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Chapter 1

Magic exists, but it doesn’t like to be noticed. It wants to live a quiet life, and it wants you normal folks to fuck off. It keeps to itself and tries not to bother anyone, but sometimes, the things that use magic – and the things that are magic – want to be seen, or they get hungry, or they show off because they’re a special kind of asshole.

Every day of your life, you’ve probably seen a little of the supernatural. Maybe someone on the street or in a video doesn’t seem quite right. They’ve got a snout, or their teeth are a little long, or there’s a presence about them that makes you uncomfortable and you can’t quite pinpoint why. You probably don’t even remember seeing it. The normal human’s mind is programmed by magic to ignore those things, like colors on a spectrum that exist regardless of our crappy eyes. You see a man with a bull’s head and your mind translates it to him wearing a cowboy hat or maybe he’s wearing a sports team’s facepaint. You see a shambling half-corpse and think, oh, there’s Fred, scrounging for whatever he can out of the garbage, even if you don’t know a Fred and there’s no garbage bins around.

Sometimes, though, magic does bleed through. Sometimes you’re forced to acknowledge it. Sometimes it sinks its fangs right into you, and that, friend, your mind cannot ignore.

My job is to stop shit like that. Sometimes I’m pretty all right at it.

* * *

If the college-aged teenagers looked up when they came out of the brightly lit club, they would have seen me with my legs dangling off the five-story apartment building, a chocolate milk in hand. As it was, of the four, a man and woman focused on trying to walk in a straight line while the other two – again, a man and a woman – were focused on their next meal.

Such a cliché. I mean, come on, vampires at a club? I had zero doubt in my mind somewhere in their closets they probably had long leather jackets too. Fucking hell, this was almost embarrassing.

They walked in a single horizontal line, the vampires on the outskirts, holding the drunk pair upright. One of the drunk ones careened off one of the vampires, a round-faced kid maybe eighteen or nineteen, at least in appearance. The vampire laughed and wrapped an arm around the other guy as they shambled down the street towards a car park.

I drained the chocolate milk and stood upright, dusting off my jeans. The next rooftop was a fifteen-foot jump, thankfully lower than the one I was on. I got a running start and sailed up and over the alley, keeping an eye on the teens as one of them told a joke and the other three laughed uproariously. Nobody heard my feet thump on the rooftop as I landed. Not that I expected them to. The club put out so much noise I could have shouted, “Hey, vampires!” and no one would have heard.

I wasn’t lucky with the next building’s rooftop, which was ten stories taller. Hey, I’ve got a vertical that would make basketball coaches drool, but I don’t have jet packs strapped to my legs. Instead, I dropped to the alley beyond, not bracing for the fall like I was a goddamn rookie. Fuck me.

Thankfully, I only rolled my ankle. At that height, even with the runes etched into my skin and bones, I could have broken something. As it was, I limped along behind the four, still making better time than them thanks to the drunk pair in the middle.

Hairs prickled at the back of my neck and I looked back over my shoulders, sure I’d see someone approaching me. Nothing out of the ordinary. Lots of people but no one staring directly at me, no fangs, no glowing eyes in the darkness. Hm. I looked all around, trying to pass it off like I forgot where I might have parked. No one paid me any mind but I still had that uneasy feeling of being watched.

The call about those two vampires came in a couple days before from an informant of mine, Candace Callister. She was a minor player, the fairy blood in her so faint she was barely supernatural. I popped her a few years back for charming guys at an upscale bar out of their money, and let her loose with an agreement that she was one of my network now, letting me know when real threats popped their heads up. Candace called in the vampires, saying she saw them at the club I was now scoping out. I followed up on the lead, and sure enough, there were a couple freshly turned punks working the floor.

The sidewalk was lined in twos and threes waiting to get into the club or leaving it. It was easy to blend in, given that I looked drunk myself with the limp. I played into it as long as I could. The female vampire, as ruby cheeked as her partner from a gluttony of their recent feedings, looked over her shoulder and gave me a clear once-over. I smiled back at her, staggering some to the right. She snorted. The other vampire glanced back too, gave me a casual assessment, and both of them pointedly ignored me. Just another part of the scenery in my designer jeans, Verdania tee shirt, and red and black rain jacket. Despite what you might see in the movies, very few of us in the supernatural world wear fetish leather. Can you imagine actually trying to punch someone while you’re worried about how constricted your balls are by the leather or vinyl? For that matter, can you imagine having to douse yourself in baby powder just to fit into your outfit? Fuck that. Besides, the whole point of our existence was to blend in. Kinda hard to do that when you look like an emo goth’s masturbation fuel.

That said, I looked pretty damn good in those jeans.

The drunk pair aimed towards the car park, but the vampires pointed somewhere down the block. Perfect. The parking garage would make great cover while I caught up to them. I ambled in that direction, straightening up and moving at speed when they were out of sight. I jumped for the third floor, caught the edge of the concrete wall, and scrambled up the rest of the way. My foot was already healing so I sprinted quietly beside the low concrete wall, keeping the vampires and the drunk pair in sight. If the pair of vampires were smarter, they would have pushed the pair into their too-flashy sports car and driven off to some private residence to feed.

If they did that, if they took a nibble to survive or killed their victims discreetly, they wouldn’t have been on my radar. I was a lot like an exterminator. I took care of the bugs when they crawled out of the woodwork but didn’t give a shit about the ones in the yard or buzzing around my head or any of that. Oh, sure, I might lay some traps and I keep my bug zapper plugged in, but if vampires or the supernatural at large were coexisting with the universe and not causing my organization a headache, I didn’t care. Would I stake the motherfuckers if I bumped into them? Probably, given the right circumstances, just like I would have swatted a mosquito for landing on me. But I wasn’t about to go out of my way unless they were causing me problems.

These two were causing me – or rather, Vineport, my home – problems. They were young, freshly turned and stupid with power. Usually the younger ones are reined in by their elders and taught how to blend in. If they don’t learn, the vampires generally take care of their own and deal with it. They didn’t want to be discovered as much as I didn’t want to discover them. But sometimes you came across breakouts, where the untrained young turned friends and family like a rampant virus. Thankfully vampirism’s infection is something of a crapshoot and not guaranteed after a bite. It’s not something they can do every night or we’d have a world full of them within a week, but let it go and in half a year’s time you’re looking at a whole apartment building full of them.

In much more crass terms, the freshly turned earn me a good chunk of my exorbitant paycheck.

Anyways. Instead of going to the car, the safe move, the move that would have led to me walking away, the vampires steered the drunk couple into the alley beyond the parking garage, hands all over them, laughing, prodding them on. The drunk couple looked at each other. He giggled. She turned towards her vampire male partner and nodded. They split into pairs, one vampire to each drunk, the humans likely thinking they were going to get a little strange there in the alley and have a story to tell later.

Time to do this.

I shrugged off my jacket and folded it in half to drape it over the concrete windowless ledge. From a custom back scabbard, I drew my stake. It was made from Australian bull-oak, traced with runic symbols, and bathed in chemicals and resins that made it harder than just about anything short of diamonds. To you, it would look like a fancy walking stick, save that it was only about three feet long and had a wickedly sharp point as fine as a scalpel.

It was the only tool I needed, but it wasn’t the only one I had.

I dropped over the edge, and this time, I remembered to brace myself. I hit the ground, rolled, and came up just as the young male vampire turned. His canines popped, growing longer and sharper as his eyes yellowed into soft gold, barely flecks in his eyes. His hiss got the attention of the other vampire but it was too late for the pair of them to tag team me. My stake came up, traced the vampire’s gut, then plunged in under his rib cage. He stared down at it and laughed, then looked back up at me.

“Don’t know where the heart is, asshole?” he asked.

“I do,” I said. “Just need your friend scared enough to talk.”

“Wha-?”

I grinned and punched his chest so hard my fist broke through his rib cage. He had no time to scream, only for his eyes to widen. I grabbed his heart and squeezed. Squish. Imagine grabbing warm raw chicken and crushing it in your palm. That’s what it felt like. He fell backwards, dead – again – before he hit the ground.

While the two drunks gaped, the second vampire shrieked, “Tommy!” Then she was on me, or would have been. I brought the stake up and she flinched backwards instinctually.

“Who turned you?” I asked.

“Fuck you, you killed Tommy, you killed Tommy!”

“Who turned you?” I asked again. My hackles rose, and this time I was sure of it. Something was watching me from somewhere. But my hearing was good enough that I would have caught even an ancient vampire trying to get the drop on me. If they were watching, that was all they were doing, and if that was all, then I didn’t give much of a damn.

The vampire shrieked, a wordless thing, and came for me, her arms swinging in wide, almost comical circles. I brought the stake up and she dodged the feint, moving to the side. From up the alley, the drunk man said, “Fuck this!” and bolted as fast as he could.

The drunk woman shouted, “Drew!” but he was gone.

I noticed all this, but didn’t care. Freshly turned vampires weren’t much of a threat to me in ones and twos, but there were still those eyes in the darkness on me and that had me less than thrilled. The vampire came for me again, nails streaking for my eyes. Like their bones, their fingernails change after the turn, strengthen. Any vampires who want to keep them trimmed generally have to chew them down themselves or buy specially made clippers. This one had filed hers to points, and props to her, she raked my face with them, leaving red trails down my forehead and cheek. If I hadn’t pulled back she might have got my eye. Maybe the stranger watching me wasn’t the only reason I needed to pay attention.

I threw a wild uppercut, only remembering at the last second to pull it. At full strength I might have punched her head clean off. The older ones were stronger, more durable, but not someone this freshly turned. I cracked her jaw a good one and she flew back three or four feet, landing on her ass. She shot up, spitting out a dark spray of blood – and yes, vampires do bleed. It’s like sludge, but it’s there and pumping slowly through their veins.

Her glowing eyes dimmed, and probably for the first time since she was turned, she was afraid. I came for her, hard, spearing her in the gut the same way I did her friend, only this time I drove her back against the brick wall behind her, the stake between us. I grabbed her throat and pounded the top of my forehead into hers, again pulling it at the last second. It was still enough to stun her, and she stared at me with unfocused eyes gone to ash-colored.

From a smaller sheath on my belt, I drew the second of my weapons. The obsidian blade was simple, ugly in its utilitarian design, much like a Ka-Bar but with a double-sided edge to it. Like the stake, runic figures decorated the grip, and it warmed in my hand as the obsidian neared the vampire’s face. She retracted instinctually, her eyes widening. I didn’t think she was old enough to know the knife’s significance, but she could feel its power.

“This…” I said, wiggling the stake, “…will kill you. This…” I brought the knife close to her cheek and she yowled an inhuman sound, deep and piercing all at once, more mannish than feminine. It made the drunk woman behind us clap her hands to her ears, but I ignored it. It was a sound I heard a hundred times before. Probably more. “…will hurt you. Do you understand the difference?” She nodded, still eyeing the knife with those ashen gray eyes. “I will carve what I need out of you to save more lives like hers. I won’t like it but I won’t hesitate. So you have a choice right now. Die fast, or die slow. Who turned you?”

Her long tongue flicked out like a serpent’s, and she took a deep breath. Yup, vampires breathe too. They don’t exactly need the oxygen the same way you or I do, but they do it. It’s reflexive, I guess, though no one really understands vampire biology.

“There’s… there’s a professor.”

“Who?” I asked.

“N-Nelson Devine. He taught soc-sociology, oh God, please, I’m only twenty…”

“How many others are with him?”

“Just us, just us,” she panted. I drew the knife along her cheek. Obsidian won’t kill a vampire unless you use it to carve out their heart, but it’ll sure as fuck make them wish they were dying, especially the young ones. She shrieked again as the black blade drew a fine line leaking sludge down her cheek. “J-just us! He turns two every year! Every year!”

She gave me a few more details – which college used to teach at and where he lived. When I asked what wards he might have, she looked confused. When I tried to clarify, talking about runic figures or any fetches in his house, she babbled so much useless information I felt sorry for her. She really was too fucking young to die.

I killed her anyways.

* * *

After, still feeling like I was being watched, I cleaned my stake on the dead woman’s party dress, sheathed it and the knife, and hoisted her up. A soft, faint voice behind me said, “Oh my God. They were vampires, weren’t they?”

I almost forgot about the near-victim. She was trembling, and her breaths came short and sharp. I nodded and headed for a nearby dumpster. “Yeah.”

“You saved me.”

“Yeah. Your boyfriend’s an asshole, by the way.”

She sobbed into her hands. I didn’t have time to comfort her and that wasn’t my job anyways. I opened the dumpster with my free hand and tossed the female vampire in there onto a fetid mess of what smelled like food waste, jizzed-in socks, and moist earth. I went back for the second body, eyeing the victim as she collapsed against the brick wall. She wasn’t going anywhere. Good.

I tossed the second vampire into the dumpster and pulled out my phone to dial the home office. I was greeted in a moment by Monette, a friendly ex-Marine who, no shit, lived not only through some freakish feral werebear attack and killed the thing with a full clip to its head and heart, but cut off her own leg above the knee to stave off being infected. Wonder of wonders, it worked. My bosses heard the story, recruited her, and she’s been one of our biggest assets as an office analyst ever since.

“Hello, Ionas, what can I do for you?” she asked in her musical drawl.

“Hey Monette. Got two. I need a cleanup crew and a Counselor.” I gave her the address. “Who’s free for a party?”

“Mitch is available.”

“Perfect. Tell him to suit up. I’ll call with the details in a few.”

By the time I hung up, the survivor was seated against the brick wall. I went to her and knelt. I didn’t try to say anything to her or comfort her. Instead, I waited. Her tears trailed off and she finally looked up at me, her face a rictus of pain even if she hadn’t been drained or infected.

“Are you going to kill me too?”

“No,” I said, and let out a weary chuckle. “Someone’s going to be here for you soon. They’re going to help massage away the memories of tonight. It’ll be like a bad dream or a trip.”

The truth was a little more complicated than that. The Counselors were minor psychics, not quite capable of full-on mind control, but more mental nudging. They would help her deal with the nightmares and piece together her fragile mental state. Help her forget, in other words. They would have to track down her boyfriend too, assuming that was what he was. If he was just some random asshole she met in the club, then he was irrelevant. No one would believe his story.

It didn’t take but maybe ten minutes for an ambulance to light up the entry to the alley with its strobes. I stood up and offered the woman a hand. She took it, sniffling, and stood up. Yeah. This one would be all right, I told myself. The Counselor came to her, dressed as one of three EMTs. I didn’t know him, but I knew his companions and let them do their thing, retrieving the bodies while the Counselor dealt with the victim. The woman gave me a look over her shoulder as the Counselor guided her up and into the back of the ambulance. She never said thank you, but they very rarely did.

As the two guys loaded the vampires from the dumpster into black body bags, I pulled out a pack of cigarettes and a Zippo lighter. I lit one up, puffed, and when the cleaners walked back past me, I said, “Give me a couple hours. Then I’m going to need another cleanup.”

“Busy night,” one of them said.

I took another drag on the cigarette and didn’t respond.


Chapter 2

I’d never heard of this Nelson Devine before and I hadn’t thought to ask the young vampire if she knew how old he was. That was a dumb oversight, but one I couldn’t fix, so I called into the office again, filled them in on what happened, and requested as much information as they could find on Devine.

My partner for the next round of fun was Mitchell Hagan, a bookish tall man leaning towards gaunt who seemed like he could have been an accountant or maybe a funeral home director. Christ, he looked more like a vampire from TV than those teenagers I just staked. He even had pasty skin. Good guy, though. A former cop, and a hell of a shot.

As I pulled up, he was leaning against a Mustang in front of his pleasant suburbanite home. I popped the trunk of my Cadillac and he tossed his own sheathed stake into it along with a hard-shelled gun case. That would be his tactical shotgun, loaded to kill with wooden flechette rounds. I had its brother back there too.

He shut the trunk and came around the passenger side. When he slid in, Mitch held out his fist to bump it. I pointedly ignored him and he sighed as he shut his door. “Monette and I have been talking about our boy,” he said. “This professor sounds like low-end management. Disappeared ten years ago after a late-night class at the college.”

“The one I talked to said he’s been turning two students a year.”

“That looks legitimate. A year after he vanished, two students went missing within about a week of each other. Same deal the next year. All four of them were eventually found and staked by agents.” Mitch gave me an amused look. “And apparently all the encounters were too violent for them to do their fuckin’ jobs and get this guy’s name.”

I grunted my disapproval. “And the disappearances kept happening?”

“Yeah. We think the two you staked tonight are Gordie Cunningham and Elizabeth Austen. Both sophomores that disappeared last semester.”

We talked about what we could expect, at least according to the vampire I questioned. Mitch was an old pro like me and knew she probably was holding something back, most likely another vampire or ten on the guy’s property. But we also knew that this guy might pull up stakes if he was expecting his two newest pupils back that night and they didn’t come home. We had to act now before he found a new nest.

“And keep an eye on the periphery,” I said. “Someone was watching me when I killed those two.”

“Him, you think it might be him? Watching his students make their kills?”

“Could be,” I said. “If it is, he’ll know we’re coming.”

“Could be in the wind,” Mitch said hopefully.

Yeah, neither of us believed it. We didn’t have that kind of luck.

Devine’s house was in an old, middle-income section of the suburbs of Vineport. A nice neighborhood, full of homes built probably in the forties and fifties. The professor’s was a split-level home, a mixture of brick and vinyl. Mostly unremarkable, its most notable feature was the plentiful outdoor lighting, a problem for us if we were planning to sneak around. Lights were also on in the living room along with the bright flickers of a TV screen.

We drove on another few blocks and pulled into a closed grocery store’s parking lot. Mitch got out and grabbed the guns out of the back along with my bulletproof vest. Like vampires, I’m pretty goddamn immune to lead, but not completely, and I wouldn’t have liked it very much if I stepped in front of an itchy-fingered Mitch. He was already wearing his vest, but slapped the Velcro and made sure everything was good to go. It was, and once I had my gear ready, we were on.

We drove back and I dropped Mitch off two houses down. He jumped a fence into a darkened backyard, triggering someone’s motion lights. Shit. Nothing for it, but I had to move with a little more giddy-up to my step. I shot forward, one hand on the shotgun Mitch left behind, and jerked the car into Devine’s driveway. In a flash, I was out of the car and sprinting for the house, gun coming up.

I leapt up all the steps to land next to the front door. A movie inside was loud, but I was louder, especially when I jerked open the screen door and put my size eleven foot to good use. The door was heavy, the frame reinforced. It took me two kicks to knock it off its hinges, and there one was, a snarling, sharp-toothed young vampire, no older than the others that night, her claws out and going for my throat.

I brought up the shotgun and it boomed, knocking her back two feet and nearly dropping her. She stared down at the unhealing hole in her chest and shrieked until the next shot finished things.

A nude, chubby young man with a respectably sized dick charged out of another room. He roared at me until I dropped him with a single shot to the head, and another followed him out on her fingertips and the toes of her feet like she was a fucking spider-monkey, a thin blonde, wiry and also nude. She said a name, then looked up at me in horror. Couldn’t see her canines, and I hesitated. Dumbass.

Something hit me from behind and the gun flew out of my hands. We went down in a sprawl, sharp claws raking my back and hot breath at my neck. The vampire bit me and immediately retracted, hissing at the fire in my blood. Vampires could drink from agents, but as they say, it was an acquired taste. Our bodies were magically protected, our blood sour and nasty to them. For my part, the vampire’s bite burned but this wasn’t the first time and I would heal.

As the rear door burst inward, I launched an elbow back into the vampire’s head. No more pulled punches that night. The blonde shot for me, moving inhumanly fast, and now I saw her eyes light up in the brief moment before Mitch’s shotgun boomed and she dropped, hand going to her mangled side.

I paid her no more attention and shot to my feet to take on the heavy hitter. The guy matched the photos the office sent on of the good missing professor, tall, vaguely handsome, though long in the face and with unfortunately small, beady eyes. My blood dripped from his lips and he wiped it away.

I went for the stake with one hand while I cross-drew and flung the obsidian knife with the other. I’m not great at throwing knives but I didn’t have to be. The handle hit Devine square on, and the menace of the weapon made him screech. He flung himself backwards as I came for him, crashing through the living room window and falling to the shrubs below. I pounced after him, the stake pointed down. He got his feet up and rolled, the stake hitting just inches from his calf. Devine came up in a bad fighting stance. Maybe he was a vampire with a little experience under his belt, but he was an educator and not a fighter even this long after his turning.

I jabbed the stake at his side. He juked left but I anticipated that, lashing out with a ferocious kick with everything I had behind it. It connected and he went flying with a satisfactory squawk. The bite pissed me off. That was sloppy by my standards and I didn’t like being embarrassed like that by a bunch of fresh-turned punks. So I kicked him again, and got more air time with it. One last boom rang from the household as the professor crashed into the earth. His eyes weren’t on me, but on the household, and he wailed to match the earlier teenager.

Tough shit. I staked him right in his yard, cutting his wail short. Bye bye, Professor.

That feeling of being watched again.

When I looked up, there was a figure on top of the roof three houses down and across the street. The light was all wrong to make out features until her eyes lit up as bright as flashlights, and I could just make out the curves of a woman. I blinked. Yellow eyes that strong meant she was old. Powerful, maybe, but that was obvious. She sure had some kind of fucking mojo to keep on top of me all night like that.

But why hadn’t she attacked? She had the drop on me at least twice that night. I couldn’t afford to think about it. People started turning on outdoor lights. Curtains moved. The figure’s eyes dimmed and she vanished back into the shadows. I grabbed up the professor’s body and leapt for the window.

Mitch and I made a sweep through the house, staking every vampire again for good measure and searching for more. None, at least that we could find. Our crime scene people would snake their way into the investigation and do a more thorough check, while Counselors would massage the non-agency cops and make sure the incident got buried.

By the time we finished up, people were on the street. They looked at the front of the house, though. No one thought to look for a couple guys jumping fences in the backyards. We reached my Cadillac and rushed away.

* * *

I cleaned up at Mitch’s and accepted a glass of milk and a bowl of reheated pasta from his wife Taisha. The bite on my neck was red with infection but already healing up. It was the only real damage either one of us had taken, apart from some scratches on my hands and legs from the front window’s glass I didn’t even notice until Taisha pointed out the scabs. She helped pluck shards out while Mitch and I drank a beer, and then I was gone, already calling up my favorite escort service.

Kelly, my absolute favorite person in the goddamn world, came on the line, her voice as husky and sexy as ever. “Whiskey Stone Escorts. How can I help you make this evening perfect?”

“Kelly, it’s Ionas.”

“Hello, darling. So very nice to hear from you,” she said, a good enough actress to make the syrupy sweetness in her voice sound real.

“I need something tall, dark, and pretty.”

“Sent to your suite?”

“Yeah.”

“When?”

“As soon as possible.”

“She’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

I lived halfway up the sixteen floors of Naytham Tower, an upper-crust hotel in the heart of the downtown district on a cold-looking main thoroughfare. Vineport is not a friendly city, but it is a beautiful one, and fewer areas were as well-kept or upscale as that part of town. I didn’t have many needs outside the job – no kids, no ex-wives, no family to speak of – so I spent most my salary on the lease, good food, and good booze.

Part of that went towards a valet service, and I was greeted at the parking lot by a slim man in a white shirt and a blue vest. I got out, slipped him a ten – it’s against the hotel’s policies for them to take a tip, but who gives a fuck? – and headed for the elevator bank. I didn’t go straight up to the room, but stopped on the first floor at the hotel’s dark, silver-and-chrome festooned bar for a bottle of vodka. I couldn’t remember if I had vermouth or not, so I ended up buying a bottle of that too, along with a red and white wine for the escort. The bartender, a well-salted Army veteran, usually liked to bullshit with me unless I came in looking like I just finished a job. I must have looked pretty bad that evening, because he took one look and told me he’d put it on my tab. I nodded at him, took my bag of liquor, and headed upstairs.

My place was stark and clean. Black glossy tile floors and light gray and tan paneling in the living room gave it a severe feel. I particularly liked the utilitarian kitchen with the big glass windows, though I rarely used it for much more than a giant liquor cabinet. I headed there and poured myself a vodka Gibson, tossing in an extra cocktail onion. Half of it went down in one go. I topped it off and grabbed a shower. The colors in the bathroom were brighter, though it too was stark in its bare-bones purpose.

As I stood under the steaming hot spray, my mind drifted towards that woman with the powerful gold eyes. If she was protecting the teenage vampires or the professor, she would have attacked me, probably in the chaos at the professor’s house. Instead, twice that night at least she only watched me. No. More than that. She let me know she was watching me. By revealing the gold in her eyes, she showed me she was ancient and therefore very, very powerful. It was a message, but one I didn’t understand. Why give herself away like that? The questions pounded in the back of my head like a migraine. Why not attack? Why watch us? Unable to come up with any reasonable answers, I finished the shower and grabbed a towel to dry off. About then, I heard someone knock, and headed for the front door, wrapping the towel around me.

With the runic protection figures on the back of the door, the woman who greeted me wouldn’t have been able to set foot inside without a great deal of pain if she was supernatural. The wards would have burned her like invisible fire, charring her skin and driving her back. Even knocking would have been painful, so when she didn’t so much as flinch, I had no real fear the watcher intercepted the escort on the way up or something equally spy-novel-ish. Besides, I was too pent up to give much of a damn, so when she flashed me her brilliant white teeth in a smile I could almost believe was real, I let her in.

She had the legs of a supermodel, seemingly endless, and paired well with heels that drew my attention to the fine muscles of her calves. Her skirt was long enough to be tasteful, but short enough that I was already going for its zipper as she took in the place.

“Who are you tonight?” I asked her.

“Call me… Nicolette.”

I liked her warm deep brown skin, her spill of black silky hair. I liked her firm, taut ass and the way her tiny bikini briefs molded to them. I liked her even more when those bikini briefs were on the floor and I had her leaning on the back of my couch, my tongue at her pussy, my nose at her bud. My hands roamed Nicolette’s well-lotioned legs, sliding up and down as my tongue did the same, spearing her pussy as she wiggled back against me.

Kelly’s women in Whiskey Stone are unique. They’re not whores – at least, that’s not their day job. They’re upper-crust or middle-class women looking for quick cash or something special. Maybe their husband lost his shirt in Vegas. Maybe they want to pay off college a hell of a lot faster. Or maybe they want to have one last thrill and some extra spending money before they get married and go off on their honeymoon. They’re temporary, swapping out of rotation as soon as they’ve fulfilled whatever need they’ve sated. That meant they were fresh and real in a way that practiced whores weren’t. All that’s to say I didn’t need my heightened senses of taste or smell to know Nicolette’s desire was real. Her moans were a hundred percent genuine.

I tongued her pussy like I was fucking her, plunging deep, taking out my night’s tension in my favorite way. I liked a fight but I loved fucking. With this woman’s near-virginal cunt right in front of me, I finally stopped thinking about the watcher, about Devine, about the weirdness of the night and the way my hackles still hadn’t gone entirely down. She clawed at the cushions on the other side of the couch, a mixture of moans and bubbly, breathless laughter spilling out of her as I tongued her to a fast orgasm. She rose up on her toes, her back going stiff, and threw me a look over her shoulder like she couldn’t wait for it.

I rose up and she thought I was going to fuck her, thrusting her ass out and still looking at me over her shoulder. Instead, I dipped and scooped her up, making her laugh again. In my arms, Nicolette weighed nearly nothing, and I walked her through the house to the big bedroom and the king-sized bed nestled against a floor-to-ceiling window. She gasped as I tossed her down and lifted her legs, kneeling beside the bed to lick up her delicious juices again.

“Fuck,” she moaned, then gave me a fast, embarrassed look. “I’m sorry, I don’t get vocal like that.”

“I don’t fucking care,” I said against her pussy lips. “Say fuck. Say cock. Say cunt. Tonight you be the slut you want to be.”

She licked her lips at that and mouthed the word “slut.” Her head dropped back in pleasure as I sucked her small clit into my mouth and licked it furiously. Every fight I’d ever been in, I loved to fuck after. It was the best comedown, a final release of the throbbing inside my head and soul. I needed this. Needed her.

Nicolette, or whatever her name really was, gripped my hair with one hand and jerked her hips up to meet my tongue. I alternated between her glistening folds and her clit, hungering for her with such powerful need my cock ached with it. She spread her thighs wide, ass bouncing up and down now as she wailed her pleasure again.

