the second cup of coffee for the day. My appetite still hadn’t recovered since finding Shea’s body. Even the thought of toast made me queasy. I’ve seen a lot of bodies but that had to be among the ripest. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. Oh, about the house out in Chestnut Grove. The owner bought it as a fixer-upper but had a stroke two years back. A cousin from Duluth is his next of kin so we got in touch with her and made up a story about your team looking into bicycle thefts in the area. That’ll be your cover with the local PD too. If anyone else asks, you and your team are getting the place ready for a potential resale. I think the cousin sees it as a way to get you to get free lawnmowing out of the deal, so if you do that, uff-da, you’ll have one happy Minnesotan, dontcha know.” 
 
    I snickered. “Thanks, Lee.” I almost asked about Executioners and Sons of Ilabrat, but Eliana had sharp hearing. Not as good as mine but still pretty sharp. I didn’t want to risk her overhearing that conversation. “I need to ask you for a favor. Nothing big. I’ll buy you a beer when you get off tonight.” 
 
    “Sounds interesting. What’s it about?” 
 
    “The Howell case.” 
 
    “The Howell… oh, the werewolf. Shit. Okay, O’Neal’s at six?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I hung up and finished the last of my coffee slowly. There was no rush. I didn’t really have any leads on the taipani killer and I was in no rush to get back to Chestnut Grove. I sat, and sipped, and looked around our beautiful house. Birds chattered in the backyard. From upstairs, I heard the fan Eliana liked to use at night because I ran hotter than regular humans and she liked mountains of blankets. I looked at the kitchen, at the ghosts of memories of making love to Eliana on that table, on that countertop, from behind while she tried to make Bolognese sauce.  
 
    I took it all in, and had one single, errant thought. 
 
    I was going to die. 
 
    This wasn’t quite the revelation it might sound. I faced my mortality early in life and came through it knowing someday I wasn’t going to be so lucky. It wasn’t that I didn’t care. I did. But this was just another raid, another vampire nest, another demon. I was always going to die. Now I had an expiration date. 
 
    But with that knowledge came a grim certainty. I wasn’t going to end things on my knees begging for mercy from the Executioner. I was going to face him head on, come what may. Besides, like I said, they could be beat. I didn’t know the specifics of any of those cases and without direct access to the PSI’s archives, I couldn’t get to the information I needed. That was why I needed Lee. 
 
    Monette, our sporadic PSI analyst lover, my friend, and Eliana’s frenemy, could have retrieved all the information I wanted in hours, but asking her was risky. If I told her, I figured one of two things would happen. Either she’d try to stop me from going through with it, probably by siccing a team on me and forcing me into a containment cell, which was exactly the play I’d make, or she’d tell Eliana, and that I absolutely could not allow because of one tiny clause in the contract. Anyone could stand in for the condemned, if, as the contract put it, their intent and heart were true. Basically that meant the condemned couldn’t hold someone’s family at gunpoint and demand they step in to die for them. It had to be genuine. Eliana would have died for me in a heartbeat, just as I would have for her. Any of Wise Fool would have done it for each other too. J.G. saved me at least twice by throwing herself at Death, snarling all the way. 
 
    I sat, and I sipped, and I thought about good things. But I had one niggling question about the whole damn thing I couldn’t answer. How the hell did Howell Shelley figure out how to contact a Son of Ilabrat? That wasn’t a common ritual by any means, so even if he knew about the supernatural world, I still wanted to know where he got that kind of information. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I hadn’t been back out to the Shelley family residence since I had to put Kaya down, but before I went to visit Howell, I made their home my first stop. Guilt, I guess, or honoring the dead, I wasn’t sure.  
 
    The house wasn’t as abandoned as I expected. Work trucks sat in the driveway, and men shuffled in and out of there with tools and equipment. I stopped at the curb and stepped out. One of the workers glanced at me and stopped when I approached. 
 
    “Help you?” he called. 
 
    I had no idea what I was going to say until I said it. I guess I could have flashed him my old PSI badge, which I never turned in when I left the agency, but what would I have told him even then? PSI stood for Pecuniary Special Investigations, a mask for the agency. “Oh hi, I’m out here to investigate the finances of a dead family? Making sure no one’s running off with the jars of pennies buried in the yard?” Instead, I saw the FOR SALE sign in the yard and seized on that. 
 
    “Saw the sign and thought I’d stop by and ask what kind of work you’re putting into the place,” I said. 
 
    “Oh.” He turned and nodded towards the front door. “Redoing the floors and the kitchen. The agent selling the house is real nice. Her info’s on the sign.” He returned his attention to me and grinned toothily. “Tell her Jeremy Simpson sent you.” 
 
    “I will,” I said, not bothering to try and smile. Flipping the house killed my mellow morning mood. It felt profane. The family was only months in the ground. Even if I knew this was done all the time to the victims of the attacks I dealt with, it unsettled me. I thought of the mother half-in and half-out of that doorway, and wanted to put a match to the place. A Counselor would no doubt link that urge to my parents’ deaths, at which point I’d kindly tell them to go fuck themselves with the business end of a scimitar. 
 
    Instead of going all firebug on the house, I drove on. 
 
    I didn’t know what to think about the man I was going to go see. Howell Shelley certainly wasn’t the first person to take a shot at me, but he might be the last. In a darkly morbid way, that amused me. Of all the things I’d faced – countless vampires, magicians, a pissed-off coke binging minotaur, an honest-to-God demon, and so many more – an old, frustrated man with no apparent connection to the supernatural other than bad luck was the one to write my name on a bullet.  
 
    The lore was obscure. Ilabrat was a Mesopotamian deity who was best known as being the common man’s arbiter. He – or more specifically, his children, who were largely male but grew to include some daughters as well – settled household disputes and petty squabbles between common folk. Notice that I said “common folk.” If you’re wondering why no one sent an Executioner against Hitler or why we didn’t have an endless stream of political assassinations by them, the simple and truthful answer is “too high profile.” 
 
    As civilization developed its own laws and punishments, Ilabrat became less and less relevant, but there was still a need for justice provided by an outside force. Back then, the supernatural were well known and accepted as a part of the day-to-day existence of humankind. The PSI, or the form it took in those days, tried to help when and where it could, but some still relied upon the old ways. 
 
    Ilabrat created the first of the Executioners around this time, mutating the finest human warriors into ageless beings meant to be the final end to the disputes of the common man. If you were willing to pay the price of whatever you held most dear, the Executioners would take care of who you were squabbling with, but that price was so nightmarishly high, few paid and the lore fell into disuse. The practice, the Executioners, and Ilabrat himself faded into obscurity. 
 
    So how the hell had Howell Shelley found out about them? 
 
    His place was just as beautiful as his son’s house, set at the top of a low hill and surrounded on all sides by lush undergrowth as thick as a carpet and ancient trees. Wispy lichen stretched towards the ground and wildflowers grew in carefully engineered clumps. Before Kaya’s death, when I interviewed Howell the first time, the home held a certain Old West charm to it, not quite a cabin but leaning in that direction, a remembrance that cabins existed. Now, I wasn’t sure what I felt towards it. It was hard to feel anything at all. 
 
    A 1980s black Jaguar sat out front, the garage door open and feel-good rock from the same era playing from a stereo somewhere within. Seated on the hood of the car was the Son of Ilabrat who confronted me, his legs crossed, eyes closed. Those opened as I stepped out of my Audi, and he gave me a knowing smile. 
 
    “Now this is the part I like,” he said. “The fights with the Executioners are over so fast it’s almost a waste of time to watch. But this… the confrontation is so unpredictable. Will you torture him? Kill him? Take his testicles? Go for my throat, maybe?” 
 
    I ignored the bastard and walked to the front door. When I knocked, I heard someone shuffle around in there, and the door opened on Shelley in long khaki shorts and a striped polo shirt. He stared at me blankly, a quizzical smile on his face. “Yes?” 
 
    “’Yes?’” I asked. “That’s what you want to say to me?” 
 
    His smile stayed in place but his eyes narrowed. “Excuse me? Do I know you?” 
 
    “I…” I was taken completely aback, my mind slamming against a wall at a hundred miles an hour. If he was playing some game with me, I didn’t get why. If he truly didn’t remember me, I didn’t get that either. “I’m Ionas Levi.” 
 
    His blank stare still showed no sign of recognition. “You have me at a disadvantage.” 
 
    I had a flashback of him saying the same thing when we met, back after the first round of werewolf murders. I didn’t want to believe him. 
 
    “You know me.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t,” he said, and chuckled with some kind of polite edge to it. More a sort of “heh” than a true laugh. 
 
    “He truly doesn’t,” the Son of Ilabrat said. He was now standing behind me. Howell’s eyes flicked towards him but he didn’t acknowledge him other than that. 
 
    “Your granddaughter Kaya,” I said. When I spoke her name, it felt like I was trying to force up a grapefruit through my throat. I hadn’t spoken that name aloud since the rounds of debriefings.  
 
    “My granddaughter?” Shelley asked. “I don’t have a granddaughter.” 
 
    “See if you can put together the pieces,” the Son of Ilabrat said. 
 
    “Kaya Howell. She… she was bit by a werewolf. Over two full moons, she-” 
 
    “This isn’t funny. I have a gun and I’ll be calling the cops,” Howell said, losing any trace of his puzzled smile. 
 
    “Jim Shelley. Your son. Kaya was his daughter. Your grandson and daughter-in-law died too.” 
 
    “You have the wrong family. My wife and I never had kids, and she’s passed now. Look elsewhere.” 
 
    With that, he started to slam the door in my face. I stuck a hand out and blocked it. He was strong for an old man, but not my kind of strong. “You tracked down the Sons and Daughters of Ilabrat. You put out a contract on me.” 
 
    Shelley froze. Something passed through him, a shudder, and he mouthed the name. “Kaya…” His eyes took on a vacant, haunted look, but just as fast, he blinked and the storm was gone. “Who are you?” he asked. “Why are you blocking my door? What is this?” 
 
    It hit me. The price he had to pay was the thing he loved the most. 
 
    “Oh holy shit,” I said, and I took a step back. Howell shut the door on me and locked it. I took another step back, then two more, still staring at the space he just occupied. “Oh fuck.” My voice shook and I turned. The Son of Ilabrat was leaning against the Jaguar. “His price. He offered up his memories of them.” 
 
    “Yes. And that meant he forgot you too, once the contract was signed. He is the first one in my long, long history of doing this where there were no negotiations. He knew what he had to offer and his fury was great enough he would pay it. It is tragic.” 
 
    I didn’t have the feeling the Son of Ilabrat was being insincere. Distant, detached maybe, but serious. My lips were suddenly gum-dry and I wiped at them with the back of my wrist. “Why? Why me?” 
 
    “His family was his everything. He broke that day, but his mind is unique. In the Army, he was a special kind of soldier. Military police, but given longer reach. He found things for them. Corruption. Bad men. He was very, very good at it, thanks to psychic divining powers he never realized he had. Once he found out you were telling the truth about his granddaughter being a werewolf, he held you responsible for putting her down.” 
 
    “He’s been following me.” 
 
    “Yes. For a time. He meant to kill you with a rifle and had any number of opportunities to do it. But he was curious too, deathly curious. He didn’t just want you in a box. He wanted to know who you were and what you did. To turn that against you. To that end, he followed you to the PSI offices and got one of your own drunk enough to talk. When he understood that the world of the supernatural existed, with his bloodhound mind, it was just a matter of time before he found the old methods of justice. Something supernatural, to rid the world of another supernatural thing.” 
 
    “Is that what my death would be, then?” I asked. “Justice?” 
 
    “To him? Yes.” 
 
    “Can I beat the Executioner?” 
 
    He pushed off the Jaguar and examined me curiously. “I need a ride downtown. Grant me that, and I’ll trade information.” 
 
    “A ride? You can’t teleport yourself, or fly in on a cloud or something?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I could. But you are a curious one.” 
 
    “All right. Where to?” 
 
    He gave me the name of a small mom-and-pop electronics shop. I programmed it into my phone’s GPS, turned around in Howell’s driveway, and we pulled back out onto the road before he spoke again.  
 
    “My Executioner, the Huntsman, has been beat before. You… yes. You could possibly do it.” 
 
    “But you don’t think so.” 
 
    “I did not think they could either.” 
 
    “Hm. Fair enough. Any tips?” 
 
    “Die quickly. It’s less painful.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He smiled. It seemed foreign to his face, unpracticed. “Use a weapon you are comfortable with. He brings with him the cratis, a very strange weapon he can twist to his will. It will be in the shape of an axe. You might think it is heavy and slow, but you would be wrong. He is immensely strong and swings it the way you would a knife. Be prepared for that and you may live.” 
 
    “Guns allowed?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    That took me by surprise. “Really?” 
 
    “He will be wearing something that will make guns impractical, but there is no such thing as a practical weapon going up against them. As long as your weapon will not bring harm to many people, it is allowed.” 
 
    “Interesting. Any idea where I might find an Excalibur or a Harpe?” I was only half-kidding. Somehow, I doubted my obsidian knife or collection of guns would do the trick. 
 
    “Would that I could, but I am afraid I am no information broker. Just a messenger.” 
 
    I didn’t know what else to say, or even what to think. I expected a fight going out to Howell’s, or at the very least some kind of confrontation over my role in his family’s deaths. And now here I was, my nerves completely shot, no confrontation whatsoever, and I was giving the messenger of my impending death a ride. 
 
    I swear I have the weirdest fucking life. 
 
    We talked some of things that weren’t really important but which fascinated me regardless. I thought he and the Executioner were some kind of ethereal beings, living on another plane, but no. The Son of Ilabrat lived fairly close to his ancestral home in Madagascar, while the Executioner came from Germany. 
 
    “We are not friends. More like… colleagues. I was the tool of his mutation. Even if it was voluntary, he would still prefer not to see me except when necessary.” 
 
    “Do you have names?” 
 
    “He does. I do not.” 
 
    With that came a sizzle in the air like a heat wave. I glanced over as his body grew and changed. He became willowy, no more than a stick figure with skin, but there was a terrible beauty to his face, severely edged and lacking the features we would recognize as human, save for wide slits for eyes. It gave the impression of smiling, its cheeks rising though it had no mouth, and in my mind I heard the Son of Ilabrat tell me to look back at the road before I wrecked the car. 
 
    I did, and the moment was gone. I’ve seen a lot of strange things, but that alien creature, that thing sitting beside me in that moment, was one of the strangest. 
 
    When we got to the electronics store, he stepped out and I was still silent, incapable of forming more than a few words. He leaned into the car. I thought for a crazed moment he was going to come after me. I don’t know why. He had been friendly up to that point, but I had a feeling that friendliness came with a cold backbone. I was not fooled into thinking this man, this thing, was my ally. 
 
    “This is far enough.” 
 
    “I can wait.” 
 
    “That is appreciated, but I have many purchases to make, here and elsewhere. I live with one of my brethren and we are very excited to try an air fryer. That will require some upgrades to our house.” I blinked at that, at a loss again for words. “I rarely have a chance to talk to one of you without you trying to kill me. This was a pleasant change. Think about what I have said.” 
 
    “One more question,” I said.  “Can I meet the Executioner too? Before the end? I have a favor to ask him.” 
 
    “Interesting. That can be arranged. Goodbye and good luck, Ionas.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    J.G. and I spent a lot of that first day getting the place ready for our stakeout. An upstairs bedroom had a great view of Reid’s and would work as our perch, so we cleared out some furniture from that room and brought up an armchair. We also brought up a coffeemaker and mini-fridge from the office. It sounds like overkill, I know, but we liked to be prepared for the long haul. 
 
    The cover story of us doing renovations and cleaning up the property would afford us a lot of chances to come and go, but we had to sell it. I didn’t want to spook Reid, not so much for his sake, but anyone within range of his mind control. In the garage was a worktable and plenty of outdoor tools, but the decrepit old riding lawnmower didn’t so much as gasp when we tried to start it. 
 
    Eliana sent out an email to her current and ex-vampire friends and clients asking if anyone near Chestnut Grove could bring us a mower. She was so beloved – and I guess I was too – that in half an hour, she had ten volunteers, some from as far away as Boston. Two showed up an hour later with a lawnmower, trio of weed-eaters, and jerry cans of gasoline on a trailer. One of the ex-vampires rushed me so fast I thought I was being attacked. Instead, she hugged me, telling me thank you over and over and over again for helping with the cure for vampirism. I tried to tell her she was greatly exaggerating my part in it and she grinned at her friend. 
 
    “Humble too.” 
 
    Ah, fuck me, J.G. was going to give me shit about that every chance she got. 
 
    And she did. While we cleared the garage of boxes to make way for the Kona, every so often she’d press a hand to her breast and gasp, “So humble. Just the humblest. Oh Ionas.” 
 
    We eyed Reid’s house pretty frequently but no one came or went. The neighbors did, and a few curious lookie-loos stopped to ask what we were doing. J.G. got a lot of stares in particular, and one-would be Casanova gave her a wide smile topped with a pencil-thin mustache. When he took off, cranking his rockabilly music, it was my turn to make fun of her. 
 
    “It’s be like a Chihuahua trying to hump a Saint Bernard.” 
 
    “Please. I’m much more a German Shepherd.” 
 
    Couldn’t argue with that. 
 
    A PSI courier – or really, a uniformed officer pissed off about having to play delivery boy – dropped us off a package in the early evening. Inside were four injectors and a note. I read the note, and handed it off to J.G. “Antivenom.” 
 
    The note basically said if we got bit, the injectors wouldn’t cure us entirely, but they would stop taipani venom long enough to get us to a hospital where an IV could be set up. “A needle in the ass,” J.G. said, grinning. “Been half a century since I did that last.” 
 
    “I want one of these on your belt everywhere we go until we’ve got Reid and Wes back at the Acropolitana,” I said. 
 
    “Sure,” she said, and it kind of pissed me off that she was still grinning. 
 
    “I’m not kidding. You take a shower, I want it within reach. I’ll call you and Dwayne and Posey and we’re going to do video conferences. These things aren’t particularly fast or strong, but that venom will kill even me deader than dead if he bites us a few times.” 
 
    Her smile faded. “All right, Ionas, I will. You okay? Did something happen to you or an agent with one of these things?” 
 
    Shit. I was blowing up at her and I didn’t mean or need to. But I didn’t want any of my team dying from some stupid rookie mistake. Okay, maybe I was feeling the clock tick in my head a little hard with every goddamn moment I wasted lifting boxes or clearing the yard of junk, but taipani were serious business. 
 
    “No. It’s me. Don’t like snakes much.” 
 
    “I hear you. It’s the way they move. Creepy.” 
 
    With Dwayne and Posey still off and both of us with other things that needed doing, we set up a surveillance camera to watch over Reid’s house all night. We drove back to the city and I dropped J.G. off. I thought maybe she was side-eyeing me a few times, but then again, it could have just been my frayed nerves. 
 
    I met Lee at O’Neal’s, a favorite bar of agents and cops alike, the sort of place where you only heard rock and roll newer than 2000 if the person at the digital jukebox wanted to be thrown out. And if you played any rap, forget about it, you were spending the night in a drunk tank, sober or not. But I liked it too. It was well-lit for a bar, for one thing. The drinks were cheap, and there were plenty of badge bunnies around prettying up the overripe scent of masculinity. 
 
    Lee had a table with a couple feds, not PSI guys exactly, but friends to the agency. One of the clean-cut boys, no doubt an All-Star football player a decade ago and who no doubt convinced a cheerleader or two to drop her panties, was right in the tail end of a joke.  
 
    “It doesn’t cure it, but it helps keep the blankets and sheet off my legs!” 
 
    Lee and the other agent laughed, but nowhere near as hard as the joke-teller. When Lee caught my eye, he said, “Thank God, something prettier than you two assholes to talk to. Excuse me, guys.” 
 
    The feds knew me and gave me a pair of nods. Just as Lee and I started to move away, the jokester muttered, “That fuckin’ guy.” 
 
    I snapped back around and dropped my fists on the table just hard enough to crack the wood. “The hell did I do to you, asshole?” 
 