“Oooh, oooh, fuuuuck!”

Her muscles trembled. I heard her toes pop as she curled them. Her breath turned wheezy, thin, and she gasped, “Please, please take me now…”

I shot a hand out to the end table beside the bed and dug out a box of condoms. I was in no danger of carrying diseases, one of the most blessed parts of the agency’s transformation rituals, but I could still get her pregnant if I wasn’t being careful. Besides, Kelly’s rules were iron-clad. You wore a condom if you ever wanted to use her top-dollar services again.

I stood up and tugged off my towel as Nicolette was backing across the bed. She froze, staring at my cock, then glanced back up at me, grinning. “And you’re paying me for tonight?” she asked.

I chuckled and rolled on the condom. “Hey, if you’d like to do some pro bono work, I’m a charity case…”

“Mm, maybe I’ll let you have a second or third ride for free, if you’re as good with that as you are your tongue.”

I was, and I showed her. I wanted to be in control that night, and I wanted to look at something pretty, so I started off with her on her back, taking her first with slow strokes. Nicolette could only take a few inches of me, but those few inches made her writhe within a minute. She brought her legs up instinctually and I took one of them by the hip, lifting it even higher and settling the ankle on my shoulder. I pumped into her a little faster, and she raised a fist to her lips, biting it as her eyes watered.

“Too much?” I asked, slowing.

She gasped, “Don’t you stop, don’t stop, don’t stop, ohhhh, f-fuck, that feels so good.”

I crept back up to the pace she liked, and her eyes rolled up. Little whimpers escaped her every time I thrust back into her wet pussy, her body squeezing around me hard enough to make slick sounds. She writhed all over the place until I let go of her leg and gripped her waist, leaning down to kiss and suck one of her small nipples before I fucked her again.

Nicolette wailed, “Oh, oh, yesss, like that, oh my God, yes!”

She came again, her breathing so harsh and so hard I pulled out. I jerked myself as she recovered, her eyes slowly focusing again and her tremors calming. When I thought she could take it, I gripped her waist and bodily flipped her over. She came up on her knees instinctually but that wasn’t how I wanted her. Instead, I pushed her back down with a palm at her spine, and used the other hand to slide under her hips and lift her up just an inch or two, nearly a planking position.

I positioned my cock at her entrance and slapped her tight little ass to let her know I was ready. Nicolette thrust her head back as I sank into her again, wishing for all the world she could take my thrusts as hard as I wanted to give them to her. If we did that, we’d break bones. Fuck, we’d probably break the bed and put some holes in the walls.

But the view of that ass and her wordless gurgling as the sensations rocked through her were enough. I wanted to come inside her, breed her, fuck her fat with my babies, but instead, a few minutes of hard, short thrusts and I exploded into my condom, my fist dropping beside her shoulder as I panted above her, my need still roaring in my ears.

When I pulled out, Nicolette twisted over onto her back and reached down to her pussy instinctually. “Jesus,” she gasped. “Holy shit. That was… that was…”

“Thanks,” I said, and slipped off the bed to peel off my condom.

We ended up in the shower together. My cock never quite went down and soon she tugged me back to the bed, where I took her on her hands and knees, her fists balled up as she wailed her pleasure again and again. I could have gone six, seven rounds that night but eventually she had enough, and we finished with Nicolette sucking my tip and first inch or so. I loved the sight of her finely-featured face taking me with her lips barely able to wrap around my cock, but I could tell she was reaching her limits. I was an asshole and the closest thing to a monster most of you will ever meet, but I wasn’t going to take out my sexual tension on an innocent.

I pulled out and jerked my cock, aiming it at her small breasts and delicate neck. She helped, wrapping both hands around my base and meeting my fast motions, her tongue poking out of the corner of her lips in a playful, overemphasized smile. I liked it, and came for her fast, painting her tits, her stomach, and her neck in rope after rope of come.

She gaped down at the mess I left, and then back up at me. “I’ve never seen anyone who came that much. Not even in porn. Not even close.”

I chuckled but couldn’t tell her the truth, that it was some bizarre side effect of my transformation, not unheard of in the agency’s long history but not exactly common either. We showered again, and I took great care memorizing every detail of her slim ass, delicate hips, and gorgeous face. She kissed me after she dressed, a warm gesture that very few of Kelly’s girls ever performed. It took me by surprise, and even more so when she leaned up to whisper in my ear, “I don’t know why you think you need an escort, but if I wasn’t married, I’d be begging you to let me stay.”

Then she was gone, and I was left staring after the space she occupied. Just another woman gone to the night.


Chapter 3

Unable to get the watcher completely out of my mind, I woke just after eight irritable and ready for another fight. Unfortunately, all the brawling I’d be doing that morning would be with a computer.

Fuckin’ paperwork.

I took my time getting to the office, showering, shaving, and stopping along the way for a sack full of fast food. By time I got there, I was finishing off my second egg, ham, and cheese biscuit and my first cup of coffee for the morning, feeling somewhat more human. Or if not human, whatever I guess I was.

The office. Right. History lesson, boys and girls.

Our agency is old. Really old. Like, dawn of man old. When cave drawings were all the rage, we had people in loincloths traversing cave to cave, teaching others not just about fire, but all the pointy things they could jab at the monsters in the dark to make them go away. I’m exaggerating, but only by degrees. We know we existed as far back as Sumerian times, and we factored heavily in a lot of Egyptian hieroglyphs. So, yeah, old.

We’ve had a lot of names and a lot of faces, with hundreds of offices in just about every country. In the United States, sometime after the founding of the IRS, someone the agency planted in the right circles had the brilliant idea of housing most of our big city offices under the IRS’s investigatory branch. We were named Pecuniary Special Investigations. It was genius. It allowed us the ultimate in privacy and government funding. No one, especially a bunch of senators fat off under-the-table deals, was going to want the IRS – and especially a specialized investigations unit – sniffing their assholes for money where it shouldn’t be crammed. And people on the street walked a wide mile around us, though we did have to deal with infrequent potshots at our bulletproof windows.

The Vineport branch of the PSI – the initialism was a weak inside joke, since half the governing council of our agency were psychics and the other half magicians – was houses in a five-story building in the financial district. It was stark, ugly, and the recirculated air smelled faintly like the earth before a thunderstorm, but it was ours. And hey, like the rest of humanity, the vending machine service people wanted to stay on our good side, so there was that.

The parking lot was secured on all sides by sky high concrete walls topped in razor wire – along with discreet wards. There were more inside, laid into every floor and made to stop any hellish nightmare. We occasionally had something young and dumb enough try to break in, so we had plenty of chances to test the defenses. Anything older than that knew not to risk it. After all, even if you wiped the map clean of Vineport’s agency, we had hundreds more locations in the United States alone and thousands across the world. Why risk that kind of heat?

I pulled up to the security gate. One of the two guards on duty watched me as I ran my fingers over a keypad on a pedestal outside their booth. The numbers weren’t important, but the runic symbols I was making across its surface were, as well as the monitor displaying my thermal signatures. They could see I was my usual toasty self – I run a few degrees hotter than your average human – and my runic figures for “open” and “library” all checked out, so the gate slid up and I was through once I gave them each a sausage, egg, and cheese biscuit.

In the lobby, the receptionist went through a similar check-in with me and brought down the elevator. Being a vegan, she turned down my offer of fast food. I got on the elevator and headed up, though not to the agent bullpen. First came a trip to the floor above mine, to the analyst and assistant offices, halfheartedly hoping Monette was still around. She deserved a third that bag of food.

To my surprise, she was. The floor was open, save for a few conference rooms and a row of offices for their managers. Monette leaned over a new hire’s desk, a little ragged given the long night, but otherwise looking damn good in a pencil skirt, black hose on her one leg, and a blue blouse over her delicious curves. She looked up, saw me, and smiled. My dick, still looking for attention after my long night, gave its hearty approval at her neck length silky black hair and motherly good looks. When she first came to the office, she was all lean muscle, but had since lost a lot of that. That didn’t mean Monette couldn’t outshoot half the people in the building if it came to it, but she probably could have made a damn good go of it as a model.

“I wasn’t expecting you to be in,” I said. “But I was hoping for it.” I held up the bag of food. “Payment for last night.”

“Breakfast burrito?” she asked hopefully.

“You got it.”

Her laugh was soft and definitely didn’t help me keep my dick down. “Come on back.”

“Any of that for me?” the new hire asked. I gave him a ham and egg croissant as I passed and followed Monette to her desk near the offices. Usually she went without her cane, but today she had it and leaned hard on it, another sign of her exhaustion. At her desk, I grabbed a neighboring chair and rolled beside her. While she garnished her burrito with a green hot sauce produced from the recesses of her desk and ate, I filled her in on the night’s operation and the watcher.

“Mitch mentioned a lot of this last night,” she said. She pulled a slim red file from a caddy on her desk, and held it out. I grabbed a tissue from a box on her desk, wiped my hands, and took the folder. “I was intrigued, so I looked up anything in our databases that has yellow eyes. It’s not much, but that’s what we’ve got.”

I looked through it. Inside were photos or artistic reproductions of a dozen different supernatural creatures, from a vampire on the first page to a young, beautiful woman with distinctly sharp features who looked more or less human, save the golden aura around her eyes. A note clipped to that one mentioned she was the daughter of a kitsune. None of the eyes were as intense as the creature I saw and I shook my head.

“I’m seventy-five percent on it being a vampire,” I said. “No noise. No presence. I would have never guessed she was there until she wanted me to know she was. Her eyes, they were intense. The brightest I’ve seen.”

“She didn’t say anything?”

“No,” I said.

“I think we should pull a couple agents and have them watch your place. Mitchell’s too.”

I shook my head. “If she was going to go for me, she had plenty of opportunities. Mitch, not so much, but if she took me at Devine’s, she would have had the drop on him too. But I cannot figure out the why of it. Was she protecting Devine’s people?”

“Or maybe she was there to clean out their nest and you beat her to the punch, so she watched you do the work?”

I thought that over. Vampires on a blood bender were just as bad for their older brethren as they were us. They craved privacy. It was a distinct possibility and one I could have smacked myself for not thinking of. “That’s not bad,” I said. “Better than any theory I’ve got.”  I sighed and stood up. “Thanks for sticking around and running with this. Go home. Get some sleep.”

“Keep me updated.”

* * *

I headed down to the bullpen and was yanked into my boss’s office along with a sleepy Mitch for a debriefing. Wendell Palmer was a decent enough guy, but our organization wasn’t free from people playing the long-game career-wise and he was the mold of those type of assholes. He was more concerned about the Counselors who would have to massage the cops into assuming this was just another violent home invasion than he was about us, the vampires, or the watcher.

We didn’t quite shout at each other, but by the time we were finished in there, I was damned close to punching a wall. So a typical day at the office, then.

After giving Mitchell what was left of the fast food, I stopped by the break room and pulled a half-gallon of milk from a fridge stocked with nothing but that. We were out of chocolate syrup, but on top of the fridge, stuffed deep behind another agent’s dusty old carb-free cookies was a container of strawberry powder I used for just such an emergency. I jumped up, snatched it, and discovered it was empty. Inside was a note with a smiley face on it.

“Motherfucker,” I muttered, and threw the empty can in the garbage.

If it’s not obvious by now, agents craved milk. That’s not some tacit advertisement I’m being paid to say because of Big Dairy or something. Much like blood to vampires – and yeah, we’re all aware of the obvious parallel – milk gives us life. Well, okay, that’s an over-exaggeration. We need the symbolism of milk, of the life it represents. There’s a magic inherent to it as old as animals capable of producing it, and it ties nicely to the rituals that make us who we are. We could sustain ourselves on other foods. We still needed to eat, and water was a must. But milk helped us heal, made us stronger, gave us a kick in the ass not entirely unlike coffee – though of course we drink that too.

A half dozen other agents milled around the bullpen. A couple heard about the violent night and Mitchell and I recapped the story as he ate noisily, crumbs spraying out of his mouth each time he interjected some embellishment. Wendell popped out to get a cup of coffee and scolded us to get some actual work done, a token gesture mostly to remind us he was the boss. Mitch gave him the middle finger when Wendell disappeared into the break room, but we broke up the party and I headed for my desk.

I was a third of the way into the milk and just barely starting on my paperwork when the phone on my desk rang. “Yeah?” I asked absently, wondering why HR had to go and change the forms for a staking the fourth fucking time that year.

“Hey, it’s me,” Monette said.

“Still around?”

“No, no, just got to the parking lot and had a thought.”

I took another sip of milk and asked, “What’s up?”

“You’re asking why that watcher was there. Why she’s following you, why she didn’t attack, why this, why that. But maybe that’s not the question you need to ask.”

“What do you mean?”

“How, Ionas?”

I sat up straighter, feeling something start to come to life in my mind. I didn’t quite latch onto what Monette was saying, but I was close. “What?”

“How did she find you?”

I blinked. Okay, maybe I didn’t get it after all. “She could have been tracking Devine’s people.”

“Yes. That’s one possibility. But what if she was following you? How would she have found you? Known where you were going?”

“Son of a bitch,” I breathed, getting it. “The call from Candace?”

“I was actually thinking maybe she had your car bugged, but that’s a thought too.”

“I gotta go.”

“Good luck. And be careful. Just because she didn’t attack last night doesn’t mean she won’t.”

“Right,” I said. “Thanks Monette. I owe you a real breakfast sometime.”

“Or dinner,” she said. “I’ll leave it to you to decide if I’m kidding. Or not.”

Well, fuck me. Two revelations in less than a minute.

* * *

I received no response from Candace when I dialed her up, so I called down to the techs and two of them met me outside in the parking lot. We nicknamed them the Twins, because Ken and Abram looked so much alike, Short, thin, cornsilk blond hair. The only real difference between the two was Abram trying out a beard.

“I have my knife if you want me to shave that off for you,” I told him.

“You want me to rig it so your brakes give out when you go over thirty, I could,” Abram said.

They told me they’d be done with the car in a couple hours. I stowed my gear in one of the company’s black Durangos and took it for the day. I felt itchy, the way I always do when I’ve got a string to tug investigating something. I’m not really much of a PI or anything, but in some other life, I could see myself being a detective.

I had a long drive ahead of me to the fringe of the suburbs, made even worse by snarls in traffic in two spots. I wound up having to skirt the city to the south, taking the better part of an hour to get there. Imagining Wendell already chewing my ass out, I tried not to take out my irritation on my cigarettes, and was pretty proud I only smoked two along the way.

My informant Candace lived in a small one-story house with a roof in dire need of repairs and a lawn that hadn’t seen proper watering in years. Her Taurus was in the driveway. That didn’t mean much to me. Since she changed jobs every other week, I couldn’t keep up with what she was doing or when. Maybe she worked night shifts.

I pulled in and got out, looking up and down the street casually as I went for the gear in the backseat. The only people I could see were kids a block down running through a sprinkler. I grabbed the sheathed stake and carried it under my arm as I walked to the front door.

Nothing seemed to be stirring inside. I stood beside the door in case someone inside started shooting or barreled out to greet me. With one hand on the stake’s grip, I knocked with the other. “Candace. It’s Ionas,” I called. She had a doorbell. I leaned on it but it produced no sound so I hammered on the door harder. “Candace!”

Still nothing. If there was anyone alive in there, I’d cook up my shoe, carve it up into little bites, and swallow every bit of it. I brought a finger to the doorknob, glanced around again, and made the runic figure for “open.” At the same time, I muttered a matching word in a long-dead language, one of the few spells I knew and probably the simplest, and heard a soft metallic tick as the lock disengaged.

The house smelled faintly of weed and tomato sauce, but not rot or death. Still, my hackles wouldn’t go down. I stepped inside and drew the stake in one motion, looking around. The brown microfiber couch sagged towards the middle and an old coffee table was shoved to one side, a blanket and pillow on the floor. Rolling papers and a small decorative box filled with weed sat on the table next to the remains of a plate of spaghetti and meatballs. Nothing moved but flies. A piece of paper was folded neatly beside the plate, but I ignored it for the moment, sweeping into a sparse kitchen, then down the hall to a messy but unoccupied bedroom.

The closets were always the worst. Most vampire bites are pretty harmless, only meant to draw blood. Unless they really clamp down on you over a period of days, infection is not likely. But once they are turned, that person will seek out the darkest corners of a familiar place – like a closet or a boiler room. Somewhere the sun, now their worst enemy, can’t reach them.

Candace had two closets, one in the bedroom and one in the hall, plus a laundry nook blocked by slotted folding doors. I cleared each one with my teeth gritted, sure I would find a body in the death trance.

Nothing. No one. She wasn’t home, and I didn’t think that was by choice.

I let out a breath, and headed for the living room to grab that note. The writing inside was fine, the script flowery but precise.

Wait for my call. No other agents.

I balled up the paper and threw it at a wall.


Chapter 4

The call came at dusk.

I sat in the Naytham Tower bar, watching a baseball game, picking at the remains of scallop rolls and fries, and trying not to drive myself crazy. I still hadn’t told anyone. The watcher could have killed me before, and I saw no point in drawing me out just to try it now that I was aware of her. So I didn’t tell Wendell, Mitch, or Monette. Maybe I should have. Okay, I probably should have. But maybe I was intrigued too.

My phone rang and I almost let it go to voicemail out of spite. Instead, I picked it up and answered curtly, “Yeah.”

“Hello, agent.”

Her voice was breathy and dark, like she was about to ask me to have phone sex with her.

“I’m curious. What would you have done if I hadn’t gone to Candace’s house?”

“Told you I had her as a guest, of course.”

“Hm. Where is she?” I asked, pushing off the stool and digging out my wallet to pay for the food and the Diet Coke I’d been nursing for the better part of an hour.

“Safe. And she’ll be just fine if you come talk to me alone.”

“Talk, then.”

“In person. I want to see those kissable lips again.”

I did have kissable lips. She had me there. “Why not do this last night?”

“Last night was… mm, what’s the word? Headhunting?” She laughed. “I wanted a show and you delivered. The Far Sight. Do you know where that is?”

“Is that a business?” I asked, dropping a couple bills on the counter and nodding to the bartender.

“Yes.”

“I can find it.”

“Good.”

She hung up, and I was out of there as soon as I found an address for the Far Sight, a New Age-y shop for crystals, stones, incense, and herbs, closed for a couple years now, apparently. The Twins back at the office finished checking out the Cadillac – nothing unusual about it, save that I should get an alignment done – so I had my baby back and hit the interstate at speed. I didn’t like Candace, but I didn’t particularly dislike her either and she sure as hell didn’t deserve to be drawn into whatever this was.

The GPS brought me to a block with a gas station, pawn shop, and a laundromat. I didn’t know which of them might have been the Far Sight, so I found a parking spot and looked up pictures of the building. It took me a minute of driving around to realize it was down an alley splitting the businesses. I returned to my vehicle, slipped on my sheath and my jacket, and stepped out into the night.

The block and the alley were devoid of any pedestrians, but I felt her eyes again. I kept a hand on my obsidian knife and the other on my stake. A vampire as ancient as her would be a hell of a fight, one I probably didn’t come back from, but I’d do some damage before she tore me apart. My instinct was to scramble up to the rooftops to take a look around, but this was my watcher’s show. I wasn’t going to risk an innocent life. Well… mostly innocent.

I waited near the closed Far Sight. Five minutes passed, then ten before I could feel her again, something heavy in the air, a presence. But she was doing what I would do, waiting, getting a feel for any other agents who might be in the area, making me sweat.

“I-Ionas.”

The voice came from above the closed Far Sight. I looked up, and standing at the ledge was Candace, the watcher close beside her, fangs bared.

There’s one myth the vampire fiction writers got right. A lot of elder vampires are obsessed with beauty. They collect the young, gorgeous, and undiscovered. No one famous, no one under eighteen or who might rile up too much anger from our organization and the other creatures out there looking to stay undiscovered. But they love to surround themselves with impossible perfection.

This woman defined that.

Candace was tall, but this vampire had her beat by another inch. My eyes went first to her full curves in a black tank and tan slacks. She was one of the bustiest women I’d ever seen, and her hips were just as appealing. Her long, lustrous blonde hair hung halfway down her back, and she wore little makeup. Then again, she didn’t need to. Her body might have brought my lust roaring to life, but that face was exquisitely beautiful, marred only by the amusement in her brown eyes. She could control the shine of the gold, and had them dimmed now, not entirely like headlights. And speaking of, hers poked at her tank. That’s an advantage to being a bloodsucker no one talks about – perky tits forever and ever.

“Whatever this is between you and me,” I said, eyeing her up and down, “She hasn’t done anything to you. I’ll only talk if you let her go.”

The vampire kept one hand on the back of Candace’s neck like a dog would do with its teeth on her pups. For a tense moment I thought she intended to jump like that. It would likely snap Candace’s neck, or at the very least, seriously hurt her. I tensed, but instead, she held still a long moment, her head swiveling back and forth.

“For fuck’s sake,” I said impatiently, “there are no other agents. No tricks. I’ve got my knife and my stake and that’s it.”

The vampire pulled back on Candace’s neck, making my informant gasp. “The door behind us is unlocked,” she said. “Run now, and never look back.”

She let Candace go. Candace clutched the back of her neck and did just as the vampire said, a sob escaping her before she vanished.

The vampire stared down at me a moment longer, then dropped from the rooftop. Her landing was far more delicate than any of mine, her knees barely flexing. Scents wafted off her, not perfumes, but oils, spices, flowers. She smelled like sex and spring.

I moved a hand to the hilt of my obsidian knife and she raised her hands in mock defeat.

“Calm down, agent. Like you said, I’m not here to fight.”

“Then talk,” I said, keeping my hand on the hilt.

She stepped closer. I drew the knife and got some satisfaction at the flicker of annoyance in her eyes. “I want to recruit you.”

“What?”

“I want to recruit you,” she repeated.

“The ‘what’ wasn’t because I was going deaf. It was because I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Then you are stupid?”

Fuck it. I brought the knife up and she hissed, popping wickedly long fangs. Quick as her temper flared, it was gone. The fangs retracted, and her eyes went cool again.

“Who are you and what do you want?” I asked. “No bullshit.”

“My name is Eliana. I wish to speak to your superiors, but if I were to set foot near your building without proof of what I need to say to them, without one of yours coming along to witness what I have to show you, they would execute me on the spot.” Her eyes glowed bright, and her faint smile reappeared. “I am the oldest one any of you would have ever killed, and you hunters love your trophies. So I wish to hire you as an intermediary.”

“What do you want to show me?” I asked.

“I am not going to answer that. I’m not being coy. It is simply too large for you to believe. Understand this. I have an opportunity for your agency unlike any other in the last few hundred years. And I have chosen you to deliver this message. Eventually.”

“What do you mean, eventually? And why me?”

“You are the most competent agent in Vineport.”

“Thanks,” I said drily.

“I said in Vineport. It is not the compliment you think it is.”

“Again, thanks.”

Her smile showed a lot more teeth, but she kept the fangs concealed. “As for the question of when I will ask you to deliver the message, I don’t know yet, but when I do, I will call you and give you an address. I need you to come during the day. The ship may arrive early, and I would not want to risk being asleep and missing it.”

“What ship?”

“You’ll see,” she said. “This is worth the risk of coming alone, Agent Ionas. I swear that to you on my grave.” She amended that. “My second grave.”

With that, she jumped. Vampires and agents have a pretty good vertical, but this was astonishing in its height and ease. She caught the edge of the taller rooftop with one hand and was over the lip in a flash, grinning down at me as I stared none too subtly at her terrific ass.

Eliana. Huh.


Chapter 5

When I returned to my Cadillac, I had a missed call from a blubbering Candace, telling me she hoped I wasn’t dead in about a thousand words all clumped together. I called her back, still parked at the curb.

“Oh God, Ionas, you’re still alive?”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence in my fighting skills,” I said.

“You’re scary but she’s, like… like… terrifying. You could feel it, couldn’t you?” she asked, a pleading note in her voice.

“I could. And you’re right. I don’t think she’s anyone to be messed with. Where are you?”

“Walking down the street.”

“Which direction?”

“I don’t know. Um, there’s a Wich Barn two blocks up.”

I saw the fast-food place on the way, and knew right where she was. I told her to wait there. When I picked her up, she was trembling with both physical and emotional exhaustion. I figured carbs would help so I stopped by the Wich Barn and bought a trio of sandwiches, two orders of tater tots, and a couple milkshakes. We ate in the car in the parking lot.

“Tell me what happened,” I said.

Candace talked around a mouthful of hot turkey and cheese. “I was eating dinner and watching TV, just kind of vibing. Never heard her, never felt her. Then all of a sudden there was a hand on my mouth and my arm, and I’m trying to scream but she tells me if I make a sound, she’ll break every bone in my legs and feet so I can’t ever walk right again. And all that with just her bare hands.” Candace took a long slurp of a berry milkshake. After dabbing her lips, she kept going, the story losing some of its terror in her mind and her tone shifting to something approaching wonder. “And I think she could do it too, Ionas. She lifted me out of there like… well, like you can.”

“I think you’re right,” I said, thinking about Eliana’s powerful yellow eyes and the easy way she had of jumping around that alley. “I’ve dealt with things that have that kind of power before, but not that kind of grace. So she threatens you…”

“Oh right, yeah. She had duct tape-” Candace held up her wrist and showed me where the remains of a sticky patch of tape had been placed, as if I wouldn’t believe her “-but she didn’t bother with my mouth. Not when we were driving anyways. Like she said, if I screamed, if I made noise…”

“Got it,” I said. “Do you remember what kind of car it was?”

“Black sedan. Um. Um. One of those big ones, the ones with the big grills.”

“Like mine? Like a Cadillac or a Lincoln maybe?”

“No, no, it kinda looks old-timey and rectangular but I think they were really popular when I was a kid.”

I racked my brain and came up with, “A 300, maybe?” She shrugged, and I dug out my cell phone to look up a picture of one. When I had it, I held the phone out and she nodded enthusiastically.

“Yeah, that’s it. We didn’t drive all that far, just about ten blocks or so. I even know the house I was staying at because I like looking at the houses for sale in my area and this one came up, but it’s like, hello, you’re not going to get five hundred thousand for that.”

“How did she keep you there?”

Candace made a face. “You know those metal handle things old people use in showers and bathtubs to, like, pull themselves up or not slip?”

“Sure. Safety rails.”

“One of those was beside the bed and she handcuffed me to it. There was a chain, enough I could stand up and use a big pot for the, um…”

“The bathroom.”

“Yeah. When she was gone she would cuff me tighter so I couldn’t get the duct tape off my mouth. It really sucked sleeping at night.”

“I’ll bet” I said. “Okay. That’s a start. Let’s drive by this place so I can see it and we’ll get you home.” I thought of one more thing. “Was she alone? Did anyone stop by?”

“No.”

“Did she talk to anyone on the phone?”

“Yessss, but it was in the other room. I couldn’t hear. I’m sorry.”

I ignored the apology and asked her a few more perfunctory questions, but there wasn’t much to go on. “You haven’t heard of anything happening at the docks in the near future, have you?”

She looked confused at that. “No. Why?”

“Never mind.”

Candace finished the last of her sandwich, and as I pulled out of the parking space, she said quietly, “I was kind of afraid you’d be mad.”

“I’m pissed. This woman’s playing games with me and I don’t like it.”

“Not with her. Me.”

I couldn’t work that one out. “Pissed at you for getting kidnapped?”

“Yeah. I mean… I didn’t know why she wanted me to call you and draw you out. I thought she was going to kill you and I… I called anyways. But I was so scared, I… I’m sorry.”

“Hey,” I said. “That’s an impossible situation. You’re all right, Candace. You did what you had to do.”

“Good. Thanks.” She was quiet a moment, fiddling with the paper the sandwich came wrapped in, then blurted, “When I get a shower at home, you want, like, a blowjob or something?”

I laughed. “No. I’m good. I’m flattered, but I’ve got to focus on this thing and you just went through a lot of trauma.”

“I’m fine! And I’m pretty enough, aren’t I? And you know, a strong, handsome man rescues the lady in distress… shit, my panties are soaking.”

I took it as a compliment but still refused. Traffic was slightly less congested, but still ran thick as mucus. Candace turned on the radio and sang along like nothing had ever happened to her. Anyone else and I might have thought the emotional rebound was suspicious, but I felt no guile from her and she wasn’t trying to charm me. Some people are like that. You can bend them, but it takes a hell of a lot of work to break them.