    The bar didn’t exactly go dead quiet, but everyone in a ring who heard turned to look. A couple off-duty agents slid off their stools, and Lee grabbed my arm. I shrugged him off. 
 
    “I want to know what this shitbag in a suit has to say,” I said. 
 
    “Not in the bar, Levi,” one of the two bartenders on duty shouted over the rock. 
 
    The agent didn’t want to blink first. Neither did his partner. I wanted them to try it. I wanted to punch them so goddamn hard they’d have to dig parts of their spines out of the pleather seats. 
 
    Lee used his best I’m-calming-a-belligerent-child voice. “They worked cleanup on one of your cases. Let it go.” 
 
    “The PSI should put you down just like the other freaks. You and that vampi-” 
 
    Whatever he was about to say was about Eliana. I threw a punch, not aiming for his head, but the wall. I powdered the paneling and snapped a two-by-four and didn’t even so much as bruise a knuckle. The fed jumped, and people shouted. Metal snapped into place on my wrist. Sometimes I forgot Lee was as magicked up as I was and just as fast, but now I got a nasty reminder. He had the handcuffs on me quicker than I could react. He walked me out the door while the bartenders shouted at me that I was banned for life and I’d be paying for the repairs. 
 
    Outside, I shouted, “Take ‘em off me.” 
 
    “No,” Lee said levelly. The cuffs were covered in runes that more or less negated my strength and what little magic I knew so I wasn’t in much of a position to argue. He pushed me towards his car, opened the passenger’s side, and shoved me in. I thought about busting the window with my skull and worming out, but what was I going to do after that? 
 
    He got in on the other side as the two feds came out of the bar, shouting at us along with a few of their friends in a show of solidarity. “Give them the finger when we drive by,” I said. 
 
    “No. You crazy? They have the cheapest pitchers on the east side. I’m not getting banned too.” 
 
    “Then where are we going? Another bar?” 
 
    “Not letting you near any liquor tonight. We’re just driving.” 
 
    “I’ve been on the road half the damn day.” 
 
    “Is that what has you wetting your Daisy Dukes?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Lee.” I sighed. “They’re going to trash the Kona.” 
 
    “Probably. You tell me what’s got you mad, I’ll drive around the block and let you off so long as you don’t walk back in there and start something.” 
 
    I thought again about telling him the truth, then dismissed it. The Executioner was my problem, not his or anyone else’s. “I need to know who the star-of-the-weeks are for information brokers on the eastern seaboard.” 
 
    He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye, surprised. “The analysts are a good start.” 
 
    “Can’t be through them. Can’t be through anyone I know or who has a vested interest in me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Not going to tell you and I’ll take a night in lockup if you try to push it.” 
 
    He sucked his teeth. “Then you’re spending a night in lockup.” 
 
    “You have to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Let me off here or I break your window with my forehead. I was thinking about it earlier.” 
 
    “It’s runed up. You-” 
 
    The mellow music playing on the radio cut to his phone ringing. Lee answered, frowning. “The office.” 
 
    “That was fast.” 
 
    “Too fast. I don’t think it’s you. Shut up a minute.” He answered with a cheerful, “Lee.” 
 
    A dispatcher I recognized, Sheryl, said, “Monette said you were having drinks with Ionas Levi tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Lee said. “If this is about the bar, he’ll pay for the damages.” 
 
    “Damages? Wha… why am I not surprised there would be damages with him involved?” 
 
    “Hi, Sheryl, I’m in the car too,” I said, trying not to grit my teeth. 
 
    “You know it’s the truth, Ionas,” she said with a huff. 
 
    “He’s a pissy boy,” Lee said. “I’m giving him the lecture. If it’s the bartenders calling, tell them we’ve got him under control and he’ll come back for his car as soon as he calms down.” 
 
    “It’s a small SUV,” I muttered. 
 
    “We’re not calling about any bar,” Sheryl said impatiently. “We caught another taipani killing.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time we reached the crime scene, me following Lee with his dash woo-woos on, the house was already drawing onlookers like flies. I had to park half a block down while Lee got preferential treatment, being an actual federal agent and all. 
 
    The house was an upper middle-class L-shaped home with a semi-circular gated driveway that fed onto an upscale residential road. Two cops were stationed at the opened gate, with another patrolling the grounds inside in case any of the civilians wanted to sneak in for a better look. Lee showed the cops his ID and we were shown through once he explained who I was. Up the driveway, Mitch, a former colleague and friend who now looked at me with slightly less contempt than the feds back at the bar, stood a good distance away from the front door of the house. 
 
    “She’s a sniffer,” he said without preamble, and the mystery of how Shea found Wes after he escaped the Acropolitana was solved. 
 
    Sniffers are like diviners, but with people instead of water. They’re not dog shifters or anything out there that can find someone through physical senses. They’re psychic. Give them a few spoonfuls of someone’s blood or semen, and they can track that person down. It can’t just be dried blood or come. It has to be pretty fresh, or at least well-stored. They get a lot of Cinderella-types who want to know that the father of their sperm bank babies are who they say they are.  
 
    The victim – Louise Silcoff – must have been in on Wes’s disappearance. Shea or someone must have obtained a sample from Wes before they lowered his medication. When he was off his meds sufficiently, Wes popped a portal open, and the sniffer tracked him down. The poor guy was probably still so doped up he didn’t realize the threat. 
 
    “Someone’s cleaning up after themselves,” I said. “Fuck.” 
 
    I explained my theory and both Lee and Mitch agreed with the assessment. “So who’s our third person?” Mitch asked. “There’s a lot of money flowing into the Acropolitana. Enough maybe upper management or a doctor might decide they want Wes as a personal pet.” 
 
    “It’s a theory,” I agreed. “I’m ninety percent on my contact there being fine. Eliana cracked his financials after we learned one of them was a teleporter. Nothing unusual, but he’s paid enough I don’t see the temptation being there. Why rock the boat?” They looked between each other and I shrugged. “If you guys want to bring the agents down on an institute full of the supernatural, be my guests, but you’re looking for a war that doesn’t end well for either side. My advice, look into it from the outside if you’re going to. I’m not saying you shouldn’t. Just don’t go into this hard. Or better yet, tell the bosses that you’ve got me dangling out there on a hook on a case with some serious potential to blow back onto them and see what they say. Guarantee you they’ll still want me on point.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t you have been this level-headed at O’Neal’s?” Lee muttered. 
 
    We talked the case a while longer, mulling it over. I didn’t go inside, but Lee did, and came out taking shallow breaths until he was thirty yards from the house and bent over, hands behind his head, trying not to get sick. 
 
    “It’s the venom,” Mitch said. “It’s interacting with the acids in the body and the contents of their stomachs.” 
 
    “Don’t need an explanation,” Lee said. 
 
    With agents and unis getting statements and checking neighboring houses, there wasn’t much for me to do there. I left them to it and drove home, my anger never quite cooling until I turned onto my street and saw the house all lit up. Eliana rested on her side on the couch, one nipple peeking out of her nightgown as she twirled her foot back and forth. She looked up at me, started to say something, then paused, studying me. Her eyes flashed golden, and she said, “Are we hunting tonight?” 
 
    I gave her a grin in response. Not my jovial grin. Not my happy smile. The hard grin. The one I knew was reflected in her soul. 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Are we going to bed instead?” 
 
    For an answer to that, I jerked my shirt out of my pants, tossed it off, and loped after her upstairs, where she waited, golden, black, and brown eyes gleaming in the soft light. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “This is sad,” Posey said. 
 
    She was seated next to me in our observation post, going through a bunch of files and notes that Toby sent over on Reid’s case file and personal history, stuff that hadn’t been relevant until we discovered where Reid had been staying. 
 
    Though my arms felt like jelly by that point, I powered through another curl with a seventy-five-pound dumbbell. With my strengthened body the weight wasn’t much but I’d been working out for the last hour and I was finally starting to hurt from it.  
 
    “What do you got?” 
 
    “His parents.” 
 
    “Yeah, Reid had a nervous breakdown after they died and he couldn’t afford nice tombstones for them.” 
 
    “No, there’s more to it than that,” Posey said. “A lot more. Reid’s mother Lorraine was a teacher here for decades. His father Patrick worked a couple jobs, including a bar. He liked it and wanted to buy his own, so they saved like hell for ten years. Reid was living here in town at the time and his dad told him it would be a family business.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “Accusations. Specifically towards Reid’s mother, that she took bribes for grades. She denied the whole thing. Reid’s father got pissed. Super pissed. He tried to start a fight during a school board meeting and jumped a superintendent. The bank denied his loan just a couple days before their car wreck.” Posey put down the laptop and looked at me, her voice soft. Her emotions came easy to her and I could see she was fighting back tears. “Ionas, I think the subtext here is that the accident that killed Reid’s parents might not have been an accident. I think his dad did it deliberately.” 
 
    Her instincts about people were usually spot on. I settled down a dumbbell and dug out my phone. In two minutes, I had Toby on the line. He said in a distracted but pleasant tone, “Toby Harrison.” 
 
    “Hey. It’s Ionas and I’ve got you on speaker.” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “My partner Posey had a theory about Reid’s parents. Is there a chance they committed suicide? That it wasn’t just an accident?” 
 
    A pause and a deep breath. “Yes. That’s our unofficial theory. It was the sheriff’s too, though he never said as much formally. It would have negated some of the insurance money that Reid was entitled to, and he more importantly, he didn’t think… he didn’t think Reid could handle the truth. We think he figured things out for himself but could never consciously acknowledge it. Thus the nervous breakdown and subsequent awakening of his psychic abilities.” 
 
    “I need to know stuff like this,” I said, not trying to hide the bite to my voice. “Is there anything else about him or Wes you’re not telling me?” 
 
    “Mr. Levi, I’m sorry if I’ve given you the impression I’m holding anything back. I’ve given you all the information you’ve requested and anything else I can think of that might help, but I’m not a mind-reader or a detective. I’m an administrator. I just want my patients back. That’s all.” 
 
    “For their sake or your own neck?” I asked. 
 
    “Their sake,” Toby said. He hung up on me. 
 
    When I looked at Posey, she was studying me with a worried expression. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why are you apologizing?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know. You’re just very mad right now. It’s been a while since I’ve seen… since I’ve seen your aura like this.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead, phone still in hand. When I slid it back into my pocket, I said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “The bar.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    There was only one small problem with that. We had no idea which bar Reid’s father might have been trying to buy. The PSI could probably gain access to the banks’ records to try and pinpoint that, but that could take days or weeks. Eliana promised she could hack them faster but even that would take time. 
 
    Instead, as we came out of our fourth bar of the day with no one having heard of Reid or Patrick, I saw a trio of kids with their plump mother coming up the sidewalk, and the most obvious solution in the world hit me. 
 
    “I’m an idiot,” I said. “If they haven’t heard of Patrick, we find someone who knew Lorraine. Teachers, the superintendent, the principal. One of them will know.” 
 
    “I am mentally facepalming so hard right now.” 
 
    “I’m about half a step from physically doing it.” 
 
    “Should we do it together?” 
 
    Leave it to Posey to lighten my mood. We raised our hands to our eyes and foreheads, rubbed, and walked to the Kona. About then we got a call from Dwayne who was dealing with a debrief with another client whose case we wrapped up the week before, a simple infestation of pixies. The hardest part about that case was stretching it out to its maximum billable hours, thankfully a talent both Dwayne and Posey were better at than me. 
 
    We agreed to meet up with him back at the safehouse and picked up some wraps and chips along the way for lunch. I was feeling much more myself, and Posey seemed more relaxed too. “Hey,” she said. “You haven’t had a day off in a while. Why don’t you let Dwayne and I handle the door-knocking until we find something?” 
 
    I thought about arguing, but I could use some time to research the Executioner. I started to agree, and then I saw him. A man was just walking down the sidewalk of one of Reid’s neighbors towards a rental car. He was dressed in a stylish leather jacket an inch or two longer than the waist, a button-down deliberately buttoned crooked and left untucked, and dark blue jeans with fawn-colored boots. Stupidly handsome, with a thin, leathery face, cool blue eyes, and hair slicked down with product. As we drove by, he lit us up with a megawatt smile and started ambling towards us as we slowed. 
 
    He was also a taipani. 
 
    “Ionas…” Posey said. She looked pale. “That guy… he’s giving off big evil vibes.” 
 
    “Yeah. Don’t look. Don’t move your head. It’s the taipani. Go inside and get up to the bedroom. Call Dwayne. I need him to cruise the guy’s car and get pictures of the plates, and you get a picture of him if you can do it without being seen.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Nothing, for the moment. But have your gun ready.” 
 
    She didn’t argue, and when we opened the garage door and I pulled in, she jumped out and darted inside. One thing about Posey and Dwayne, apart from some screwing around on the radios, they were reliable. J.G. would often run counter to my orders if she thought any member of the team was in danger, but Posey and Dwayne usually obeyed. 
 
    I left the garage door open and rummaged in the back of the Kona like I was trying to find something. In fact, I was laying out my handcuffs, knife, and injector. Didn’t want to spook the taipani. 
 
    The guy walked right up the driveway, still grinning. “Howdy,” he said, his voice smoky and low, like he was talking to a lover, not a stranger. 
 
    “Hey there. Help you with something?” I asked, covering the injector and the cuffs with a jacket before I turned around. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe you could. I’m looking for Reid Bloom. Maybe you know his parents, Lorraine and Patrick?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, but they, ah, they died here… oh gosh, four, maybe five years ago? I don’t live here. This is a cousin’s place, actually. Well, cousin of a cousin. We’re fixing it up for them.” 
 
    “That’s great, that’s great,” the guy said, not letting an ounce of impatience show. “I mean, not about the parents dying. Looks like this place could be nice, all touched up.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said, and chuckled. “Wish I could buy it myself. But you were asking about Reid? I don’t know him personally, but I think one of the neighbors said he’s living in an assisted care facility or something like that. You know, had a bit of trouble when his parents died.” 
 
    “That’s right. Escaped from there. I’m a private investigator, hired by some of his cousins. They’re worried, so I’m looking for him.” 
 
    “You got a picture? Maybe I’ve seen him around.” 
 
    “Sure do,” he said, and dug out his phone. On the street, I saw Dwayne drive by, going no slower or faster than anyone else would on the block. He was good, and didn’t glance in my direction or do anything out of the ordinary. The taipani didn’t look back but if he had and saw Dwayne slow and glance our way, he might know something was up. 
 
    The picture was an old Bottlegenie picture of one of Reid’s relatives posted. I saw the same thing when we did our initial research. He was a bookish man who would have looked mildly boyish if it wasn’t for his rapidly balding head. His silver-rimmed glasses were stylish, his smile shy and pensive, like he’d just been caught doing something he shouldn’t. 
 
    I sucked my teeth. “No, sorry, but if you have a number I can reach you, we’re going to be around the next… oh, hell, probably a few weeks, maybe longer. If I see him, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s appreciated.” 
 
    “Great, what’s your name?” 
 
    “Bob,” he said, and that megawatt smile reappeared. “Bob Friedman.” I had little doubt any number he gave me would lead to a burner phone, but still, I took it down and he asked, “Your girlfriend might have seen him?” 
 
    The interior garage door opened and immediately Posey negated my earlier musings about how good they were at following orders. She had a pear in hand, and stepped out with a wicked grin. “His girlfriend? He wishes. I’m Trixie.” 
 
    She didn’t offer up any more explanation than that, and came right down to us, giving “Bob” a winning smile of her own. They went through much the same song and dance about Reid, and I didn’t need to have Posey’s empathic senses to know this guy was already mentally checking out. 
 
    When he walked down to his rental car and drove on down the block to visit more neighbors, I shut the garage door and we headed inside before Posey started talking, her voice low even if the guy was now two doors down. 
 
    “We got him. Dwayne got the plates and I got his face. He was on guard with you until I walked out.” 
 
    “What were you thinking?” I said, barely keeping my anger in check. “Jesus, Posey, that guy’s no joke.” 
 
    “It would have been more suspicious if I didn’t come out and talk,” she said, a note of hurt to her voice. “You’re not the only one who did this for a living before Wise Fool, Ionas.” 
 
    “I…” I ran a hand over my jaw and nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “In any case I didn’t get any suspicion off him. He was interested in me, but then he got bored.” 
 
    We headed upstairs and Posey grabbed her laptop. We downloaded the photos from the camera to the laptop and sent them to Eliana, along with Dwayne’s photos of the license plates. God bless technology. Ten years ago I would have been struggling to make out any of the letters on a phone’s picture. Now they were nearly as powerful as a professional camera, and Dwayne got terrific shots. 
 
    I called Eliana. She had her cell phone off, no doubt with a client, and under normal circumstances I would have let that go. Instead, I called her office’s number next, and got her secretary Molly on the line. 
 
    “Hello, Ionas,” Molly purred. She was our sometime lover, and normally that voice would have probably led to me making a stop by their office for a refresher on what she tasted like before she got off work, but for the moment, I was not in the mood. 
 
    “No one’s been hurt, but I need Eliana on the phone, right now.” 
 
    She jumped on it, and a moment later, I got a beep and Eliana came on the line, all business. “What is it?” 
 
    “I have a license plate and a picture of a man I need you to run. Our taipani is on the street right now talking to Reid’s neighbors. He’s seen the Kona and I don’t know if he’s professional enough to see Dwayne following him. I need Regis and enough of his people to run a rolling tail on him, and I need you to pull me up everything you can about him.” 
 
    “I’ll call you back soon.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’m glad you have something to punch, finally. You’ve been moody.” 
 
    I couldn’t help grin at that. “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The cell phone might have been a burner, but our new friend wasn’t so careful elsewhere. Eliana traced the rental car back to an agency at the airport, where Bob used his real name and real credit card. 
 
    “Brodie Hardt, Junior,” I said to my gathered team, Eliana, and Regis, one of Eliana’s most closely trusted friends and a vampire. He was my friend too and all but the fifth member of my team, though he liked the retired life and didn’t want to be hired on full time. He and a team of ex and current vampires would be helping me run surveillance on Hardt, since my team was too small to keep after Hardt at all hours without being noticed. 
 
    It was not long after dark, and we were seated around the conference table at my company’s office with the monitors up and Hardt’s extensive files listed for everyone to see, along with pictures of the hotel where he was staying and his vehicle. 
 
    “The authorities want him for questioning in three homicides in Silver Ring, Texas, all shootings. It’s their belief he was a hitter for the Durant organization before they fell apart, and now he’s working for the highest bidder as a jack-of-all-trades.” 
 
    “Any idea who he’s working for now?” Regis asked. 
 
    “None,” I said. “But we know they’re after Reid now too. A teleporter and a mind controller under your thumb make for a hell of a combination. You’d have an open door to just about anything you wanted. Posey, Dwayne, I want you both on top of the search for Reid. He’s in or around Chestnut Grove. Run with Posey’s idea about looking into bars in the area and see what you come up with. Regis, you’re to follow Hardt. If he comes near Chestnut Grove, you and your people let Posey and Dwayne know. I don’t want them caught with their asses hanging out. And if he goes anywhere unusual, you tell me. J.G., I’m going to want you with me if we take him. Otherwise, keep doing what you’re doing. Help Dwayne and Posey with the stakeout and keeping up appearances.” 
 
    “Are we bringing the PSI in on this?” Dwayne asked. 
 
    “No. Not until we have to. If they take Hardt too early, we might never retrieve Wes. So for now, we keep this among us.” I looked at them all. “Wes and Reid are not bad guys. I believe with all my heart they’re just caught up in a bad situation. No mistakes. We bring them back to the Acropolitana.” 
 
    Dwayne looked like he was about to mouth off, but Posey elbowed him and shook her head. She knew my mood. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Time ticked away, and I felt every second. We discovered that night where Hardt was staying, a chain hotel on the outskirts of Chestnut Grove. When our people saw him leave the next morning, they kept in constant contact with Dwayne and Posey, playing a game of cat and mouse Hardt wasn’t ever aware he was a part of. 
 
    I snuck into his hotel room and took a quick look around, but found nothing that helped. He had several outfits hanging on a rack with an expensive suit carrier bag underneath and a hat box on a side table. Apart from that were silk boxers in another bag and personal items in the bathroom. There wasn’t so much as a tablet or a laptop for Eliana to crack, and the hotel stationery hadn’t been used. Not that I was really expecting to be so lucky as to find Hardt left an address on paper, but it was all part of the routine. I got out of there before housekeeping noticed me. 
 
    I went back to the stakeout house and spent the day like a caged cat, stalking back and forth, back and forth. Thankfully I was the only one there that day, and used the solitude researching Executioners and the Sons of Ilabrat on my phone. There was nothing but badly informed articles on Ilabrat himself, with absolutely nothing on his “children.” I came within half a heartbeat of throwing my phone against a wall and decided I was doing no good there. 
 
    Posey and Dwayne called and checked in at noon. “Nothing yet,” Posey said glumly. “Everyone gave the exact same response when we asked about Reid, and they seem to have conveniently forgotten who Lorraine and Patrick are so we’re on the right trail but I don’t know how far we are behind Reid.” 
 
    “Why would he mind control them to forget about his parents?” I asked. 
 
    We chewed on that for a while but no one had answers. I began to pace again, lost to an anger and a frustration I couldn’t properly vent. 
 
    “Go home, boss,” Dwayne said. “Get some rest. You’ve been working this nonstop and we can hear the stress in your voice.” 
 
    “I don’t need rest, I need to find these guys,” I said, nearly shouting. They were silent, and I gritted my teeth. “Sorry. You’re doing great.” 
 
    Dwayne, as cold as I’d ever heard him, said to me, “You want to yell at me, do it. But don’t you dare yell at her. She’s been trying her best for you.” 
 
    “Dwayne…” Posey said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said again, and this time I meant it. “Put me on with her.” Once I was off speakerphone, I heard a sniff, and that about broke my heart. All my anger turned into a deep, soul-wrecked fatigue, and I said it again. “Posey, I’m sorry. You don’t deserve my shitty attitude this week.” 
 
    “Jerk,” she said, and sniffed again. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. We were both silent for a while, then I added, “When this is done, all of us, we’re all of us going on a vacation. It’s not a bribe or a means to make up for this. I need it. I need… sunshine and a beach and… something. I need to breathe. And I’ve been taking that out on you and that’s really shitty. So say yes.” 
 
    “J.G. too,” she said. 
 
    “J.G. too. And El.” 
 
    “And we’re going to go to Las Vegas. Mika Emmerich’s doing a show there in a month.” 
 
    A month. In a month, I’d be dead. 
 
    I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the wall. 
 
    “Or… you know… whatever,” Posey said with a note of fake cheer. 
 
    I nearly fumbled the phone. “No. No. That sounds… like hell, but it’ll be fun. Las Vegas. Mika Emmerich. Bubblegum pop.” I laughed. “So long as you go with me to the Neon Graveyard.” 
 
    “Done! You all right, boss?” 
 
    “Stop calling me boss and I will be.” 
 
    “Never. And I’m serious. Are you okay?” 
 
    “You already know the answer to that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Is it you and Ellie?” 
 
    “No. No, I… just need to chill.” 
 
    We talked a minute more and said our goodbyes. I hung up. And before I knew it, I was in the Kona and driving back to Vineport. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Given her talents as a magician and a tutor of the mystical arts, Jamie didn’t need money, but she liked to stay busy, so she owned and managed a bright and cheery cat-themed boba tea place on the outskirts of Vineport’s big Chinatown district. The store was slim and long, like a book someone stuck between a restaurant and a cookware shop. The cat-eyes above the front door creeped me out but Eliana and Posey both thought the place was charming. 
 
    Jamie was behind the counter with a cutie with a pink pixie-cut. If customers tipped, the pair of them did these goofy cat poses, heads leaning towards each other, fingers up like they were about to scratch at something. It exhausted me just looking at it but both of them seemed not to mind doing it. 
 
    Jamie’s eyes crinkled at me, and when I got to the counter, she said, “Hm. Don’t know if I should serve your kind around here.” 
 
    “Got a minute to talk?” I asked. She looked at the line of customers behind me and her smile dipped. “It’s important.” 
 
    “Can you give me half an hour? Things will slow down by then.” 
 
    I did, ordering a lychee tea and waiting outside. I kept thinking about Eliana. We first met not far from there, my watcher in the dark. She kidnapped a contact in the supernatural world to get me to talk to her. As far as first dates went, it was a riot. 
 
    I missed Eliana in that moment so powerfully it was like I was being stabbed in the stomach again. That seems to happen to me a lot. 
 
    Jamie came out minus her cat ears and cat-imprinted apron. “If this is about us hooking up,” she said hesitantly, “it was fun, Ionas, and I’m flattered, but…” 
 
    “No. It’s not that.” I sighed. “I need to trust someone with a secret. And I need the advice of someone who’s been around the block a time or two.” 
 
    “Never a good idea talking about a woman’s age,” Jamie said. When I didn’t respond, her smile vanished. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Can I trust you to not say a word to Eliana?” 
 
    “It depends on what it is you have to talk about. You’re being very weird. I don’t like weird.” 
 
    “Says the woman who had her suspended in the air fucking her with tentacles.” 
 
    She laughed. “There is that. All right. You can talk to me. 
 
    “Do you know what an Executioner is?” 
 
    “No. Sounds scary. Or maybe like some kind of BDSM fantasy.” 
 
    The corner of my mouth turned up. “Yeah. A bit. One is coming for me. And it is… it’s pretty likely he’s going to kill me.” 
 
    Silence, then, “That’s… melodramatic.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, not in the slightest.” 
 
    We walked and I talked. I told her what an Executioner was and who the Sons of Ilabrat were. She listened with no expression and didn’t ask many questions until I was done with the whole story. 
 
    “Why come to me?” 
 
    “Someone needed to know what’s going to happen. To tell Eliana.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell her?” 
 
    “No. I thought about it. But no.” 
 
    “This is… it’s a lot of responsibility. And when she finds out from me…” 
 
    “I recommend calling, not telling her in person,” I said drily. 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding. She’ll tear off my hands and slap me to death with them. Jesus, Ionas. Can you stop this thing? Is there a… a way out of this?” 
 
    “No. I either beat him, or I die.” 
 
    “The PSI…” 
 
    “I almost involved them. But I’ve had time to think about it and if I do, they’re going to put themselves between that Executioner and me. Our divorce might have been messy but there are still people there-” I stopped short of telling her about the way someone could take my place, if they volunteered. I didn’t need Jamie trying to go and sacrifice herself for me. “-who would want to try and kill that thing. And that wouldn’t stop the order. There would be another Executioner, and another, and they wouldn’t be bound by the rules of the contract. Their job would only be to see me dead. Guns, bombs, whatever.” Total bullshit. I was making that part up, but it worked. 
 
    “What about telling Dwayne, or Posey, or J.G.?” 
 
    “Same thing. They’d try to do something dumb about it.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. How long do you have?” 
 
    I told her, and the blood ran from her cheeks. We turned back around, but before we started walking again, Jamie gripped my arm. “Tell Eliana. This can lead to nothing good if you don’t.” 
 
    “I can’t. She’ll live another thousand years. She can move on from me. I’ll be a blip on her radar.” 
 
    “That’s such horseshit and you know it. You changed each other.” She shook her head. “I’ll do this for you, but I’m never hooking up with you again. I won’t be a part of anymore lies than I have to be.” 
 
    “So long as you don’t tell her about the Executioner, I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m not. Take a different route. I don’t want to talk to you anymore.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    I listened to an update from the teams. Posey and Dwayne were still not finding any of the teachers or their families so no luck on the Reid front. The team following the taipani said he wasn’t having any luck either, and looked more and more frustrated. There was some action as I was driving home when Hardt dragged someone out of a bar and threw them against a wall, but he didn’t go full on snakebite on them, just slapped them around some. Nothing seemed to come of it and he let the guy go. 
 
    I came home, and she was there, the blonde devil at my back. Eliana was working out in our gym, weights in hand when I looked in on her. She looked back at me, a hint of a smirk to her, and something clicked. I needed her. I took her. 
 
    I moved fast as I’d ever moved in my life, and I took the weight from her hand and threw it aside. I slipped behind her, gripping her around the waist. She moaned as I brought my lips to her neck and tugged her sports bra up and over her breasts, making them bounce out. I backed away just far enough I could grip the fabric of her shorts over her ass and shred it. 
 
    “Do you know how much I love you?” I asked, freeing my cock from my slacks and grinding against her naked ass and the strips of fabric still trying to cover her.  
 
    “Ionas,” she said, her voice soft and full of need even as her fangs popped. 
 
    “You are… you are… all I want. Now and forever.” I said, my rage and lust and fear and most of all my love burning in my voice. I gripped her tits and squeezed as I sucked on her neck and pulled her even tighter to me. “Hell or heaven couldn’t keep us apart, do you understand me?” 
 
    Her hands joined mine at her breasts, moving as rough, squeezing my hands around her tits hard. “I love you too, I love you, oh I love you so much…” I thrust into her, both of us still standing. She rocked upward onto her tiptoes as I sheathed myself to my ball. She twisted back and I consumed her mouth with mine, not caring about the fangs as she drew blood from me. One of my hands went south to her waist and I gripped her tight as I pulled back and shoved up into her over and over and over again, her softness in my arms driving me to wild, mindless need. More of the fabric of her shorts ripped in my hands and soon they fell away, pooling at her feet. 
 
    I didn’t realize we’d even moved until I had Eliana against the wall. Neither did she. We were too busy chasing each other’s tongues, my breathing as fast and hard as if I’d just finished a marathon at a full sprint, her with jagged pants and soft keening noises. 
 
    “Fuck… fuck… me… oh… love you… love you… Ion… as…” 
 
    Let me take that after I die, I thought to myself. Let me have that one memory of her moaning my name.  
 
    Something cracked. The wall. I was bucking into her so hard we broke the drywall. I didn’t stop. I fucked her harder and the studs snapped. Plaster rained down on us as we spilled out into the hallway, Eliana laughing so hard she nearly cried, me still lost to my lust. I pinned her down to the ground and she cried out, “Oh, oh, fuck!” as I plunged relentlessly into her. My fist balled beside her shoulder as she twisted her head side to side, blonde hair spilling down across her sweat-gleaming back. I grabbed her bra and shredded that too, tossing it behind me. She got up on her knees and I rose to one of mine, gripping her shoulder and fucking her from behind, her ass slapping back against my thighs, her wetness making slick noises every time I buried myself to the balls inside her. 
 
    When I accidentally slipped out again, I picked her up and walked her to the kitchen, laying her out on the table, her big breasts squashing to either side. She twisted her head, mouth open as I gripped my cock, aimed, and drove into her again. The table was reinforced with wards but I was slamming into her so hard it scooted across the floor, hitting the kitchen countertop and cracking the paneling as Eliana cried out with her first orgasm. 
 
    “I… I… ohhhh, ah!” 
 
    I moved again, flipping her over, taking those legs in my arms and lifting them up. She wove them around me and gripped my neck, lunging up to kiss me again, her tongue against the cuts she’d already caused, the pain helping keep me away from the edge myself. 
 
    I lifted her and bounced her on my cock, little particles of the ceiling from the weight room spilling down across her body and down to the floor. Her thighs slapped against mine as I gripped her ass, lifted her up, and dropped her, my eyes and hers equally frantic. We moved through the house like that, me slamming her into more walls, doing more damage. We dropped together on the couch with too much momentum and she wound up on top of me, jerking those goddamn gorgeous wide hips down on me, her tits bobbing with the rhythm, her teeth gritted. 
 
    “Oh fuck, oh, oh, oh fuck, oh, OH!” she cried out. 
 
    Then she was pulling off me and I shot to my feet. Giggling, she ran to the stairs, her bare ass keeping my eyes locked on her. I caught her, dropped her, and fucked her right there on the wooden stairs, Eliana resting on her arms, me yanking back her hair and pounding into her with short powerful thrusts. She wailed again, wordless this time, and her quivering wouldn’t stop. She was coming, and coming, and coming, and we were moving yet again, me drilling her against the wall in the hallway leading to our bedroom, punching more holes in the drywall, making more plaster fall until we were both coated with it. She brushed it away from my lips as I dropped her on the bed for the grand finale, my need so close I barely lasted seconds. 
 
    “El… El… my God, El…” 
 
    “Come… come for me, Ionas… show me… show me…” 
 
    I don’t know what she was trying to say. But I knew what she meant, and I showed her. I gave her everything I had in that moment, but she always owned it all anyways. My Eliana. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Let me handle the house,” she told me the next morning. It wasn’t often I made Eliana walk funny after we fucked. She didn’t heal quite so fast as me now that she was semi-human but it was pretty damn close. But she was ginger that day. I thought she’d be pissed about that and wrecking the house. Instead, she looked well and truly loony, grinning wide, her eyes a little starstruck. It was the kind of look every guy hopes to get out of his girl, and I’d sure as hell made her do it that time. 
 
     On my drive to Chestnut Grove, I got a call from one of Regis’s people, Ivan. With a thick eastern European accent, he said, “Hardt is bringing his suitcase and bags out to his rental car.” 
 
    “I’m on the road but he knows my car. Do you have another team on the Interstate?” 
 
    “Of course. Hang on,” he said, sounding almost offended by the suggestion they wouldn’t. Regis and his people weren’t fighters or violent types, but their skills at surveillance and countersurveillance were so good I hadn’t noticed them when they followed me around Vineport for a few months while Eliana was researching me. “There is a car park off the Interstate ten miles from Chestnut. You know this place?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Good. A white Prius will pick you up at the western entrance.” 
 
    I drove five miles over the speed limit to the suburban community where the car park was, found parking relatively close to the entrance in question, grabbed my gear, and jogged towards the waiting Prius. A Black woman with frizzy hair pulled back into a ponytail and wearing unremarkable aviators waited inside with a baseball cap on one finger, twirling it. She slapped it against my chest when I got in. “I’m Mary.” 
 
    “Ionas.” 
 
    “I know. I’m meeting a myth. You want to fool around some while we’re waiting?” At my expression, she bellowed laughter and I liked her already. 
 
    I donned the baseball cap and was told to dig in the back for a backpack. It was stuffed with more hats and sunglasses cases. In one of those was a pair of dark-rimmed glasses with no prescription. Between those and the baseball cap, Hardt would have to give me more than a cursory glance on the road to recognize me, though for about the thousandth time, I made a mental note to talk to an illusionist about a few disguise fetishes for situations like this. Would I do it? No. I’d forget about it until the next stakeout, but I liked to pretend someday I’d be competent at my job. 
 
    Ivan and another team of Regis’s people told us over radios that Hardt made two stops. The first was to a grocery store, where he spent so much time we thought we lost him until one of Regis’s people swept the store and found him dumping frozen pizzas, chicken nuggets, and French fries into an already overstuffed shopping cart. 
 
    Twenty minutes later he came out, shoved the groceries into the back of his rental car, and headed for a gas station. There he filled up, went inside, and came back out with four cases of beer under his arms, looking annoyed. 
 
    After that, he was on the road, and we followed. Mary talked some about her nail salon business, and how grateful she was to Eliana for setting her up with it, and talking about getting the cure from Kittridge’s clinic. It was a variation on a conversation I had a dozen times since we discovered the cure worked. I wasn’t as conversational, and she fell silent, concentrating on the road and Hardt. 
 
    He panicked me once, when he sped up to well over a hundred miles an hour on a long stretch in the mountainside. We were headed farther away from Vineport, out into the sticks now, and traffic between us was thinning by the minute. 
 
    “He’s spotted us,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe he’s trying to figure out if someone’s following him.” 
 
    A minute later, she was proven right. His speed dropped and his driving became far less erratic. Mary nodded to herself like this hadn’t worried her a bit, and I settled back in my seat. 
 
    “I thought my surveillance training was good. I need to hire some of you for a couple weeks and show me what’s what.” 
 
    “Be happy to,” she said, and winked at me. “You can pay me in kisses. Eliana too.” 
 
    “We might just have to take you up on that.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before Hardt slowed even more and cruised off the Interstate. Mary thumbed her radio and said, “He’s pulling off.” 
 
    “I have him,” Ivan said nonchalantly. A moment later, he came back on. “Nicholas, he is coming back the other way on the Interstate. Turn around. Be ready.” 
 
    “On it,” a third voice said. 
 
    Whoever Nicholas was tailed Hardt going back the other direction. Hardt turned off again, and this time it stuck. We got off the Interstate but didn’t drive back towards Vineport until we got an address over the radio from Nicholas. 
 
    “What’s the area like?” I asked over Mary’s radio. “Is there a spot you can sit and wait on him in case he moves again?” 
 
    “It is wooded but there are lots of homes spaced out. There are some overgrown lanes I can drive down and he wouldn’t spot me unless he was really looking. I also have a drone, but if he moved…” 
 
    “Hold off on it for now. If he moves I want you mobile.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Ivan. “I am turning off now and will wait at the gas station off the Interstate. If he comes this way, we will know.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    But he didn’t. When we cruised the house, Hardt and another man were standing by the rental car, bags of groceries in their arms. This was the countryside, and the homes here came with a couple acres. Perfect for hiding. Perfect for surveillance. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The house originally must have been a fairly nondescript boxy post-war cheapo, with additions built on through the years like a drunk playing with Legos. A mudroom in the back was painted a dark shade of brown as opposed to the faded yellow cream of the rest of the house. A sunroom in front had no doors leading outside. An errant second story stuck up like a watchtower towards the back, the windows so filthy no one could have seen through them. The yard was overgrown, a lawnmower poking out of a clump of waist-high poppies, a children’s plastic playground the sole bit of color apart from clumps of wildflowers. 
 
    On the front and back doors were weak and poorly drawn warning wards, meant to let anyone inside know if someone whose blood wasn’t etched into the symbol came within a certain distance. Those were effective no matter how crude, but whoever did them didn’t think about drawing the symbols on the windows or the walls without doors. Despite our man Hardt’s hardcore background, this looked to be amateur hour at the OK Corral. 
 
    Still, I wanted to know the situation before I moved in on the place. If Wes was in there, I wasn’t going to risk his life. Nicholas’s drone gave me a clear view of the property from above, including a copse of pussy willows fronted by overgrown brambles. Running between the willows and the brambles was what appeared to be a drainage ditch, which would work well for a surveillance point. 
 
    We were going to attract unwanted attention if I didn’t get my ass moving, so I stripped down to my undershirt, checked my pistol and my obsidian knife, and got a brief tutorial in the action camera Mary loaned me. I told them to get clear, and jogged across the road when no cars were coming at the point where woods were the thickest. It wasn’t much cover, but I was at an angle to the house and I had to take the chance. 
 
    No one saw me. 
 
    When I stepped into the trees, I dropped and crawled – and I mean, crawled. Eliana would give me hell about ruining my slacks. But I had to move to a clearer line of sight and crouching or walking were not options. Rocks scraped across my skin and brambles cut at my back and arms. Should have thought to bring some milk, I thought to myself. My healing was sluggish. 
 
    Then it hit me. I forgot something else. After all my countless lectures to my team about keeping their injectors close to them, I left mine in the Kona. 
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    Still, I inch forward. There was a sense of exhilaration in me that this thing might be drawing to a close, that our days of sitting around and waiting might be over. It was everything I could do not to rush forward and make more sound than I already was. But I managed to pace myself, and soon I was in sight of the house’s living room window. 
 
    The ditch stunk like mold and fetid rot, thanks to the leaves and the wet earth, almost oily and grimy at its lowest point. A crushed culvert to one side must have once fed under the driveway, but now the water wasn’t going through. In a few months, maybe a year or two, the rainwater or snow melt would accumulate in the ditch and wash out the road or the driveway, but that was far from my concern.  
 