The house where she’d been kept wasn’t much to look at. Squarish, painted an unfortunate shade of yellow, and elevated by a hefty concrete base to protect it from floodwaters from a coastal storm, it was just a house among a sea of similarly disheveled cheap housing. The windows were sparse, high up, and covered in shades. A privacy fence looked like a good strong gust might blow it inward.

We drove around the block twice, me looking for any sign of someone watching. I didn’t feel any eyes on me, but the place left the hairs on my hands standing straight up. Residual magic, I thought, left from Eliana’s stay. The supernatural could leave trails like that. Hell, I did it myself.

When I took Candace home, I went in with her just to ease her mind and checked the runic wards on her doors, windows, and the major gateways of her home, the most powerful points for magic to work. All the runes were in place, and I stared at them all, stunned. These kinds of runes should have kept even a hundreds-year-old vampire at bay.

Candace joined me after she cleaned up the remains of her dinner mess from the other day. I turned to ask her, “Did this Eliana seem pained at all when she came through?”

She thought about that and shook her head. “No. That’s weird. I didn’t even think about that. She should have been howling.”

Goddamn. I thought back to something Eliana said. I am the oldest one any of you would have ever killed. She would have to be damned old and powerful to shrug off warding like this.

“Fuck me,” I muttered.

Candace offered the blowjob again, somewhat halfheartedly this time as she eyed her bedroom, and I declined. I didn’t think she was in any danger but warned her it might not be a bad idea to leave town for a week or two. I knew she could charm just about any weak-willed sucker out of his money, and she readily agreed maybe a trip to the Bahamas or the Maldives was in order.

I left even more unsettled, and drove back to the house where Candace had been kept. A few cars moved up and down the street but no one was out walking, save for a jogger and a dog running in the wrong direction to see me. I pulled in and stepped out, trying not to let the paranoia get to me. Something about this whole thing was far, far above me, and yet I was the one this Eliana pulled into it.

I jumped the privacy fence and landed in a dying rose bush, the thorns scraping my skin and making me grunt. I stepped out of it, plucking at my clothes, and looked around the backyard. Nothing too out of the ordinary. The back door was unlocked, and a handwritten note in the same handwriting I found at Candace’s told me to come on in. I pocketed the note and entered.

The living room was untouched, but on a kitchen counter was an empty blood bag. It was a message, I thought. Eliana wanted me to know she wasn’t drinking from anyone in the area. That could have been total bullshit, of course, but I was beginning to suspect she didn’t need to lie to me.

The fridge contained some bottled water and three neatly stacked ready-to-eat meals from a big grocery store chain’s deli section. Didn’t expect to find much in there or the bathroom and I wasn’t disappointed. The master bedroom was much as Candace had described, the handcuffs and chain still hanging from one of a pair of safety rails near the bed. The room stank thanks to a bucket I most definitely did not want to examine too closely.

That left the spare bedroom. It was a bizarre sight. I expected the blackout curtains carefully taped around the windows but I wasn’t expecting the princess treatment for the rest of the room. A thick box spring and mattress were neatly made up with a pink comforter and soft white sheets turned down at one corner. A layer of four thick pillows had been just as neatly stacked at the head of the bed, and the whole thing smelled of Eliana’s rich scent. I breathed it deep despite my trepidation, thinking back to the woman’s incredible good looks and hardening.

I checked the bed. I didn’t know what I expected but I pulled the comforter and the sheets off and deposited them in the hallway before gutting the mattress and the box spring. Nothing.

I left, mulling it over. Eliana was a giant question mark. What she wanted from the agency, an even bigger one. I’d play this game by her rules, at least for now. Curiosity might kill the cat, I knew that. But this was the most interesting case of my career, and that was really something.


Chapter 6

“Knowledge is the agency’s greatest power.” That’s what one of rah-rah HR resources directors said in a training session I had to sit through when I first signed on. I rolled my eyes internally at that – well, that, and his unfortunate bolo tie and big eyesore of a mustache. Jesus, it looked like someone slapped a labradoodle on his upper lip.

Side-bar. That same manager might have been a giant pain in the ass, but no shit, he was the best agent I’ve ever seen. He went down fighting a gargoyle. Pumped six rounds from a Beretta into the thing’s guts as it was tearing his shit up a thousand feet off the ground. Guy died a fuckin’ hero, so respect your nerdy HR managers. They might secretly be badasses.

The guy was also right about the knowledge being our agency’s best asset, and that’s thanks to our analysts. Thousands of years of knowledge are stored on servers worldwide, along with paper backups in at least seven locations that I know of, which means there are probably a hundred more I don’t. Within those pages are notes on every conceivable supernatural and mythological creature in the world, either ones we’ve had very real encounters with, ones that spring up in stories, and ones that have been Christianized or otherwise altered by religious zealotry. Not all of it is useful, but that’s the thing. You never know when some news clipping from 1895 about a supposed sighting of a skunk-ape type creature might lead to us taking a trip down the bayou. That really happened, by the way. A skunk-ape mother on the verge of exhaustion, desperate to feed her starving younglings, drew too close to a fishing shack and terrified the men staying there. They shot at her, and in her panic, she tore them to pieces. If she was a wild animal, the responding agents would have had to put her down, but skunk-apes have a rough human intelligence and we managed to relocate her and her children – and made sure to keep her supplied in plenty of fresh meat for her kids. We wouldn’t have known that without the news clipping and other research done by our analysts.

Not everything we do ends in bloodshed, and that’s thanks to our intelligence branch.

* * *

I spent the next day at my desk, looking up Eliana. First I tried running her name through our extensive online databases. Nothing. Not even a sniff. That was surprising. We are aware of the most powerful vampires in existence, and keep track of their comings and goings. For her to be that old and powerful and not come up on our lists troubled and bewildered me. I was going to have to come at this in a different way.

Vineport was home to a three-hundred-year-old bloodsucker, Ernest Gorag, the oldest for a hundred miles. We knew of him just like he knew of us. Sometimes you let the bigger fish stick around in your pond to keep control over the hundreds of smaller fishes, and Gorag was one of those big fishes. I’d never dealt with him, but I might have to in order to hunt this woman down, if it came to that. We didn’t have a way to contact him directly, but there was extensive information about a go-between named Susan Mooney. No note was made whether the last name was a bad vampire joke.

I programmed the information for his go-between into my phone and swapped tactics. We had an enormous digital database of known vampires across the world without names, sorted and organized by physical features. “Blonde woman” got me thousands of hits back. Brown eyes only narrowed that down by a sliver. I thought about her height, estimated Candace to be about five eight, and ran a range for an inch to three inches taller than that.

Now I had a list of only a few dozen pictures. I sat up straighter, and started flicking through them. Some true beauties in there, but none with Eliana’s distinct sexual allure.

Nothing.

Frustrated, I ran more search parameters in a slightly wider net and went for a cup of coffee before I started in on my second round of research. The new analyst, Steve, was standing near the break room with an agent, him with a cup of coffee, her with a carton of milk. I went in for my own cup of coffee and came back out to join them.

“New meat,” I said, slapping Steve’s back. “I need your help.”

“My name’s Steve,” he said.

“Uh huh. He working on anything for you?” I asked my fellow agent.

“He’s all yours.”

“Excellent.”

Steve said, “I’m running down an organ snatcher with-”

“Good for you,” I said. “Excellent work, top drawer.” I wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “Bill, have you ever dreamed of looking through thousands of pages worth of scanned images for variations on a name before?”

“Such an asshole,” Steve muttered. Then, both warily and wearily, “Why?”

I guided him towards the elevator, still with my arm wrapped around his neck. Quieter, I said, “I need you to think of every variation on a name you can. Find different translations, meanings, anything. Run it through our databases.”

“Okay. I can do that. What’s the name?”

I told him and he wrote it down. He told me he really did have to work on the organ snatcher thing. That annoyed me but mine wasn’t the only case that was important and I agreed before heading back to me desk and looking through more pictures.

Nothing. Whoever this Eliana was, she was a ghost to us.

* * *

Susan Mooney, our contact for Ernest Gorag, worked in a downtown office not all that far from my condo. Most the oldest vampires run legitimate businesses. Gorag was part of a multinational investment group, but you wouldn’t see his or Mooney’s names on the marquees, so to speak. They might have been the de facto heads, but they wanted to keep their names out of the spotlight so they took lesser roles, at least in appearance.

I called her office up around eleven in the morning and got a pleasant receptionist. After I identified myself as a member of PSI, she was all too happy to direct me to Mooney’s voicemail. “She doesn’t come in until ten,” the secretary told me. “She mostly works with overseas clients, so you might not get a call back during the day.”

I smiled to myself. “Sure. That’s fine. I’m something of a night owl too.”

She giggled. “Please hold.”

I left Mooney a voicemail explaining who I was, but I didn’t mention Eliana. Not yet. I wanted to see her face when I did, or even better, Gorag’s.

I got a call back that night from Mooney. Her voice was terse, her words coming at me like gunfire. “This is Susan Mooney. You called?”

“I sure did,” I said. I was outside the hotel, smoking and sitting on a bench and watching the people stroll in and out of the building. The hotel grounds were like a small city park and on warmer nights I’d rather sit out there than inside.

“You’re PSI?”

“Yup,” I said.

“What can we do for you?”

“I want to meet up with you and Mr. Gorag,” I said. I came up with a flimsy excuse on the spot. “Nelson Devine. Do you know the name?”

She was silent, then said cautiously, “The recent raid, correct?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I was the lead on that. Gorag’s name was in a notebook.”

“I can promise you, we didn’t have anything to do with him or his nest. If we’d known, we would have taken care of it.”

“I have no doubt,” I said. “But I wanted to cross my T’s and dot my I’s. Is there a convenient time for the two of you we can meet up this week?”

“Mr. Gorag is out of the country,” she said tentatively. “But I am confident I can answer any questions you might have.”

We set up a time and date for later that week, and I hung up. With my hands folded behind my head, I thought about Eliana again. About her long blonde hair, her hourglass figure, her smirk. She was astonishingly beautiful in this era. I wondered how she must have been looked upon in her time, whenever that was. I forced the images out of my mind and texted Monette about that dinner.

* * *

The building housing Mooney’s office was fronted by a security check-in point manned by a chubby-cheeked guy with an Afro and a horse-faced pastier man with a bad cough. Not vampires, but they wouldn’t be, not working down here where they’d possibly have to pick up some extra hours during the day. Besides, just because Mooney and Co. were vampires didn’t mean the whole building was. That’d be too visible for their kind.

The bad cough guy didn’t say anything, letting his friendlier-looking companion do all the talking while he hacked up a lung into the crook of his elbow.

“Evening,” I said.

“Evening,” the black guard said, giving me a wide, easy smile. I wasn’t fooled. His hand rested on a Taser on his belt and the other man’s hands weren’t visible at all. Their tension was understandable. It was dark and well past regular hours.

I explained who I was and flashed them my ID. Susan left word with them an agent would be around, and once I signed in, the guard directed me to wait near the elevators. I did, and soon the doors opened on a hulking behemoth of a woman in black utility pants and a crisp blue polo. Her nametag read “J.G.” An inch taller and maybe twenty or thirty pounds of muscle heavier than me, I wanted to hope this one wasn’t a vampire, but she flashed me soft gold flecks and inwardly I sighed. Oh, fuck me.

J.G. had a voice like how I imagined a cheese grater would talk. “Identification?”

I showed her my ID and she nodded towards the elevator. We stepped on and she thumbed a button for the seventh floor.

“So,” I said conversationally. “Do they feed you in pints, or gallons?”

“Funny,” she rumbled. “I wonder how hard you’d laugh if I ripped out your tongue and used it to wash the windows.”

“You get paid extra for that?”

She cracked a smile. “No. Should have read the fine print on the job description.”

The elevator slowed to a stop, and she led the way down a hallway with several glass-fronted offices. Mooney’s was marked with a bronze placard with LINGCASTLE INVESTMENTS written on it.

“Is it a castle made for lings, or do the lings make up the castle?” I asked the jolly green giantess.

“You have a terrible career ahead of you in comedy.”

“I try.”

She opened the door for me and guided me into a long, narrow open working space with rows of desks, not entirely unlike our own bullpen, but with much more comfortable-looking chairs. A few people milled here and there or sat at desks on phones or tapping away at keyboards. To a person, every single one of them stared at me in such a way that I knew not a single human walked among them. That communal gaze spoke volumes about how little I was wanted there. Aw, but I was hoping to win them all over like the stoic J.G.

To one side of the bullpen was a conference room and series of offices, all fronted by glass windows like the hallway. Pleasant enough, but dull. I noted with some amusement they had a break room with vending machines. I thought about making a crack about a blood-infused peanut butter cup, but I already met my quota for bad jokes for the night. Besides, J.G looked about ready to throw me out a window and I was pretty sure she could give it a good try.

She knocked on one of the closed office doors. A woman called, “Come in.” J.G. stood aside and I entered into a plush office that smelled, of all things, of rich chocolate, cinnamon and nutmeg. That, I soon learned to my shock, emanated from the stoneware mug Susan Mooney settled onto her desk.

She was human, in a nest of vampires. Huh.

Susan Mooney was a tall, elegant beauty, maybe thirty years old or so. She was slim, with chestnut hair that hung to her breasts in a side part that looked like it cost as much as her outfit. That was sharp too, her pencil skirt high waisted and her blouse opened low, revealing a hint of a bra underneath.

“Ms. Mooney, I’m Agent Ionas Levi,” I said, coming forward to shake her hand.

“I’m curious what it is you think we can do for you,” she said as she shook. “As I said, we had nothing to do with Nelson Devine.”

“But you know of him,” I said, settling into the ruse for being there.

“Yes. His fledglings were becoming an annoyance. Too brash, and again, like I said, we would have taken care of it if we knew where he was.” She spread her hands. “So. I’m failing to connect some dots. You mentioned Mr. Gorag’s name was involved somehow?”

“In an address book,” I said.

She stared at me blankly. “And you thought that linked us?”

“No.” I stretched. “No, but maybe you can help me with another name that was brought up. Eliana?”

Mooney was good. Her eyes widened for only a fraction of a second before a wall slammed back into place. “I’m certain I don’t know who that is.”

“Are you now?” I asked. “She’s old. Ancient, maybe. Certainly the oldest bloodsucker I’ve ever met.”

“You’ve met her?” Mooney asked.

“Just a second ago you didn’t know who she was?”

“I don’t.”

“And your Mr. Gorag? Would he know her?”

“Why do you think he’d be associated with… Elena?”

“Very good. Very clever. Maybe they’ve bumped into each other. I understand old Ernie’s been on the block a few hundred years.”

“That’s Ernest,” Mooney said, a flash of heat entering her voice and her eyes. “And I’m sure he doesn’t know who this mystery person is either.”

“Sure. So where is he? You mentioned he’s out of the country?”

“Not that it’s any of your concern, but he’s in Germany, meeting with clients.”

“When’s he going to be back?”

“Soon. Are we done here?”

“Sure,” I said, smiling broadly. I stood up and dug out my business card holder. I dropped one on her desk. “If you or Mr. Gorag want to talk to me about Eliana, I can be reached there.”

“We’ll keep our ears open. But tell me, Mr. Levi, why are you looking into her?”

“Oh, no reason. Just professional curiosity,” I said. “Keeping tabs on all the big bads.”

She stared at me with eyes as dead and cold as the vampires in the office outside. Her fingers traced a pattern into the desk and she muttered a word. Something about her essence crackled, and the air pressure in the room changed, making my blood pound in my ears. Mooney was letting me know she had power, possibly a lot of it. I wondered if I overplayed my hand. I wondered if her magic could trump my wards. I wondered if I wasn’t about to be thrown out a window too high up for even my kind to survive. Then she smiled and the moment passed. “We’ll let you know if we hear anything.”


Chapter 7

A few days later, neither New Guy Steve or I could produce anything about my new vampire bestie Eliana, but there was one bright point to look forward to – a date with Monette.

On a warm evening when she was off for a couple days, I picked her up at her place, a two-story farmhouse-styled home in a new neighborhood out in the suburbs. I’d been there before when the construction was finished and she threw a party, but she had done a lot of work to the exterior, putting in several flower and rock gardens, as well as a long bench made out of three smoothed rocks. It was that I was sitting on when she came out in a slinky black dress that showed off her curves nicely. I liked the way her dark hair was mostly pulled back but left a little deliberately messy, tendrils framing her exquisitely painted face.

I rose, and went to her on instinct, putting one hand at the small of her back. She smiled up at me. “Isn’t the first kiss supposed to happen at the end of the date?”

“Shoot, do I have it wrong?” I asked, then leaned in to kiss her anyways. I was gentle but insistent, and her lips parted just so as her leg bent a little, her body going boneless in my arms. She smelled good, a light perfume, no doubt spritzed on hours ago to help it fade, since my senses were so strong. I appreciated the touch.

“Mm,” she said when I finally pulled away. “If I wasn’t starving I’d say we should skip to dessert.”

“Big fan of that idea. I could eat you all night.”

“Don’t make promises you don’t intend to keep.” I leaned down to kiss her again, my hand going down to her ass and squeezing, but she put a hand against my chest and laughed softly. “Dinner. Then more.”

I had reservations at a Greek restaurant downtown, a relatively new place but not so new there would be a crowd. It was nice, on a second floor overlooking a well-lit small city park. The décor was sparse, just the way I liked it, though Monette thought it could use something to give it some heart and charm.

Before the meal, we made little small talk. Neither one of us was good at it. Instead, we split a bottle of wine and talked about cases, neither of us too concerned about anyone overhearing. Like I said at the beginning of this, magic doesn’t want to be found out, so to anyone sitting around us, our words would have been dulled and unimportant. When our affable waiter deigned it time to grace us with his presence again, we decided on an appetizer of tzatziki, I ordered lamb chops, and Monette the octopus.

When he was gone, I refilled Monette’s wine glass and sprinkled what was left in my own. “You don’t need to get a girl drunk,” she said. “I’m oiled up enough. You’ll get laid.”

I chuckled. “Good to know.” But I was distracted, and my eyes wandered to the big window beside us and the view below. Was she out there watching us? My eyes drifted back to Monette. “Am I the best agent we have locally?”

“That’s a winner for most vain question I’ve been asked on a date,” she said, smirking.

“Humor me. If you were to rank the people in the field, who would be at the top of your list? Be as objective as you can.”

Her smirk changed to a frown, but one of contemplation rather than outright disinterest. After a moment’s thought and half her glass of wine, she leaned forward. “Okay. On paper, T.J. has the most kills. That has to be a factor, but…”

I knew what she wanted to say. T.J. was a goddamn maniac, and not in a way that was sort of required by the job we did. To some varying degree, all of us agents were okay with killing. The things we dealt with, you had to be. But there’s a difference between knowing a thing has to be done and loving it. T.J. loved it. I had to clear a nest with him of newly turned teenagers once, kids barely older than fourteen or fifteen. It was horrible, one of the worst things I’ve ever experienced. Afterwards I had to take two weeks off and get myself right. I even thought about quitting. T.J., on the other hand, showed up the next day in a brand-new suit and wanted high fives from everyone in the office. There are guys like him in every cop shop in the world, local, state, or federal, ones that use the authority as a means to push their weight around, only in T.J’s case, he could punch someone’s heart straight through their chest if he wasn’t careful.

I nodded to Monette. “I got you.”

“Ted probably has the best investigatory sense out of all of you. And Kari will probably take over your department someday.”

“I agree with all that.”

“But…”

“But what?” I asked.

“You’re all of that. In every category I can think of, you might not be first but you’d almost certainly be second. Maybe not a leader per se, but you’re the guy everyone in the office would agree they want at their back. You’re even-keeled. You don’t hesitate. If something needs to be done, you do it. You get a job done, but you don’t obsess over it.”

“That’s all internal stuff. If you were looking from the outside in, looking to recruit someone, who would be your number one person?”

She studied me. “Then who’s doing the looking? Does this have something to do with this Eliana woman you’ve had Steve looking into?”

I explained everything. I wasn’t sure I was going to until I did it, but I needed someone to know what was going on in case this whole thing went sour on me. She listened, her eyes cloudy and distant as she thought. Our tzatziki came but we didn’t break our conversation, not until the arrival of our lamb chops and octopus. We ate, each of us contemplating the mystery Eliana posed.

Afterwards, we decided on a walk through the park. We didn’t say much, just watching all the people with normal lives and normal relationships. We passed over a spring dappled by moonglade, somehow still visible despite all the city lights. I wish I could say it affected me on some emotional level, but my mind was divided between the beautiful woman beside me and the one posing the greatest mystery of my career. And to be honest? I’m not sure I would have felt anything at all even if it wasn’t for Monette or Eliana. The part of me that might have once appreciated a beautiful night or a sunset was broken the day I first encountered the supernatural.

Monette’s arm brushed mine several times and I stopped her on the path to pull her in and kiss her. She tasted like her meal and I liked it. She apparently didn’t mind either, as she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me back. I moved a hand to her ass and squeezed, and she moaned.

“My place is closer,” she murmured.

“Against a tree is even closer than that.”

She laughed and started down the path. “Come on, Ionas. I want a mattress underneath me when you’re pounding into me.”

“Goddamn.”

I chased her back to my car, but our conversation wasn’t entirely done yet. A few blocks on, she contemplated me in the cool lights of the car and the even cooler lights of the city around us. “You’re going to take the meeting with her, aren’t you?”

“I am.”

She hesitated. “You should have a team. If something that big is coming in…”

“If something that big is coming in, then they’ll have teams in place too. We swarm the area, we’re likely to scare them off. We’re not exactly known for our subtlety, Monette.”

“Still, another couple agents…”

“No. I don’t want the agency to know yet. This way, I’m the only one taking the risk.”

“The only one in the crosshairs. Of an apparently ancient vampire and whoever she’s aiming to piss off.” She was angry, and I was getting there myself.

“If she wanted me dead, she had plenty of opportunities.”

“And now you’re handing her another.”

“I am.” No point denying that. “But Eliana said it herself. She wants to come in. She needs us for something but she knows she’d be executed the moment she shows up if there’s no one there to back her on whatever the hell this is.”

She glared at me, then back at the road. “Fine. I won’t say a word to Wendell.”

“Or anyone else,” I said.

“Or anyone else. But if this gets messy or if any civilians get involved-”

“I’ll bring everyone in on it.”

Without warning, she unbuckled and leaned over the console to grab my chin, turn my head, and kiss me again. We pulled apart, and both of us stared at the road ahead.

* * *

I brushed my teeth and gargled in a guest bathroom while she readied herself in another closer to the master bedroom. When I was done I headed into her bedroom and stripped down. Music started playing from a small speaker on a dresser, something classy, low-key, the singer doing all the work with a slide guitar accompanying her. Not quite country, not quite bluegrass. Not my style, but nice, I guessed.

Monette came in a minute later, still in her dress. I came to her as she studied me head to toe, eyes lingering on the burn scars on my stomach. They could have been fixed when I joined the agency and the magicians and doctors infused my bones with runes and powerful magics. But the scars were a reminder of my parents. Or maybe it was really more a reminder of the boy I was up to the day they died. Human. Vulnerable. I would never be that again.

I kissed her. She melted into me, sinewy and soft all at once, hard muscles won over years of training and combat that would never go away under a layer of femininity born of her new life. Born from teeth, not fire like me, but no less an awakening.

“I’ve wanted this for a while,” Monette admitted, her words soft caresses.

“Me too,” I said, and I helped her out of her dress. She was on me again before the silky fabric hit the floor, her chest rising and falling with every breath she took. I could smell her desire, the liquid heat of her, and it made my half-hard cock surge.

She guided me to the bed and sat on the edge to remove her prosthesis. I knelt to watch. I wanted to know how to do this, to undress her completely. She blushed but said nothing as she finished, leaving her residual limb bare. When she was ready, I tugged her panties down and threw them somewhere behind me to Monette’s soft giggle. That giggle got even louder when I rose far enough to reach under her bare ass and hoist her up, carrying her across the bed and dropping her onto the pillows.

“Showoff.”

“Just wait.”

I unhooked her strapless bra and tossed it aside too, then leaned down and kissed a trail along her bared flesh. Like me, she had a few tattoos, some of them magical, some of them artistic. I liked one of a cartoon tank, and kissed it before moving on to a ward mirrored on my own body. This I kissed too, and then I moved to her delicate nipples, sucking each of them in turn as I cupped her sex. She tensed at that, moaning softly. My fingertips slipped along her slickened folds, teasing her lips, drawing her wetness all around her pussy before returning back to her core. I didn’t tease her clit, not yet, but I would get there.

My free hand went to the breast I just left, tweaking the nipple. I rose further up the bed to kiss Monette again, harder this time. She returned my hunger, clutching my neck as my fingers slid into her pussy and I finally brushed her clit with my thumb.

Her hips rose to meet me as I tested her with one finger, then two, and finally a third. “Faster,” she urged me. I gave her what she wanted, pumping her harder, teasing that clit with faster strokes as my fingers plunged in and out. I moved my lips to her jaw, then traced it until I was breathing softly on her ear, whispering her name.

“Come for me, Monette.”

“Fuuu….uck!” she gasped.

I sucked her earlobe into my mouth and nipped. At the same time, I tweaked her nipple again, harder, and flicked my thumb across her clit. Her fingernails raked my neck as her hips shot upward off the bed.

“Ionas!”

I kept going, fingering her just as fast, but driving down her body. Hips still quivering, she stared down at me and sucked the tip of her thumb as I moved mine away from her clit to lick it.

Her thumb fell away from her lips just long enough for her to say, “Like that, oh my God, just like that…” Then she was sucking on her fingers like they were my cock, driving them in and out of her mouth as she watched me, her leg bending at the knee, her toes curling.

I twisted my fingers inside her as I sucked her clit into my mouth and lashed it with my tongue. Her words fell away as I rubbed her spot, teased her nipple, and licked her clit all at the same time. Her cry was soft, breathless, and hoarse as she came again, but still I wasn’t yet satisfied.

I pulled my fingers out of her and tasted them as I watched her reaction. Her fingers fell free of her own mouth and she gasped, “We should have been doing this a long tie ago.”

“Have to make up for lost time.”

I pushed up to my knees and gripped Monette’s waist. She yelped and laughed as I flipped her over and got her onto one knee. What was left of her leg wasn’t enough to balance on like that, so she crossed her arms and rested most her weight on them, jutting her ass back at me. I think she expected me to fuck her like that, and I wanted to. But I wanted to taste her right from the source, and I dove in, licking her pussy with both practiced skill and a ravenous hunger.

Whatever reserve I held onto up to that point evaporated, fast. Her taste, strong, tangy, sweet from her soaps and whatever else she was using, filled my mouth, and it was like a drug. I had to have more, and my tongue gave it to me, slicing through her depths, gathering up everything it could.

“Oh my God, oh fuck, oh, oh…” she gasped, rocking back against me.

I spread her wider, my cock iron hard as I feasted on her pussy. Her body quivered, more wetness greeting my tongue with every lap.

I could take no more. I shot up, my cock in hand, and I pressed myself to her pussy lips. She looked over her shoulder, fire in her eyes, and I pushed in, fighting the urge to hammer deep into Monette’s tight little cunt, to take her as hard as I inhumanly could.

“Ohhhhhh!” she wailed. “Oh fuck! C-careful!”

Despite my restraint I still pushed her nearly a foot up the bed. Any harder and she might have cracked her head against the wall. Had to be careful. I pulled her back, gritted my teeth, and fought my own roaring need for control. It wasn’t easy. I wanted few women as much as I wanted Monette in that moment, my blood roaring in my ears at the sight of her taut ass thrusting back against me, the dark spill of her hair, the way she looked over her shoulder at me, lost somewhere between wanton desire and maybe a tinge of fear.

Fear.

Of me.

God fucking damn it.

I forced myself to slow. To savor this. I tried to tell myself this was what I wanted anyways, the moment, that all I needed was her. But the truth was, the beast inside me was barely caged even then. And I wondered, darkly, if Eliana could take me as hard as I needed to give it. I hated myself for the thought even as I realized yes, yes she probably could.

Fuck.