    It took a while to find an angle where I could see into the house and stay hidden in the brambles and willows. I spent some time there yanking rocks and nestling them at the base, then rested on my elbows on the slope, the camera beside me. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    Figures moved around the house. Hardt came out early on to retrieve his suitcase and overnight bags from the car. He looked around, and an immensely fat man with a shaved head and a nose like a flattened cherry tomato stepped out. He had to be four hundred pounds, and maybe seven feet tall. A half-giant or something along those lines. I snapped pictures of him as he dug out a pack of cigarettes and a plastic lighter. My own cigarettes sing to me from my pocket but I had to ignore them for a while. A long, long while. 
 
    I heard Hardt say, “Gonna rain later.” 
 
    “Ya think?” the other man asked. It wasn’t sarcasm. He sounded like he was genuinely pondering this, as though it were one of life’s great mysteries. 
 
    “Yeah. I think.” 
 
    Two men, at least. Hardt went inside, followed a few minutes later by the mountain of flab. 
 
    There was a smell in half an hour, one that took me a minute to identify. Waffles, the cheap frozen kind, cooked and maybe burned a little. It reminded me I hadn’t eaten that morning and again I kick myself for not asking anyone if they had a granola bar or some jerky or something. 
 
    A shout inside made me tense. It was answered almost immediately by another, two male voices angry with each other. The second one sounded afraid. Nothing I could make out, even with my good hearing. But then there was movement. Two people hurried into view of the window. I only caught a flash of gray hair before they dropped or were shoved into a seated position in front of the window. I could only make out the backs of their heads, but a moment later, Big Boy stood in front of them and bellowed, “Stay the fuck there.” 
 
    I had a sickening feeling I knew who the two people inside were and why Wes wasn’t just teleporting himself to safety, wherever he was. According to his file, his parents lived in Philadelphia. They weren’t close to their son, not really. A few years back, when Wes was seventeen, he wanted to go to a party. His father refused, and when Wes bragged he couldn’t stop him, his father reached out just as Wes opened a portal. It severed his father’s hand clean off, leaving only a stump. The shock of it left Wes with selective mutism and put him in a near catatonic state for weeks, where he would allow himself to be led around or followed simple commands, but did nothing of his own volition. It led to him being admitted to the Acropolitana, where his mother visited every two weeks and his father twice in the three years since. 
 
    We interviewed them by phone in the first days of Wes, Reid, and Theo’s disappearances, but despite the mother – Natalie or Nadine, I couldn’t remember which – giving us a list of his friends and favorite hangout spots, we got nothing useful from them. I should have thought when I figured out about the kidnapping that they might be sucked into this. Goddamn it. 
 
    A TV came on and Big Boy stepped out to throw waffles out into the bushes. 
 
    For an hour, that was all the action I saw. Eventually, one of the seated couple, a man with graying hair and a sunken, leathery face stood up and came into perfect view, talking to someone I couldn’t see. A third supernatural creature stepped in front of the window. He was short and hairy, and underneath his human glamour I could make out his ratonreine real face. Ratonreine are basically rat people, one of the most common supernatural beings out there along with the fae-blooded. His real mouth was more of a rubbery snout, his eyes beady and his mustache about a foot longer than his every-day visage. He pushed the fifty-something man out of sight, and a couple minutes later, brought him back. A bathroom break. 
 
    Three bad guys. Two civilians. And so far, no Wes. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Dusk came, and still no Wes. I was confident by now that this wasn’t where they were holding him. Reluctant as I was to do it, I needed to call in the PSI before I hit this place. If these guys had some kind of regular check-in with whoever was actually holding Wes, it would likely mean his death if I couldn’t get to him fast. 
 
    But just as I started back down the ditch, I heard a scream. A woman’s scream. It was like fucking catnip to your former PSI superhero. I twisted back around and poked my head up over the edge of the ditch.  
 
    “I told you this fucking morning!” someone roared. It wasn’t Hardt, though he came out the door, looking around and grimacing before he slammed both the screen door and the inner one. 
 
    I moved. It wasn’t a smart idea but I heard sobs and the man’s whimpered pleas and I knew someone was being hurt in there who didn’t deserve it. I wasn’t playing the long game in that moment. Two souls against one. Sorry, Wes. 
 
    I crawled down the ditch and moved until I was at an angle to the house. Hinges squeaked and another door slammed. Time to move. I came up and over the ditch, and sprinted right for the corner of the house, my pistol and my knife in hand. Someone moved around back, crunching leaves, flicking a lighter to life. Big Boy.  
 
    I heard him mutter, “Gonna get the fuckin’ cops called on us, I swear to God.” 
 
    It was going to bring down far worse than cops. 
 
    He farted like a rocket ship was blasting off and chuckled to himself as I came around the corner. I stepped on the leaves and he turned when it was too late, puffing out a stream of sweet, blessed smoke when I buried the obsidian knife in his neck. His eyes went huge and he tried to shout. I slashed across, the insanely sharp blade slicing everything in its path, only catching when it hit cartilage and even then slipping right past it. The blade warmed when I used it on the supernatural, like it was happy to be fulfilling its duty, and it glowed warm in my hand then. 
 
    I let him drop, the wet grass and soft earth cushioning the noise, then sheathed the knife and holstered my gun. Dragging him was the hardest part of the night. I thought he weighed four hundred or so pounds, but no, it was closer to six, a struggle even for me. But I got him up against the house, where anyone casually looking out wouldn’t see him. 
 
    I moved to the backdoor leading into the mudroom. One down, two to go. 
 
    From inside, I heard the woman shout, “Stop!” and for a brief, crazy moment I thought she meant me. 
 
    “If you don’t keep your voice down,” Hardt said in his soft, deadly voice, “I’m going to finish what your son started with your husband.” A hiss, and then someone else chuckled. 
 
    “It’s not her fault,” a man said, an exhausted whine to his voice. “Please, it’s that oven, it’s-”  
 
    A sharp slap, and a thump. “Walter!” the woman wailed. 
 
    “Shut up, bitch!” the ratonreine said, his voice high. He giggled. 
 
    I drew and opened the door. The mudroom was cluttered with boots and winter coats. The interior door was open and looked into a short stub of a hallway and a set of stairs leading upward. The hallway fed into a dining room and the kitchen where a pizza cooled on a cookie sheet. The kitchen fed into half the living room, the half I could see from the ditch outside. I moved in that direction, thumping the wood floors heavily as though I was carrying three times my weight. 
 
    I came around the corner, gun raised. The ratonreine had his back to me, standing above the cowering couple. The man had blood trickling out of the corner of his mouth and she had a broken nose. Hardt stepped into view, looked at me, his eyes confused at first. 
 
    “You’re-” 
 
    I fired, and the ratonreine was gone, his brains splattered across the bookshelf behind him. Hardt dove out of sight, his face transforming, a hiss emanating from deep within his lungs or his neck, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    I didn’t waste the breath telling the couple to move. Hardt was too fast for it to matter. If he bit them, there was a pretty horrible chance they were dead, unless I could get Dwayne and Posey moving with their antivenom and meet them halfway. I had to kill him before he bit them, end of story. 
 
    I listened and moved. Hardt was coming around the other way, moving softly but quickly. I turned, aimed, shot when he poked his jacket around the corner. Great. I just fired a kill shot on a leather jacket I was kind of hoping to walk away with. He let it drop, hissed again, and I was moving, sprinting for the couple and getting right in front of them as his snakehead lashed forward. 
 
    It was like someone stuck a wig on the biggest snake you’ve ever seen. His slick hair was still part of him, his clothes torn and barely hanging onto his body. With legs and arms, he seemed more lizard than snake, but moved side-to-side in a strange imitation of a slither. I fired as he lunged towards me, hitting him center mass, bap bap. He stumbled and his jaw snapped at nothing but air as he fell. But he kept moving, now crawling towards the couple. 
 
    “Hardt!” I shouted.  
 
    He snapped forward one more time and I had just enough time to think alive, alive, you need him alive, but the people came first. The third bullet went through its skull and he dropped. 
 
    I crouched and grabbed him by the hair. His body spasmed and his jaws closed instinctually, making the woman scream, but it was the last of Hardt’s nerves dying and soon he stilled as I tossed him into the next room. 
 
    “Are there any more than those three?” I shouted. 
 
    “No, just them, just…” the man said, and his wife broke out into great big gasping sobs. 
 
    “Our son, our son, Wes…” 
 
    “Do they call in to anyone? Check in?” I asked. 
 
    The man nodded. “Every night, around five. They just called an hour ago” 
 
    Oh thank fuck for small favors. It was nearly six. A day to work this. I breathed easier, and holstered my gun before I started making calls. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I led Walter and Natalie out onto the driveway and checked them over. The ratonreine slapped Natalie around some right before I burst in, her broken nose the worst of their injuries. It left her woozy and I was worried about a concussion, but after a few minutes of fresh air, she seemed okay. Physically, anyways. 
 
    When I turned my phone on, I had a half-dozen missed calls and texts from my crew and Eliana. J.G.’s text at the top drew my attention. She was with Regis’s people a few minutes away. I called her and told her we needed to get Walter and Natalie to a hospital to get checked out. 
 
    When I hung up, I turned to the middle-aged couple. He had his arm wrapped around his wife. I looked at the stump of his hand. The material of his plaid shirt was drawn over it and knotted. 
 
    I knelt, and said with all the conviction I could muster, “I’m going to try my damnedest to get your son free, but I need to know something. Did those three mention any names when they checked in with whoever was on the other line?” 
 
    “Biegel,” Walter said. 
 
    Natalie nodded and wiped at the tear tracks on her cheeks. “Mr. Biegel, that’s right. The, um, the big one, he said his name twice on accident and the rat one h-hit him for it.” 
 
    She hiccupped, still clearly terrified. I tried to smile for her. “Okay. Good. Did they say anything else? Anything at all about where they might be keeping Wes?” 
 
    They looked at each other and shook their heads. I gave them each one of my business cards. “If you think of anything, call me. We’re going to get you to a hospital and I’ll have a few of my people watching over you. In an hour or two a government agency called the PSI is going to come visit you. They’ll have questions.” 
 
    “We know who they are,” Walter said. “They, um, looked into our son. When this happened.” He pointed at his hand. “Oh God, Wes… I… I…” 
 
    I wanted to tell him he would have a chance to see his son soon and tell him what he wanted to, but that was a promise I couldn’t make. If I couldn’t find Wes before five the next day, he was probably dead. Then again, would this Biegel guy kill the golden goose? I didn’t know but I couldn’t take that chance. 
 
    J.G. led the charge of people onto the property, Eliana beside her in J.G.’s big F150. I came to Eliana, kissed her, and gave orders to Regis’s people. He was there now, along with Mary, Ivan and a couple others I recognized. I told Regis and his people I needed them to get Natalie and Walter to a hospital and stay with them until the PSI showed up. 
 
    They headed out as a herd, but not before Mary gave me a wink. “Give me a call sometime if it doesn’t work out with her,” she said. 
 
    Eliana gave me a raised eyebrow as Mary slipped into her car and drove off. Innocently, I said, “I’m irresistible.” 
 
    J.G. shook her head and Eliana patted my cheek. “Of course you are.” 
 
    I went over what happened with them and what I learned. “The guy who has Wes, his name is Mr. Biegel.” 
 
    “What, like the dog breed?” J.G. asked. 
 
    The three of us were silent for a moment, then Eliana said, “You know it can’t be spelled that way.” 
 
    “I’m never not going to think of him now as Mr. Beagle,” I said. “He’s really in the dog pound now.” 
 
    “Oh God, what have I done?” J.G. asked. 
 
    “We’ll have him collared soon,” I added. Both of them glared at my wit and genius. “Anyways, look, we’ve only got a limited window. Or doggy door. Whatever.” I explained to them about the check-in the next day, and J.G. got a far-off look. 
 
    “I know I’ve heard that name before. Biegel. Biegel.” 
 
    “In the classifieds for adoption, maybe?” I asked. 
 
    Eliana kicked me. “Where?” she asked J.G. 
 
    “I don’t know. I… something’s tickling my memory, though.” 
 
    I said, “We need to go, now. There were gunshots and the police are going to show up sooner or later. Let’s sweep the house, check the bodies over for phones and any ID, and head back for my car. I need a change of clothes and something to eat. Badly.” 
 
    We did that. The phones were, unsurprisingly, burners, and very likely useless to us. As we drove back towards Vineport I checked in with Posey and Dwayne, who talked to more teachers and administrative staff. Of them all, only one remembered Reid and his family, a substitute who worked there when needed. But he hadn’t seen Reid so that was a dead end. 
 
    “If we were to stay out here tonight and hit the bars, would that count as time and a half?” Posey asked hopefully. 
 
    I had to laugh. “Sure. Just make sure you occasionally ask around about Reid too. Someone’s slipped through the cracks and seen something, I’m sure of it. And be careful.” 
 
    “You too. Good luck with this Mr. Biegel guy.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I hung up, feeling ill at ease about them but unable to focus on the Reid case at the moment. There might be others looking for him like Hardt but Wes was the one in the most immediate danger. 
 
    That done, I looked up the name Biegel as related to Vineport. There were about a half-dozen adults with that last name in the city and one big business. 
 
    Biegel Toys. 
 
    At first I didn’t think that was it. There were a handful of businesses across the nation with the name Biegel, but I kept coming back to Biegel Toys, since it was in Vineport. “Got something?” Eliana asked me as I studied the company’s wiki page. 
 
    “Maybe. Biegel Toys.” 
 
    She frowned. “A toy store?” 
 
    “More like toy creators. Action figures in the eighties, board games and card games in the nineties, and as of the last twenty years, video games.” I frowned. “I don’t see how it fits, though.” But five minutes of research later, I did. “Oh holy shit. They’re taking a bath. Their non-video game departments are tanking, and the video games are getting murdered by the critics. There’s a whole article here about the ‘downfall of Biegel.’” 
 
    Eliana squinted at the road. “So they get a teleporter to… what, steal cash? Wouldn’t the IRS or someone notice that pretty quickly?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, but I was already dialing Lee. 
 
    “This is Lee.” 
 
    “Hey. You’re going to get calls about a shooting and kidnap victims out in, ah…” 
 
    “Thomaston,” Eliana said. 
 
    “Thomaston,” I repeated. “Three dead, two people headed to the hospital now.” I filled him in. 
 
    “Jesus, Ionas…” 
 
    “I know. But if it was the PSI, they would have gone in hot and loud and we both know it.” 
 
    “You could have called me, you asshole. You know I’ve got a bit more tact than that.” 
 
    “I… sorry. Listen, can you get the analysts rolling on something? I need to know if any video game or toy creators have had any thefts lately.” 
 
    “Give me a minute.” 
 
    I waited, and he called back as we pulled off the Interstate and turned towards the car park. “Okay. Yeah. Three break-ins in the last three days, each one on the East Coast. And get this. In each case, there were perfect grooves in the floors, walls, and through equipment in the room that would line up with a teleporter’s portals. Want to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    I thought about that. “If I tell you, we keep it between us for the moment until we get Wes clear.” 
 
    “Of course. Listen, we’re friends, Ionas. I may not always agree with your methods, but if I can help save someone, I will.” 
 
    “Give me until tonight. I’ll tell you everything when I’m certain we have our guy and we know where Wes is.” 
 
    Eliana let me out by the Kona, and we drove to a nearby restaurant. In the back seat in the parking lot, I changed into my gym clothes, and when I asked Eliana if the slacks could be sewn up, she looked at me like my brains just leaked out through my ears. “No, but you did good today, pet, saving those two. I forgive you.” 
 
    Over an open-faced roast beef sandwich so good I ordered a second halfway through the first, I researched Biegel Toys with Eliana and J.G. 
 
    “So they’re using him for corporate espionage?” J.G. asked. 
 
    “Yeah, stealing computers, servers, anything they can use to get an edge.” 
 
    “How much sense does that make from their standpoint, though?” J.G. asked. “I’m not arguing with you, but the whole scheme seems dumb. Surely there are ways to track down those computers and servers and stuff they’re stealing.” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I’ve got three theories going. One, they have some good hackers on their side who can get the data off there without raising red flags. Two, they don’t care and they’re just smashing things on the way out of the business. Three, and this one’s my favorite. Think about their crew. If there was a poster for paranormal diversity, it would have been that house. A ratonreine, a taipani, and a half-giant.” 
 
    “I don’t…” J.G.’s eyes clouded over, and Eliana and I both watched as she got it. “Ohhh. Someone else on the team who can do, what is it, technomancy?” 
 
    “That’s it. or an object reader specializing in computers.” 
 
    About then the waiter brought my second sandwich, lemon meringue pie for J.G. and vanilla ice cream for Eliana. We did more research while we finished eating, and Eliana perked up. “I’m looking at Chester Biegel’s police record. Two counts of domestic assault, one count of conspiracy to commit industrial espionage ten years ago, most dangerous of all, mail fraud. None of the charges stuck.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, forking up a mountain of mashed potatoes and greasy brown gravy. “So where are they keeping Wes? That’s the question.” 
 
    After another half hour, Eliana found five possibilities. Two were warehouses for Biegel Toys, one was a QA facility, another their headquarters, and finally Biegel’s house itself. All of these were in or around Vineport. By about that point our waiter was giving us a look like he might stab us with our butter knives if we stuck around too much longer, so we cleared out after I paid up. 
 
    We drove back to Vineport and deposited Eliana and J.G.’s vehicles at our house in the suburbs. Eliana had an idea that would take precious time to research, but which would be faster than us splitting up and surveilling each place in question. 
 
    “I should be able to hack the client accounts for the electrical company pretty easily. The grid would take longer, days, maybe, and I’d need more people, but their billing software is twenty years out of date.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow,” I said. She was seated at our kitchen table and had her laptop in front of her. J.G. was sacked out on our couch, getting what little sleep she could before the night’s festivities. Smart. We probably weren’t going to get much of a chance to sleep for a while. 
 
    “The thefts are all taking place at night. So I’m looking for, mm, hiccups in the power, signs that people are around those places later at night. If the power usage is fluctuating hard recently…” 
 
    “Then we’ve probably got them,” I said, getting it. 
 
    I grabbed a shower while she worked and ran down to the grocery store for stakeout supplies and milk for myself. By the time I got back, J.G. was awake and checking an array of guns on the table and countertops while Eliana was upstairs getting dressed for an evening of hunting. 
 
    “She found something?” 
 
    “She found something,” J.G. said, grinning. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Goddamn it, Lee,” I shouted. 
 
    “It’s just her,” he said, infuriatingly calm. “I didn’t call in anyone else on this.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Monette said. “And you know I’m a damn good shot with a rifle.” 
 
    “He loves to act like the big bad lone gunslinger, doesn’t he?” Eliana asked. 
 
    “He most certainly does,” Monette said. 
 
    It was always fifty-fifty whether she and Eliana would start making out or fly at each other with fangs and knives bared. Tonight seemed to be solidarity in roasting my nuts, so I scowled at them both and shoved another finger into Lee’s chest. 
 
    “If there’s anybody else in the wings…” 
 
    “There isn’t,” he said, “and we don’t have time to argue about this.” 
 
    “He’s right,” J.G. said. 
 
    “Goddamn it,” I muttered again. But finally I quit being mad and focused on the big tablet on the hood between us. “Let’s get the drones in the air.” 
 
    We were camped out curbside on a stretch of land that would soon be upscale fourplex housing. Biegel’s house was a few minutes’ drive. Eliana discovered there was nearly a two hundred percent increase in energy usage there over the last week and change. It wasn’t enough for us to charge the castle, but it was enough for me to call everyone in and get some drones with cameras going. 
 
    Monette and Eliana were the most experienced in that regard and flew them while the rest of us stared at the imagery on the tablets. The drones were top-of-the-line agency tech, armed not just with night vision but heat sensors as well. They zipped above the streets, giving us an eagle-eye view without a lot of noise. That high up, no one was going to see them. 
 
    Biegel’s house was big but not very modern, something straight out of the actor and producer boom of the 1950s in Vineport. Textured beige walls, uninspired windows backed by drawn shutters, and an Olympic sized pool in the back were the highlights along with the well-kept walled grounds. 
 
    In that pool was a woman in a very skimpy bikini doing laps despite the late hour. “Could you zoom in on her?” Lee asked. “I need to know if that pool’s up to code.” 
 
    “What code?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll think of one.” 
 
    Two Belgian Shepherds roamed the expansive grounds along with two teams of two guards. We switched over to heat sensors to search for more guards among the foliage. Instead, the four roving guards blipped off the screen. “Ohhhhh, shit,” I muttered. 
 
    “Now aren’t you glad I came along?” Lee asked. 
 
    Vampires. Biegel’s house was a fucking nest. 
 
    There was one heat signature moving through the house erratically. Eliana and Monette both tried to get better angles, and finally, through a window at the end of a long hallway, we had our first clear shot of Wes. There was a man with him, older, with graying hair in a long ponytail. 
 
    J.G. frowned. “I knew I heard that name. He was one of Victor’s VIPs and came to the tower once. Damn it, I should have remembered sooner.” 
 
    “How many people did you deal with for him over the years? Thousands?” I asked. She hesitated, then nodded. “Then don’t kick yourself. I couldn’t remember that many people.” 
 
    “You can’t remember your pants in the morning without me,” Eliana said. “And do not worry. I do not know him and I thought I was familiar with all the major players here in the city.” 
 
    “Entry points,” Lee said mildly, getting us back on track. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Those windows are going to be warded to all hell. We won’t get to the house without setting them off.” 
 
    There was no way around that, we agreed. We’d have to hit hard and fast, and tried to figure out where we should jump the property’s stone walls. “Hang on,” Monette said, and flew her drone to one side of the house. I studied her view and saw what she saw. A utility shed, cleverly hidden away and covered by trellises and vines. It was right next to a stretch of fence in between two stone posts. “Say I drive J.G.’s truck right up to the curb. The rest of you jump the fence here and drop off the utility building onto the property. You’d still have to deal with wards in and around the house when you breach, but it would get you right up to it.” 
 
    “The guards. The dogs,” J.G. said hesitantly. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea about the dogs,” I said, “but we’re going to need to split the team up to deal with the guards. We’re going to have to hit them at the same time.” 
 
    “If J.G. and Lee can handle one team, I can handle the other,” Eliana said. 
 
    I thought about it, then nodded. “Yeah. That works. Go straight for their hearts.” 
 
    My plan for the dogs was pretty simple. There was a big box store open 24/7 about fifteen minutes away. After we swore to her we wouldn’t get things started without her, Monette drove there for paint, brushes, squeaky toys, and some steak. Hey, if I was going to lure some dogs into a simple siesta trap, I was at least going to make it worth their while and not cheap out on the meat. 
 
    I stowed all that in a backpack, the zipper mostly undone, and had J.G. drive me right up to the property, like Monette laid out. I jumped the fence, waited on the utility building for any guards who might have been alerted by wards going off, and then slipped down to the ground, listening to Monette on my earbud. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    I pulled out the tubes of paint and squirted enough onto the pathway to work with. Quickly but carefully, I painted the runic figure for “sleep” on the stones, making the gaps between the lines big enough that I could lay down strips of steak on them. Pills could and would fuck up a dog if you didn’t know their weight, so this was a hell of a lot safer. I’m a dog person. It wasn’t their fault their owners were assholes. 
 
    I went back up and over the fence, this time with the dog toys in hand. I squeaked one several times. Monette said, “They’re a little far away. Give it a minute.” A pause. “Okay. Okay, now.” I started squeaking a toy again. “It’s working. One’s coming closer. Its friend is interested too.” 
 
    I squeaked the toys for all they were worth and heard a dog chuff. “One down for naptime,” Monette said in my ear. “Annnnnd two.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    My team was on me in another minute, all seated in the back of J.G.’s truck. We only had three stakes between us. Eliana was the most powerful so she went without, but accepted my obsidian blade. Those were nasty weapons even to the toughest of creatures normally, but to vampires especially. They hated the damn things, and even just a scratch could make them howl. 
 
    I clutched the back of her head and kissed her. She returned it just as enthusiastically and reached down to pat my cock through my jeans. “Bring this back to me. I have plans for it later.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” I murmured. “How about the rest of me?” 
 
    “Ehhhh.” 
 
    I chuckled and kissed her again. “I love you.” 
 
    She cocked her head, her smile turning more quizzical. “And I love you, my talon.” 
 
    “You two ready for this or do you want a few more hours?” Lee muttered. 
 
    We turned towards the wall, and I leapt. My team followed in rapid succession, each of us hitting the rooftop of the shed and dropping, only to be replaced a moment later by another. None of us needed night vision on the ground. The place was well lit enough I think even a regular old human could have made out nearly every detail around the house. 
 
    One team was coming our way, their voices drifting towards us but indistinct. I held up a hand – wait – until they were moving past the shrubs and trees we hid behind. Each was armed with a pistol on their belt and a flashlight in their hand. I don’t think they would have stood a chance armed with assault rifles and grenade launchers. 
 
    Now, up to this point, I’ve painted Lee Turley as sort of an adorable bureaucratic sidekick to my shenanigans, but keep in mind, he was an experienced agent. If it came down to it, there were very few people at that office I would rather have at my back. And J.G., despite her size, could move pretty silently when she wanted to. 
 
    The team passed, and I dropped my hand Eliana was a blur to my right. On my left, Lee took point and J.G. followed, stakes up, heads glancing left and right for anyone. They moved, and they hunted. 
 
    I aimed for the house and the room I last saw Wes move to with Mr. Beagle. Nothing stirred, no alarms rang out, but there was an invisible threshold, and I felt a change on my skin, one of my warning wards letting me know I’d just tripped up something. I moved faster, heard someone speak off in the grounds, then nothing as someone – Lee, I’d later find out – staked them just a split-second before the other guard was staked too. That was all the noise any of the guards made that night. Eliana already had her two in her grip, arms locked around their throats, exerting so much pressure she pulverized their bones. Even vampires couldn’t survive that but she went whole hog and ripped off their jackets, exposing their backs – and their hearts. Her hands sunk into their cold flesh, pulverized more bone, and ripped out their hearts. 
 
    As for me? It nearly went tits-up. 
 
    But didn’t it always?  
 
    * * * 
 
    I saw the vampire through the window, looking out, his eyes widening in the moments before I crashed through in a shower of broken glass and splintered wood. He threw up his arm instinctually, even if none of it could really hurt him. Behind him, seated on a red leather couch, was a gaping Wes, several healing bruises on his face and arms. He was a tall young man, and lanky, with a patchy beard, thin blond hair, and naturally sunken eyes. 
 
    “Whoa,” he said as I hit Mr. Beagle like a defensive tackle, driving him backwards before both of us crashed down. 
 
    To this day, I don’t know how old Mr. Beagle was. Our best guess was that he really was about fifty-five or sixty, like his appearance. But he hit like an ancient one, and his first right cross nearly spun my head around. Any harder and he would have snapped my neck. Stars exploded across my vision and blood slicked across the pristine polished bubinga floors.  
 
    That just made me angry. I snapped a forearm against his distending face, his vampire visage breaking through the handsome man’s mask of just a moment before. It wasn’t enough to really stun him, but it was enough to give us some distance. We fumbled apart and I roared, “Your parents are safe. Run!” 
 
    Wes blinked at me, then said, “Mom… Dad… safe?” 
 
    Mr. Beagle roared at me, an inhuman, deafening sound like a train inches from me. We tumbled for control and he came up with it, hitting me twice more and making my head pound.  
 
    “Run to the Ac-” Bam! “-cropolitana!” 
 
    “The… the Acropolitana…” Wes said dreamily. Then more sharply, “No, they have Mom, they have Mom and Dad!” 
 
    I hammered my forehead against the bridge of Mr. Beagle’s nose, shattering it. It knocked him back far enough I could shove him the rest of the way off. Where the hell was my stake? 
 
    Another scream, high-pitched, feral… vampiric. The woman in the pool. Footfalls on wood as I looped a big right against Mr. Beagle’s jaw, then hit him with a fast pair of lefts that left him staggering back. 
 
    “They’re safe,” I bellowed. 
 
    Wes stared at me, hesitated, and then there was a flash of dark purple light and the scent of scorched wood and hair. No, not hair, I realized. The carpet. A portal nearly eight feet tall and as wide as two men ripped into existence and he walked through. 
 
    “No!” Mr. Beagle roared, reaching out for Wes. I grabbed the vampire and threw him into the couch, dropping almost immediately and coming up with my stake. “You bastard, you fucking bastard, you’ve ruined meeee!” 
 
    The woman was on me, howling, laughing, screaming, all in a cacophony of insanity. I spun as she leaped, and drove the stake right into her guts. She howled, her eyes huge. She still had on that killer bikini but her whole body now looked like shriveled fruit, all ridges and bumps and nothing of that flawless tanned skin to her. She gnashed at me and caught me pretty good with a swipe but then I yanked the stake free. I aimed true but Mr. Beagle hit me at the last second, a tackle not entirely unlike mine when I came through the window. We hit a wall, crashed through it, came up on the other side in a study. Beagle and I rolled for control again, hammering fists and elbows into each other’s faces. 
 
    Hands grabbed me, her hands, distended and clawed. She gripped me under the straps of my bulletproof vest and threw me through another wall, making a chandelier somewhere in the hallway crash to the ground with an impact like a hundred gunshots. The vampire in the bikini launched herself at me again, but I scrambled sideways and she caught nothing but air.  
 
    I came up against a desk and shot to my feet. It was wood and ornate, painted a deep cherry red like their leather couch, and looked to be made of all one piece. Beautiful work, until I snapped one of the legs with a side kick and dove for the makeshift stake as papers and a computer fell to the floor.  
 
    Mr. Beagle crashed into the office through his new side door, my stake in his hands as I came up with my new makeshift one. I planned on going for the woman but just as fast I was on him as he started to gasp, “My desk, you-” 
 
    He never finished that thought, and it wasn’t because of me. A gun boomed, and a thumb-width hole above his mouth and just to the side of his nose gave him an eternity’s pause. He dropped, and the woman screamed. I rushed her, driving the desk leg through her chest and her heart. 
 
    “Oh come on, Ionas. That was at least a minute longer than the rest of us,” Lee Turley said cheerfully. He was standing in the sitting area where Wes had been, and holstered his pistol.  
 
    I staked Mr. Beagle and stumbled towards Lee, gritting my teeth at the pain in my head. “Yeah, yeah, they got a couple lucky shots. Can’t believe we forgot the swimmer.” 
 
    “Other than that,” he said, “completely smooth operation.” 
 
    “Well… other than our errant teleporter,” I said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The PSI came in force when Monette made the call, swinging their metaphorical dicks around while I was pushed down on a chair by my lover so she could sit on my lap and dig bits of wood and a nail out of me. Lee found a bathroom with washcloths that looked like they might have cost as much as the real brass fixtures, and we promptly ruined a few wiping the blood off me. 
 
    Eliana ground on me with a group of people watching, and I asked, amused, “Are you getting off on the violence, or digging things out of my skin?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    I might have carried her off to one of the five bedrooms in the place but right about then my phone rang. I answered without looking at the caller. “This is Ionas.” 
 
    Eliana leaned in, both to listen and to lick my neck, I grabbed one of her tits shamelessly but let go when I heard the quiet sob on the other end. “Thank you. Thank you. he… he came back to us.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” I said to Wes’s mother. “The people responsible for this are dead, but the PSI or my people will look after you for a few days, for your safety. Is he all right?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes. Very… things are very emotional here.” 
 
    “How did he know where to find you? I didn’t exactly have time to tell him.” 
 
    She chuckled and sniffed. “I heard. I hope you weren’t hurt. You or your friends.” 
 
    “No, everybody’s okay.” 
 
    “He went to the Acropolitana first and told them he was okay. They knew we were here, and he came to us after that.” 
 
    “Good. Will he go back?” 
 
    “We haven’t talked about that yet. For now, I just… I just want him here. With us.” 
 
    “Can I talk to him?” someone said in the background. 
 
    “Hang on, he-” Wes’s mother said. 
 
    But he must have taken the phone anyways, because he said through a mouthful of food, “Hey! Hi! This is the guy that saved me?” 
 
    “It is,” I said, and chuckled. “Nice to finally say hello.” 
 
    “Yeah! Holy crap, that was like an action movie, just bam, there you were, crashing through the window.” 
 
    I wanted to say yes, I was there, I knew how the whole thing played out, but his boyish enthusiasm was infectious. “I suppose it was. Are you okay? You looked like maybe they hurt you some.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah,” he said, a little more seriously but still with a note of excitement to his voice. “That guy was a real scary butthole. He didn’t like me saying I was hungry or whatever.” He let out a long-suffering sigh. “But I’m okay. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I said. Eliana smiled against my skin. “But listen, Wes, while I’ve got you on the phone, I’m still looking for Reid from the Acropolitana. Do you happen to have any idea where he might be hiding out? We think Chestnut Grove somewhere but I’m not sure where.” 
 
    “Huh. Nooooo? I’m kinda… I kinda need some drugs to think right but I’ll think about it, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Take care of yourself, Wes. And your family.” 
 
    “I will. Hey, thanks again. You’re like my new hero!” 
 
    “I’m flattered. Bye.” 
 
    “Bye!” 
 
    I hung up, kissed my beautiful girl, and said, “That made the whole damn night worth it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    False dawn crept over Vineport by the time the PSI let us go. At home, I wanted to collapse on the bed, but Eliana insisted I shower first, since I still had some blood on me and bits of things I wasn’t sure were vampire or part of the walls. So into the shower I went, where I leaned up against the wall and fell asleep. Yup. Standing up. The last thing I remembered was my lover’s dark chuckle as she turned off the water and led me to bed. 
 
    I didn’t so much sleep as black out, my arm thrown over her as I rested face-down in a mountain of comfort. At one point I heard her mumble into her phone that she wouldn’t be in that day, and then we slept some more. And more. And more. And more. 
 
    Thrilling stuff, I know, but you have to understand how out of it we were for the next part to make any sense. Any other day, I would have heard – or maybe more precisely, felt – the presence as she entered our house, as confused at what she was doing as I was when she climbed up the stairs to our bedroom, opened the door, and said, “Ionas.” 
 
    I jumped awake. If it had been a stranger with ill intent, the powerful wards I had etched into every wall would have shrieked for us to wake up. But it was J.G., in a nightgown and a voluminous silk robe, barefoot and holding her keys. She looked scared, and that scared me. I had seen J.G. scared before, once at being stuck on a rooftop, the other at a parade where two clowns were advertising a cleaning service. But those were clowns, the most terrifying force on Earth, and I’ve fought a demon. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I shouted. Eliana was awake too, fangs bared, going for the end table until she saw who it was. 
 
    “J.G.?” she asked. 
 
    “I am supposed to deliver a message,” our giantess friend said in halting syllables. “I’m supposed to tell you that the show is ready and you should come by. Once it’s done, Ionas can kill him then, but he wants to talk to you first. He has…” J.G. shuddered. “He has Posey and Dwayne and many others.” 
 
    “Reid?” I asked, already going for my clothes, uncaring that J.G. was seeing me bare assed.  
 
    “Yeah,” she said and slumped forward an inch, like she was being let go. “Oh God, Ionas, I’m sorry. I didn’t hear from Dwayne or Posey this morning so I thought, hey, they’re probably just sleeping one off. I drove down there, and no one was around. So I used the phone trackers. They were at the school. Rehearsing.” 
 
    I snatched a pair of slacks off a hanger in my side of the closet. “Rehearsals?” 
 
    “For a play. Shakespeare, I think. He wasn’t lying. He’s got a bunch of people there.” 
 
    “I’m coming too,” Eliana said, hurrying on the utility slacks she wore the night before. Reader, if I’ve not impressed upon you how dire and worked up we were at this moment in time, let this one paragraph sink in. Eliana was not a “clothes from the night before” woman. Hell, half the time she went through a whole wardrobe change at lunch. We’re not talking just clothes either, but makeup, oils, perfumes, and shoes. And just purely as an aside, if you ever saw her wearing sweatpants after work, you would know straight away it wasn’t actually Eliana, but a shapeshifter or something. I suggested once that her pair of fleece leggings looked like sweats and I never saw those pants again. I think she might have actually burned them. 
 
    Right. Back to huge reveals and– 
 
    Seriously, though, again just between you and me, she was okay with leggings and tights, but not sweatpants? I don’t get it either. Sweaters were okay in her book. That woman loved sweaters. Cardigans, pullovers, you name it. But apparently sweaters on her legs? A war crime. 
 
    Fuck, look, we were scared. Scared enough my clothes horse girlfriend was tugging on yesterday’s outfit. It was a weird day. 
 
    “We can’t come. Neither can anyone else. Only Ionas,” J.G. said. “Reid doesn’t want to hurt anybody but he will if he sees anyone else.” 
 
    “Why me?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s terrified of you. You have a reputation at the Acropolitana and he knows you’re looking for him. So he wants to try to talk to you so you won’t kill him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t, I…” I realized the fruitlessness of arguing with J.G., who was just the messenger, and hurried on my clothes. 
 
    They drove in J.G.’s truck to the same car park where I met up with Mary the day before. I wasn’t sure how far out Reid was considering his territory, but I wasn’t about to risk Dwayne, Posey, or any innocent lives. After some back and forth debate with myself, I left my gun and my knife behind too. Reid could, in theory anyways, say “Die” faster than even I could draw. I was putting the ball in his court, and I didn’t like it, but if it meant my people came out of this unscathed, it was worth it. 
 
    As I was getting back in my Audi, I got a phone call from Wes, of all people. I answered, trying to sound less tense than I was. “Hey, Wes. Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah! Hey! Hi!” 
 
    I smiled despite myself. “Hi.” 
 
    “Listen, I just wanted to say thanks again for saving my bacon. My parents too. Dad and I…” He hesitated, then fell silent a minute. A long minute. I still hadn’t pulled out of the parking lot, and Eliana leaned down to give me a questioning look through my open window.  
 
    “Wes,” I mouthed. “He’s okay.” An idea came to mind. An odd one, but it might help. “Listen, Wes. I hate to separate you and your parents right now.” 
 
    “They’re doing great!” he burst out. 
 
    “I’m glad. I’m really glad. Are you with them? Can you put them on speaker?” 
 
    “Sure. Hang on… and we’re good. Say hi, Mom and Dad.” 
 
    “Hello again, Mr. Levi,” Natalie said. 
 
    “We can’t tell you again how grateful we are,” Walter said. “We’d love to take you and the rest of the team out for some good barbeque when we get released. We know this place, you can’t get in without reservations but they serve up the best brisket you’ve ever had. Better than Texas, and I’m from Dallas, so I know.” 
 
    “Hey, that sounds great. But right now, I’ve got a problem and I think Wes can help me out with it. Here’s the thing. I don’t want to put him in any danger, but it would be risky.” I told them about Reid, and how both he and Theo were afraid of me. 
 
    “Oh man, Theo,” Wes said. “I haven’t thought about him. Is he okay?” 
 
    “He’s fine. Back at the Acropolitana. He was very happy with the lights in his room, the last I talked to him.” 
 
    “Hah, you do know Theo.” More somber, Wes added, “Oh no. He killed that woman. I heard about that. He… that was my fault. Oh man.” 
 
    “No. No. Hey. None of this was your fault. And the people responsible, they’ve been dealt with. Wes, you were innocent in all this. Don’t hold any of this against yourself.” 
 
    Eliana squeezed my arm as Wes fell silent again. His mom said, “What is it you need our Wes to do?” 
 
    “I think if we walked in the door together, and Reid had a chance to see he was all right, this would go a lot smoother. I don’t think Reid is overly dangerous, but there are people involved here, innocent people, and if there was a calming presence there, someone to show him I don’t mean him any harm…” 
 
    “I don’t know that it’s a good idea,” Walter said haltingly. “I mean… that man can control people’s minds.” 
 
    “I’m coming,” Wes said softly. 
 
    “Wes,” Walter said. 
 
    “N-no. I’m going to do it. Maybe I’m kinda responsible for that woman dying, maybe not. But I can… maybe I can help. Can I help? I want to help. I don’t want anybody else h-hurt. Please Dad.” 
 