I pulled out, flipped Monette over, got her on her back again. She looked up at me as I slid back into her, taking it easy this time. She kissed me, and slowly, the demons in my mind cleared as I returned it with growing genuine pleasure. No. Maybe this wasn’t the headboard banging sex I craved from someone, anyone, but it was something, wasn’t it? This could be something. If I wanted it to be. If I was a relationship guy.

Who the hell was I?

“Don’t come inside me,” she murmured. I nodded and kissed her again, my hands trailing down to her ass and hip as I pumped into her the last few minutes. She came again, nothing left in the tank for it but a quiet shiver of pleasure and parted lips, and then I was pulling out of her. She pushed me onto my back and scrambled down the bed to suck my wet cock into her mouth. I grinned down at her playfully and she grinned back.

“Not going to last long, lips as good as yours,” I said.

“Mmmm,” she moaned, and sucked me harder. She was an artist, dragging her tongue across my first inch or so, teasing the base, eyes feasting on my every reaction. I let the frustration go, ran my fingers through her hair, and warned her one more time. She sucked me harder and I popped, my come filling her mouth until she slipped off me, letting the last few shots hit her chin and her neck.

We collapsed together in the afterglow, Monette on her side facing me, an arm draped lazily over my stomach. Neither of us was all that sleepy, so we turned on the TV and watched some comedy. Sometime late in the night we made love again, the lights off, lit up only by the spill of streetlights and that uncharacteristically bright moon. All the while, I thought maybe I’d see gold somewhere out her windows.


Chapter 8

A lot of my time is spent talking to people around the city. I have a lot of connections in Vineport. Every good agent does. The supernatural community doesn’t trust us as an organization, and they probably have every right not to. We exist to rein them in and hunt them down, if need be.

But you get a lot of people who recognize we’re a necessary evil, that we kept the biggest wolves at bay. Candace, the informant Eliana kidnapped, was one of those, and I had dozens of others I liked to check in on regularly. Most were low-level parts of the supernatural community, people tinged with just enough magic somewhere in their genes to keep them on our radar. I wasn’t out to hassle them. I usually just dropped in from time to time and touched base.

One of the regulars, Snazzi – and yeah, she spelled it just like that – worked as a prostitute down near the warehouse district. A water nymph, her “real” form was translucent and featureless, save for gooey tendrils where her fingers and feet would be. Her human form was that of a statuesque Nordic blonde, big breasts, big ass, sky-blue eyes, like someone you might have seen in an old men’s magazine from the eighties or nineties.

When I called her, she was downtown doing some clothes shopping. “Oh good,” she said. “You can give me a ride back.”

I had nothing better going on, so I agreed, and headed to the low-rise shopping center. I smoked two cigarettes on the way, on edge, both thanks to Monette and whatever the hell Eliana had in store for me. The morning after Monette and I slept together, she promised me she’d help Steve look into Eliana. We made plans for a second date, had breakfast, and I left her there, uncertain about where we really stood or what I wanted from her.

Snazzi waited at the curb, three large shopping bags in tow. She was dressed that day in a honeysuckle long overcoat over a yellow dress, with a pair of sunglasses riding high on her head. I slowed, ignoring the honk from the car behind me, and she hurried to me to toss the bags in the back and slide into the driver’s seat.

“Io,” she said agreeably. “I bought you some socks.”

I chuckled. “Thanks.”

“They’re very nice. Silk. On sale.”

I couldn’t imagine going to any function where I needed silk socks, but the gesture was nice. “Thanks again.”

“Mm hm. So what’s up?”

Snazzi’s clientele included a lot of dockworkers. I had an idea that if I couldn’t track down Eliana, maybe I could instead try to figure out what was coming into town instead. I filled her in as we drove, and to my complete non-surprise, she hadn’t heard anything from any of her johns.

“Sorry. But I’ll ask around.”

“No one’s mentioned anyone named Eliana? Maybe Ernest Gorag or any of his people?”

She shot me a wide-eyed look. “Jesus, Ernest Gorag is involved?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. I think so.”

“On second thought, pull over when you can. I’ll walk.”

“Ah, come on, Snazzi,” I protested.

“I’m serious. Let me out. Your agency’s scary but they’ll kill me.”

I sighed but did as she asked. At a chain restaurant I pulled in and let her out. She collected her bags and tossed the socks on the front seat. They really were nice. “If you hear anything-” I started, but she was already shutting the door in my face.

I called another few informants, but no one was picking up, or in the case of a mole man, he was in Nebraska shucking corn or fucking his cousin or whatever they did out there. Discouraged, I was about to head back to the office when I got a call from an unknown number.

“This is Ionas Levi,” I said.

“Hello, agent,” Eliana purred.

I nearly swerved into the car next to me in surprise. “Ah, there you are.”

“I hear you’ve been asking around about me. Naughty boy. You’re going to stir up trouble for yourself.”

“Who told you?”

“A lovely friend. A compatriot in arms.”

“In your fight with Ernest Gorag,” I said, guessing.

She chuckled. “Not quite, but yes, he is involved. Now I need a nap before the evening’s festivities. If I invite you to come play, will you be nice?”

I fought back a grimace. “Whatever you have to show me had better be worth the smoke and mirrors.”

“I absolutely promise it will be. But I need you to make sure you’re not followed. By anyone. If I smell another agent, if I think you’re not playing my game by my rules-”

“Enough,” I snapped. “Just tell me where you want me and I’ll be there.”

She rattled off an address. “It’s a car park. Call me when you get there and I’ll give you more specific directions.”

She hung up. I had a decision to make right then and there. Call the office and tell them I needed a team in play, or follow Eliana’s instructions. In the end, though, it wasn’t much of a decision at all. I was intrigued, and fuck me sideways, but I couldn’t stop thinking about golden eyes.

* * *

The car park was nearly full, but I found a spot far away from a light rail station and pulled in. I had my shotgun in the trunk but no way was I going to tote that around in broad daylight in the middle of the city. The stake and my knife were a must, though. I grabbed the stake’s sheath out of the backseat, leaned forward, and slipped it on over my tee-shirt. Then I pulled on my jacket over it, checked my knife in its sheath, and called Eliana.

She picked up, and gave me another address. “I can see you,” she said. “You’re going to want to walk west to the sidewalk, cross by the deli, and continue down that street for six blocks. Then come down the alley there. You’ll walk another two blocks until you come to a gray apartment building with a blue and white van in the handicap spot closest to the doors. Oh, you may want to buy a sandwich for later. I know this will happen tonight, but I don’t know when.”

“Want anything? A hobo to sip on tonight, maybe?” I asked.

“Don’t try to be funny, agent. It’s not your strongest suit.”

She had me there. After she gave me a PIN for the apartment building’s back door, I hung up, headed for the dli, and picked up two six-inch turkey and pepper jack subs, a couple bags of chips, and a monstrosity of an iced tea. No milk, unfortunately. When I came out, I saw something glinting in the sky. Ah, that was how she was “seeing” me in broad daylight. I gave the drone the middle finger. A moment later, my phone buzzed with a text message from the number Eliana just called me from. A middle finger right back.

I couldn’t help a grin.

I did call Monette as I walked. She picked up, groggy. “Yeah,” she growled.

“It’s on for tonight. I’m letting you know because I’m heading to the meet-up site. If this goes bad, track my phone and you’ll find me.”

Silence, then, “I should call this in.”

“Monette.”

“I won’t. But you know I’m right. Be careful. And when you’re done tonight, whatever happens, I want you at the office afterwards filling me in. And then you promise me you’ll take it to Wendell.”

“Agreed,” I said.

She hesitated again. “Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

* * *

I found the building and circled it, but I could see nothing out of the ordinary. It was, however, tall, and that I thought was interesting, especially since there was nothing else quite its height all the way to the sea. I was willing to bet whatever apartment Eliana was holed up in had a fantastic view of the docks, albeit from a hell of a long range.

The place was clean and neatly kept, with a parking lot full of lower-middle class cars and crossovers. The nicest of which was probably a ten-year-old BMW, so not upper crust but these people were doing all right.

I entered the PIN at the back door and walked through an empty lobby, mostly featureless save for some furniture that looked straight out of a hospital waiting room. The elevator took me up to the second floor from the top. Four doors. Mine was to the right. I took a walk down the hallway first, listening hard. Someone was washing dishes in another apartment, but that was it. I didn’t hear any big bads gleefully talking about what an idiot the agent was walking around their building waiting to be ambushed.

The apartment door was unlocked. I let myself in to a small foyer and living room. Lamps lit up the sparse room. Blackout curtains had been carefully taped over the windows. It looked like a slit had been cut across the bottom right corner, and since it was right in front of a padded folding chair and a long-range camera mounted on a tripod, I took it that was to be our observation point. Told you, I’m an investigatory genius.

I dropped the food onto a TV tray next to the folding chair. Eliana’s perfumes made my nostrils flare, a different combination of scents than our first meeting but no less intoxicating. Rich oils, softer petals, some sort of soft citrus that I’d never smelled before. Then she stepped out and I was even more drunk on her. She was pure simplicity in a long red nightgown that clung to her curves, her long blonde hair spilling down in easy curls that no doubt had taken a long time to get just the right kind of mussed look to them. Her brown eyes took me in, amused.

“You really did come alone. I was not expecting that.”

“Someone knows I’m meeting you. I’m not entirely stupid.”

“Mm. Just a little bit then.”

I gave her a hard smile. “How badly would you burn if I rushed that window and yanked off those curtains?”

She grinned right back. “Try it and we’ll see if you can survive a fall from that height. I’d bet no, don’t you think?”

A new scent wafted from her. Desire. I didn’t know if she wanted me or if she just got off on the killer talk. Either way… hm.

I nodded towards the window. “What’s coming in?”

“Not what, but who. If I told you, you’d either think I was lying or you’d call your agency. You’d really have no choice, or so you would think.”

“What are they here for?”

Her eyes widened. It was only a fraction and Eliana hid it well, but she was not expecting me to come up with the right question. “Me.”

I stepped closer, hand on my knife. “Who are you, Eliana?”

She looked at my hand, then back up into my eyes. “You are finally asking the right questions. Sit. Watch the window. I have left the instruction manual for the camera sitting on the chair. Your people will want pictures and video of what you’ll see tonight if they are to believe you.”

“Goddamn it, give me some answers or I’ll-”

She was on me in a moment, grabbing my shoulders and slamming me back against the wall. My head punched a hole through the drywall, and I snarled as I drew the knife, pressing it to her throat. If this was it, I was going to make sure she never forgot the pain of killing me. Her eyes lit gold with the full blast of her age, and her fangs popped.

“You would give up on a chance to avenge thousands, tens of thousands, maybe more, and a hope to save so many more for your fucking ego!” she roared. And it was a roar. Her voice was transformed, more powerful, echoing. “Sit! Wait! That is all you have to do and then, if you’re still not satisfied, I’ll hold the stake to my own heart. But until then, agent, stop with the petty threats!”

I held the knife against Eliana’s throat a moment longer, then finally sheathed it again. The light slowly faded from her eyes and her fangs retracted. She let me go and turned away from me. I grabbed her arm and spun her back around. Her eyes lit up again, but this time I thought there was something different to them. Fear? Maybe.

My hand moved to her neck, rubbing the pair of twin bite marks she covered in makeup. She didn’t hesitate. Her long, thin fingers went to my jacket, yanking it off my shoulders and dropping it to the floor behind me. I shrugged off the strap for the sheathed stake and it hit the carpet. Then came my knife, and if she was going to do it, that was the time but she was too focused on getting my shirt out of my pants and up and over my chest and head. It ripped and I didn’t care.

I kicked my shoes off and hurried out of my jeans. When Eliana tugged down my briefs, she drew a breath no human could have emitted, almost like a rattlesnake, if a rattlesnake could be said to sound pleased. Our hands were all over each other as we pushed and pulled back to the bedrooms. I picked her up at some point and she wrapped her legs around me, fangs popped and poised against my throat, her breath cool against my skin. Reminders of what she was, how dangerous this could be.

“Which one?” I snarled, and she waved a hand back towards the farthest door. Holding onto her spectacular ass I stormed back there, hammering through the half open door and dropping her onto a softly lit bed draped in luxurious bedding and tan overstuffed pillows. She twisted onto her hands and knees to go further up the bed but I grabbed her right there and yanked the nightgown up and over her ass. Her white bikini briefs cupped her sex, and I wasted no time tearing them off, the material like paper in my hands.

Her eyes burned pure gold as she watched me over her shoulder. I gripped my cock and hilted myself in her with a thrust hard enough to push her forward. She took it, every inch, and hissed her pleasure. Maybe the rest of her ran cold but her cunt was as red-hot as any I’d felt around me, and wet too.

With her, I didn’t worry about pain. I didn’t have to. From the way she slammed her ass back at me with my next thrust, Eliana not only could take it, she wanted it as hard as I wanted to give it to her. So I did. I gripped her waist hard enough to leave impressions in her skin and I fucked her. Nothing human, not even an agent, not even my Monette, could have taken me like that. Not even close.

The bed moved with every thrust, and on the seventh or eighth, the leg under us snapped and we tumbled off. The blonde vampire shoved me onto my back and dropped down onto my cock with a grunt of pure satisfaction, her golden eyes tilting up towards the ceiling as she gasped out with her pleasure. I grabbed those big tits and squeezed them. Her nipples I tweaked hard before pushing up far enough to suck one of them between my teeth. She rocked on me like that, a hand on her ass, the other on my shoulder.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she growled, “… so… much… bigger…”

I didn’t know who she was talking about, but I felt a stab of savage pride. Fuck you, anonymous guy. I’m taking her now. She’s mine.

Eliana shoved me back down and dropped low to ride me, her hips gyrating against mine as I gripped her waist and returned the fucking. Blonde hair fell between us, tickling my skin. Her breasts bounced with the beat our bodies made, but I hardly noticed. Her face was rapt, her mouth falling open, fangs and teeth gleaming in the lamplight. She tensed, and cried out, “Ohhh, oh yes!”

Her face changed, drawing into the visage of her kind truly unleashed, her flesh knotting and twisting into misshapenness. Her mouth dropped to my neck again and I think she would have drank me if I didn’t grab her shoulders and push her back. She blinked, and her face returned to its human form. She opened her lips as though to say something, but I shut her up by kissing her and twisting with her until she was on her back.

Legs kicking in the air, her fingernails raked fire across my back and neck as I pumped into Eliana harder and harder, my own face drawn in a snarl. I held nothing back for the first time in my life as an agent, and when I came into her, I moaned with pleasure the likes of which I’d never felt before. My fist hit the floor beside her as shot after shot of me filled her tight cunt.

But I wasn’t done. Not by a long shot. When my blood was on me, I could stay hard for hours, and it was on me then. I kept pumping into her, a frenzied, mindless fucking. My come squished inside her and spilled out around the connection of her flesh to mine. She cried out again, biting her own lip with her fangs.

I lifted her. No plan in mind, I just did it. Then I carried her to a wall and shoved her against it as hard as she’d done to me earlier. She stared me in the eyes, and I was entranced by the gold in hers. Only a tiny ring of her natural browns remained deep under the glow, so hidden you would need to be as close as we were to see it. Her lips crushed to mine and we fucked more with our tongues than our bodies for a few minutes, hungry noises escaping both of us.

Her legs locked around my ass, ankles crossing. I glistened with sweat now, and she lapped it up off my cheeks and forehead, licking me with flicks of her tongue. I caught her mouth again and bucked up into her, short, powerful thrusts that left her gasping erratically.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” she panted.

I grinned and Eliana took it as a challenge. Her legs came back down and she fought me for control. I gave it over, too curious as to what she had in mind to care. She dropped, opened her mouth to show me her wicked fangs, and gripped my cock.

I tensed. The points of her teeth touched my skin but didn’t dig in as she slowly devoured me, eyes still locked on mine. Those fangs scraped my cock but didn’t cut, an exquisite and dark show of absolute control.

“Fuck, Eliana…” I moaned.

She grinned. The show ended with her fangs retracting into her gums again, and this time her tongue was the source of my pleasure. I grabbed handfuls of her blonde hair and started to fuck her face as she bathed me with her tongue as much as she could given my size. She never complained. Never gagged. She liked to use and be used. I loved it.

Had I been that rough with anyone else, I would have broken their neck. But Eliana took it, and gave it right back. She sucked me all the way to my root, holding me deeper than anyone ever had. When she came up off me, it wasn’t for air, but to lick up and down my base or suck one of my balls into her mouth.

I couldn’t take that, not for long, but I didn’t want to finish that second time in her mouth. I finally reluctantly pulled away and turned for the bed again. I yanked the mattress off the broken frame and she was on me again, dragging me down until we wound up face to face, me on top, her underneath me, her wrists pinned above her head as we kissed like teenagers, sloppy, desperate.

“I wasn’t expecting this,” she said. The words were surprised. Shocked, even. I felt them reverberated in my own head and heart, but didn’t tell her the same. I just kissed her again, and soon enough, I was coming inside her for the second time.

I would have gone for hours like that, but Eliana did something that astonished me. Something that I had never heard a vampire do before.

She coughed.

I blinked, and in a flash, she was shoving me off her. “Go,” she said. She turned her head, and did it again.

“You’re…”

“I need sleep, agent.”

I stared at her a long moment, still half-mad with lust, but wildly confused about what I just saw and heard. Vampires didn’t cough. Like us, vampires didn’t get sick. But she had.

What the undead fuck was going on?


Chapter 9

Three questions.

Who was Eliana?

Who was coming into my city?

Why was she coughing?

No. Four.

Why did she need us?

No answers came to me as I sat at the window. My mind was a confused whirl, and I could pick at nothing from the chaos. None of this made any sense. I occupied my time tinkering with the camera, learning how it worked and how to take video, but all the while, I thought. And thought. And thought.

No. That wasn’t right. I spent most my time trying not to think – about Eliana. I felt a stab of guilt about Monette but it was drowned out by the roar of residual lust knowing she was sleeping nude in the other room on the mattress, at the smell of our combined sex and her perfumes.

I wanted her again. I’d fuck her for days if I could. Instead, I watched.

And in the early dusk hours, the ship came.

* * *

Cars started to show up two hours before its arrival. I didn’t recognize the suited big guys with holsters under their jackets, but I took pictures of them all anyways. They were human goons keeping an eye on the dockworkers preparing for the arrival of the ship. They checked IDs against a tablet, frisked everyone, and in general, looked like what they were – thugs.

I wondered if they knew who they worked for. I mean, really knew.

Two big transit vans came next, and from each of them emerged two men and two women. They unloaded boxes and began arranging things on the ground, evenly spaced. Drones, I realized. I couldn’t remember if the windows of the building were reflective on the outside. If they weren’t, would they notice something so small as a camera lens peeking down on them? Probably not but I took the opportunity to step out onto the apartment’s balcony to have a smoke and check. The windows were tinted dark enough that no one could see me. Good. I finished the cigarette in a hurry and headed back inside.

The sea had a funny way of playing visual tricks on a person. It’s a lot like the desert that way. You see things you’re not sure are real, or the glimmering heat or reflections make you imagine something is there. One minute I was staring out at the water as the sun set, casting the waves in orange hues. The next, there it was, in full view, cruising in towards shore so fast I thought it would surely beach itself on the pier. But that too was an illusion. It was farther than it seemed. A cargo ship, though not one of the massive ones. Schooner? I wasn’t sure if that was the right term. I lived near the Atlantic or Pacific most my life, but I knew very little about ships.

I felt a shiver run down my spine at the sight of it, and it wasn’t from anticipation or fear of what was on the ship, but deeper-rooted terror. I was fifteen again, on the boat with my parents. They just bought the cabin cruiser, a joint wedding anniversary present, one they were both so thrilled about. We were traveling down the coast to Oregon, my dad learning the ins and outs of helming the thing.

He was an affable man, a sweet one, and I loved him dearly. He liked board games and sneaking off with me to get an ice cream even if he was trying to lose weight. He liked telling long, rambling stories that I wish I hadn’t thought were so dumb. He liked baths instead of showers. I loved my mom too. She was their fire. I remember her always joking, always laughing, the booming sound filling our house and her job at the post office when I went to visit her sometimes after school. He was the better cook and organizer, she was the free spirit, reading out in our backyard under an umbrella in the rain, or taking day-long hikes with me with nowhere in mind. They both wished they could have more children, and I never knew why they didn’t. But they had me, and they loved me.

Christ, they were so young. They had no idea what they were doing with that boat but they loved it, laughing it up, learning together. Dad kept it slow and decided we should stop for some fishing. I don’t know what he expected to catch. He was as terrible a fisherman as he was a sailor, but I was all for it. I liked my mom’s idea of cooking what we caught right there on the boat in the tiny little galley downstairs, no more than the boat equivalent of a Sterno stove.

Only we weren’t alone out there in the water. As Dad cast his line in and Mom headed into the cabin to fetch us all something to snack on, I saw it first. A figure cutting its way through the water. Not human. No. It looked like a fucking alligator. In Washington. In the ocean.

I was sure I had it wrong. It was a dolphin. It was a whale. It was something, anything else than what I was seeing. “Dad. What is that?” I asked, pointing.

He came to me, peering out into the water. He saw it too, the dark shadow snaking its way towards us. “I don’t know,” he said doubtfully. “Keep your hands away from the rails. Just in case.”

It hit the boat hard enough to rock us. We stumbled into one another and I heard something crash down below. Mom yelped and Dad ran to her. “I broke a glass,” she said. “What was that?”

“Dolphin or something,” Dad said.

I moved to the other side of the boat. Gone, I thought. Maybe hitting us drove it deeper underwater. I heard the clink of broken glass. Heard thumps I thought was Mom and Dad. Then I looked towards the back of the boat as my mom screamed.

It was not an alligator, though it had a long snout like one, full of wickedly sharp small teeth. Three eyes on either side of its scaly flat skull were fixated on my parents. Its short legs were capped in webbed hands, and it used these like suction cups. That was the thumping I heard, its fingers sucking and pulling at the side of the boat as it crested, looking for its next meal.

And it laughed.

It was not a human sound, but the chuff of its lungs was unmistakable. Later, when I retold the story to the coastal patrol unit in the hospital, that point in the story was when they would stop listening to me. But I knew what I heard. I knew this thing was not some animal, but something stranger.

It took my dad fast. I think it must have seen him as the biggest threat on that boat. Its head whipped towards Dad and clamped onto his neck. It didn’t tear at the flesh, but bit in, crushed it. The sound of Dad’s choking and gurgling haunted me nearly every night for years afterwards. His eyes bulged, his hands tried to beat at the thing, then went to its jaws. All pointless. The thing lifted him up in the air and shook him like a dog with a chew toy. By that point, I think Dad was already dead in just seconds.

“Ionas!” Mom screamed. I think she meant to tell me to run or jump or something, but she never finished the sentence. It dropped Dad and hit her with the top of its skull, driving her against the rail and nearly sending her over into the water. It drove low and clamped onto her thigh. Mom’s scream went high-pitched. Red ran down her leg and pooled on the deck of the boat.

Underneath the abject terror of the moment, something in my mind went cold. I realized I was next, and with that came the knowledge that there was nowhere to run. Clearly that thing could outpace me in the water or on this boat. Trying to get away was pointless. I had to fight.

Beside me was all the fishing gear. Rods, a tackle box, a bucket full of ocean water… and a knife. It was pathetically small, but it was razor sharp, meant to gut our catches. I snatched it up as Mom collapsed to the deck, quivering, clutching her leg, her screams now whimpers of my name. “Ionas. Ionas… I…”

“No,” I whispered.

It saw the knife in my hand. Saw me coming for it. It rose to its full height, shorter than I was but still wildly intimidating. It snapped at the air between us, and even from here, I could smell it. Not the pungent smell of fish, but a rot, sick and sweet and meaty. I gritted my teeth, tears stinging my eyes, but I kept moving, kept coming for it. Mom’s hand reached out towards me in her last moments and then she stilled.

Fear fell to a rage the likes of which I’d never felt before. The creature shot for me and I brought the knife up. It was a purely reflexive gesture but I aimed true and buried the blade deep in the soft tissues along its belly. It howled and hit me with its head much like Mom. Somehow, miraculously, I kept hold of the knife as I dropped to the deck. It fell on top of me, jaws snapping at my face, my head, and I drove the knife up under its jaw, once, twice, three times, four, five. I screamed and I cried and I’m pretty damn sure I pissed myself, but I fought and tumbled with it and kept stabbing.

It tried to climb to its feet, to get away from me, but it couldn’t make it. Instead, it flopped around on the surface of the boat, and I was free. Untouched, save for that headbutt. I crawled away and clung to the rails, watching it flail. Its hands struck the panel to a small storage unit, leaving trails of blood along its surface.

The panel. The storage unit.

Flashes of Dad at the marina, talking to another boat owner. The guy said if we were taking a long trip, we ought to bring plenty of fuel, more than we thought we’d need. Dad took it to heart and brought along two collapsible bladders of it.

Which were right under that thing’s back.

I scrambled across the deck on all fours, going for Mom. She was a heavy smoker and I knew she’d have a lighter on her. I tried not to look at her face as I patted the pockets of her shorts, but I couldn’t help it. Her eyes were open, her head twisted towards where I had been when she died. “I’m sorry,” I gasped, not sure why I was apologizing but unable to help myself. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

Hard plastic. I dug my hand in and pulled her lighter free, letting out a keen of victory and sorrow and fear, all in one single, odd noise. I tried to get to my feet, slipped in Mom’s blood, and clutched at the railing to keep from falling. I walked my way across the short span of the deck like a drunk, barely staying upright, keeping my eyes on that creature. It too had a hand on the railing, watching me with three of its eyes. It snapped at me when I got close but something was wrong with its neck, and its jaw didn’t want to close on me. I kicked it and kicked it and kicked it, not doing any real damage but lost to madness and grief.

Then my mind cleared again. Fuel… and fire.

The bladders looked like end pillows with rubber tubing stubs sticking out of one end. I wondered idly how I got the gas out, then realized with grim satisfaction I was still carrying the knife. I grabbed one of the bladders and held it over the creature. It howled. I said nothing, and punched a couple holes in the bladder. The gas splashed all over the creature, the deck, everywhere. When the bladder was empty, I leaned down and held out the lighter. The thing grabbed me as I flicked it to life and held on.

If it was going to die, so was I.

The flames engulfed it with a flumpf sound that might have been comical if my own clothes didn’t light up too. I screamed, finally dropping the knife at the worst possible time. My chest, my stomach, they were on fire and this thing had me.

The boat took fire too, the flames racing everywhere the gasoline licked – and down into the storage compartment. The other bladder took and exploded. The boom wasn’t huge, but it was enough for the creature to finally let go. I reeled away, hitting the flames on my chest, not knowing where I was or how close I was to the edge of the boat. I hit the rail, thought water, and then I was flying over, dropping into the cold murkiness.

I was an excellent swimmer and instinct took over. I couldn’t see much in the water but the thick shape of the boat above me and the flames casting their wicked hues. I kicked away from the boat, watching bursts of flames rain down off the sides, like drops of lava. I cleared the boat, coming up sputtering.

How long I was out there, I don’t know. I didn’t really come to until a man was holding onto me, dragging me towards his fishing boat, where three other men waited to pull us on board. I remembered screaming about my parents and monsters in the water, and then I remembered nothing more again until I was being moved off the boat by an emergency crew on shore.

After I got out of the ICU, the coastal patrol came to talk to me and went away looking at each other like I belonged in a mental institute. Another man came to visit me in the hospital a few days later, a tall, thin, calm man who tried to tell me things. Things like I couldn’t have possibly seen what I did, that my parents fell overboard and were the victims of a shark attack. How tragic.

I felt something crawling in my mind, something he was trying to do to me and I railed against it. He wasn’t surprised, and told me some hard truths. If I kept talking about the supernatural, if I let on what I’d actually seen, I was going to wind up in a hospital the rest of my life, or so severely medicated I wouldn’t remember my own name. I listened, and I followed his advice, but questions now burned in my heart and soul I needed to now the answers to. What else did I not know about the world?

I spent my free time the rest of my teenage years online trying to track down any information I could on people like him. When I turned eighteen, I quit school, and with what money I had inherited from my parents after the sale of their house, I lived on the road, tracking down stories about the supernatural.