    “I…” Walter said. “Your mind is made up?” 
 
    “Yeah. It is.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay.” 
 
    To me, Wes said excitedly, “I’ll be there in a minute. I need to find a safe place where no one’s around. Where are you?” 
 
    “Not far from your hospital, actually. I’m at a car park just off, ah, Wilson.” I looked aroud. “There’s a car dealer across the street, with a big spinning O.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh! By the Interstate! There’s a grass, um, park thing, next to that big sign. Is there anybody there? Tell them to move or they might get hurt.” 
 
    I got out of the car and hurried over there. “You’re clear.” 
 
    “Okay, cool! Give me a minute. And stay off the grass.” 
 
    A minute later, a portal formed, cutting a line into the earth. It sounded like fabric being ripped, with something like a fizz as it settled into existence. Through the shimmering purple, I saw a bunch of cars in a parking lot and a beaming Wes. He stepped through and the portal closed. 
 
    “All right!” he said, and raised his hand for a high five. We each gave him one, and he grinned bashfully at Eliana. “Hi. Um. Hi!” 
 
    “Hello, Wes,” Eliana said, smiling back. “I’m Eliana. His better half.” 
 
    “We gotta get going,” I said. 
 
    “Right,” Wes said, still staring at Eliana. 
 
    “We’ll talk more another time,” Eliana said. She came to him and kissed his cheek delicately. “For luck.” 
 
    “Oh man,” he said, rubbing his cheek and blushing even harder. “This day is awesome already.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    We came through Chestnut Grove just as the bouncing twenty-something in the seat next to me threatened to drive me crazy. He pressed every button, touched every dial, pushed his seat forwards, pushed his seat backwards, rolled down the window, rolled up the window, and blasted me with a thousand questions about the PSI and Wise Fool Investigations. 
 
    “Have you ever fought a dragon?” he asked. 
 
    “No. A demon, once.” 
 
    “No joke?” 
 
    “No joke. It was a little less scary than you might think. It was basically trapped in concrete.” 
 
    “There are a lot of stories about you at the Acropolitana. You and Eliana.” 
 
    “What do they say about us?” 
 
    “That she, mm, seduces supernatural things and leads them out into the woods so you can kill them. Stuff like that.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I heard something like that from Theo. It’s not true. I do have to kill some things now and again, like those vampires that held you hostage, but just the bad ones.” 
 
    “I heard you killed a teenage werewolf.” 
 
    Chills ran up and down my spine. I thought about Kaya, about her grandfather’s screams for me to let him go and for him to see her. About the axe hanging over my head. “She was… college-aged. But yeah. That one’s true.” 
 
    “She hurt her family,” Wes said, and looked out the window. “Like me.” 
 
    “No. Not like you. What you did was an accident. Kaya… I don’t know when she was turned or by who. But she hid that away from us, whether she wanted to or not. Once werewolves get a taste for blood, it’s a lot like alcoholism. They’ll hide it away until they can’t anymore.” 
 
    He nodded, and finally fell silent. I reached out and patted his back. He gave me a grateful, distracted smile, but stayed quiet the rest of the drive. 
 
    Five blocks from the school was a young woman in a Sunday dress with a huge smile and eyes that looked utterly terrified. In her arms was a sign that read HAMLET TODAY ONLY! @ SCHOOL!  
 
    I pulled in next to her and rolled down my window. She fixed her big fake smile on us and said, “Free show today! Hamlet! It’s Mom’s favorite!” 
 
    “Are you okay? Has he hurt any of you?” 
 
    She trembled, then said again brightly, “Free show today! Hamlet! It’s Mom’s favorite!” 
 
    I pulled away from the curb, rolling up my window, my grip on the steering wheel tightening so much I nearly broke it. At the school, the parking lot was half-full, including Posey and Dwayne’s respective vehicles. I pulled in beside Dwayne’s Altima, and we stepped out. Two men in suits stood at the front doors to the school and opened them as we approached. 
 
    “Hello and welcome to our production of Hamlet,” they both said a few seconds apart from one another. One of them, a tall wiry Latino, was sweating heavily and his fingers twitched like he wanted to swipe it away from his face. The other man was pale and chubby, and he smelled a bit like piss. I had a sickening feeling neither man had been allowed to leave their post for a while. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    They didn’t respond. Couldn’t. 
 
    We moved on. A curly-haired, tall woman with billowing cheeks and a matronly solidness to her gave us tickets at a table set up at an angle. Wes examined his ticket at every angle, as though he was searching for a clue. 
 
    At another table was an old-timey popcorn maker, manned by a young woman with bright, shining eyes leaking tears and a plastic smile like everyone else. “Hello! Welcome to our production of Hamlet. Would you care for some popcorn?” 
 
    “Um. No thanks,” I said. 
 
    “I’d take some!” Wes said. 
 
    The woman looked at me pointedly and moved her eyes up and down. “I’ll take a bag too, I guess,” I said. As much as she could, she looked relieved. 
 
    She handed over white paper bags full of buttered popcorn. Wes tasted his and sprinkled on more salt from a shaker. He stuffed fistfuls into his face as we followed signs down the school’s hallways to a large gymnasium centered by a basic stage huge in width and depth but only a foot or so tall. On it were two dozen people in their best, including Posey and Dwayne. They looked all right, but didn’t speak or acknowledge me other than a widening of their eyes. 
 
    More bewildered and frightened people sat in the bleachers, with Reid by himself near the top. He was in a button-down, a nice suit jacket, and slacks, but there was a tiredness to him, his cheeks sagging, his eyes red with tears or lack of sleep. I don’t know that he recognized me right away, but when he saw Wes, he brightened. Wes waved, and Reid waved back. 
 
    Wes pointed at me and called. “This is Ionas Levi. He’s a nice guy.” 
 
    Reid’s smile shattered. He swallowed hard as I walked towards him, Wes following and looking all around the gym, curious. I felt a tingle in my mind and very literally in my spine, my wards letting me know someone was trying to screw with me. If I was here more than a few hours, Reid could probably do turn me into one of these puppets, depending on how strong he was.  
 
    I climbed the bleachers, Wes behind me. “Hey Reid,” he said cheerfully. 
 
    “Hey Wes. You are really Wes, right?” 
 
    “I am! Hang on.” Wes concentrated and in midair well above anyone’s head, a portal opened. It made a man in the bleachers yelp, though it vanished just as fast as it appeared. 
 
    “See?” Wes asked as he dug his hand back into his bag. “This is good popcorn.” 
 
    “I didn’t try any.” 
 
    I offered Reid my bag, and after a moment’s thought, he took it. He ate a handful and nodded absently. His hand came up and he twirled his fingers. A woman on stage clapped her hands and called, “Places, everyone.” 
 
    Like that, the play was on. These were not actors. It was a cacophony of noise, of frightened people firing off lines as fast as they could, their movements around the makeshift stage as robotic as everyone I met on the way in. Beads of sweat ran down some of their foreheads, though Dwayne and Posey looked all right. Apprehensive, their eyes locked on me, but otherwise okay. 
 
    “There was a woman in town holding a sign,” I said, trying to sound conversational and failing pretty badly. “She said this was your mom’s favorite play.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Reid said. “She loved drama. She ran the theater department after school.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” I said. 
 
    “When all her coworkers were saying all the horrible things about her, Mom tried to organize this play here with some of the students.” He gave a derisive sniff. “These… people…” He spat the word like it tasted bad. “They didn’t show up. They laughed at her.” He shouted at the people below, “Didn’t you laugh? Laugh!” Everyone in the gym laughed except the three of us. Like they’d never been interrupted, the “actors” kept going, though all of them tensed, even Posey and Dwayne. Posey’s eyes were locked on mine and she mouthed something. 
 
    Please. 
 
    I hadn’t realized I made a fist until I unclenched it. At a command, Reid could have stopped every person’s heart in that auditorium except mine and Dwayne’s. But that wasn’t what stopped me from lashing out at Reid and stopping this. It was that look on Posey’s face, half-sad, half-pleading. 
 
    “What was she like?” I asked softly. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Your mother. What was she like?” Reid didn’t answer. “I lost mine when I was a teenager. She was…” I clicked my tongue. “Happy. And a romantic soul. She could spend all day on walks. Nowhere in mind, just walking, taking pictures of plants she liked, or dogs she met, or people with a nice smile.” 
 
    “Stop it. We’re not friends. You killed Theo.” 
 
    “No. I didn’t.” 
 
    “Yes you did!” Reid shouted. 
 
    “No, he didn’t,” Wes said. He squinted. “At least I don’t think he did.” 
 
    “Shut up, Wes,” Reid said. 
 
    “I can prove it to you,” I said. “Right now, in fact. I’m going to pull out my phone. Okay? I don’t have my gun or my knife. I’m not going to hurt you.” He sniffed, but finally nodded, and I pulled out my phone slowly to dial Toby. 
 
    He was in a meeting but I told the receptionist who I was and that it was urgent. A minute later, Toby picked up, and I explained the situation very carefully. Reid interjected, “I want to see Theo’s face. There are too many things there that could sound like him.” 
 
    “That’s actually pretty smart,” I admitted. 
 
    “We can do that,” Toby added. 
 
    We ended the call and turned it into a voice conference. He walked swiftly from his office in one wing to Theo and Reid’s room in another. Reid drew a deep pensive breath and held it as Toby opened the door. Theo was seated in a recliner, watching a movie. He started to stand, but Toby said, “It’s all right, Theo. There’s, ah, there’s someone here who would like to say hello to you and make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “Is it Reid?” Theo asked. He took the phone from Toby and waved at the camera. “Hey Reid!” 
 
    “You’re alive,” Reid said disbelievingly. “It’s a trick, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No. It’s not a trick.” Theo thought hard, and his grin widened. “I snuck you that ice cream sandwich, what, um… two weeks ago?” 
 
    “That’s not good enough!” Reid said. “You… you could be… something could be impersonating you, or…” 
 
    “I don’t know how to convince you,” Theo said, his happiness crumbling. “But I wish you were here. It’s not as interesting without someone to talk to at night.” 
 
    “No, no, no, lies, it’s lies!” Reid said, but his voice was shaky and lost its vehemence. He shoved the phone at me and brushed at his forehead. “No. No, you’re from the PSI, you’re going to kill us, me and Wes. And you k-killed Theo.” 
 
    “I didn’t. I actually really liked the time I spent with him. The moths were interesting.” 
 
    “They killed someone,” Reid said miserably. “An innocent person.” 
 
    “It was an accident. Theo and the moths got spooked. It wasn’t their fault and the Acropolitana and I understand that.” 
 
    Reid was silent a long time as he watched the play. He ran a hand over his face and said, “This isn’t how I thought it was going to go.” 
 
    “Whatever you do, please don’t hurt them.” 
 
    “I never wanted to,” he said. “I just wanted them to… to… suffer a little bit for what they did to my mom. I… I… I used to have this pretty good job, accounting and doing payroll and it was… I had a fiancé but I wasn’t really… mm… mm… interested in all that and I kinda broke down and came home to Chestnut. And I thought it would be bad but we were really happy, and then, and then, all these people started saying things about Mom. Dad snapped and they had this really big fight and they… they…” 
 
    I reached out and I hugged him. I don’t know if it was strictly by the book as far as hostage negotiations went, but it worked. Reid started sobbing, and as one, everyone in the room broke free of his control. There was a moment when people stopped talking and looked around, and then there was a mass stampede towards the doors, a wall of humanity trying to shove each other out of the way to get free of the mind controller. 
 
    Wes turned to us, his face solemn, and he moved to sit on the other side of Reid, patting his back. “It’s okay. It’s okay.” 
 
    “They should have been there for Mom and Dad.” 
 
    I said softly, “And they should have been there for you too. But there are people out there, at least two, at the Acropolitana, that want to know you’re okay. That want to be there for you. Let me take you back there.” 
 
    Reid was silent a long, long moment. Down on the stage Posey and Dwayne stared up at us, Posey, biting her lip, Dwayne with a hand on her back.  
 
    Finally, Reid nodded to me. “Okay,” he said. 
 
    I had him stand and hold out his hands. When I had my warded cuffs on him, he looked almost sort of relieved. Wes stood too, and gave Reid another hug. We walked him down the bleachers together. Posey’s apprehension turned to a wide smile, and I said to myself, “I don’t deserve my friends.” 
 
    Wes said, “Did you know I got kidnapped by vampires?” 
 
    “What?” Reid asked. “You’re not one of them, are you?” 
 
    “No!” Wes said, and smacked his shoulder. “It’s broad daylight.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” 
 
    Posey rushed me when I came off the bleachers and crashed into me for a massive hug. I patted her back and pulled her out to arm’s length. Before I could say a word, she burst into tears. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Utterly baffled, I said, “It’s okay. You and Dwayne were following leads. You did good work.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “For… for the frog thing. For making you talk in confetti. Your emotions, they’ve been like a black cloud all week, and I know it’s because of me. I would have never…” 
 
    I grabbed her in another hug, my gut twisting. “It wasn’t your fault. It was never your fault.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    After letting his parents know where he’d be going, Wes accompanied us to the Acropolitana. Posey, Dwayne, J.G. and Eliana followed, Wes’s hopeful question if he could ride with Eliana met with her soft, smoky laughter and another kiss on the cheek, but not a yes. 
 
    Toby and a group of nurses waited for us outside, along with Theo, all smiles. The administrator clasped the two by the shoulders and welcomed them back. Theo hurried to Reid and hugged him tight. 
 
    “See?” he said, pointing at a fine line in his scalp. “It’s me.” 
 
    “A shapeshifter could fake that,” Reid said, but there was no real conviction in his voice and he seemed on the verge of tears. He came to Posey and Dwayne as they stepped out of their vehicles, bowed his head, and told them he was sorry for about the dozenth time. Posey and Dwayne accepted graciously, and Posey asked him to introduce them to Theo. 
 
    I got my cuffs off him, gripped his shoulder, and stepped away to watch the homecoming. Eliana joined me, and Theo came to us in a few minutes, a look of wonder in his eyes. “Is this your girlfriend?” he asked us. 
 
    “It is,” I said. “Eliana, Theo. Theo, Eliana.” 
 
    “Hello,” Eliana said, and kissed his cheek. Like Wes, that made him bashful. “And hello to the guests inside your mind too.” 
 
    “Oh, they’re not guests. They live up here now. I like them. They don’t mean any harm.” 
 
    “I know. Ionas told me that, and I trust him.” 
 
    Theo looked at me. “He’s a very good man. I think many of the stories about him aren’t true.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    Wes and Toby were talking. Some of the nurses – orderlies? – came to Wes and Toby waved them off. Wes saw me looking and came over. 
 
    “I’m going to come back here,” he said, looking at the grand old building. “But I want to spend some time with my parents. We’re talking about maybe going on vacation. Six Flags, maybe!” He smiled, but he looked sad too. “I don’t know if Dad’s still mad or not. I don’t know…” He trailed off. 
 
    “It’s gotta be complex,” I said, and he nodded. “Look, wherever you go, you know you have friends and family here too. So if things get bad with him, come back. Talk to Toby. You’ve got Reid and Theo here too.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Theo said. 
 
    Wes nodded, still unable to speak. Reid called, “Hey. You guys want to play some chess?” 
 
    Posey and Dwayne, understandably, were ready to go home. J.G. volunteered to take care of the stakeout house. I saw them off, and joined Theo, Reid, and Wes for a chess tournament of sorts. Eliana played too, but she was too good for all of us, and instead joined another group of residents around a card table, laughing and playing rummy. 
 
    More and more, my attention drifted towards her. I lost a couple games thinking about what was coming for me, but weirdly enough, I felt as at peace as I ever had. There were far worse ways a man could die than this last case under my belt, and I was proud of what we did here. Theo, Wes, and Reid were good guys. Maybe not innocent, but no one really was.  
 
    What would happen to Wise Fool? I didn’t know. But I hoped they would stay together. J.G. would make for a natural leader but I didn’t think they really needed a boss. The three of them functioned well as partners, and with Eliana backing them, there wasn’t much they couldn’t do. I hoped they would keep doing this. More saving people, more clearing out evil vampire nests, more chasing down monsters that sometimes weren’t. 
 
    My throat tightened. I was getting soft. Gone was the Ionas at the start of all this, when Eliana was just glimmering eyes in the darkness. In his place was someone with regrets and worries and friends and a home. 
 
    That was a hard thing to say goodbye to. But I would have to, and soon. Just a week left, and I was going to feel every minute of it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    We took Wes out for dinner, brought his parents some, and finally headed home late that night. Eliana led me in the house and straight upstairs, where she undressed me with a faint smile on her face. “You did good again today, pet.” 
 
    “Good enough I earned a treat?” I asked. 
 
    She lifted one foot up onto the bed, “I think so.” 
 
    I chuckled and got her out of her clothes with far more care than I usually took. Everything about her that night and every night in the days to come was new to me again. Nothing so beautiful belonged in this world, but she was mine. That was enough to send me into silence as I studied her as carefully as an artist studying the object of his next brushstroke. She watched me through my scrutiny, eyes clouding almost quizzically, as though she were trying to work something out. 
 
    When her panties hit the floor, I gripped her waist and kissed her as I pushed her backwards towards the bed. She ran her hands up and down my pecs and my abs, and pulled me down to the bedding with her. I kissed her as I filled my hands with her softness, caressing her breasts, roaming to her shoulders, her delicate neck. I cupped her jaw as I slipped my tongue against her lips and sought out her own. She gave it to me, playful, but her eyes still so dark and contemplative. 
 
    I couldn’t look at them for long. The need to tell her about the Executioner was too unsettling. Instead, I moved down her body, spending a lot of time kissing her neck as I again, squeezed one of her breasts, my thumb at her nipple, teasing it to full hardness. She moaned as I moved further still, sucking that nipple into my mouth as I thumbed her other one, alternating like that between the two. 
 
    “Tease,” she whispered. 
 
    “Oh, I’m making love to you all night,” I said. “You’re probably going to need to call in again tomorrow.” 
 
    “Mm, promise?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Damned if I didn’t. It started with me bringing a hand down to her sex as I kept on teasing her breasts. I was spending a lot of time there, even for me, but fuck it, her tits were my heaven. She brought her thighs together around my hand and rubbed as I teased her pussy lips with easy gentle brushes of my fingers. 
 
    I grew hungry for her lips again, and moved to them to kiss her again and again. She cradled my head, her hips rocking with my easy brushes of her fingertips, and my Eliana, the thousand-year-old monster, said with all the shyness of a virgin, “I’m going to come like this.” 
 
    I grinned and kissed her. “Then come, baby. And then I want to taste you.” 
 
    “No. Stay with me up here for a while.” 
 
    So I did, kissing her through her gentle orgasm. Her hips squeezed my hand, her breath caught, and she trembled under me. That was all the sign there was. She whispered my name again after, running her hands up and down my back, fingers tracing lazy swooping patterns into my back.  
 
    We spent long minutes like that, our bodies both moving like we were swaying to a soft song. Eliana eventually gripped me and put me on my back, taking over the kissing as she began to crawl clockwise around my body, eventually winding up with her feet near the head of the bed. She moved down my skin until her pussy was right over my face and my cock was in her hands. Her blonde hair spilled across the bed and my thighs as she toyed with my tip, sweet delicious torture blending her fingers and her tongue. 
 
    I pulled her down to me, squeezing her ass and keeping her slickness against my eager tongue. Her taste was divine that night, a blend of honey and huckleberry oils and scents she dabbed on. I closed my eyes, trying to commit it to memory like the rest of her, wishing I could imprint my soul with all of her, my Eliana. 
 
    In her hands there was no holding back, and our eagerness for each other slowly began to crack the quiet reservation of that evening. She owned my cock with swirls of her full lips, her swift tongue, her hot breath against my skin. I ate are and she ground on my face, her hips squeezing against my face and relaxing, squeezing and relaxing. We moaned each other’s names, our voices joining the frogs and crickets outside.  
 