Two years I spent like that, living in cheap rentals and my car. Two years of fruitless searching, but feeling closer and closer to something. Then, one day out of the clear blue as I was tracking down the latest in a string of weird animal attacks, the same Counselor knocked on my door. He gave me a business card and an address to a training facility, and told me if I was really interested in what was going on, I should learn the right way before I had another encounter with something that might tear me to pieces.

Six months later, I was on an operating room table, a surgeon and a magician inscribing my bones with wards. I was an agent.

Yeah. It’s been a weird life.

* * *

Eliana rested on her back in the bed under a mountain of blankets, a sleep mask over her eyes. I didn’t need more lights than what shone in the living room to see her perfectly. She was beautiful in her stillness, and I knew whatever came, I was in trouble with this one.

She must have heard me. Her hand slid up to the mask and she took it off. Her eyes opened and shone in the dark. I said quietly, “It’s here.”


Chapter 10

Eliana showered and dressed in pants that looked like silk and a blouse with finely ruffled sleeves. After, she joined me with a black case and another TV tray. I untaped the curtains and pulled them aside so we could both see. When she was seated on another folding chair beside me, she opened up the case, revealing…

…a makeup kit, a comb, and an ornate hand mirror.

Eliana looked at me, nonplussed. “What?”

“Nothing. Weird day.”

She thought about that and said, “For me too.”

The ship closed in on the dock and we watched the workers swarm to life, preparing to greet the crew. More cars arrived then, an SUV and a modern Rolls-Royce that had me sitting at attention.

“Is this them?” I asked.

“The welcoming committee, I’d imagine,” Eliana said.

I trained the camera on the car and started snapping pictures. It came to a stop behind the SUV, and the doors opened. First, from the front stepped out two security people, one of whom was the behemoth woman who rode up in the elevator with me to see Susan Mooney. It took me a moment to come up with her name – J.G. Then, from the back, Mooney herself stepped out in a tight leather skirt and a silk blouse so gauzy you could see her bra underneath.

The last man to emerge from the Rolls was a tall, broad-shouldered man with a thick-jowled face incongruent with the rest of his body, as though all his extra fat went to his neck and cheeks. It was a weathered visage, with long, dark pork-chop-styled facial hair well below his ears. He wore a flat-brimmed dressy hat, not a fedora but along those lines, an overcoat, and a suit.

“Ernest Gorag,” I said, taking more pictures as he looked around the docks.

“A child playing at power,” Eliana said distastefully.

I glanced at her, amused. “He’s the oldest vampire in Vineport.”

“I said what I said.”

“Who are you?” I asked, not expecting an answer.

“A concubine. The queen concubine,” she said, surprising me. I looked at her again, and she had a distant, almost pained look. “A position I held and loved.” She looked at me, hesitated, and added, “You are the first man apart from him to have made love to me in several hundred years.”

“What happened?”

“What happens to every great romance.” She grinned, but there was no humor to it. “Politics. Watch, agent.”

I returned my attention to the camera and the docks. She stroked my thigh with one finger, and resumed digging through her makeup case.

The vampires and Mooney approached the ship. There was about ten minutes of talking between them, and then someone on the ship called for their attention. I missed that person but I caught the stiffening of Gorag’s back and the removal of his hat. He and the others stood at attention, staring up the gangplank to the ship.

First came the dockworkers, then a stream of six men, all armed, all looking as capable as J.G., though lacking in her resemblance to Big Ben or Mount Kilimanjaro. They met Gorag’s people, shook hands, laughed.

One more man emerged and I held the camera on him for a long minute, snapping picture after picture before I realized who I was looking at.

“Holy fuck,” I breathed. I pulled my face away from the camera, stared at the window, sure I had just seen a ghost. I flicked on the video setting, and returned to the lens, taking him in again.

He was a short, slender man, with a long nose, a high forehead, and skin so white it gleamed under the lights of the ship and the docks. His suit was either green or brown, cut to emphasize his slim figure. His hair, what little of it remained on his balding head, was neck length and ended in curls.

And I knew exactly who he was. Christopher Frederic. Number one on the agency’s hit list and it wasn’t even fucking close. My hand went to my pocket. Eliana was right. I had to call this in. The oldest, most notorious vampire in the world just walked off a ship and into our city.

Her hand caught mine, and when I looked, her fangs were out, her visage a savage mask as she peered out the window.

“Don’t,” she growled. “I know that urge is as ingrained into you as it would be any agent all over the world. But I have worked decades to be free of him. To see this thing through. If you call them in now, he will go to ground and you will lose your opportunity to kill him.” She looked aside at me, and her face changed back to its more human guise. Her eyes were soft, pleading and her voice took on a tone I’d yet to hear from her. She was pleading. “Please. I need you to play this my way, and I promise you, I promise your agency, you will have his head before this is through.”

My throat was as dry as sand. Finally I asked, “Why is he here?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Eliana asked, and framed her face with her hands, making a heart. “He wants me back.”


Chapter 11

I drove as fast as I dared, calling up Monette along the way. When she answered, I interrupted her and said, “I need you to call in Kari and Wendell.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“Christopher Frederic just walked off a ship and into the tender loving arms of Ernest Gorag,” I said.

A pause, then in stunned disbelief, “What?”

“I’m not shitting you. I’ve got pictures, video, everything. I’m bringing it to you right now. I don’t want to tell the story twice, but he’s hunting this Eliana.”

“Where is she now?”

“Gone until we’re willing to meet with her on her terms. Start calling people. I mean it. Everybody.”

“I’m on it. Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I said, thinking about Eliana. About the moments before we parted. About her lips on mine, the perfumes that no doubt still clung to me. About the fact that I was about to either piss Monette off or break her heart.

“Okay. I’ll make the calls.”

“Thanks.”

I nearly rearended a guy in a Toyota and slowed it down until I hit the interstate, then I cranked it up nearly to the triple digits.

Christopher fucking Frederic. We’d like to think PSI knows most the major supernatural players across the globe. There are names on that list that would shock you if you knew they were real and not just some myth you saw made into a cartoon movie or a video game. For the most part, they’re secure in where they are and their position in society. As I’ve said, we’re all about keeping the peace when we can. If they don’t cause us trouble, great. If they do, we hunt them down. We’ve reached an optimal status quo with some of the most dangerous things in existence. A stalemate.

But a few of them are different. A few of them we’d come out of the woodwork in droves for if it meant a legitimate shot at taking them down. Monsters of such a caliber that when we learn about their whereabouts, it’s all hands on deck.

Christopher Frederic first came to our organization’s attention in the tumultuous decades before England was united, fighting first for the Vikings and leading them on a bloody charge through East Anglia. His forces were eventually stopped, and it’s here our people think he might have been turned, and not just into a vampire. He switched sides and next fought against the Viking hordes, going not for their warriors and their armies, but their villages, their women, their children. He earned two nicknames for this – the Snake of the Isles and the Terror.

From there, he led his men all over the known world, mercenaries fighting for whoever would pay them until he returned to England for the Anglo-Scottish Wars. Hundreds of years had passed and only our historians knew of him and his venomous ways. We were not listened to, and his bloodthirstiness earned him high regards among the nobles. For services rendered, he was given a castle and a county to call his own. It was like letting a fox not into a henhouse, but left overnight in a butcher’s shop, all the doors thrown wide open for him to feast.

In a hundred years, he slaughtered thousands and turned nearly as many. We fought him every step of the way, taking losses of such a magnitude that we were nearly wiped out in Europe. But had we not fought him, the Snake of the Isles would have enslaved humanity. We’re certain of that.

It took some aid from other supernatural forces and entities from England all the way to Songhai, but we finally rooted Frederic out of England. He tried to raise more armies, insinuate himself into more countries, but we were always there to fight him and he never quite grew the roots that he once had.

Sick of pursuit, he finally stopped trying to amass power and started to fight us from the shadows, his truest, nastiest home. His enemies were many, but he had experience and vast stores of wealth. Agents went missing, only to be found strung up on crosses years or even decades later, their bodies barely recognizable from the horrors inflicted upon them. The supernatural forces who had opposed him before were whittled down, though they were as powerful as he was and he was never quite so successful on that front.

Centuries passed. Frederic could have filled lakes with the blood he let. But something happened that vexed not just him but much of the supernatural community – technology. With every major advance in science and medicine, humanity found it easier to fight back on its own. Our agency began to truly flourish again in the eighteenth century, and vampires, which had been up to that point far more dominant than most people would like to realize, retreated.

We lost Frederic for good at the turn of the 20th century, but none of us believed he was entirely gone. Where he might be was a mystery. Some had him pegged as living in the Middle East. Others said he returned to England, that he would always return to England. Despite the bloodshed and mayhem attributed to him, we might have been okay to let sleeping dogs lie, but Frederic was not. Agents still went missing from great time to time, one a year, sometimes more in times of great chaos like the World Wars. They would always be found having suffered unspeakable torture. Some were dead. A few… a few he let live, though I don’t know if you could really call it that.

So yeah. Knowing that rat fuck was in my city got some attention.

* * *

There were too many agents and analysts for the conference room, so everyone sat or stood around the agents’ bullpen. Monette and her people cleared a wall so that I could show the pictures and the videos I took on a projector. Everyone in the room thought I was bullshitting them until they saw the evidence.

“Holy shit,” Mitch breathed. He was not the only one.

“And she just… told you all this?” Kari asked. She was our senior-most agent after Wendell, and as Monette had predicted, she was probably in line to take over his job when he moved on.

“It’s more complex than that,” I said. I told them about the Nelson Devine vampire nest, Eliana stalking me, and the kidnapping of my informant. That got some muttering going and I noted that Monette didn’t once meet my eyes the entire story. She had to know about Eliana and I sleeping together. My shirt was torn and I was sure I still reeked of sex and her perfumes. There was a degree of coolness from Monette that wasn’t just about this case.

I fielded question after question, but the most important one came from Mitch. “How do we know this isn’t a trap?” he asked. “Frederic has a history of drawing us out. She could be playing you and all of us.”

“Even if she is, it doesn’t change the fact that he’s here,” I said. “Besides, I’m the only agent she wants to deal with face to face. I’m the only one taking the risk there.”

“Until we raid this asshole,” Mitch said.

“You’ve got me there,” I said. “I don’t have an answer for you except that this is worth it. We haven’t had a legitimate shot at Frederic in over a century. Eliana says he’s here for her and he won’t leave without her.”

“But do we believe her?” another agent asked.

“It’s a moot point,” Wendell said, speaking for the first time since giving me the floor. “As Ionas has said, Frederic is here. That is the selling point to all this. I want surveillance on Ernest Gorag’s estate and his businesses at all hours. If we find Frederic’s location, we move on him. In the meantime, Ionas continues to act as our middleman. Let’s get this started, people. I want every avenue of escape for him to be cut off. We are going to be the ones to kill Christopher Frederic.”

There were cheers at that, but they were far more lackluster than I imagined coming back from Eliana’s. More than a few agents, Mitch and Kari included, gave me sidelong looks that told me I was not exactly trusted on this. I wanted to punch them. Fuck them.

Wendell pulled me aside to run through the location of the apartment with two agents and our tech gurus. He wanted everything we could get on that ship, where it came from, its passenger manifest, everything.

“How did she know this was the day?” Wendell asked.

“She has friends still with him,” I said. “And possibly Gorag’s people too.” Wendell nodded and told the other agents to get moving. “Where do you want me?” I asked.

“You look tired.”

“A bit wound up, but I’m good.”

“Go home. Get some rest.”

“But-”

“I wasn’t asking. I was telling you.”

I shifted my jaw and spat, “This is my case. She wanted me on this.”

“And she’ll get you. but I have to look out for our other agents, too. You know this is the play I have to make.”

“Goddamn it, Wendell.”

“This discussion is over.”

* * *

I stood outside the office, angry, sucking down a cigarette like I needed it to survive. Monette came outside, hands in her coat pockets. I nodded at her, and she nodded back.

I didn’t know what to say or do, so I finished the cigarette and flicked it into a freestanding metal smoker pole. When I turned to her, she finally unleashed all the anger inside her.

“So I guess our second date is off?”

“Monette…”

“We didn’t promise each other anything, but that was a real fucking dick move.”

“I know,” I said. I sighed. “Look, I…”

“No. Don’t. You’re not sorry. I know the sex wasn’t great for you.”

“It was fantastic,” I protested. “This isn’t about you.”

“She kidnapped your informant. She’s a centuries-old vampire so God knows how many people she’s killed or changed. She’s admitted she’s a professional whore.”

“Goddamn it, Monette, it’s not like we’re dating!”

“But you want her, don’t you?” She stared at me. “Answer me. I deserve that much.”

“I… yeah. I do. She’s fascinating.”

“And I’m not.”

I started to walk away, then turned. “She’s sick.”

“What?”

“Yeah. There’s something wrong with her. She coughed. You ever heard of a vampire coughing?”

Monette thought about that. “No. But I’ll have a look through the archives.”

“Thanks.”

“Did Wendell bench you?”

“Yuuuuup.”

She nodded. “Probably for the best.”

“Goddamn it,” I said, but she was already turning and walking back inside. I thought about going after her, but all in all, I got off pretty easy. I jammed my hands into my jacket, and headed home to do fuck-all.


Chapter 12

Even if I could see the logic in benching me, I was still pissed about it. I went to bed pissed, had pissed-off dreams, and woke up still pissed. This was my case, goddamn it, and if Wendell and the others screwed it up, I was going to go ballistic.

I dressed, geared up, and headed downtown to the office, where I was promptly given the metaphorical boot in the ass. In the midst of the beehive of activity, Wendell told me wearily to work my other cases and to get in touch if I heard anything at all from Eliana. I asked if they had already spoofed my phone in case she called or messaged me, and he gave me such a withering look I knew the answer. Of course they had. It’s the same thing I would have done in his shoes. It didn’t mean I couldn’t be pissed about it.

They didn’t want me around? Fine. I could stir up some trouble on my own.

* * *

I figured with that many vampires coming to town they would need food. A quick call to Kari confirmed that they had the same thought and were checking into the usual blood banks and hospitals.

“What about the free clinics?” I asked.

A pause, then a muttered, “Fuck.”

We started calling. At that hour, a surprising number were still open, catering to college kids, day laborers, junkies, and the night owls. I programmed a list into my phone’s GPS, and Kari told me she’d get some teams rolling on the other spots in town. We didn’t have that many people In Vineport but Wendell called every nearby agency and we had agents and cops flooding the city, ready to help out.

I stopped first at a grocery store and bought some garlic as well as some travel-sized mouthwash and a toothbrush. Out in my car, I sucked on a clove, gritting my teeth at the taste. But I was going to be talking to people I wasn’t sure were vampires or not, and their reaction to my breath was going to be the clincher. Garlic won’t kill a vampire, but it triggers some kinda kissing cousin to an allergic reaction. Even the strongest of their kind will give you the stink-eye if you’re reeking of it.

The first clinic was a bust. I flashed my ID at a heavyset receptionist with full sleeves of tattoos, and asked her if I could speak to the doctors on shift. She protested at that but I gave her my most winning smile and told her if she didn’t, I’d have the state crammed up their asshole by midmorning the next day.

“One question,” I promised her. “That’s it.”

She gave me a stare with lips pursed like slugs, then finally turned and yelled, “Purdy! Dave!”

From down a short hallway, a man yelled back, “Yeah?”

“Fed here to see you.”

“Can it wait?”

I took a seat on a plastic chair, ignoring the pointed stares of the two guys sitting across from me. I heard one of them mutter, “He’s a cop?”

Finally the doctors stepped out. I introduced myself as an investigator for the PSI, and one of them asked me with a blank expression, “Why is the IRS interested in us?”

No response in their eyes. No recognition. These weren’t blood donors. I made up a bullshit story about investigating a ring of potentially low-income individuals putting in false claims for disability. “They come into clinics complaining about blood loss, might look a little pale, maybe have bites or something similar.”

“What, like vampires?” one of them scoffed.

I grinned. “Yeah. Exactly. Their idea of a joke.”

They hadn’t seen anything like that, so I headed for the next clinic and went through much the same dog-and-pony show. This time I was told to come back with a warrant. Smart cookie, but I didn’t care about legalities, so when a nurse came out for another patient, I strong-armed past her and walked through the clinic exam rooms, looking for blood draw equipment while the nurse and receptionist shouted at me they were calling the cops.

Nothing.

I called that one into the analysts and they got the local PD to back down before I visited the third clinic of the night. Again, nothing, though the receptionist was decidedly new to big city life and much friendlier than the other two I talked to. The physician’s assistant working there had seen a couple goths come in that week, but it was for STD testing, so not the people I was looking for. Vampires don’t get STDs.

By that point it was getting late enough I started thinking about dinner. I pulled off to check and see what was in the area, and had just settled on a steakhouse when I got a call from Snazzi.

“This is Ionas,” I said.

The water nymph was crying, and my stomach lurched. “I need you.”

“What is it,” I said.

“Gorag’s people found out I was talking to you. Beat me up bad. I need a ride to the water.”

“Fuck,” I said. “Are they still there? Are you safe?”

“No, they left. I… I told them I knew where you live, but I m-made up an address. Please. I’m hurt.”

“Tell me where you are. And give me the address you gave them.”

She did, and I shot out onto the street. Water nymphs were, as you’d guess from the name, more or less made of water, but much like a water balloon, it was contained within a structure. Pierce or break that structure, and all the important parts might leak out. Snazzi needed real water to heal and refill herself, as untouched by humans as possible. Though the oceans were plenty contaminated, Snazzi’s best bet was to heal there and not in the chemical-and-mineral rich water of the human world.

I called in to the analysts and told them to get a team rolling to the address Snazzi gave the vampires. They agreed to send a couple guys there. The main city streets were starting to die down that time of the night, and fifteen minutes later, I was rolling through the edge of the city into suburbia. I passed a string of fast-food restaurants and a strip mall, and there was my turn. Another four blocks on through a string of apartment complexes and fourplexes. I knew the area but not well.

Snazzi lived in the rear half of an apartment building in a well-lit area I thought nothing about as I rolled into the parking lot. She stood at the curb, saw me, and waved. But something was off with her expression. Her eyes gleamed with liquid, tears rolling down her face in small streams. I couldn’t hear her, but I could make out what she said anyways.

“I’m sorry.”

She ran. Too late, I realized it was a trap. I reversed but an SUV rolled into the lot and cut me off. Another came from the other entrance. The Cadillac was a tank but it wouldn’t win in a head-to-head with those bruisers. I put it in park as the two passengers in both SUVs jumped out, fangs gleaming in the bright lights of the building.

“Fuck me,” I growled, and grabbed my stake and unsheathed my knife. Had to get to the shotgun, but I’d certainly have almost no time.

I popped the trunk anyways and jumped out. They were on me before I cleared the back of the car, the drivers now out too and sprinting inhumanly fast for me. Ah. Fantastic. Ms. Hercules herself, J.G. was one of them.

These weren’t the young, inexperienced vampires like with Professor Devine and his students. These people were dressed for a fight. Each of them had on bulletproof – and stake-proof – vests. No guns, knives or other weapons I could see. Dumb shits could have ended me in a minute, but then I realized why they’d want to let me live. Eliana.

Well, her, and a certain ancient maniac and his love of boiling, baking, flaying, sautéing, slicing, and dicing agents the world over.

I went for the trunk, but one of them jumped on top of it, nearly catching my fingers. I moved with the handsome young vampire, bringing my blade up and across his leg. He screamed at the touch of the obsidian blade, an inhuman, powerful wail that would have hurt my ears if I hadn’t heard it dozens of times. If he was juiced up on blood, and I was sure he would be, he would heal fast, so I couldn’t count him out of the fight, but there was at least one down for the moment.

The second runner, slim with a clean-shaven head, hit me from behind, wrapping his arms around me like I was a tackle dummy. I hit the ground, the breath exploding out of me, and he was there, snarling and raining blows down on my back and head. With his weight on my back, I shoved off the pavement and kept the moment going, grabbing his knees and crashing backwards onto him. I threw an elbow back into his chest hard enough to feel and hear something snap. I drove the blade down under the edge of the vest, deep in his lower guts, and twisted. No time to do more than that.

The third man was on me, kicking me hard enough to send me sprawling feet away. My own ribs were going to hurt for hours after that but I had enough presence of mind to shoot to my feet, crouching low and getting my fists up in time to block his punch with my forearm. A fist like a bowling ball looped at me to my right and crashed into my skull. I staggered away from J.G., nearly blacking out from just that one punch. Couldn’t take another hit like that.

My knife was still in the second guy’s guts and he was still down and writhing. I shot through the third guy and J.G’s outstretched arms and dove on top of him, grabbing the knife and plunging it twice more into exposed meat. Blood-fed though he might be, nothing was going to recover from that for a few hours and his howls gave me some grim satisfaction. If this was the beginning of my end, at least I made one of them suffer.

The first one was back in the game but still hobbling. At his feet, lost sometime in the initial seconds of the fight, was my stake. I moved towards him and he launched himself at me. We tumbled to the ground again together, but he wasn’t what I was reaching for. I came up with the stake and drove it into his arm. It scraped off the bone but he flinched back like I might make his heart my next hit.

“Where is she, asshole?” one of the three asked as I came up. The back of my head stung with blood and my vision doubled. Maybe a fractured rib and a concussion. I wasn’t too worried about the cuts. Head wounds bleed a hell of a lot but this didn’t feel urgent. The self-inventory was purely mechanical. I knew I wasn’t going to win this fight and I was shutting myself down mentally and emotionally. There was no way I was letting them take me to be Frederic’s playtoy for the next few weeks, months, years, whatever he decided.

And I sure as hell wasn’t giving Eliana up.

“Left the city,” I said. “She said something about sightseeing. Graceland, maybe, or Go-Fuck-Yourself, Ark-”

The two little fellers rushed me from both sides and I brought the knife up. Not to them, but to my neck. Fuck. This was how it ended. Caught in the world’s most obvious trap.

It was fun while it lasted. My only regret was not coming up with a cleverer final joke. Eh, everybody told me I wasn’t funny anyways.

Then I saw them. Eyes in the darkness. “More of you?” I said, laughing weakly. “Guys, I’m flattered, but goddamn, did you have to bring the whole army?”

They spun. Vampires came out of the darkness, a half-dozen of them armed with rough wooden stakes of their own. They too were in vests and ready for a fight. They didn’t rush us, but crept forward, eyes on full blast – and they were a hell of a lot brighter than the ones who jumped me.

The two slim vampires helped the thrashing fourth up off the ground. They ran for it, but J.G. held back a moment longer, looking between me and the oncoming horde. Then, oddly, she turned to me and murmured, “Is it true about her?”

“About what?” I asked.

One of the new vampires heard too and said, “It is.”

J.G. chuckled, but it was as weak as my jokes. She turned to the vampires, hesitated, but then ran for it, fleeing for one of the reversing vehicles and jumping in before it sped away.

* * *

I still had the knife up, though it wasn’t so close to my throat now. “Are we friends or enemies, people?” I asked.

Most the vampires stayed back but one of them, a tall black man with a half dozen piercings in his face filled with what looked like bone or ivory stepped forward. “Neither, agent. We are your guardian angels.” He showed me his fangs, long and wicked. “Or devils, if you like. We are sent by Eliana. She wishes to keep you safe.”

“You’ve been following me?”

“Yes. Our human friends tailed you from your PSI office, then tonight, we picked you up. That was clever, the clinics.” His voice held a cadence to it, a trace of a musical accent. Jamaican, maybe.

“Where is she?”

“You really would not have given her up? You would have sacrificed yourself for her?”

I shrugged, uncomfortable with the question. “Well… that, and I really didn’t want to wind up Christopher Frederic’s chew toy for the foreseeable future.”

He studied me, locked in thought and judgment. Finally, he said, “Leave your car and your phone. Do you have anything else on you that someone might track you with?”

I thought and shook my head. “Why?”

“We’re taking a ride. Frederic and his hosts will be hunting you. Day and night, they have many resources. It is not safe for you to go home or to your work.”

I hesitated, but his logic was sound. If I got jumped like that again and I was alone, I was dead, or worse. Besides, as I’ve mentioned, I’m the curious sort. If you told me not to touch a burner because it’s hot, my dumb ass would reach out and grab hold to know how hot it actually was. I headed for the Cadillac and dug out my keys and my phone. As I dialed Monette, I popped the trunk. She answered on the first ring.

“Ionas?”

“Hey. I got jumped by four of Gorag’s people. I’m fine, but I need to go dark and I’m staying away from home and the office. And I need someone to come pick up my car. Probably a team of someones. Warn everyone to be careful and not to travel alone.”

“I’m on it. Are you okay?”

“Took a couple hard shots but I’m all right.”

“Come in. We can put you in a safe house.”

“I will eventually,” I said, eyeing the vampire beside me. He blanched as I dug out the shotgun case, and took a step backward as his people tentatively surrounded me, giving each other uneasy looks. “You be careful too, Mon.” I hung up “It’s okay. As long as you don’t give me any reason.” He turned to his people and nodded, and they melted back into the darkness. “They’re scared.”

“Yes. If that had come to a real fight with Ernest Gorag’s people, I don’t know that we would have won. And you are… capable.”

“You have them beat in age,” I said, walking around to the passenger’s side.

“That is true,” he said. “But none of us have ever seen any real fighting.”

I tossed my phone under the passenger’s seat and took out the mouthwash. After I gargled and spat a few times to rid my mouth of the garlic taste, I asked, “Who is she?”

He thought about how to answer that, and finally said hesitantly, “I can’t answer that for her, but it’s not who she is. It’s who she’s protecting.”

“Then who is she protecting?”

“Us.”

“I’m getting real tired of this cryptic bullshit. Who are you people?”

A car pulled up to the entrance to the lot, a white sedan, nondescript. He nodded towards it and we started walking that way.

“We were part of Frederic’s organization,” he said. “My name is Regis. I was one of his… favored toys.”

“Eliana said she was his concubine. You were too?”

“Concubinus, and not nearly at her elevated position, but yes. He found me in my home country, had me dragged to his beloved England, and turned me.”

“That’s where he’s been holed up?”

“There, and France, and Saudi Arabia. He has estates in most every major country.”

“And the others with you? Who are they?”

“They belonged to him too. Household staff. Workers at his various businesses. More of his consorts.” The driver of the car stepped out. Regis thanked him and slid into the driver’s seat. I put the shotgun case in the back and got in on the other side. Regis continued talking. “If he finds us, he will torture us beyond even what he could do to your agents. Singe us centimeter by centimeter in the sun. Force shards of obsidian into us and then let us drink blood so our bodies heal around it. Bury us deep enough beneath the earth we would live centuries without being able to move.”

I looked behind us. No one else seemed to be following. “Where’s the rest of your crew?”

“I am taking you to meet Eliana. She is staying away from us until the trout has taken the worm.”

“And by the worm, you mean her. She’s putting herself out there to trap him.”

“Yes.”

He talked freely about his own experiences with Frederic as he drove. In England in the early 1800s, Frederic turned a low-ranking nobleman and carved out an expansive complex under his estate. Over the centuries since, through threats, violence, and money, that nobleman’s line served Frederic and kept his existence quiet. The rest of his strongholds were established in much the same way.

“He doesn’t bother with kings and presidents because they’re too visible,” Regis said. “He likes them greedy and hungry.”

That lined up with what we knew about him. “I want addressees for all his properties. We need to sit you down with someone and have you talk about what to expect. Entry points, how many people, that sort of thing.”

“Gladly. May he and those who keep serving him burn forever.”

“Amen to that.”

We drove a wide arc through more of Vineport’s suburbs, eventually winding up a fair distance south. It was still plenty populated, but out here the houses were actual houses, with lawns and backyards and all the Americana you could want. We passed a buffet and Regis slowed. He made a turn into a car dealership, closed down and badly lit. I didn’t see Eliana until she dropped from the roof, as graceful as our first meeting. She was dressed like a fashion model, albeit with a distinct European flair. A bodysuit was accentuated by a men’s checked coat, hanging low on her and buttoned only once in the middle. I couldn’t help a strange knot of tension and pleasure at the sight of her, and immediately I was transported to our hours together, the frenetic lovemaking, the need in both of us being met.

“Agent,” Regis said softly. “Not all of us wish to be what we are. I hope you understand that in the days to come.”

I glanced at him, but he was steadfastly staring ahead as he pulled to a stop beside Eliana. Without another word, he stepped out, nodded to her, and jogged into the dark of the night. I got out too.

Eliana came to me, but instead of greeting me, she stepped around and brought her nose to the sticky dried blood on the back of my head. She licked it, shuddered at the sour taste of agent blood, and murmured, “I will stake them myself for this. You are mine.”

I twisted, and I was on her. I pushed Eliana back against the door I emerged from, ripping at her coat in my earnestness to get it off her. The buttonhole ripped, leaving her bodysuit the only thing between me and what I wanted. Her fangs popped and retracted just as fast as she lunged for my lips, kissing me as hard as I was kissing her.

My jeans came down and she stroked my hardening cock as our tongues played. Her ass felt so good in my hands. I hoisted her up and shoved the bottoms of the bodysuit to the side. “Ion-asss…” she hissed as I sheathed myself in her with one hard thrust, sending the car rocking up onto two wheels and then back down again as I pulled back.

This didn’t end well for either of us. I knew that. My agency would take to me falling for a vampire about like I was one myself. I would be shunned, cast out. I couldn’t imagine her kind would be much kinder, and this city was already going to burn for her betrayal, whatever it was she’d done to Christopher Frederic.

But I couldn’t help myself. I was mad for Eliana. She was a monster, but what the fuck was I?

Only a few thrusts in and I was moving again, carrying her to the hood of the car and laying her out on it. I cupped her breasts through the bodysuit and leaned down to suck the points of her nipples. She grabbed my hair and pulled me back up to her face, kissing me again, her eyes flashing deep gold as I began to pump into her again. The car bounced with my efforts, the shocks squeaking in time, making Eliana laugh. I kissed her neck, tracing the delicate bones, then bringing my lips to her shoulder before I needed her lips again.

Her legs spread wide, her heels coming up and resting on the edge of the hood. She held my cheeks and her eyes closed as she arched her back, coming. The sight spurred me on, and I thrust into her harder, faster until I was gasping her name and releasing.

“Yesss, yesss, yesss,” she chanted, eyes opening again as I filled her. Her arms went around my neck and she kissed me one more time, strangely gentle. “I am glad they didn’t kill you.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”


Chapter 13

We drove a few blocks to a two-story split-level house not all that dissimilar from the one where I found and killed Professor Devine. It was a nice place, with an attached garage and a sunroom in front. It was there I sat while Eliana checked my head wound. My ribs ached but there was nothing she could do for that and since nothing was broken, I didn’t really have much choice but to wait the pain out.

The wound on my head was nasty but already healing. She cleaned it of some grit and sewed it up so there would be less of a scar. When she gave me a hand mirror to check it over, I noted it the stitches were almost surgical. “You’re good at this.”

“I was not always required in Frederic’s chambers. When I wasn’t, I spent a lot of time in with his…” she hesitated. “…medical staff. Helping the ones he tortured.” She came around me and settled between my knees, grasping them as she stared up at me. “How much did Regis tell you?”

“That all of you escaped from Frederic. That you were protecting someone. I got the idea it was them, but that wasn’t all of it.”

She nodded and looked towards one of the windows of the sunroom out into the darkness. “Ionas, I am old. I am very old. I have done things in my life, things I enjoyed at the time, that your agency would kill me a thousand times over for.” She looked back at me, the gold in her eyes again. “I would let them, if I thought it meant they allow my people the chance they deserve.”

I ran a thumb across her cheek. “Tell me, then.”

She stood. “I will help you hunt Frederic. If he dies, we will vanish from this city.”

“Goddamn it, Eliana,” I said, standing and catching her arm.

She turned to stare at me again. “Don’t think that because of this fondness between us I will let them be hurt. He is the priority. What would you do, to protect your agency? Would you open the doors to me and my kind?” At my hesitation, she smiled bitterly. “Exactly.”

I chewed on that but I could see her logic. I needed to eat, so we took another quick drive to a grocery store for milk and food. Eliana surprised me by coming into the store with me, holding my arm and calling me “darling” any time someone was within hearing distance. Some part of me figured she wanted to stay with me because she thought I might want to break away and call in to my office, but I genuinely thought too she was just amused at the whole thing, playing a couple.

Still in that ridiculously scanty bodysuit and men’s jacket, she drew plenty of eyes, too. When a pair of college-aged guys eyed her with goofy grins, I pulled the back of her jacket up and palmed her ass. They hooted. Eliana simply wrapped her arm around me and leaned up to suck on my neck, right about where her fangs would have gone if I was strictly human and she tried to turn me.

At the checkout, she eyed all the candy and gum and sighed. “Snacks are the one thing I wish I could try. We had, mm, appetizers and sides, I guess you could call them when I was alive, but not these indulgences. That, and a cheeseburger. Maybe pizza.”

“Chinese food,” I suggested.

She closed her eyes and shivered. “Yessss. I would be fat in months.”

“I’ve seen your people eat and drink. Do you taste any of it?”

“Sort of. It’s like…” She frowned. “Imagine the pleasant smell of a nice rain after a dry spell. You can appreciate it, but it’s not something you want to eat.”

“You don’t crave it.”

“Yes. That sensation of the brain doesn’t connect anymore.”

We were drawing too close to the clerk to continue the conversation. I paid, and when we were out of earshot again, I said, “So what is the craving for blood like?”

She sighed. “I’ve heard it compared to drugs, but I did not consume those when I was alive. But it is very much an addiction. You wake up wanting it, and in a week, if you haven’t fed, you are almost mad for it.”

“How long have you gone without feeding before?”

She looked away from me. “When Christopher was mad, sometimes months.”

“My God.”

“He would lock me up in what you would call a cell, a windowless room with doors so heavy they could endure my madness. And that was what it was, madness. I would beat the walls, gouge myself, lose my mind in dreams of need. When I apologized, when he thought that I had suffered enough for his amusement, he would bring in innocents. Virgins. Mothers.” She looked away from me and said quieter, “Children.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not as sorry as I am. I couldn’t help myself. I would drain them dry. I would have thrown myself out into the sun a thousand times if it wasn’t for my fantasy of killing him.”

“Did you ever try to?”

“Yes,” she said. “A few times. And the cycle would repeat itself, so to spare the innocents, I stopped.”

“What changed? Why did you pick now to escape?”

Eliana held up a finger, then covered her mouth with her other hand. She coughed and this time, she couldn’t suppress it. It was a dry hacking cough, deep in her lungs. It bent her double with the force of it and she staggered until I caught her arm.

“Hey. Hey! Are you okay?”

She held still for a moment, drew a breath I knew in theory she shouldn’t need to take, then exhaled again and stood upright. “Yes, I’m… I’m fine.”

“You’re clearly not. Vampires don’t get sick.”

She didn’t answer that, or look at me. “Escape was a long time coming. I had to build a network of his staff and guards not just in England, but abroad. Thankfully, I had computers, tablets. He had me monitored but I have been fascinated with computers since their inception and I have learned many tricks he and his people don’t know.”

“A vampire hacker.”

She giggled, and it was such a sweet sound that it surprised and pleased me. “Yes.”

“Have you hacked into our systems?”

“Some, yes. Not locally, not within the United States or England. But some of your agencies in the lesser-known parts of the world aren’t as careful with their access as you are. It is one of the things I will offer as a bargaining chip, if my people are allowed to go free after Christopher is killed. The back doors I’ve used, the people with loose lips.”

“That would be a must for us,” I said.

We drove back to the place she was using that night. She explained to me that she had been in Vineport for the better part of a year, but had spent a decade preparing.

“I did not know who among my people I could really trust, so I made similar preparations in a half-dozen other cities. No one knew until we came over here where we would finally wind up except for me.”

“Wait, I’m confused. You and your people have been in Vineport a year. So why didn’t Frederic come before now?”

“I was hiding until I could be as certain as possible who I wished to make myself known to.”

“Me.”

“Yes. And in the weeks before I approached you, I had someone Christopher believes is a minor ally here in the United States tip him off as to where I was. His people there-” she coughed again, a burble of a thing that quickly passed “-that I trust let me know his arrangements.”

“This all sounds very tenuous.”

She smiled. “Yes. A lot of pieces on the chessboard have to be moved just right by both of us. He knows he is being led into a trap, just as I know he knows.”

“And you really think you can trust the people in his camp?”

She pondered that. “My success is worth the risk. So yes. I think so. You’ll understand why soon.”

“More cryptic nonsense.”

I was standing by the stove chopping up celery while she took out a blood bag from a fridge. She caught me staring as she cut off a corner and poured the contents into a mug. “Want a sip?” she asked, maybe a note of acid in her tone.

“Bite of celery?” I asked in return.

Her eyes flashed gold for just a moment, then she grinned and sipped as she returned to the table. I eventually sat down with her, a wrap and a bowl of celery in hand. “Don’t we make just the loveliest couple,” she said. She raised her mug. “Welcome home, dear.”

* * *

We talked. Well, okay, we fucked again, and then we talked.

Eliana came from a small village in what we would now know as Estonia. It was not an organized society, she said, but they were about as civil a village as you were likely to find in that area at the time. They were farmers mostly, and fishermen. Some warriors, but not many.

“It was peaceful but a hard existence. I lost all my siblings to disease and cold over two years. And in my teenage years, Frederic’s Vikings and mercenaries came.”

An exceptional beauty, one of Frederic’s skepnare took note of Eliana, and in exchange for the village’s servitude, a tribute of winter vegetables, and the young, beautiful blonde, the village was allowed to continue on in peace.

She was taken to his estate in England. There, she waited for nearly four years for Frederic to make an appearance, living as his ward as he fought elsewhere in the country.

“The way they treated me, I thought I was to be a lady of the court,” she said, staring towards a window. “It was a strange time. Everyone was very polite to me, extremely so. But it was very obviously a façade. The peasants, the servants, they were terrified of what they called the night people. But the members of the court laughed them off, even if the signs were all around us. Missing villagers. People who only came in the dark hours.”

She was twenty when Christopher came home. He was entranced by her beauty and took her virginity in a show for his court among a sea of cushions and blankets, an orgy to end all orgies. So many were taken for vampires that night that the stone floors were stained in blood until the place was overgrown by nature and lost to time.

“I was turned over a month,” she said, fingering her neck where her bite marks were hidden by makeup. “He would fuck me, and I enjoyed it, and he would whisper such things to me, promises of power, of riches, of kingdoms. It would always end with his climax and a bite. I loved him. I burned for him. So when I changed, and I was blood-hungry for the first time, he brought in my most favored handmaiden. I drained her and I…” She held her hands to her face, trembling and silent for a long minute. “…I laughed. I loved it. I loved the power. The madness. I was the monster in his bed for a very long time after that.”

“What changed?” I asked.

“The people. Christopher loved me above all others, but he was gone constantly. I slowly came to realize the people I loved to…” Here again, she stopped and steadied herself, lost to unimaginable horrors she herself committed. “…to torment were… well, human. And wonderful and terrible and beautiful in their own ways. As I began to favor them with more and more kindness, it drove Christopher into mad fits of jealousy. Our estates became more like my prisons. But in turn, his cruelness made me more and more aware of my own desires.”

“Which were?”

“To leave behind the monster,” she said dreamily. “To try to atone. I don’t think I ever can. I think when I die I will be judged in flames, and I deserve to be. But I can stop him, and I can help my people, the ones who feel the same way.”

The telling, along with what she knew of Frederic’s comings and goings, his habits, his schedules, his rituals, took most of the night. Never once did I feel a bit of guile from her. Eliana was a woman ready to slough off her sins, like a prisoner awaiting execution, but I was no priest and I could give her no absolution. But that wasn’t what she wanted. She didn’t want me to tell her she was doing the right thing, or to be told that people could change.

Instead, she wanted me to take her to bed. She tried to get me to fuck her hard again. I don’t know why, but I didn’t. Instead, on top of her, I made love to Eliana. It confused us both, I think, two killers finding an easy rhythm, like we’d done this a thousand times before. Our lips did most of the work for us, her breathy moans filling my ears, my own occasional whispers of her name making her stare into my eyes.

When I finished and fell away from her, it was well after dawn. Eliana stared at me, her eyes glowing faintly with pleasure. “Stay with me today,” she said softly. “I have not had that pleasure in so very long. A man in bed with me who…” She did not finish the sentence, but I understood and nodded.

I twisted to face her and she tucked into me, her lips going to my neck one more time. I felt the edge of her fangs against my skin as she breathed deep, and slowly, both of us slid into sleep.

My dreams were formless and uneasy. Consciously, I knew I was missing something, that something I’d seen or heard or felt was sticking with me, and that manifested itself in my sleep. We were being chased, Eliana and me, and I couldn’t see what it was or where it was coming from. We ran down a formless road, towards a formless place and a figure perched upon a building fronted by tall pillars. Thunder rumbled, and I woke with a start.

It wasn’t thunder. It was Eliana’s lungs. She twitched in her sleep, trying to cough but not getting it out. I shook her, and her fit grew, but still she couldn’t quite wake herself. “Eliana,” I said. “Hey. Hey!”

I shook her harderand her eyes opened, her face transforming into her demonic visage, fangs bared. But her cough took her over and she doubled up on her side, still unable to get it out.

“Come on, hey, come on, you’re okay,” I said, frantic now. I sat up and tried to get her to do the same. She shoved me away hard enough to make me rebound off a dresser, but I ignored that and came back to her, helping her to her feet. What the fuck was I supposed to do with a coughing vampire? The Heimlich?

As I steadied her, Eliana gripped my shoulders, her fingernails sinking right into my flesh and I didn’t care. She finally got some of it up, her dry hack from the night before now explosive, black bits of something dark spraying all over my bare chest.

“Is there someone I can call? Someone who can help?” Eliana stared up at me, trembling, still making those choking noises. Ignoring the ichor or whatever it was on her lips, I kissed her, frantic, then pulled back, nearly forehead to forehead. “I am on your side. I don’t know what this is or why I feel this… this strongly about you or any of it. It doesn’t make any goddamn sense. But I will help you. If you and your people really want to change, then I swear to you, I will help you.”

She pulled back and cupped her mouth, coughing harder, nearly retching. Finally though, Eliana nodded. Through rattling gasps, she gave me an address. I repeated it back to her and she nodded again. I dug in her closet for some clothes, all of it impractical, all of it outrageously sexy, but I wasn’t thinking about that. I found the easiest things I could get on her in a hurry, a long blouse, a skirt, and I helped her put them on.

By that point, she was out of energy. I didn’t know what else to do so I grabbed a bag of blood from the fridge and ripped at a corner with my teeth. When I brought it to her, she grabbed it and sucked it down, gasping in between long draughts. That seemed to quell the coughing fits, at least for the moment. I went into the bathroom and ripped a piece of tape away from the curtain and window to look outside. Dark again, or close enough. So I grabbed her up, and brought her back to the car.

I was an idiot. I never thought to look for a tail.


Chapter 14

Eliana’s coughing settled, but her breaths still rattled deep in her lungs. She leaned against her door, watching me like a coiled snake. I said nothing, not sure what could possibly appease her. She was terrified about bringing me further into her circle. I guess I couldn’t blame her.

We drove a long way down a busy highway, the city growing sparser and sparser around us. The address finally brought me to a maze of an industrial complex well beyond the suburbs. A shipping center, a factory or two, some kind of chemical plant, it was all a blur. The right place was a big hangar-styled building fronted by massive doors with only a few tiny windows on its second floor. There were a handful of vehicles outside, a crane, panel vans, some and work trucks. The trucks had a logo for a phone company.

I pulled right up to the side door, bumping the tire up and onto the curb before it came down again with a thump. Someone opened the door just far enough to peek out, then slammed it wide open, shouting and drawing a gun as I stepped out, hands raised.

“Get down, get down, get down!” he said. “Hands behind your head!”

Eliana stumbled out of her side of the car. “Jasoor. Stop. He’s…”

She started coughing again and I ignored the guy with the gun to rush to her. I got her under the shoulder and snapped at Jasoor, “She needs help. Now.”

“Oh no. Ellie…” he said, blinking. He was short, with brown-skin and a complex network of tattoos up to his chin. He lowered his gun, but marginally. “Who are you and-?”

“For fuck’s sake!” I shouted, dragging her towards the door. “Get her some help!”

Someone else rushed through the door, a tall, formidable woman in in blue jeans and a scrub top. She took us in, her eyes widening. “Bring her in,” she said.

I did. Inside the warehouse were dozens of bunk-style beds against one wall, while the rest of the massive space was dominated with cot-style beds and medical equipment. About a dozen or so people rested on the beds, some with blood bags hooked to their arms. In the rear of the building was what looked to be a medical lab, with seats like you’d see in a dentist’s or an ophthalmologist, high up, with foot rests.

Several people in scrubs walked around, as did more people in regular clothes. One of them looked in our direction, and shouted. “Oh shit!” The others, including some of the patients on the beds, looked too, and more shouts joined his.

In seconds, I was surrounded by people with bared fangs. They hissed at me and made a big show of being menacing with their bright gold eyes, but unless I was totally misreading this, they looked more terrified than angry.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I said. “I’m an agent but I’m working with Eliana.”

Eliana nodded and spoke as firmly as she could. “Ionas… Ionas is on our side.”

“It’s started for her,” someone said, a woman with fine blonde hair and whose fangs and face reverted to normal. She stepped forward. “Oh, no, Ellie…”

Some of the others came forward too, taking her from me, touching her, guiding her to a bed. There were whispers. The guard, Jasoor, and three others stayed right on top of me, patting me down and telling me to empty my pockets. I didn’t have anything on me other than the keys to the car. I gave those over, and said to one of them, “Regis, there’s a guy named Regis, he knows me too, he can back her up on this.”

They looked at each other. One of them dug out a cell phone and called a number. As he talked rapidly with Regis on the other end, a striking young man strode towards the group from the lab. He was boyishly handsome, but with ageless eyes. When he saw who was sick, he pursed his lips and moved faster, giving orders for blood. If I had to guess, this guy was actually human. Or maybe human adjacent, like me. He just didn’t move like the vampires. He was slower, more methodical. A vampire rushing towards you almost looks comical, like someone hit the fast forward button on a remote. This guy seemed more natural.

The man talking to Regis finally hung up and nodded to the others surrounding me. “Regis says he’s okay. They didn’t plan to bring him in on this until they got to Lord Fre… until they got to Christopher, but…”

The others reluctantly stepped back, though kept right with me at a wary distance as I hurried to Eliana and the young man as he held Eliana’s arm out and found a vein.

“You’re a doctor?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said. “You’re Ionas Levi?”

“You know me?”

He nodded at Eliana. “Yes. How much has she told-?”

“Look, I’m getting tired of the fucking secrecy. I’m on your side, whether you want to believe me or not. She brought me here, so tell me what’s wrong with her. Who are you people? What is this? Is she dying?”

“Yes, but not quickly. Or at least I don’t believe she is. Her cough, it was bloody?”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said.

“A spray, or was it steadier? Was she bleeding from the mouth?”

“No, it was a spray.”

“Okay,” he said, pressing his hands to his chin and then clapping them softly. “What’s wrong with her won’t kill her straightaway. It’s a side-effect of something we’re working on. Harsh, and she won’t be at a hundred percent for a few days, but it will come and go.” He sighed. “I thought this time we had it right this time. Goddamn it.”

“Had what right?”

He grinned. “The cure for vampirism.”


Chapter 15

With blood and some other fluids pumping into her veins, Eliana rested easier, coughing a few times but nothing quite so bad as at the house we slept at.  Her breaths came more like panting, and she watched us with the gold in her eyes undisguised and unguarded. “Tell Ionas everything,” she rasped. Already she sounded stronger but her pallor, even for a vampire, was ashen.

There were two rolling stools among the bed-ridden vampires. We grabbed them and sat by Eliana’s bed. Her eyes never left me, and I replayed my words to her over and over in my head. Why I feel this strongly about you. Why I feel this strongly about you. Why I feel this strongly about you.

“My name,” the man said, “is Kittridge Thomas. I’m a hematopathologist and a blood mage.”

“Overachiever,” I said, and he grinned.

“Yeah, I guess so. I’m going to have to get a little wordy here, so my apologies. In World War II, I served as a medic. Kinda fell into the role when I was wounded at Normandy and doing a few weeks in a hospital, basically doing hospice care for soldiers who weren’t going to make it. One night, a vampire came to me looking to make a deal. I didn’t know he was a vampire, of course, but I learned soon enough. He offered me a lot of money to allow him to draw some blood from one of my patients. I refused, thinking he was insane, and after making me promise not to scream, he showed me his fangs.”

“Did you scream?” I asked.

“Passed out!” Kittridge said, and damn it, I liked him already. “I was only out a few seconds, but when I came to, he was leaning over one of the worst of the bunch. I tried to fight him off, but he was uncannily strong, as I’m sure you’re aware.” I dipped my head in a nod and he continued. “He was gentle with the patient. I’m not saying what he did was right, but… it was as humane as he could make it happen. To my surprise, he came back a week later, looking for more blood. I tried to shoot him this time, and he was very annoyed by that. Nearly bit me for the trouble.

“But the week after that, my curiosity finally won out and he introduced himself properly. A Spaniard, a rakish man, and a goddamn cheat at chess. Anyways, he introduced me to the world of vampirism, and by extent, the supernatural. Marcos was a fine man, trapped in a hellish reality he did not want, but he found ways to live with himself by only taking the blood of the greatly wounded and those near death. Over many nights, he told me his story. I was intrigued, to say the least, and we became friends. And eventually, when he learned I was interested in magic, he introduced me to what would be his great-great-great-grandnephew, a magician who encouraged me to pursue the arts, as I had a natural aptitude for it.”

“Not an easy career choice,” I said.

“No,” Kittridge said with a dry chuckle. The other vampires were listening in, though some circulated the sick, tending to them. Practically all of them gave me sidelong looks that told me I was never going to be welcome.

“So you became a blood mage?”

“Yes. Eventually. I’m skipping over a great deal of the story for the salient points, but yes. I was fascinated by vampirism, though I had no desire to become one myself. I can’t anyways, I’m immune, though I didn’t know that at the time. In any case, I decided to supplement my magical knowledge with a more practical study, and attended Washington University during its glory days of hematological discoveries. When I graduated, with the backing of my long-time vampire friends, I opened up a lab and began to pursue a cure in the 1960s.”

“And you think you’ve found one?” I asked.

“Yes. I was not the first to attempt these studies, but most the others either approached it from a scientific or magical background, not both. By combining the two as well as recreating several of the landmark studies from my peers, I reached some early milestones in the eighties. Thanks largely to the sacrifice of my friend Marcos and several others.” He bowed his head for a slight moment, but continued on. “Blood transfusions, when strengthened with magic, showed remarkable resiliency towards the virus, even attempting to rid the body of it. Organ failure, however, was inevitable.”

Alarmed, I looked at Eliana. “Her organs are failing?”

“Yes, but her death is not imminent. It won’t be today, and probably not within the next four to five years. It is not a rapid deterioration. We have time, though I’m not sure if it will be enough.”

“A risk I was willing to take,” Eliana said softly. “For my people.”

Kittridge nodded. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. I began to post what I had found on IRC channels in the early days of the Internet, to share what I had discovered with whoever out there would understand. My scientific peers, of course, laughed me out of the building. I received warmer reception from my magical ones, though none of them were able to build upon my results. But there were others out there, ready to hear me out and who believed in what I was trying to accomplish.” He dipped his head towards Eliana.

“I was intrigued,” she said. “We communicated back and forth for years, and I sent who and what I could to assist him.”

“Some of her people are still with me today,” he said, patting her leg. “Throughout the 2000s, we began to learn more and more about the structure of viruses and genetic manipulation. It was the last where my imagination really began to take off. Strengthening the blood first at the genetic level and then by magical means showed astounding results. Vampires approached near-humanity, as Eliana is doing now.”

“But she’s obviously sick.”

“Yes,” Kittridge said, looking as excited as a child. “It’s her body trying to expel the vampire virus. In later stages, eventually lungs and other organs become healthy enough to fail, as odd as that may sound. But that also means they’re healthy enough to fight. Eliana is either dying or on the verge of a breakthrough. I hope for the latter. We are so close to perfecting this, Agent Levi. I don’t know when, exactly, but right now, we are as close to a cure as we have ever been. If we have enough time to perfect it.”

“Christopher is the problem,” Eliana said. Her voice was losing its rasp, though she still looked exhausted. “He discovered my correspondence with Kittridge, and very nearly killed him. Vampirism to him is power. It’s not a curse. It’s a blessing. But I believe in Kittridge and his cure, so much so that I had the latest version of the cure smuggled into England. I took it, to show my people that with a little more time, Kittridge will be able to help us shed our monstrous nature. I had been preparing to escape Christopher for years and it was the catalyst I needed.”

“How did you escape?” I asked her.

“Brute force,” she said. “He expected tact and guile. He did not expect numbers. Most of the household turned against him and his most loyal people. He has watched the world sink into depravity and madness and has been stoking its flames. He angered many, and we moved as one. But we took a lot of losses.”

“You freed us,” one woman said. She was a pixie-ish thing, with a short bob of a haircut and sad eyes. “Those who fell knew what might happen. And they would have wanted us free anyways.” To me, she said, “Still, we would not have moved, but Eliana showed us how to be brave by taking that cure. She signed her life away to give us hope.”

All around us, the vampires agreed. Eliana’s voice was soft and smoothing out. “We need two things from your agency.”

“Two?” I asked.

“The first you know. Protection, and someone to strike at Christopher when the time is right. He will not leave this city without Kittridge or me. We have him cornered, but there’s one more thing that Kittridge needs you and your fellow agents for.”

Kittridge sighed. “I think… mm, I have a hypothesis. It’s perhaps a longshot. No, it is a longshot. But I think the key to the cure might be in agency blood.”

I blinked. “What?”

“When you are changed into what you are, your bones are strengthened, but it’s not just that. Your blood and organs are too. The virus cannot live within an agent, but your blood is not poisonous to a vampire. Not entirely. They can drink it, they can gather strength from it, but it is not pleasant for them. So the blood is compatible. It could present a, mm, catalyst of sorts for the cure.”

“Shit,” I breathed. “And that’s why you thought we wouldn’t believe you.”

“Would you have?” Eliana asked. “I needed to give you something. Christopher is that something. Your agency was to kill him, and then I would ask this in return. Blood from your agents.”

I looked back at Kittridge. “You really think it could work?”

“Yes. And we wouldn’t need much at first to know for certain, though as I say, this is entirely hypothetical at this point.”

“Could it save Eliana? And these others?”

“I cannot promise anything. But I believe it’s their best shot.”

“Sign me up,” I said immediately. “Go get what you need. Let’s get this party-”

Someone said something on a police-style radio. Jasoor, near the side door, tapped a button for his shoulder mic. He spoke into it rapidly, his eyes widening. I stood, watching him. “Vehicles,” he shouted. “A lot of them. Coming fast.”

Again he pulled his gun and aimed it at me. I raised my hands. “I didn’t do a damn thing, man.”

“Big, black SUVs. Gee, I wonder who the fuck they could be,” he snapped, drawing closer and closer.

“The agency,” I said, blinking. “I don’t have anything they could have…”

…tracked me with. Except people. If they’d been keeping a rolling surveillance team on me, they would have known where I was. Who I was with.

“Oh fuck me,” I finished.

Eliana yanked the needle from her arm. Kittridge looked frightened. Everyone did.  “Ellie, we have to get them out of here,” he said.

She nodded. To Jasoor, “Call it in. We need the bus here. Now.”

“I can talk to my people-” I started, but she shook her head as everyone scrambled for the sick vampires, unhooking them and getting them to sit up.

“If they’re here, Christopher’s people will be a step behind them. They will have people watching your people, just as yours are watching them,” she said. “We have to go.”

I saw the truth in it, and told Jasoor, “Do you have more weapons?”

“Yes,” he said, still holding the gun up but now looking like he would piss himself, if he wasn’t a vampire.

I came to him and pressed two fingers to the top of the barrel, bringing it slowly down. “Do you have anything that could kill vampires?”

He blinked at me and licked his lips. “Y-yes. Shotguns, with wood in the rounds. Like your people use. They’re a little old and banged up-”

“Get them,” I said. I caught his wrist. “But do not come outside with guns until I’ve talked to my agency. If you take that out there, if you wave that around, they’ll tear this place apart. Give it to me.”

He swallowed, and nodded. “We need five minutes. For the…” He licked his lips, his fangs popping but his face staying human. “…the bus.”