    She came for me again, her juices spurring me to only tongue her harder, faster. Her mouth came off me as she arched her back, mouth open, bucking her hips against my chin. “Oh, oh, Ionas, mmm, like that, my love, my love, you’ve g-got me… got me… coming…” 
 
    Her head dipped and she swallowed me again as she let out a muffled cry. “Mmmmmf! Mmmmmmf!” 
 
    I held her like that, her quivering lips still against my tongue, as she sucked me with more and more need, head bobbing eagerly. I pinched her ass, letting her know and she was only more eager still, wild for my come, taking shot after shot of me down her throat, swallowing with noisy enthusiasm. 
 
    And finally, we fell apart, Eliana wiping at her lips, me twisting around and lifting her in my arms to settle her at the head of the bed. She smiled up at me, eyes glowing, and I kissed her cheeks, her forehead, her eyes. 
 
    “What is the matter?” she asked in a sex-dulled pleased tone. 
 
    “Nothing. Long week. Long case.” 
 
    “Mm. It is over now.” 
 
    I rested beside her and she snuggled in tight to me. “It is.” 
 
    It was a short reprieve. I slipped out of bed and started the hot water for the bath. She followed me in to brush her teeth and gargle. I stepped behind her, roping my arms around her waist and staring at us in the mirror. A beauty, and a beast. She nestled back against me. My cock had never really gone down and she ground back against me. I stepped away, turned off the water, and came back to her, bending her over the countertop so we could both look at one another in the mirror while I slid into her.  
 
    “Mmm… that’s what I needed,” she moaned. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    We rocked together, my hands all over her body while hers rested on the countertop. I did little more than grind into her for a while, losing myself to the tight warmth spread around me. But when she looked over her shoulder at me, she didn’t need to tell me what she wanted. Faster. Harder. Deeper. 
 
    I gave it to her. 
 
    With my hands gripping her waist, I filled her again and again, our eyes going darker in the mirror as we studied those other selves. Eventually she pulled away from me when I accidentally came free of her and sat up on the counter, legs spread wide. She roped me in with her arms around my neck and I took her like that, bucking into her with more and more need. Her erratic moans took the control from me and made me a fool lost to her pleasure. When she dipped back and came again, she pushed me back. I didn’t understand until she guided me to the tub. By that point the water was lukewarm and still shallow enough, so I guided myself in there and she knelt above me in our big tub, riding me with hard rocks of her hips, her big breasts pushing towards me with every thrust. I cupped one of her tits and sucked the nipple, hungry for this, needing her.  
 
    “Fuck, oh fuck,” she gasped. Her hands went to the sides of the tub and gripped it as she bounced even harder on me. “Ohhh, oh, mm, mm, mm hm, j-just hang on a little… little longer…” 
 
    I strained to, meeting her thrust for thrust, the water sloshing around my hips as we fucked. Her blonde hair spilled across one of her eyes as she closed them, her mouth open, her white teeth gleaming. She dropped her head back, pushing her breasts even harder at my mouth, and when I slid a hand down to her bud, she cried out, “Ionas!” 
 
    That did it for me. I could take little more, gritting my teeth as she rocked and slammed down onto me with no pattern, only her need guiding her. I buried my head between her breasts, grunted, “Baby, fuck, you feel so good…” 
 
    “Yesss, come for me, come in me, let me feel you, let me…” I came, and her words turned to a breathless giggle as she tossed her hair back and pressed her tits to my face again. I dropped backwards against the cool end of the tub, breathing hard, and she dropped too, kissing me, and running a hand up and down the sensitive length of me as I pulled out of her. 
 
    She twisted around and collapsed back against me. I held her as she reached out with her delicate feet and twisted the knob for the hot water again. I kissed the top of her head, and we let the tub fill before either of us spoke. 
 
    It was Eliana whose voice broke into the stillness of that moment. “Something is the matter with you.” 
 
    There was no use denying that. “Yes.” 
 
    “And you’re not going to tell me.” 
 
    A deep breath. “No.” 
 
    “Hm. I do not like that.” 
 
    “I don’t either.” 
 
    She reached for a slim bottle of oils and perfumes on a delicate end table next to the tub, and uncorked the stopper. “Then tell me. I would threaten you with sleeping on the couch, except then I would get lonely and I do not want to have to drag you back to bed.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I can’t, baby. Not this time.” I drew another deep breath, liking the scent of whatever oils this was. Eucalyptus, and something like oolong tea. She nestled back against me, obviously unsatisfied, but giving me a pleased “mm” when I kissed her neck again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Several printouts were waiting on the conference table when I came to work the next morning. I was a few minutes late because I promised breakfast. I doled out boxes of galette, cinnamon donut bites, and bacon bread along with four very large coffees. 
 
    “Job well done,” I said, raising my coffee cup. I frowned down at the printouts. “Oh God.” 
 
    “You promised,” Posey said gleefully. “Mi-ka Em-mer-ich. Mi-ka Em-mer-ich.” 
 
    “Buffets,” Dwayne moaned. “No diets for a week.” 
 
    “I’ve got a line on some dune buggies if you guys want to have some real fun,” J.G. said. 
 
    “Oh hell yes,” Posey said, and leaned across to bump fists with her. 
 
    “Get me a list,” I said. “Everything you want to do. Everything you want to see.” 
 
    Dwayne, reaching for the bacon bread we both loved damn near as much as our significant others, paused. “Everything?” he asked. 
 
    “Everything,” I said. “And not just because I was an asshole to Posey this week. We all deserve a break.” I came around the table and rested a hand on Posey’s shoulder. “But I am sorry. Deeply sorry. I’ve said it before, but you’re the heart of this place. Sometimes I don’t see that.” 
 
    “Aw… boss…” 
 
    I squeezed, then moved back to my seat. “And first-class tickets. We’re not fuckin’ around here.” 
 
    We talked about that as we ate, laughed, and drank our coffee. But I kept catching Posey glimpsing at me, uncertainty in her eyes. J.G. too, I think, knew something was up with me, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    Eventually we settled into the debriefing, a necessary process. Dwayne and Posey had yet to give me a full rundown on what happened to them the night they went out drinking to “research” where Reid was. As it turned out, they actually really were trying to find more on him, and bumped into a school janitor who remembered his parents and the bar they were hoping to open. 
 
    “We missed it because someone else bought it and turned it into a bodega,” she said. “Or that’s what it was as of a couple years ago. It’s been closed for a while. We drove by it a couple times. He was right there and we never knew.” 
 
    “Reid spent the first few days at home like we thought,” Dwayne said. “But it got to him, so he went to a hotel instead. Got himself a suite and had food delivered every night.” 
 
    I groaned, “Why didn’t I think about checking the hotels?” 
 
    “He’s a mind controller. He could have been literally anywhere,” J.G. said. “We can’t beat ourselves up. He’s safe. So are the townspeople.” 
 
    “The Counselors are going to have fun massaging that one away,” Dwayne said cheerfully. 
 
    “Someone else’s problem,” I said. “So you found him at this bodega…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Posey said. “We find him and told us to freeze. It didn’t work, not right away, especially on Dwayne, but the second and told time he shouted it at us and we did.” 
 
    “He’s powerful,” Dwayne admitted. 
 
    “Holding a whole gym full of people like that, he’d have to be,” I said.  
 
    “How did you convince him to let us go?” Posey asked. 
 
    I filled them in on my end of things. They also hadn’t heard the details of the fight with Wes’s captors. Afterwards, Posey leaned back and asked, “Is it weird for you? Having to kill… you know, vampires?” 
 
    J.G. said around a mouthful of fruity, cheesy galette, “Is it weird when we have to deal with psychics?” 
 
    “Well played,” Posey said. 
 
    J.G. swallowed. “No, I get where you’re coming from. It brings back memories, I guess, and not a lot of good ones. Those guys were assholes. Kidnapping a mental patient, shit, even if they were human, I don’t have any complaints about putting them down.” She took another bite, swallowed, and added, “Don’t know that I’d be comfortable with blanket raids like the PSI does. But us, I trust us to not see the world so black and white.” 
 
    “Good answer,” Dwayne said. 
 
    We broke the meeting up not long after. Although we all hated reports, they had to be done, and we retreated to our separate offices to type them up. I’d also need to talk to the PSI too at some point. But not at that moment. For now, I put a foot up on the edge of my desk and tapped away on my laptop up until the point when J.G. knocked on the door. 
 
    I glanced up, grateful for the interruption. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Got a minute?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I set aside the laptop, and she shut the door. She settled into a guest chair in front of my desk and took a moment to collect her thoughts. “We’re worried about you. Ellie is too. We’ve been texting back and forth this morning. So… this is me, asking you what’s going on.” 
 
    “Mm. Little indigestion. That bacon bread’s good, but it’s greasy.” 
 
    “Come on. I’m being serious and all friendly and shit. This isn’t me so let’s get this over with so I can get back to being the silent muscle.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m sorry people are worried. Don’t sweat it. It’s been a long week and I’m just coming down off it.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t think that would slide past you. It’s an old case that’s come back up again. Nothing involving anyone here. Just me.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “Why don’t all of you take the afternoon off? Go home. Go out for a drink. Do something away from here.” 
 
    J.G. studied me so long it made me uncomfortable. “No,” she said. “I don’t like this. I don’t like you being soft and nice and fawning towards us. Something’s gone bad.” 
 
    “What do we have for open cases?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing, apart from the cold ones.” 
 
    “No potential clients?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “No requests from the PSI?” 
 
    “Your phone blinking?” 
 
    I glanced at the office phone and the dark light that lit up when I had messages. “Nope.” 
 
    “So then what’s going on, boss?” 
 
    “I hate when all of you call me that,” I grumbled. Except I didn’t. I liked how familiar we were. I liked playing the grouchy dad. I liked that J.G. was the intimidating one. I liked that Dwayne was the straight man to all our antics. I liked that Posey would never really grow up.  
 
    Eliana wasn’t the only one I’d miss. 
 
    J.G. and I were at a stalemate. She pried and prodded at me for the better part of ten minutes until I finally decided I had enough, and stepped out for a smoke. The smoke turned into an aimless drive looking for trouble and not finding any. 
 
    I also had to buy something, and so I went to a half-dozen stores before I found the right thing in the right size. It needed a few runes, powerful magic that wasn’t going to be easy to have done in time for my fight, but I knew an engraver who worked with the PSI and owed me a few favors. He did incredible rune work with the kind of detailing that made a good spell a great one. After I dropped a fat wad of hundred-dollar bills on his countertop, he promised to move up the engraving I needed done to the front of the queue. 
 
    And this was how I filled my time in the days leading up to my death. We picked up a job for an imp hunt in a factory outside of the city that turned into an anticlimactic showdown with a very apologetic and teary teenaged summoner. Mostly though, I sat around and listened to my three closest friends chat about nothing at all. 
 
    My crew’s whispers behind my back fell off as my emotions evened out. I was okay with what was coming. Did I train like a motherfucker? Oh, you bet. In the morning I was in the gym throwing weights around like an idiot, and sparring with friends from the PSI. I couldn’t make up my mind about a weapon. I was good with a gun, better with a knife, but in the end, after I put three PSI agents on their asses bare-knuckle brawling, I knew I had my answer.  
 
    At night, I went home to my Eliana. I made dinner for her, took her out to her favorite restaurants, saw a movie with her, danced with her. We made love, fucked, cuddled. In the darkness, I listened to her breathing. To her heartbeat. Imagine that. Imagine being able to hear the heartbeat of someone who didn’t have one for so long. Imagine hearing your lover live. 
 
    Twice that week I woke before the crack of dawn, and with nothing better to do and Eliana still asleep, I drove back out to the Acropolitana and had breakfast with Reid and Theo. Wes and his parents were back home, and things were going well for them. Wes got a little stressed out still, but he wanted to spend a few more days with them before he came back to the Acropolitana. It wasn’t like anyone could tell him no. 
 
    The last day I sat with them, Theo had a big book of dumb dad jokes, and told them to us as matter-of-factly as if he were reading news articles. Reid grumbled at him that his delivery was all wrong, but I enjoyed myself. When I got up and said my goodbyes to them, Theo, as was his nature, hugged me and pressed the book against my chest. 
 
    “Here. You seem so serious. I think you could use a joke.” 
 
    “I think I could too. Thank you, Theo.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The day before the Executioner came for me, I woke up thinking about traveling. I don’t know why it took me that long, but I thought about my parents’ final resting place, a small cemetery in Washington. I wanted to say goodbye to them. Whether I died the next day or in a hundred years from the cigarettes I should probably quit, I didn’t think I’d be meeting them again in the afterlife. 
 
    I thought a lot about them. Other family too. I called the aunt and uncle who raised me in the year and a half after my parents died. We talked for a few but they were babysitting grandchildren. I tried to sputter out a thank you for their help but they were distracted and I let them go. I spent about ten minutes browsing my cousins’ social media pages, the first time I’d jumped on to see how any of them were doing in probably ten years. I saw little faces I didn’t recognize, friends I didn’t know, lives I would never be a part of, and I gave up. 
 
    Calvin, my mentor, got a call, and we had a good time bullshitting. I promised to bring Eliana out to Wyoming one weekend, as long as he promised to do the same and see us in Vineport. I was glad we didn’t talk in person. He was a low-level mind controller and reader, and might have picked up on something even easier than Posey. But I did want to see him again. He changed the course of my life at least twice. 
 
    There was one more person I wanted to say goodbye to and it was time I quit putting it off. I drove first to the engraver, who was finally done with the ring for Eliana. I held it up and he dug around for a jeweler’s lens. I studied it for two long minutes, then finally nodded. 
 
    “I don’t envy you,” he said. 
 
    I fought the twisting in my guts. “Me either.” 
 
    The ring box safely in my jacket pocket, I drove. Both the other times I visited Howell Shelley, the drive felt interminable. Now it felt like it was over in seconds. He had that Jaguar out again, and was leaning over the engine, tweaking something with a tool. I wish I knew cars better so I could describe to you what he was doing but I’ve always been better at wrecking things than rebuilding them. 
 
    He looked at my Audi, his upper lip twitching. When I stepped out, he said, “You again. The lunatic.” 
 
    “I came…” I paused, shaking my head. I had no idea what I wanted to say to him. “I came to tell you I’m sorry, but it’s more than that. I came to tell you… I wish I had been faster. Smarter too. I wish I could have gotten her help.” 
 
    “Who are you talking about?” he shouted. 
 
    “You know. Somewhere deep in your soul, you do. Her name was Kaya Howell. Her Bottlegenie page is still up. So is your grandson’s, so is your daughter-in-law’s. There are pictures there, pictures you should see.” I dug in my pocket and held out a folded sheet of paper. “When they took your memories, I don’t know if their mental block is so strong this will make a difference, but in case you can still look at their pictures, here. I’m sorry, Mr. Shelley. And I’ll face down what’s coming for it.” 
 
    I thought he might say no. I thought he might tear the paper up. Instead, he took the paper with trembling fingers, held it like he might unfold it, but simply stared at it folded, his eyes as distant and haunted as I felt right at that moment. 
 
    When I turned around, there he was. The Son of Ilabrat. 
 
    “Let’s get lunch,” he said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Executioner took up most of a booth. His visage was that of a tall, well-muscled man with long, frizzy reddish-brown hair hanging down to his shoulders and a full beard. In a casual button-down tee shirt and long, flared pants, he might have been a teacher or a beach bum. 
 
    In reality, he was something much stranger. For starters, he was at least eight feet tall, with boulders for muscles and a non-existent gut. You could have written a pretty lengthy novel on his forehead and an ill-advised sequel on his chin. His hair was pretty much the same as his outward appearance led on, but his face, bland and pleasantly handsome on the outside, was underneath a patchwork of scars and ridges. His fist-sized nose had clearly been broken as often as the sun rose, and his lips were slashed with a pair of scars that traveled down his chin. Around one thick wrist was a metal band maybe an inch long. Funny, but it seemed to be giving off a supernatural vibe of its own. 
 
    He raised a mug that looked like a shot glass in his hands to his lips and drained it as I approached. “Ionas Levi,” he said, his voice a deep thrum that probably had seismologists panicking. 
 
    “They couldn’t have sent anyone bigger?” I asked. 
 
     He raised an eyebrow at that as I slid into the booth. “Perhaps I could arrange for two of us as opposed to just me.” 
 
    “Ah, I think one will do me just fine.” I looked around. “I didn’t have you pegged for a cheeseburger and fries guy.” 
 
    “When I come to America, it is my favorite indulgence.” 
 
    I twisted to face the Son of Ilabrat. “Speaking of food, how’d you like the air fryer?” 
 
    “It is delightful.” 
 
    “You’ve gotta try it with meatballs. Everybody says leftover pizza or fries, and they’re right, but for my money, meatballs in an air fryer are the best.” 
 
    He lit up. “I will try that. Thank you.” 
 
    The Son of Ilabrat grabbed a stool from another table and dragged it over, perching on it like a bird. To the Executioner, I said far more seriously, “I need a favor from you.” 
 
    “If you’ve come to beg…” 
 
    “No. I’ll square off with you. How much time do I have left?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight hours,” the Son of Ilabrat said. 
 
    I nodded. “I want that. But I’ll be there.” 
 
    “So what is your favor?” the Executioner asked. A waitress came over with menus for the Son of Ilabrat and me. He ordered every appetizer on the menu. I didn’t order anything. I wasn’t going to be staying long. 
 
    When she was gone again, I said, “Whatever happens to me, give Howell Shelley his memory of his family back. Please.” 
 
    He picked up the pitcher of water, ignored his full glass, and downed half of it in one or two gulps. When he wiped his lips, he said, “This man seeks your death.” 
 
    “Yeah. He does. And I can’t really blame him for that. What I did, I had to do, but in his shoes… I don’t know. If it was my loved ones, I’d have wanted in there. To know. To… to feel all of it, good or bad. I understand that.” I took his water glass and drank too. “But he doesn’t deserve this. This whole situation… none of this was his fault. Give him back his memories of his family. It would be hell to forget the people I love.” 
 
    The Executioner thought about that. The Son of Ilabrat mused, “There are no rules that say we cannot.” 
 
    “It’s an odd request, but I don’t see why not,” the Executioner agreed. “Have you settled on a place?” 
 
    “Yeah. There’s an alley near an old magic shop. It’s where I met the woman I love. Let’s do it there. Do you need an address?” 
 
    “I will find it through you,” he said. “You and I are linked now.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Was there anything else?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You seem at peace, agent.” 
 
    “I’m not an agent. Haven’t been for a couple years.” 
 
    “You are of the human world and you deal with the supernatural. That is the defining characteristic of an agent. You judge, and you act. If you make it tomorrow, you might become a fine candidate for an Executioner.” 
 
    “With all due respect, no thanks. I like my autonomy.”  
 
    He nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “Does this life ever get tiring for you?” 
 
    “It was tiring thousands of years ago.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    He considered that. “It is a job. Sometimes a heartbreaking one. Sometimes exhilarating. But… it is a job. And I’m good at it.” He shrugged. “There are fights that make me feel something. Give me one of those. That is my request of you.” 
 
    “I’ll definitely give it a shot.” 
 
    “That is all I can ask. Find peace, whatever time you have left.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    I spent the morning of my judgment day painting. Isn’t that a bitch? But the construction crew Eliana hired after we nearly destroyed the place was done with the repairs, and all that was left to do was paint. 
 
    So that’s what we did. Each room we wrecked was going to get a new head-to-toe paint scheme. We moved furniture, laid down tarps, put up strips of tape and plastic to spare the windows, and we painted. 
 
    You know what? It was kind of a pleasant day. 
 
    Eliana talked, and I listened. A European version of Kittridge Thomas’s clinic was opening up in Switzerland, which brought with it a lot of excitement and trepidation among her people. There were still a lot of vicious old vampires out there, and a lot of them lived in Europe. 
 
    “Kittridge will fly over,” she said as we coated a wall in white tinged with just the slightest trace of gray. We planned on painting two of the walls that color, and a third and fourth a cheery blue. The hallway upstairs would get an upgrade to charcoal up op and white for the wood paneling along the bottom half of the wall. “I am debating whether we should go too, if you’d care to accompany me.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you want to go?” I asked. 
 