“I can give that to you.”

This guy could have been hundreds of years old, but he was as scared as I’d ever seen anyone. I took the gun from him, clasped his shoulder, and ran for the door, Eliana a few steps behind me.

The agency approached in a swarm from every direction. Six SUVs up front, more coming around back. They pulled up at angles, hitting me with high intensity beams, I carefully put the gun down on the ground, and out spilled Kari, Mitch, and enough agents to fill a clown car.

They shouted at me, standard tactics, trying to disorient and scare us. Eliana dropped to her knees, hands behind her head. I wasn’t even looking at them, but the horizon, searching for more vehicles. An agent snarled in my face, someone I didn’t recognize, an out of towner. Kari pulled him away.

“You had me followed,” I said, my gaze sweeping all around us Only two real points of entry if they came by car. The industrial complex was a maze but only one major road came through it. Oh, this didn’t feel good. Not at all.

Kari said, “We had to, the way you’ve been acting. Who’s in there, Ionas?”

“Innocents,” I said. “Vampires looking to be cured.”

“What?” Mitch asked.

“There’s a blood mage. He’s close to a cure. Really close. These people don’t want to be monsters. They want to be human again, or whatever this cure will make them into.”

“And you believe them why?” Kari asked.

“Because it all fucking adds up,” I shouted, finally losing my temper. “Eliana gave us Christopher Frederic and all she’s asking for in return is time and our help. That’s it.”

“She is using you, man!” Mitch shouted right back.

“Take a breath,” Kari told him, laying a hand on his shoulder. He shrugged her off but did as she asked, his eyes pure fire and never leaving me.

“Come with me,” I said. “Just you two and one or two others. Tell the rest to stay back because you and I both know if they see fangs, they’re going to go berserk.”

Kari’s mouth twitched in a frown, but then she shouted, “Kirsten! With me!” She issued orders to everyone else to stay back, with two agents keeping their shotguns leveled at Eliana, who was now simply watching all this.

With Mitch’s shotgun trained squarely on me, Kari, Mitch, and a brunette agent followed me inside. They gaped at the medical equipment and the vampires huddled together. One of the vampires wailed out, a cry of abject terror, and two more agents came through the door, guns raised.

“Don’t!” I shouted, getting between them and the vampires. “They might be vampires but they are not our fucking enemy! You shoot and we are looking at a lost opportunity to turn thousands of them back to humans again.”

“Fall back, goddamn it,” Kari snarled at them. “Get out until I tell you to come back in.”

They did, reluctantly, though I heard more shouting outside at Eliana. I balled my fists. If they killed her, I’d die protecting her people. I wouldn’t aim to kill agents, but I’d sure as hell break some kneecaps.

“There’s a bus coming. It belongs to these people,” I said. “Frederic will be following all of you, or Gorag will. We need to get them to safety.”

“You cannot possibly believe they have a cure,” Mitch said, but now he seemed uncertain, staring at all the medical equipment.

Kittridge called, “Agents. I have an idea” Kari and the other agent, Kirsten, looked at each other, then him. He jogged towards us and stood by my side.

“This is Kittridge Thomas, a hema… a hema… um…”

“A blood expert,” he said, “and a mage. And I can show you all that. Hell, I’ll gladly give you access to everything I have uploaded online. So here’s what I’m proposing. Take me and Eliana. You have facilities where you could contain us, right?”

Mitch nodded. “Yes, but…” He couldn’t come up with a but.

“Eliana is an example of how close we are to a cure. And if I can show your people-” Shouting outside, and we all turned to stare at the door as someone in the vampire group screamed. “-then you don’t need them. You just n-need us.”

I shot outside again. A bus approached in the distance, but farther back and catching up fast was a line of headlights. The bus would reach us first, but it would be close.

“Kari! Mitch!” I shouted, but they were right there, staring, and they saw it too.

Eliana hissed, “Please, my people, please!”

“Protect Eliana and Kittridge. With the cure inside her and what she knows, they’re the most valuable assets. I’ll go with the rest,” I said. “You’re risking nothing but me. I will report in as soon as they’re safe.” I grabbed Kari’s arm. “Come on. Please. A cure. A fucking cure.”

Mitch looked at her, then me, then the bus again. I gave it thirty-seventy that the agency would let the vampires escape, and the odds didn’t favor me and the vampires. But Kari surprised me. “Clear a path for the bus!” she shouted.

“Ma’am?” Mitch asked.

“Do it!”

“Thank you,” I said to her.

“We’re taking Eliana and the blood guy,” Kari said, turning towards me with fury in her eyes. “If we find out you’re wrong on this, or if they’ve deceived you, they’ll be dead before the morning. You report in.”

I grabbed up Jasoor’s pistol. “I have my shotgun but I need more shells.”

Mitch gritted his teeth, then jerked his head at the SUV he came from. We ran to it as Eliana stood and followed us, silent, her eyes locked on the approaching bus. A minute, maybe less. It was coming at speed, but the line of vampires behind it terrified me.

Mitch gave me all the extra shells he had. I still had my shotgun, obsidian knife, and my stake, and got them out of the car as agents took up firing positions around the building and the vampires threw the big doors open. I could hear music from Frederic’s vehicles, some Eurotrash techno shit that made me laugh despite myself.

Then the bus was there, shooting for the opened doors. It screeched to a stop, and I shouted for the vampires to load up. They did, helping the sick as fast as they could, and I urged them to go faster, faster, faster.

Eliana caught my arm. She said nothing, but kissed me hard. I clenched her to me, ignoring the other agents and their shocked looks. When I broke away from her, I went to Kittridge and clasped his hand. Then I was gone, running for the bus as Kari ordered agents to show Eliana and Kittridge to an SUV. They were the first gone, the bus needing time to build up speed again. Three more SUVs accompanied them, and then the line of Frederic’s people were on us.


Chapter 16

With the butt of the shotgun, I broke windows to the sides and rear of the bus, making one of the vampires moan in fear. I put a hand on her shoulder but said nothing. Didn’t want to promise I’d get us out of this, because I was pretty sure were weren’t going to make it.

The bus moved, but it was interminably slow. Gunfire from the agents lit up the oncoming cars, stopping a couple. But in the sparse lights of the parking lot, I saw dark forms emerge from those cars and race towards the line of agents – and us.

Two of the vampires broke away and rushed the bus, yelling in triumph. An agent brought one of them down, but the other launched himself at the back of the bus as I brought my shotgun up. The blast took him center mass, and he fell, screeching. One of the oncoming cars veered towards us too. I dropped the shotgun in favor of Jasoor’s pistol. The wooden flechette rounds weren’t going to do much unless I could hit a tire, or maybe the windshield. I waited, waited, and fired when they had to take a turn, aiming for their front tire but hitting the hood. Nothing. The next two shots took out the windshield. Jasoor moved beside me, utterly terrified as he aimed an old pump shotgun out the window.

“You know how to use that?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Aim for the tires or windshield,” I said.

The vampire in the passenger seat was trying to climb through the window. Jasoor and I both aimed and fired. I unloaded into the engine block and Jasoor’s shotgun blast nearly decapitated the driver.

The car veered off, bouncing over concrete bumpers and coming to an eventual stop, replaced with another sedan fast approaching. We were on the road now, picking up speed, and I willed the driver on faster, faster. One of the agency SUVs was also tailing us, though they were being harried by a pickup truck and a crossover. A flash of gunfire erupted from the agency SUV’s windows. I aimed for the truck, fired twice, heard the pistol click. Out of ammo already. No way to help the agents, not with a shotgun. I had to focus on keeping the passengers on the bus safe.

“Reload while we have time,” I said to Jasoor. He nodded frantically and fumbled with a box of shells on his side. There was a loose stack of shotguns, some on the bench seat, some on the floor. Birding guns, I thought. Shit. Half of them looked so old that I doubted they’d fire.

Couldn’t think about that. I tossed aside the pistol and took up my shotgun again, keeping an eye on the approaching vehicles. “Where are we going?” I asked Jasoor.

“We have a few fallback spots.” He turned and called to the driver. “John! Where are we going?”

John, a bearish vampire with a long goatee, called back, “Barry Spring if we can make it.”

Another car shot forward from the pack. I took aim but they stayed far back, waiting for something. Another vehicle, a truck this time, tried to get around the agency SUV but they must have blown out one of the tires because the truck veered sharply off the road and flipped twice. I grinned with savage pride, but the truck wasn’t alone. A white Bronco veered around the cluster of the agency vehicle and Frederic’s people, coming at us with such speed that the thing had to have some aftermarket parts in it.

They slowed, and next thing I knew, a globe of blue crackling light shot from the Bronco towards the PSI’s Durango. The SUV burst into flames, and I shouted, “No!” before raising the shotgun and aiming. Useless at this distance, but I wanted to fire anyways.

The explosion lit up the night. I didn’t know who the agents were but I doubted they could survive that.

To Jasoor, I said, “Focus on that Bronco. That is our target.” Fuck, I wished I had more bullets for the handgun. A couple solid shots to the engine block and magic wouldn’t be a factor if they couldn’t keep up.

“Do you have any solid slugs? Anything that might penetrate that engine?”

“I have a .22,” someone called. I grimaced. Might as well be fucking throwing paintballs at the SUV. But I told her to bring it back anyways, and she did. The pistol was old and I didn’t know if it would even fire, but I thanked her and checked the magazine. Loaded. I slapped it in, and held the ridiculously small gun in my hands, waiting to die in a fiery explosion like my fellow agents.

Were Eliana and Kittridge free? I had no idea. But that Bronco was coming, and there were more lights in the distance, and I couldn’t afford to pay her much more thought. The Bronco closed in. I fired one shot. The pistol made more of a pop than a bang, still loud in the confined space but nothing like the booms of the shotguns. The bullet sparked against the hood. Well, at least it aimed right. I put another two into the engine block. I could see the passenger now. Susan Mooney, Ernest Gorag’s top aide. Her lips were drawn back in a grin that made her face seem skull like. She muttered a few words and another bolt of energy rose in the air.

“The passenger, the passenger, hit the passenger,” I yelled.

Jasoor unloaded everything he had, while I took more careful aim. My first shot hit the bumper, the second pinged off the hood uselessly, but the third shattered the window and the Bronco fell back, the magic dissipating in midair. Jasoor kept firing, yelling as he did so, a weak, animalistic cry than anything fierce. I shouted, “Reload!”

We took a hard turn and both of us went flying along with most the shotguns and my boxes of shells. I scrambled to pick up the shells, which thankfully hadn’t fallen out of the box. Jasoor stood back up. Bullets pinged off the back of the bus and he was hit, but these were regular old bullets and all it seemed to do was piss him off. His blood was up now, his face changing, and he picked up a fresh shotgun, a double-barreled old cannon of a thing.

“Motorcycles,” he said as I righted myself. “Two of them.” He fired and grinned. “Well, one now.”

I laughed and clapped his back but just as fast another spray of bullets hit the bus, and one punched through his chest. It didn’t hit his heart, but he was down, clutching at the bullet hole and screaming. The other vampires screamed too, but the one who gave me the pistol had the presence of mind to crawl back down the aisle to Jasoor and pull him away.

Just me left, against God knew how many more vampires.

“They should have sent more,” I muttered to myself. To the driver, I shouted, “Hit the brakes.”

“What?” he shouted back.

“Do it!”

He did, the bus’s brakes not quite locking up but making a “scree scree scree” sound as it slowed in sharp jerks. I was rocked into the back door and off it. I threw myself right back at it, throwing it open and bringing the shotgun to bear on the driver of the motorcycle, a big bearded bastard. He hit the brakes too late, and I fired, taking him and his partner out with a wide spray. They were thrown off the back like they were hit with a clothesline, the bike falling sideways and tumbling end over end. Had to hope it was still functioning.

“Go!” I roared. “And don’t stop for shit!”

I jumped from the still-moving bus and hit the ground rolling. We were doing maybe thirty miles an hour add the impact hurt – a lot. My ribs took the brunt of it again thanks mostly to landing on the goddamn shotgun. The bus slowed further, one of the vampires gaping out at me as I came upright and chased down the motorcycle’s occupants. The big bearded guy was down for the count, not moving, but the other one struggled to his feet. He never saw me. I fired, downing him for good.

Their submachine guns were on slings and still dangling from their shoulders. I plucked up one, checked the clip, and found two more clips apiece on the bodies. I shoved them into my waistband and sprinted for the motorcycle as more lights pierced the darkness behind us. The bus was finally building back up speed again, and soon they would hit the highways and interstate where they could lose themselves. Barry Springs wasn’t all that far, maybe ten minutes at sixty miles an hour, and with just a little more luck, they would make it. I was kidding myself, but the alternative was too grim to think about.

I hadn’t ridden a motorcycle since I was twenty, but it wasn’t like the technology changed a bunch. It didn’t want to start, but the second time I hit the ignition switch, it roared to life, and I was off, racing towards the oncoming lights like some fucking cliched modern knight riding down an opponent in a jousting match, the wind whipping against my face.

Two muscle cars were the next contestants, beautiful things I almost hated to destroy, but hey, it was my job. I came to a stop and brought the submachine gun up. I aimed at the car I was pretty sure was a Chevelle. The submachine gun was a fine thing, simplistic, weighted just right. It kicked against my shoulder but barely rose, and I put every bullet where I wanted it, right in the engine and along the side. The car kept going and I put another burst into it as the other guy tried to aim his Nova for me. I fired off three more rounds and moved, barely skirting the Nova on its left and ignoring the Chevelle flying off the road and into a light pole. I stopped just long enough to eject the spent clip and slap in another one, but something in the distance put a spike of fear in my spine.

There, the Bronco again – and Susan Mooney. “Fuck me,” I groaned.

I raced after the Nova, holding the bike steady with one arm while I unslung the submachine gun with the other. Like this, I wasn’t going to be able to aim for shit, so I waited until I got up close and put the barrel practically right up against the gas cap. That car lit up like the sun, the vampires’ screams audible in the moment before the whole of the car burst into flames.

I slowed, stopped, and got off the bike. The clip was half empty. I aimed down the sights at the approaching Bronco and emptied all of it, seeing metal spark off the bumper and darkening one of the headlamps. Ejected the clip. Reloaded another. Fired. Fired. Fired. Nothing seemed to stop the fucking thing. I reached for another clip, but it was too late.

I stared at the oncoming Bronco and I knew in my heart I hadn’t given the bus enough time.

“Fuuuuu-” I muttered, and they hit me.


Chapter 17

I woke to a body that felt like it was made of thousands of pieces of shattered glass. I sucked in a breath through shattered ribs and coughed back up a spray of blood. Thankfully, this simple act made me black out again.

Warmth, an unnatural thing and pleasant, like angels humming inside my body. I opened one eye to Susan Mooney leaning over me, grinning that skull grin. She was healing me, and had me in a rough seated position against the Bronco’s tire.

“What are you doing?” I tried to ask. It came out more as “ut rrr ooo nnng?” My jaw was fractured, I thought. She seemed to get the picture.

“Keeping you alive. You’re number three on Frederic’s Christmas list,” she said. “He’s going to have so much fun with you.”

I swallowed syrup-thick blood and coughed it out again. Her hands moved to my throat and the pain lessened. I curled my fingers, my toes. I could still feel them. That was something, especially since I felt a newly familiar weight against my hip.

“We’ve got the bus,” she said. “All that effort, for nothing. You were really something, though. Be proud of that. Hang onto it over the next four or five decades as Frederic takes you apart bone by bone.” She spoke a couple guttural words, and something thorny and red sparked between her fingers. “Where did they take Eliana and the doctor?”

I was too tired and in too much pain to come up with a joke, so I just started babbling. “Japan, I think. A private charter.” Except it really came out, “Apa, I thnnn. Uh pivot chatah.”

She pressed the fingers against an open wound on my stomach and the weird magic thorny twig thing crawled inside me, twisting and scraping against everything soft and exposed. I screamed and banged my head backwards against the tire. She removed her fingers and spoke a few more words, pressing them my sore jaw. Warmth again, and I gasped for air.

“Where did they take her?” she shouted.

My fingers inched into my waistband as I rolled my head forward and back, trying to keep her distracted. “Ungh… ungh… Iga… Ueno, I think.” That was the name of a small town I went to once in Japan, a friendly exchange of agents that was more like an excuse for us to drink and swap stories. Beautiful place. Always wanted to go back there.

“Japan,” she said flatly.

I nodded and mumbled something incoherent. She leaned in closer on instinct, and I brought the little .22 up, put it to her chin, and fired.

Might’ve been a small gun, but damn, it did the trick.

I passed out again, and this time, when I woke up, I was staring the at Rolls-Royce, Susan Mooney’s body, and a man with thick pork chops on his cheeks and a dress hat tipped back on his head.

“Boy howdy,” Ernest Gorag said. “You are in a spot of trouble, young man.”

His fangs popped, and his face transformed. I grinned, and passed out one more time, just for fun.

* * *

I skimmed the surface of consciousness as I was hauled somewhere. I was strapped to a gurney, tied down probably by straps with magical runes on them to keep me from busting out, but I was too weak to try it anyways. Even after Mooney’s healing magics, everything hurt. The worst part? I remember smelling cigarette smoke and asking if I could have one, but I don’t think they actually gave me ne, the bastards.

I remember lights. I remember a chemical tang in the air from passing some refinery or plant or something. I remembered a jolt as we bounced up and over a curve, making me cry out from the extra pain. But mostly I floated away into darkness.

I didn’t come fully awake until someone was pressing something to my lips. A straw. I sucked instinctually, tasting fresh, cold milk. I drank it down hungrily, despite the agony flaring in my chest and stomach. Consciousness slowly came back to me as it started to do its thing. Slowly I became aware of more details. My hands were strung up by manacles. I was standing, though leaning forward like a drunk. When I blinked open my eyes, J.G. stood behind a beautiful Latina vampire, watching me with an unreadable expression. The room looked to be made of stone. A bunker, I thought, or a prison of some kind. No windows, and the door looked like it might have come from a submarine as thick and intimidating as it was.

The Latina was the one who gave me the milk. She was now tending to me with tweezers. I winced when she pulled something free of my chest. A pebble. It plinked into a bowl, and she pulled out several more before I could speak.

“Where am I?”

Neither of them answered me, though J.G. squirmed. The Latina’s focus never broke from her task.

I dropped my head, and slept again.

Three more times I was woken up with milk. It strengthened me little by little, though the pain still prevailed. I was badly hurt and that was going to take weeks to recover from. But I didn’t think much about my pain. I thought about my parents, and the amphibious thing that killed them. I thought about a teenage boy, and what I thought was the greatest terror of my life.

This… this topped that. I didn’t know what I was in for, except that that Frederic would drag it out. I read about some of the stuff he did to other agents throughout the centuries. I’m sure your imagination can take you to some obvious horrors. Things he might have shoved into places they didn’t belong, removing things no one wants taken from them. But those came relatively late in the lives of those he tortured. He liked to draw it out, to do things they would heal from so he could torture them until the pain in that spot became routine. And that was just the first few years – or decades.

What scared me most was that I knew where Eliana and Kittridge had been taken, at least temporarily. We had a jail facility in another office building downtown designed to contain the supernatural, a series of simple windowless warded rooms, not entirely unlike the one I was in now. I liked to think I would keep my mouth shut if Frederic tortured me, but I knew he would break me eventually. No one could endure the kinds of things he did to people forever. All I could do was hope to outlast his games long enough that the PSI would finally believe in the cure and move them to somewhere safer. After that, Frederic could do whatever he wanted to me and I’d have still won.

Screams. They were close, maybe next door to my cell. They carried on intermittently for minutes. A shriek, then silence, then more shrieking. A pause, and then someone in a cell on my other side started in. This was a show for my benefit, I realized. I gritted my teeth and hung my head. I had failed Eliana’s people. Gorag wasn’t lying. They had the vampires.

Minutes passed. Maybe hours. It was hard to tell. Screams rang out and I had to endure them. My fingers worked at the manacles on my wrists but I could not get them free, nor could I pull them out of the wall. I was stuck here, forced to listen to this.

Eventually the door opened and in came J.G. and Gorag, J.G. looking ill and Gorag clutching his hat. He didn’t look much happier about the ordeals they must have just been witness to, but forced a smile onto his thick-jowled face. J.G. held a tablet in her hands, something playing on it but the sound turned low for the moment.

“Finally with us, agent?” Gorag asked. His voice was something of an affected drawl, like he might have learned it from a cartoon or something. That went with his whole aesthetic. “You really screwed the pooch killing Susan. I was fond of her.”

I ignored him and focused on J.G. “This is wrong. I can see you know it is too.”

She looked inches to my right, not focusing on anything at all. “Shut up,” she whispered.

“Whatever he’s doing to them, they don’t deserve this.”

“Ah, but we’re vampires,” Gorag said. “Your agency’s greatest immortal enemy, aren’t we?”

“You know they’re trying to be something greater,” I snapped, finally looking him in the eyes. “They’re not killers. They’re a bunch of innocents stolen from this world by a madman.”

“Innocents?” Gorag asked. He chuckled. “Son, do you know who it is you’re conspiring with? What your Eliana has done in the past?” I didn’t answer and I didn’t want to know. He sensed this. “Mr. Frederic has told me some of it. The feasts of blood he prepared for her. The lovely innocents she drank dry.” I tried to work up enough spit to throw one in his face, but couldn’t. “Frederic liked to keep her hungry and angry. Then he’d let her loose. Old folks. Innocents.” He smiled harder, but I could see something in his eyes like discomfort or fear, maybe. “Children.”

“Enough,” I said, the image creeping into my mind anyways, Eliana too hungry to stop herself from bringing her fangs to a boy or girl’s neck.

“Show him what Frederic is doing now.”

I closed my eyes as J.G. held up the screen. In a flash, Gorag was on me, prying my eyelids up. I snapped out and clamped onto his nose with my teeth, ripping through skin and cartilage and yanking away with a mouthful of his flesh. He yelped and fell on his ass, clutching at the ruins of his nose. Not even blood was going to ever heal that right, I thought, grinning and spitting the meat out.

In a blur, he was on me again, pelting me with hard rights and lefts to my guts, my chest. My barely-healed bones broke again and I spasmed there, trying not to cry out, failing. J.G. lowered the screen but Gorag snarled at her, “Show him.”

“Yes sir,” she said quietly. She held the screen closer, biting her lip. Gorag again pried my eyes open, keeping his distance this time.

On the screen, Frederic had a hacksaw in both hands. He worked them across the driver – John? – at random points, sawing just far enough to penetrate the skin, then pulling away to let it heal again. Whoever was holding the tablet on that end said, “Like Christmas dinner,” and Christopher Frederic looked back and barked out a laugh.

“You want a shot?” he asked.

“Absolutely.”

They traded off, and I watched, helpless and in agony as John was tortured by another one of the vampires I remembered from Gorag’s office. I tried to kick at Gorag, I tried to plea with J.G., but nothing worked. All I could do was watch.

Finally, Christopher twisted the tablet around so his face filled the screen. “Our special guest,” he said, not a hint of humor to his voice. “Enjoying yourself?”

“Fuck you,” I said, my words listless and dull.

His smile was that of a snake’s. Not amused, not really, but eyeing me like he might lash out at the screen at any moment. “I’m going to give these tools to our friend Ernest. I’ve got a power saw I’ve been dying to try out, and he’s going to emulate what I do to poor John here, only to you.”

“My people are coming for you,” I said. “You won’t leave this city alive.”

“No? Well, that’s too bad. Been a hell of a party. Oh well. Your people need to do what they need to do, and me… well, I’m going to have a whole lot of fun with you in the short term. Unless you want to tell me where Eliana and Dr. Thomas are.”

I looked instead at Gorag. “Go get your tools,” I said softly. “Let’s get this fucking thing started.”

He did.


Chapter 18

My abdomen was agony. I passed out a few times, especially after one of the blades…

You know what? I’ll save you the details. But it was nasty, and it hurt, and I was very dimly proud of myself for not giving Eliana up.

That was just the first six or so hours of my torture.

Frederic was, as all accounts promised, a master of pain. He loved to talk about it. Never shut up, really. He was an expert in acupuncture, wielded by him as a dark mirror of its intended use, rendering my limbs and extremities useless for seconds on end, like my body was shorting out. So too was he an expert on pressure points, making me cry out with simple presses of his knuckles and the butt ends of the tools he brought in to play with. He was careful not to break anything that couldn’t heal. I was not going to have that luxury.

I assume the breaks they took were because it was daytime and they needed sleep. For hours after every day’s torture, I hung there, my body on fire, my thoughts jumbled and broken. And then the whole thing would start up again, Christopher Frederic playing the puppet master, reveling more in making Gorag and his people torture me than doing the work himself, though he did plenty of that too.

I lost track of time. I knew I wasn’t in there too long, a few days, four, five, but the sessions lasted an eternity.

“Who is she to you?” I asked my red-haired devil at some point. My lips had been carved up and healed a few times, and when I spoke, they hurt like a sunburn. I made the mistake of running my tongue over them, the blisters and cuts wailing for me to stop.

He ignored me in favor of licking my obsidian blade. “You know, I’ve come to like the taste of agent blood. Even sour milk has its place in recipes.”

“You think you love her.”

“No,” he said, straightening and plunging the knife into my guts. I screamed and he waited it out, grinning. It was the most damage he’d done to me, and something was horribly, horribly wrong down there, the pain excruciating beyond everything else. I tried to think of what organ he might have punctured. My intestines? Kidneys? “I’ve never made that mistake. I own her. I have shaped her. Made her into a queen of despair and rot. I have fucked her on a very literal bed of skulls, agent, skulls bleached and treated from the ones she drank. I hate…” His face twisted, his nose flattening, jaw distending, ears turning into mushroom-like lumps, his eyes flaring even brighter than Eliana’s, twin suns I could not break my gaze from even in the worst of my agony. “I hate that my toy has become so broken as to think she wants to become human. Useless. Powerless. Like you.” He twisted the blade and I shrieked some more. I wasn’t sure how my lungs had anything left in them. Had to admit, he was pretty good at making me scream.

“She’s s-stronger… than y-you…” I finally gasped. “B-b-b-better. Humanity isn’t w-”

“Do you know how much I hate philosophy?” he asked, and made me shriek some more. Then again and again and again. I think I got under his skin. He whispered one more thing in my ear.

“She loved me. Never forget that, agent. Once she would have been in this room with me, watching.”

“She d-didn’t love you. She l-loved the power,” I said. His breathing intensified, his glowing eyes boring holes into me. “Did you know s-she and I…?” I stuttered out a laugh. “She asked m-me to sleep… w-with her. Did she ever do that to you, you pathetic piece-” He punched the knife in again, and I screamed the last words. “-of shit!”

His breath was nearly a roar, and he scraped the knife across me, his face locked in a snarl the entire time. I hurt, but I held onto one thought, one memory, with a sense of glee. Eliana, telling me how much bigger than him I was, without saying quite so much. Even when I was being tortured, I got to have that distinctly male vanity, at least.

I laughed, and he drove the knife home again. And again. And again. Finally, I passed out.

* * *

I woke up again to my door closing. My eyes fluttered. J.G. She had my knife in her belt and a glass of milk and a straw in hand. Her hands trembled, or maybe that was just my vision tripling. Either way, she rushed to me. “Drink, Ionas,” she said softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Please,” I said, my voice a dry hack. My stomach screamed. Every fresh cut screamed. “My knife. Just end it. If you’ve got any mercy to you, end it.”

“Is that what you want?” she asked. “Or do you want revenge?”

I blinked at her, and she held the straw to my mouth. I couldn’t help drinking. The coolness ran over the open cuts and sores in my mouth but it felt so good, like a balm. Finally, I sputtered, “What do you mean?”

“I can’t do this anymore,” she said. “I can’t be a part of this.” She set the glass on the ground and dug out a key. “I can’t. I… I…”

I didn’t trust her, but when my arms fell free of the manacles, I had no choice but to let her hold me up. I would have collapsed otherwise. “I can’t move,” I muttered.

“I’ll help you.”

She dragged me towards the door, my vision blurring, my body coming to life but not in any good, healthy way. “How many?” I asked.

“Right now, none. They’re sleeping. But there are human guards, maybe a half-dozen. I think we can make it to the garage. Mr. Gorag’s limo has darkened windows. Even then, I’ll be useless in the sunshine so you’ll have to drive.”