    “My counterpart there, Horatio, has been working on this for years. He deserves the credit and the joy. I do want to visit and congratulate him.” 
 
    “I think you should talk to him. I’m sure he’d want you there. He might even be insulted if you aren’t.” 
 
    “Hm. Perhaps.” 
 
    “Whatever you decide, skiing and the Alps don’t sound half-bad.” 
 
    “You would have fun skiing. I would have fun in a lodge watching you ski.” 
 
    She was probably right. Before she took the cure, Eliana had never skied before, having been more or less a prisoner in her former life as a vampire. We took skiing lessons in Vermont, a four-day vacation that left Eliana swearing up and down humanity was insane for loving skiing, the snow, and the woods in general. 
 
    “Sledding in Switzerland,” I mused. 
 
    “Now that might be fun,” she said. “Snowshoeing. I wonder if I would like that? Let’s get through Las Vegas first and then we will make plans.” 
 
    Quieter than I intended, I said, “That sounds good to me.” 
 
    We finished the room and broke for lunch before we tackled the hallways. The condemned’s last meal? Grilled cheese with bacon. Couldn’t have picked better, if you asked me. We ate standing up, since we both had paint on us, and afterward, when we cleaned up, we sat outside for a while, me with a bottle of beer, her with a glass of ice tea. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Eliana, the spatters of paint on the fisherman’s cap she was wearing for just that reason, the slim delicate bared arms, the beauty of her with even just the barest hint of makeup.  
 
    She looked like she might say something, but I moved first. I stood and I took her hand and I guided her inside. Not to the paint, but upstairs, to our bedroom. With the hours I had left, I made love to her. It was not the passionate affair you might think. I was holding back, my mind too much on what needed to be done to invest myself wholly in that moment. And I could not give her my all simply because of this – I was going to crack. 
 
    So I made love to her, but it was like the last kiss you give someone at an airport when you’re in danger of being late. You meant it, but it wasn’t exactly your best art. 
 
    I thought we were only at it an hour, maybe two. But when we fell apart, I looked outside and saw the wash of pinks of dusk. We got up, showered, dressed. I couldn’t meet Eliana’s gaze. I couldn’t. But as we sat together on the edge of the bed, I took her hand and brought it to my lips. 
 
    I’m sorry, Eliana. You’ll hate me forever. 
 
    “What is it?” Eliana asked me. “Ionas, I don’t like this silence from you. These unanswered questions. Tell me what is going on.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, gritted my teeth, and reached for my nightstand. “This. Today. This is as happy as I’ve ever been.” 
 
    “What is it? Are you sick?” 
 
    “No,” I said, and opened my eyes to try to smile for her. To my surprise, it was easier than I ever imagined. I took out the box, and her eyes zeroed in on it, huge. The hand I’d kissed rose to her breast, then her mouth. I slid off the bed and onto my knees before her, hating myself, hating myself so goddamn much. But it was time. 
 
    I opened the box and showed her the ring. 
 
    “Marry me,” I said. 
 
    Eliana stared between the ring and me. Her trembling fingers reached out, stroked the side of my face, and fell to the ring. She nodded. “Yes. Yes, of course I will, you silly man. I… is this what’s had you so strange?” She laughed, a happy, relieved laugh. “It was always a yes, my-” 
 
    Eliana slid the ring on – and froze. The runes I had inscribed on the interior of the band did their trick, powerful wardings for powerful creatures, meant to stop them in their tracks. The very same design was etched into the floor of the lobby of the PSI’s office in Vineport. It would have stopped a dragon, and it stopped her now. 
 
    I couldn’t risk her following me. She had the experience of a thousand years, and had I walked out of that house that night and not told her a reasonable lie, she might have followed me. Might have figured out a way at the very last to watch or intervene.  
 
    Only her eyes could move. Only her tears could fall. 
 
    “I love you,” I said, my voice cracking like a teenager. “I love you so fucking much. I wish this was real. I wish I could watch you walk down the aisle. You are my joy. My happiness. But I have to say goodbye. Jamie will explain everything. Don’t be mad with her, or Howell Shelley. This… this was always the price. I’m just glad I had this much time with you.” I looked away from her. “Goodbye.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I drove in complete silence, feeling no peace, no sadness, no anything. I hated myself for tricking Eliana, but it was what needed to be done. 
 
    I texted Dwayne that he should swing by the house, and that he should help Eliana take off the ring in our bedroom. He was the only one of the group who could survive her wrath, if she took it out on anyone. I didn’t get an answer back. I thought about texting the rest of the group but let it go. 
 
    What came after if I lost didn’t bother me much. I knew angels existed along with many creatures we called gods or deities, so I figured there probably was an afterlife of some kind. If there was a Christian God and a heaven, I figured He probably knew what was in my heart and what I’d done. Paying Him lip service now would be hollow. I made mistakes. Killed some vampires and creatures I don’t know if I’d kill a second time around. I hurt some women, said some shit I couldn’t take back. These were things I could stand being judged for. I wish I could have changed things, that I could have saved Kaya from becoming a werewolf but she was turned before we even met. Howell Shelley’s anger, misplaced though it might be, was something I’d endure judgment for too. 
 
    The Far Sight was an old magic shop down one of the town’s forgotten alleys. It was out of business the last time I came here, to meet Eliana for the first time, and despite the years, the shop still stood empty, though a sign in the window read “Coming soon, Cougar Bay BBQ!” 
 
    I cruised it once, then found parking just outside the alley. I dug out phone, thinking about calling Eliana one last time, then decided against it. Let her carry that anger. It would give her something to feed on before she moved on to someone else. 
 
    Instead, I walked down the alley, lost in the memories of that first night. She held one of my supernatural contacts, Candace, hostage, something she later apologized profusely for. I couldn’t say Candace was particularly thrilled about the apology, but she accepted with grace and humility and a “holy shit!” when Eliana gave up the keys to one of her old condos, a nice place that was a big step up from Candace’s ramshackle house. 
 
    I chuckled thinking about that, and about golden eyes in the darkness. Love at first sight? No. Neither of us expected to fall for the other one. But we did, and that love changed the world. 
 
    When the fuck did I turn into such a romantic? 
 
    I lit up a cigarette and leaned against a wall, listening, waiting. I didn’t have long. I heard the Son of Ilabrat talking before they turned down the alley. “No. They’re like, hm, little balls of jelly you put in your washer instead of the detergent.” 
 
    “Why? Does it get the clothes cleaner?” the Executioner rumbled. 
 
    “No. It’s a convenience thing, I think.” 
 
    “It was already very convenient.” 
 
    “Yes, but this is very, very convenient.” 
 
    “That seems like it’s fixing a problem that doesn’t exist.” 
 
    I was about to die, and they were talking about laundry pods. I puffed away on my cigarette and raised a hand in greeting when they turned the corner. Just as the Son of Ilabrat said he would, the Executioner came clad in armor, plates of thick metal from shoulder to toe. He carried a helmet under one arm and in his other hand was a metal ball. 
 
    “Are you ready for this?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    He took me in, head to toe, a confused look on his face. “No weapon?” 
 
    I shrugged, finished off the cigarette, and stubbed it out under my foot. “Figured I’d be fastest without one,” I said. 
 
    Or rather, it’s what I meant to say. 
 
    Instead, confetti shot out of my mouth. 
 
    The Executioner, the Son of Ilabrat, and I all stared at the glittering bits of phantasmal paper floating away into nothingness. I tried to speak again, and more confetti came out. 
 
    Footsteps. Small. Timid. Coming from behind me. 
 
    “I want to stand in for Ionas as his champion,” Posey said. 
 
    I whirled. She stood there, in a beautiful summer dress and flats, a sunhat angled backwards on her head. In her hands was a book pressed to her stomach. 
 
    No. 
 
    “You told Jamie not to tell Eliana. But she was sick about keeping it secret. She told me a few days ago. I did some research and talked to some… some friends, and I found out… I found out,” she said, shrugging and smiling a broken smile. “You shouldn’t have kept the contract in your trunk, silly.” 
 
    I tried to shout no. I tried to yell at her, to plead with her. I turned back to the Executioner, shaking my head frantically, more confetti falling from my lips as I begged him with my eyes, my face, my body that this was a mistake.  
 
    “My dear,” the Executioner said, coming forward and standing tall above her. He was nearly twice her height and she trembled looking up at him. “I do not offer this question lightly. Are you certain?” 
 
    I tried to get between them, but it was like a wall slammed into me. I was pushed back, and despite my superhuman strength, I couldn’t get through whatever was keeping me in place. 
 
    “Yes,” Posey whispered. “He doesn’t know it sometimes, but he’s a good man.” Her voice firmed up as she stared at me. “He fights for everybody that needs fighting for. He does the things people can’t. Every one of us that works with him would have done this for him. I was just the lucky one who found out what was really going on.” She turned to me. “T-tell… tell Dwayne… I love him, and the last few y-years… they were the best of my life, okay? Tell him I’m sorry too.” 
 
    Posey looked up at the Executioner, tears rolling down her cheeks. The metal ball in his hand flashed and transformed into an axe, the shaft maybe four feet long, the head wickedly huge and razor-sharp. She gasped, but stayed her ground, even as her eyes closed. I tried to beat at the wall. I tried to scream her name. 
 
    “Did you bring a weapon?” the Son of Ilabrat asked gently. 
 
    “I did,” Posey said, and to my shock, she laughed. Her eyes opened, just a crack, and she held up the book. It was the book of dumb dad jokes Reid gave me just a day or two ago. “I thought… um… maybe instead of me getting chopped up or stabbed or whatever, which, you know, has to be kind of boring for you since it’s your job and all… I thought… maybe we could have a laugh-off?” 
 
    The Executioner looked at the Son of Ilabrat, then at Posey again. Uncertainly, he said, “A… laugh-off?” 
 
    “Yes. I tell you one dumb joke from the book, you tell me one, and whoever laughs first loses.” 
 
    “I…” The Executioner took the book from her hands with his free one and squinted at it from every angle as though it might hold an explosive or something. He opened it, raised an eyebrow, and said to the Son of Ilabrat, “Is it permitted?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” the other man said. 
 
    The Executioner studied the book a minute longer, frowning. “A… laugh-off. I do not understand many jokes.” 
 
    “That’s okay! It’s always about the delivery.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “Do you… want to go first? Or should I?” Posey asked. 
 
    Wait. Was this actually happening? Posey was staring down death… with knock-knock jokes? 
 
    Jesus Christ, of course she was. That was the most on-brand Posey fight ever. 
 
    The Executioner chuckled, and to my utter shock, the axe vanished and became a ball again. This, he pressed between his palms and it reappeared as that band around his wrist. Surprising me even more, like a child would sit, he knelt, dropped to the concrete, and crossed his legs. 
 
    “I think you should, Little Brave One,” he said. 
 
    “Okay. Awesome. I was hoping you’d say that because I’ve got the knockout punch right here.” She flipped through the book to a dog-eared page and cleared her throat theatrically. “Why, good sir, did the coffee call the police?” The Executioner thought about that and shook his head. “Because he got mugged.” 
 
    “Because he…” The Executioner furrowed his massive brow and roared with laughter. “He got mugged!” 
 
    And with that, the battle was won, and the barrier went down. I rushed Posey, but still couldn’t speak. She grinned over her shoulder at me, tears still in her eyes. “Now, just wait. I think our new friend needs a turn at least, don’t you?” 
 
    “I think this fight is over,” the Son of Ilabrat said. 
 
    “Let me try,” the Executioner said. “But we need another bet. Say… your hat, for this.” He held out a hand, and the metal ball reappeared. 
 
    “Deal!” Posey said. 
 
    She handed over the book to him, and he riffled through it. He settled on one page, looked it over, and chuckled to himself. “Why…” He chuckled harder. “Why do ducks… have so many feathers in back?” 
 
    “To cover up their butt quacks!” Posey shouted. The Executioner laughed again, long and hard. 
 
    The Son of Ilabrat and I watched the pair square off, telling joke after joke. The Executioner could not keep a straight face, tears eventually rolling down his cheeks to be swiped away by his huge mitts. My heart had rarely been lighter, and in that moment, I was more than a little bit in awe of my friend. And in a funny way, in love, too. Not the kind of love I held for Eliana, but a bond of almost brotherliness, of respect. And maybe most of all, awe. What Posey did for me that night… it was incredible.  
 
    But everything had to end, and they finally agreed Posey was the victor. 
 
    The Executioner stood, and tried to hand Posey back the book. “Keep it,” she said. “A gift so if there’s a next time you’re better prepared.” 
 
    “A treasure,” he said. “But there will be no next time. Once judged and fought, the battle will not be fought again.” 
 
    “Well… come back anyways. Say hello.” 
 
    “I will do that, Little Brave One. And I believe this is yours.” He made the ball appear again. “It is a cratis, a weapon made from psychic metal. It will form to whatever you want it to.” 
 
    “Thank you. Would you be offended if I gave it to Ionas? He’s our monster slayer.” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Posey handed me the metal ball. It was warm to the touch, and the moment it came in contact with my hand, it formed a metal band around my forearm smaller than the Executioner’s but much the same in appearance, unbroken and beautiful in its simplicity. I thought of a shield, and willed it at the thing. It slid to my hand like a snake, though much faster and in a moment I had a round, smooth metal shield that weighed no heavier than a couple pounds. 
 
    “Incredible,” I said, my voice finally my own again. 
 
    Posey rushed the Executioner and hugged him. Surprised, he patted her back, chuckling and… perhaps blushing? Finally, though, he held her out at arm’s length. “Protect him. He seems like he needs it.” 
 
    “Right?” she asked, brushing at tears. “Thank you for not killing us.” 
 
    “Thank you for my most enjoyable battle to date. I hope we meet again.” 
 
    The Son of Ilabrat bowed low, and together, they headed for the head of the alleyway. Posey turned to me, her mouth working, and I shook my head. I wanted to shout at her, to tell her that was the dumbest stunt I’d ever seen, but I didn’t. I hugged her tight, trying to convey a thousand emotions. She hugged me back, right up to the point where an Aston Martin revved its engine as it turned down the alley. 
 
    I kept her close, and said softly, “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Dwayne stepped out of the passenger seat as Eliana flew out from her side. I took a breath, and Posey said hastily, “El, it’s really not what it looks like.” 
 
    “You two should go,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Posey asked. 
 
    Eliana streaked towards me, fangs out, her face pure fury. Posey yelped and ducked, covering her head, shouting, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m-” 
 
    My lover hit me, and even with her holding back, I flew like a wrecking ball just crashed into me. I had just enough time to think I’d rather fight the Executioner before she stood over me. 
 
    “Why?” she roared. 
 
    “Ngah,” I said, trying to get my vision to focus. 
 
    “It was an Executioner,” Posey said. 
 
    “What is that, what is an Executioner?” Eliana shouted, still looking down at me. 
 
    Dwayne joined us, and Posey explained while I picked myself up. He looked horrified, holding Posey tight. But Eliana, instead of calming down, looked even more furious. 
 
    “Leave us,” she said. 
 
    Posey reached out to her but her hand faltered before she could touch the other woman. “I’m sorry, El, I should have told y-” 
 
    “Yes,” Eliana said, turning her fury on Posey. “You should have. Nothing about this night should have happened. Go. Take the car. Find a cab. I do not care. But go. Now.” 
 
    They went, Dwayne wrapping a protective arm around Posey’s shoulder. Posey looked back at me as I rubbed my jaw. I nodded to her, and she nodded back. 
 
    When they turned the corner, Eliana turned on me. “I couldn’t risk you finding out,” I said. “I knew you would do just what Posey did. Maybe not with the theatrics, but-” 
 
    “I have no sense of humor tonight, and will tolerate none of your jokes,” she said. “You twisted my love for you. Used it.” She dug in her pocket and held up the ring. “This… made my heart beat louder than it ever has. This was my hope and desire.” Her stretched and tore and she added. “It is my love.” 
 
    “I meant it. Every word. I want to marry you. But you knew something was wrong and I had zero doubt you’re tracking me in ways I don’t know about. My phone, my car, something. And if you knew about the Executioner or found out, I know what you would have done. There was no other way I could think of to keep you safe. I-” 
 
    She said nothing else that night. Instead, she gripped the ring in her palm, and crushed it. Powdered diamond and metal fell to the ground, a tiny ball. She spun on her heels and just as fast as she came at me, she was gone again, reversing and roaring away. 
 
    When I came home, she was gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I sat behind my desk, an uncapped bottle of vodka nice and close where I could reach it. I was writing out terse instructions to my team. A goodbye of sorts. I wasn’t quitting, not exactly, but I couldn’t stay in the city either. I couldn’t deal with the emptiness at home. 
 
    Where would I go? What would I do? I wasn’t sure about the latter, but the former, Calvin, my mentor, gave me that invitation to Wyoming, so I thought I’d head there first, assuming he didn’t mind the company. He had his ear to the ground, so maybe he knew of some interesting cases out there while I got my shit together and figured out whatever was next.  
 
    Or maybe Mexico or Japan. There was always something that the agencies in both countries needed done, and I loved Japan. And Mexico, there were always vampires in Mexico. Give me some nice, big, easy targets to hunt for a while. It was a thought. 
 
    I finished the letter, tossed it on my desk, and sighed when it fluttered to the floor. I leaned down to pick it up, and as I rose back up, someone knocked on the door. Startled, I accidentally knocked over the vodka bottle, muttering, “Shit!” before calling out, “It’s open.” 
 
    The door opened. I expected one of my coworkers. Not him. Not Howell. 
 
    He looked tired, more tired than I’d ever seen him, and frayed somehow even in an immaculate suit. “I like the tie,” I said. “Grab me a box of those tissues on that table there. Spilled my damn drink.” 
 
    He looked around and found the tissues before coming to my desk, his face going about a dozen different directions of sour. I plucked up fistfuls of the tissue and cleaned up the alcohol on the floor. 
 
    “I imagine your cleaner will be upset,” he said as I tossed the tissues into the wastebasket. 
 
    “We had a guy in here once who sweated slime, basically. No clue what he was, but it was a hundred degrees that day and he left the chairs looking like someone bleed green goo all over them. When I came in the next morning, the chairs were gone and the cleaners left me a note saying it was for the best, I should order new ones, and oh yeah, they were getting paid time and a half. Have a seat.” 
 
    He grimaced again, but sat, staring wearily at me. “I understand I have you to thank for returning my memories to me.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I did not come here to forgive you.” 
 
    I snorted. “Wouldn’t expect it from you, you tough old bastard. But hang on.” I opened up my laptop, tapped away until I found Kaya’s case file, and printed it up. All of it. Everything in there, from crime scene and autopsy pictures to our reports. It didn’t take long, and when it was done, I twirled around in my chair, collected the papers, and dug out a new file folder from a desk drawer. Howell took it, frowning. 
 
    “It’s everything we have on Kaya. I mean everything. There are pictures in there that’ll give you nightmares the rest of your life, Howell. I was wrong to stop you the first time.” He hesitated, then nodded, but didn’t open the file. “There’s one other thing.” I stood, drew my gun, and ejected the magazine to show him it was loaded. Then I turned the safety off, and settled it on the desk in front of him. 
 
    He looked at the gun the way I might have looked at Eliana if she walked in the door, like a man reunited with a lover he thought he’d lost. Happy. Eager. He reached for it, and I nearly laughed. After all this, this was how it ended. 
 
    Just before his fingers brushed the butt of the gun, his hand faltered, and his expression changed. He stood on shaky legs, took up what was left of the bottle of vodka, and drank deep. When he had his fill, he slammed the bottle down on my desk, turned around, and walked out of there. 
 
    I stared at the bottle. At the band of psychic metal on my arm. At my office. I thought about the best couple years of my life, and I stood to collect my gun and leave too. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! Ionas will be back in The Blade Snaps, coming soon! 
 
      
 
    Sign up for my mailing list or find me all over the Internet here, if you like!  
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