“We have to get Eliana’s people out.”

She hesitated, but nodded.

The door opened out onto a long hallway lined with six doors on either side, windowless like my cell. I would discover the entire building was that way. J.G. dragged me towards a half-opened door. Inside was a security room, a man laying on his side, dead if I had to guess from the ripped throat and the puddle of blood under him.

“Can you stay upright?” J.G. asked.

I reached out for a wall and nearly lost my balance, but nodded. Pins and needles were starting to shoot through my legs. Wouldn’t exactly be able to run a marathon, but I thought I could hobble if I had to.

She knelt over a computer console and tapped away. “Okay. The doors are open.”

“Weapons?”

“Beside your knife, no. Nothing in the building. Mr. Gorag doesn’t want to give his prisoners any advantage if they get loose.”

“What is this place?”

“A blood farm and a turning shelter, normally.”

She hurried out of the room and threw open every door. Voices called out to us and I hissed at them to be quiet. They ignored me, and J.G. looked panicked. I couldn’t blame her. Five human guards probably weren’t anything to be worried about with her there, but if the vampires woke up…

“Shut. Up!” I hissed. “We’re getting you all out of here.”

“Can’t…” Jasoor said from one of the rooms. I limped that way, J.G. following, the keys for the manacles in her hand.

If I thought I was a mess, Jasoor was even worse. His face, his whole body, was coated in the dark ichor that passed for vampire blood. Like me, Frederic hadn’t done any damage that couldn’t be healed, but he couldn’t meet my gaze and I saw stripes of cuts along his legs.

“Oh fuck me,” I murmured.

“You could get one or two of us out,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “But not all of us.” Finally his gaze met mine, and he smiled. He actually smiled. “That’s okay. He built his own trap.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, stepping closer.

“Eliana will not leave us here. He knows that. He knows she’ll come. And he’ll wait for her here because of that.”

“He’ll do even more horrific things,” J.G. said. “There are enough humans, if I bring their blood to you, you could heal.”

“No,” Jasoor said. “For Eliana and Kit, for a hope for a cure… no. Please. Go.”

J.G. started towards him. But I stumbled for her and caught her arm. I stared at Jasoor a long time, then finally said, “We’re coming back for you. We’re killing Frederic tonight.”

“Good,” Jasoor said, and let his face go vampirically savage.

We locked the doors again. Ignoring the sobs of the vampires nearly made me rethink this, but I knew Jasoor was right. They were the bait. I hated that, but Frederic needed to die.

As J.G. helped me up a flight of stairs, she said, “I don’t know that he’s right. Frederic has meetings tonight to solidify his escape plans from the city. I don’t know that he’ll be here.”

I nodded. “We’ll tell the agency. But I think you’re wrong. He’ll be right here, waiting for Eliana and I to come back.”

We didn’t have time to argue the point. A guard came through a big metal door, and J.G. let me go to jump up the flight of stairs and tackle him. He yelled, but she silenced him with a mouthful of flesh, ripping at his throat. Someone shouted, and she snarled, launching herself at them too.

I stumbled up the stairs, fell, righted myself, then slowly got through the door. Another guard was down, J.G. above him, staring left and right. She rushed for me, and without a word, actually physically carried me back into the stairwell and up a last flight of stairs. Shouting and inhuman laughter rang out, and J.G. moved faster. She still had my obsidian knife at her belt. I pulled it and dropped the sheath to the ground. She hissed at the object so close to her skin but didn’t slow.

A vampire launched itself out of a dark room at us. All three of us went down, him on top, and I rolled with him, stabbing him in the back and the side. He howled and scurried away back into the room, and J.G. was on her feet again, grabbing me up and yanking me towards a door at the end of the hallway. Another pair of vampires, and this time we hurtled towards them together, me finally with a bit of strength to my bones though only enough to get me to the end of the hallway. I stumbled and fell into one vampire. I think the surprise bowled him over more than my weight, and I got the knife against his neck, cutting, probably killing it, though I didn’t have time to check. J.G.’s vampire was, improbably, slamming her head against the concrete wall. I grabbed him, spun him, and buried the knife deep in the soft tissue above his pelvis. He howled, and bit me, but I just kept stabbing and finally he yanked away, running for it.

J.G. was dazed but largely unaffected. She grabbed my arm and shoved me through the door as the hallway filled behind us. We were in a long garage, dominated by the limousine, the Rolls Royce, and two utility trucks. She had the keys in her pocket and unlocked the doors to the limo before shoving them at me. We dove into the car as the door burst open behind us.

“The garage door,” I shouted.

“Oh fuck,” J.G. gasped. She looked back at the door we just came through, where the control panel was, then looked forward again. “This is going to hurt,” she said, and shot out of the car and for the big double doors. She didn’t slow, and I barely had enough presence of mind to slam a key home into the ignition as she skidded to a stop and leaned down to yank the door up.

J.G.’s skin didn’t erupt into flames, but it cooked immediately. Thousands of red sores erupted on her body. A short shriek was cut off as the sun-blisters filled her throat too. I jammed on the accelerator and pulled up next to her. Just as fast I was out of the limo, grabbing her and shoving her into the passenger seat. She writhed but she was alive.

The vampires behind us fanned out, and in their midst, I saw Gorag and Frederic. I gave them both the middle finger and shot back into the car again, accelerating out of there as fast as I could.

* * *

All around us were ancient trees, towering high above the paved road. I didn’t know where we were. We drove nearly half a mile along curving roads, me riding the accelerator, J.G. struggling in her seat. Her burns were not healing. She needed blood. I needed medical attention. We made a great pair, real buddy comedy stuff.

Four guys in an actual honest-to-God golf cart made the turn off a side path and approached us, guns at the ready. I blinked and said, “Ah, fuck it,” and just drove faster. One of them got a shot off, but the damn car was bulletproof and it pinged off the hood uselessly. The guys dove out at the last second and I hit the golf cart so hard the thing practically exploded outward. It barely registered, aside from the fact that I was pushing it going nearly sixty miles an hour. I slowed just enough to twist the limo free of it, ignoring the bullets pinging off the back end, and then we were free.

A car a quarter of a mile on had better luck, first veering off the road and then following us. They were smarter than the last batch and were content to stay back. I studied the limo’s dashboard and started punching at buttons until I got its voice commands. The map program gave me an address. We were on Gorag’s property, though deep, deep inside his many thousands of acres.

“Call 911,” I shouted. The car’s system did, and got a dispatcher on the line. “This is Agent Ionas Levi, with the PSI branch of the IRS. I am in a… a pursuit.” What the hell else was I going to call it? “I need to be put through to the PSI and right the hell now.”

“We can send police-”

“Now, goddamn it!”

A pause, then, “You don’t have to be rude.”

I laughed, and then a minute later, I got the automated system for the PSI general mailbox. I shouted my code, and seconds later, a dispatcher – this time, from my office – picked up. “PSI, how may I direct your call?”

“It’s Ionas.”

“Holy shit,” the dispatcher said. “Where are you?”

“Ernest Gorag’s property. I’m going to be coming out fast in a limousine and I’ve got one car in pursuit, probably more. I’m going to need backup, at least a couple bags of blood, and all the fucking milk.”

I gave him what details I could. They got teams moving, and ten minutes later, I finally saw a gate. This was not the main gate but a side one. I still had no real clue where we were but I could see city beyond and that was good enough for me. I aimed in that direction, shooting through the metal gate with a screech and coming onto something like an old frontage road, two-laned with hardly any traffic. I nearly stuffed the limo in a field, still shouting at the dispatcher as I made a wide, screeching turn, and we were on the road and running, building more speed and hitting nearly a hundred.

The car behind us kept right up and approached faster and faster. They were up to something and soon I knew what. A Jeep shot out of another side road, aiming right for the limo, but they barely mistimed their approach and our speed, hitting the rear end of the limo and nearly sending me sideways, but not quite. A half second earlier and they would have broadsided me, game over. As it was, I kept going, gritting my teeth and hoping for an interstate, a highway, something.

But Gorag’s estate was well out in the country, and I had miles yet to go to get clear of it. I found a side road heading away from it, slowed, and still missed the turn. The next one was a mile on, and this time I managed to jerk the limo down it, the gravel and ruts rattling my teeth in my very sore mouth.

The dispatcher came back. “We’ve got you, we’ve got you, our surveillance team just saw you making a turn, coming up on them from behind.”

And sure enough, a nondescript Charger made the turn onto the gravel road behind the Jeep and the sedan. I knew that Charger. That was Kari. I roared, though with my broken ribs and battered chest it was more like a gasp, but we were safe, we were safe, we were safe.

“Tell Kari the limo’s bulletproof and to light those fuckers up,” I said.

“You got it,” the dispatcher said, sounding as excited as I was.

Gunfire from the Charger, The Jeep’s rear tires went and it hit the ditch, flipping. Whoever was doing the shooting let loose on the car next, hitting the trunk and shattering the rear window. The next burst hit the driver, and they were gone too into the fields.

“Yessss!” I gasped.

And we were gone.


Chapter 19

Kari and the other agent followed me into Vineport and all the way to the containment facility. The light was all wrong. I thought it was morning when I escaped but now I realized it was mid-afternoon.

Beside me, J.G.’s breath wheezed through her lungs, but she was still with me. Her fangs kept popping unintentionally, the sound driving me crazy, like the squish of feet on wet carpet. Her skin stunk, the sweet charred fat and smokier nerves. If I got out of this, I wasn’t eating pork for weeks. Then again, not like I was in much better shape. All my cuts and sores screamed at me for attention and I barely had the strength to hit the brakes at lights.

I rolled down into the building’s underground parking. There was a team of EMTs in leathers to protect them from J.G.’s fangs if she got bitey, but with them, next to the elevator doors, was a sight I wasn’t expecting. Monette. She spotted the limo and pushed off the wall, walking, then running towards it as fast as she could manage with her cane. I pulled in as close to the elevator as possible and she opened my door for me.

When I stumbled out, Monette froze, her hand rising to her mouth. “Get J.G.,” I croaked.

“Oh my God, Ionas, your face, your… your arms, your everything…”

I ignored that. I knew what she must be seeing, the crisscrossing of scars left from Frederic and his toys. Louder, I said to the EMTs, “She saved me. She needs blood and right now.”

They didn’t argue, thankfully, and rushed to get the big vampire out of the passenger’s seat. I came around the car, fell against it, and Monette was there, propping me up. Then Kari was there too, on my other side, helping me stay upright.

“We need to get you a doctor and a healer,” Monette said.

“No time,” I said. “Is she here? Eliana?”

She looked hurt by that, but nodded. “Yes. And that doctor, Thomas.”

I’m sorry, Monette, I thought but didn’t say. To Kari, “We know where Frederic is and where he’s going to be until at least tonight. He has some of Eliana’s people and I’m pretty sure he thinks she’s going to come for them. The vampire with me, J.G., she saved me. She thinks I’m wrong, that Frederic is going to be away from the property for meetings tonight. We need to cover all the angles.”

“There’s no we. We’re getting you checked out,” Kari said. “You can brief us but you’re going to do it in bed.”

I didn’t understand at first. Why would they check me out here? And then it hit me. “You’re locking me up too,” I said wonderingly. I laughed. “No.”

“Just until we’ve killed Frederic and we can be sure where your allegiances-”

“Oh for fuck’s sake, Kari! I have been on our side the entire time! Helping Eliana and her people means a lot of vampires coming back to humanity. That’s a win for us too.”

“We can’t be certain of that, not yet. Kittridge Thomas’s research is intriguing but we don’t know that he’s really researching a cure. It could be something different, something designed to enhance the vampires. We need to take proper precautions.”

I turned and punched a hole right through one of the limo’s windows. “Goddamn it!” I shouted. “We have him! I have been through hell for this and I’m being taken off the team?”

“Ionas, please,” Monette said. She gripped my arm as I panted, staring first at her, then Kari. “Let’s get you some help, and you can brief us, and we’ll figure it out from there, okay?”

I didn’t have any choice. At that moment, I felt cold steel close around my wrists. Another agent had crept up on me. I snarled at him, not sure what I was trying to do, but my legs gave out, and still woozy, I nearly collapsed.

They got me into a wheelchair, Kari pushing me into the elevator. I was silent on the ride up, but when the doors dinged open, I said, “I don’t talk to anybody until I see her.”

Kari hesitated, then said, “Her room is on the way. You can have a few minutes. But we’re not taking the handcuffs off.”

“Fine.”

The rooms weren’t all that different than the cells I just left behind, save that they had beds and toilets. Magicked-up restraints on the beds could be used to tie down most of the supernatural, though admittedly there were things far too strong out there to keep them in bed. However, the wards etched on all four walls and the floors and ceilings could have held Nephilim, if we could have captured one of them.

The cells were fronted by sliding doors with narrow windows for the guards to peek in. Dr. Kittridge Thomas was in the first cell, seated on his bed with a paperback in hand, though he was squinting at the door thanks to the commotion. When he saw me, he rushed to his feet and came to the window.

“Agent,” he said, his eyes wide. “What did they do to you?”

“Oh, a little of this, a little of that.”

He swallowed and nodded. “The others?”

“Working on getting them back.”

“Thank you for talking your agents down. You’ve saved a lot of people.”

I nodded, not sure what else to say. The next two cells were empty, but then there was Eliana, standing right at the window, her face pressed nearly against it. Her blonde hair, for once, was disheveled and her makeup gone. Still so extraordinarily beautiful, even in a plain jumpsuit.

She pressed her fingers to the window. Kari stopped the chair, and said, “Get back from the door.”

Eliana stepped back against the far wall. Kari shouted down the hall for someone named Doug to open up Eliana’s cell, and there was a click and a buzz. I lurched to my feet and I was through the door before they changed their mind. Eliana held back long enough for me to clear the door, and then she was on me, holding me up and guiding me to the bed, making soft, wicked hisses deep in her lungs.

“I see you’ve met my ex,” she finally said.

I smiled, but it was a wan thing. “He has them. I tried to save them, but I couldn’t, not yet. Jasoor wanted me to go. He said if Frederic has them, he knows you’ll come for them eventually. And that means-”

“We know where he’s going to be,” she said. “Are they okay?”

“No,” I said softly. “And I’m sorry. If I wasn’t so weak…”

“Don’t. We will save them,” she said.

“They’re going to lock me up. Same as you and Kittridge.”

She closed her eyes. “They have to kill him. So many have sacrificed so much for this.”

“I know. They’re the best, though. They’ll get him.” Still, I was troubled by something, some formless thing I couldn’t yet put a face to. Something I was missing? Something someone said? I wasn’t sure. But something was ringing alarm bells in my head.

“Ionas,” Kari said from the hallway. Monette was staring in too.

Eliana held my face in her palms. She kissed every cut she could, her tongue pressing to my blood caked all over me. She said nothing else, and neither did I.

I wasn’t going to be kept here. Not now. Not when we had him.

But I had no idea if I could escape, either.

* * *

Monette, Wendell, Kari, Mitch, and three other agents stood in my cell as a healer attended to me. Beside me was a half-empty gallon of milk, an assortment of bandages, and a surgical tray. The healer wanted to get me to a hospital to have me x-rayed, but it wasn’t going to make any difference. Things inside me were broken and they would heal, eventually.

With blood in her system, J.G., whose real name was Jeannette Gordon Layton, was healing rapidly, enough that she could speak. She gave us the location of Frederic’s meeting that night, and corroborated my story of our escape independently. She also happily gave up everything she could about Gorag’s companies and property, giving us the location of a couple points of entry and potential escape that we didn’t know about.

Everybody left but a couple token agents and New Guy Steve, who hung back ostensibly in case agents in the field needed information either J.G. or I could give them. I knew what their play would be. Divide and conquer. They were so arrogant. They thought they had this.

What was wrong? What was I missing?

I stared out the door’s window, wondering what time it was, how close we were to darkness. I could hear New Guy Steve down the hallway, laughing at something one of the other agents said and the shuffling of cards. Three agents. Three agents to defend…

“Oh. Oh shit,” I whispered.

What if Christopher Frederic knew exactly where the containment cells were? What if he knew exactly what the agency playbook would be? He was coming here, where Eliana was all trussed up and ready for him. Where Kittridge was just a couple doors down. Where I was.

I rapped on the door. “Hey, Steve?” I called, trying to keep my voice calm. I had one shot at this, and even if it succeeded, I was done with the agency, if I wasn’t already.

I heard Steve tell the other agents he’d be just a minute. He came down the hallway, chuckling to himself. “You actually got my name right. What’s up?” the analyst asked me on the other side of the door.

“Can I get a pizza or something? Anything? Even just a bag of potato chips from the vending machine. I don’t remember the last time I ate.”

He looked more sorry than apprehensive. “The healer wanted you on a soft foods diet.”

“Yogurt?” I asked, putting a touch of hopefulness to it. “Soup. Come on, man, something.”

“Let me see what we got. Or there’s that corner store. Give me a few minutes.”

Genuine relief flooded me. God bless you, you naïve, sweet idiot.

After asking the other agents and Kittridge if they wanted anything, he was ten agonizing minutes. I kept imagining Frederic coming up the elevator and slaughtering the other two agents. I knew I would be watched on the monitors so I tried to act normal, pacing the cell slowly as though I were worried about the other agents in the field, which I genuinely was so it wasn’t much of an act at all.

Then finally one of the agents said cheerfully, “Here he comes.”

A minute later, the elevator doors dinged open and Steve came down the hallway, bags in hand. “Up against the wall, Doc,” he said, then called, “Open up one!” I waited impatiently for him to leave a sandwich in the doctor’s cell. The door shut again, and he headed down the hall. “Up against the wall, Ionas, you know the drill.”

I stood and headed for the wall. The timing was crucial. “What’d you get?”

“Open him up!” he called to the others. The door lit up and the lock disengaged. Steve stepped in. “Couple of protein shakes and some soup. Let’s keep you on the protein shakes until tomorrow then see how-”

I rushed him. He saw me coming, flinched back, and raised his arms. The other guys shouted as I said, “Sorry about this,” and twisted Steve around, wrapping one arm under his shoulder and around the back of his head, the other placed at his ear. Like that, I could have snapped his neck in a heartbeat, but I wasn’t that far deranged. I just needed him to feel that threat and to let the others see it.

I dragged him out into the hallway, and they were up and facing me. They weren’t armed with guns, but crossbows. I wasn’t the threat to them. Eliana was. They shouted at me to let Steve go, to get back in my cell.

I drew closer to them, pushing Steve in front of me, keeping him between us and my head behind his. “Let her out, let her out, let her out,” I yelled, expecting them to do no such thing. I was using the chaos the same way they tried to use it against me at the warehouse, keeping them disoriented, getting closer and closer until I moved my arms and shoved Steve at them so hard it took one of them down. The other released the bolt, and I was too slow to react, taking it in the side and hissing with the pain. He needed time to load another and I was on him, kicking his leg hard enough to snap it. He screamed and I smashed his hand underneath my foot, breaking a few of the fingers. The other agent got clear of Steve but I was right there, grabbing his cuffs and slapping them on his wrists.

I shoved him towards one of the cells and roared, “In there or I break your leg too. You too, Steve. Go!”

Steve knee-walked towards the cell, throwing a terrified look over his shoulder before he stumbled in there. The other agent tried to fight the cuffs, so I stomped down on his foot, making him scream as something broke. Then I tossed him in the cell along with his friend, and rushed to the computer bank to shut the doors on them and lock it.

As I popped the lock on Eliana, J.G, and Kittridge’s doors, one of the guards said into his radio, “He’s free, Ionas is free, he’s letting them go.”

“Tell them Frederic is headed here,” I said. “They need to send at least two teams back.”

He blubbered at me, “What? What the fuck?”

“I think that’s his play. I’m going to leave you with one of the crossbows. If they try to make it into this cell, make them pay,” I said.

J.G. stepped out of her cell. Apart from her reddened skin, she looked okay. “I heard. You really think he’s coming here?”

“Yeah. I do. And I need you here to protect them until backup comes.”

“You’re in no shape to fight.”

“I know. He’s not going to expect me.” I gripped her arm. “Please.”

“I’ll do it.”

Eliana joined us, wordless. I stared at the security monitors. Dusk. Dark enough for the vampires to come.

We were out of time.


Chapter 20

“What do we do?” Kittridge asked.

“First we get you in a car and you get as far from here as you can,” I said. “New York, Boston, Philly, there are all agencies there. Call up 911 when you’re in range and ask to speak to a PSI dispatcher. Have them take you in.”

Eliana stood beside me, staring at the monitors. “You’re sure?”

“Jasoor had the right idea. A trap of our own making. He was just wrong about who was in the trap acting as the bait.” I looked up at her. “If I’m wrong, the agency will take care of him. If I’m right, it’s just you and me.”

“I can help,” Kittridge said, but both Eliana and I shouted no.

“Right now, you’re the most valuable person in the world, as far as I’m concerned,” I said. I opened the door to the agents’ cell. They shouted and cussed me out with some very mean things said about my departed mother, but I managed to get some keys off one of them before I limped back out into the hallway, kicked a crossbow in, and Eliana locked their door again.

J.G. picked up the other crossbow. “You’re sure?” she asked me.

“I’m sure. Keep them safe.”

Eliana, Kittridge, and I headed down into the garage. The limo was gone, which was a shame. That thing was basically a tank. But a PSI Durango would do. Kittridge slid into the front seat and reached out to shake my hand. “Thank you,” he said.

“Get your research out there,” I said. “Flood the Internet with it. Make my people believe.”

“I will.”

We watched him go, and Eliana started coughing again. I struggled to hold her upright, neither of us in any condition to be fighting the world’s most dangerous psychopath, but we had no other choice.

The most defensible position was the hallway we just left behind, but that put us on the defensive and I wanted on the offensive. I didn’t know what we would do until Eliana coughed and fell to her knees, spraying the ground with a fine mist of black ichor. And then I had it. I saw it all with perfect clarity. I knew how we beat Christopher Frederic.

Every inch of me hurt. I didn’t have the strength for what needed to be done. I knew that. But that didn’t matter.

I held my hand out. Eliana took it, and I helped her to her feet but didn’t let her go. “Eliana.”

“W-what?” she asked, brushing at her lips and still fighting down fits.

“You need blood.”

She stared up at me, then back at the elevator doors. “One of the other agents-”

“No. None of them suffers any more for Frederic or us.”

Understanding dawned slowly in her eyes. “If I drained you, as weak as you are… if I couldn’t control myself…”

“I know. It’s okay.”

“No! No, it is not! I will go back, and I will-”

“If I’m down, he will come to me. He will gloat. He’s that kind of an asshole.” I pointed at one of the vehicles. “There. Underneath that SUV. You set up with the crossbow and you can’t miss from that short of a range. Aim for his heart.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “No!”

“You know I’m right,” I said. “He’s coming. And if we don’t stop him now, we might not ever do it. This is worth it.” I smiled, took out one of the obsidian knives I stole from the agents upstairs, and I pressed the tip to my neck. I cut, just a scratch, but it dribbled blood, and her face changed. She couldn’t help herself. She was too weak, too in need.

She leaned up, and her fangs sank into me.

The knife clattered to the ground as Eliana dug in. I stumbled backwards and she wrapped her arms around me, holding me upright as she sipped, trying to be delicate but losing herself as the blood pumped out of me. Already I felt faint, woozy. Her eyes flashed gold, and she drank deeper, her hunger fully upon her.

“It’s okay,” I whispered.

She gasped and pulled back, struggling to stop, staring me in the eyes. She tried to form words and I knew, because I felt it too. I guess I had since our first time together. If only we had more of that. Time. At least I could give it to her. That was enough.

Her mouth clamped back to my neck, and I was fading, too much gone, too much hurt to move past. I stumbled. Fell. And in her eyes I saw something odd. The gold changed. Black streaks like lightning filled them. It was beautiful and terrifying and I was sure I was hallucinating in my end. I ran my hands through her hair, my fingers too weak to hold onto her, and I collapsed, taking her down with me as I slipped into darkness.

Eliana.

He is coming.

* * *

Light.

Two bright beams found me against the wall, too exhausted and drained to stand. I worked my lips, feeing the hot fever of my body killing the vampire infection within me. At my fingertips was the obsidian knife. Eliana probably left it there. I could just make her out under the SUV, the crossbow trained in my direction. Good.

The Rolls-Royce came to a stop right in front of me. I flopped around manly-like. Four doors opened. Even beyond the glare of the lights, I could make out Gorag and that stupid hat.

“You just keep finding yourself deeper and deeper in the shit, don’t you?” he asked, and chuckled.

“Nnnngh,” I said by means of agreement.

“I told you, agent,” Christopher Frederic said, leaning on one of the doors. “She’s a handful. What happened?”

“Fngh, fffff…” I said, my hand flapping up and down. It was meant to be an eloquent fuck you. Maybe tell him to suck something else other than my blood.

To the other two, Gorag said, “Get started on the door. Let’s find out if the good doctor is still upstairs. If he is, we rip his throat out.”

The two vampires headed for the back of the Rolls and opened the trunk. They came back with a crowbar and started to try to pry at the stairwell door. The wards must have sparked something because one of them dropped the crowbar and hissed.

“Dummies,” Gorag said, almost sounding happy. He saw the knife by my hand and kicked it away. “Whoops. Don’t want you playing possum now.”

Frederic said softly, “Pick him up.”

Gorag did, patting me down for more weapons. I had none, and Christopher approached. “She wins your heart, then uses you to escape. That sounds familiar.”

This time, I managed to get the words out properly. “Fuck you.”

He chuckled. “Where are they? Following your agents into Ernest’s compound? We had so much fun with her people this afternoon. Even if they get the cure, well… they’ll never be right again.”

A gasp of pain, and the thwock of the crossbow releasing. Christopher stumbled sideways, but he didn’t go down. He tried to look back at the bolt that had missed his heart by what had to be an inch and laughed. “Eliana!”

He rushed the SUV she was hiding under, hitting it like a linebacker and sending it crashing onto its side. She screamed as he grabbed her up off the ground. I tried to reach out to them as he hit her, but I was still so weak.

Not too weak I couldn’t try to kill Ernest Gorag.

The fucker just didn’t figure out he shouldn’t stand so close to me. I sank my teeth right against the three-hundred-year-old marks on his neck. He tried to yank back but I had a mouthful and ripped, coming away with dried leathery flesh and something meatier. It wasn’t enough to kill him, even with his artery cut, but black ichor slowly oozed out of the wound and he clutched at it, falling onto his ass and making fish motions with his lips.

I fell too, and on all fours, I loped as fast as I could to the obsidian knife. Frederic was on top of Eliana, pounding down at her with savage short strikes, his face transformed, too obsessed with rage and revenge for her betrayal to notice me. I came up with the knife, stood on such weak legs that I could barely stay upright, and staggered towards him. He finally saw me, and rose. He came for me but I was already moving, dropping the knife and kicking it towards Eliana. She came up with it as Frederic smashed me back up against the wall, pain exploding through my head.

Her face was pulped, her nose broken, one orbital bone shattered, black ichor a sickening mask. But Eliana smiled, and I smiled too as she lunged forward with the knife, driving it where the bolt should have gone, right into Frederic’s heart.

Still, it was not enough to kill him. But when she pulled the knife free and he staggered in a half-circle to face her, it left the wound open to me. My turn. Like this had all started with those two vampires at the club, I punched my hand inside, and found the wriggly mass of his heart.

“This is for her, motherfucker,” I croaked, and I ripped it free.

His body collapsed, but Christopher Frederic’s heart kept beating right up to the point when Eliana took it from me, bared her fangs, and ripped into it. The Snake of the Isles, the Terror, the scourge of my last week and change, was gone.

And so was Ernest Gorag.

The Rolls jerked backwards in a wide circle. I went to chase it but Eliana collapsed. Something was still wrong with her eyes, and her breathing was uneven and hoarse. I held onto her as the Rolls cleared the ramp and flew out into the street. It disappeared, and I growled deep in my throat with frustration. But then I heard a crunch of metal, and both Eliana and I were up and staggering towards the road.

A car had broadsided the Rolls. Gorag pulled himself out of the passenger’s side, only to look up at Monette.

Monette, and a stake.

She killed him faster than that bastard deserved, but it was done.

We stared at each other, her, me, Eliana. “Frederic?” she asked, coming towards us.

“Dead,” I said.

She grinned. “Good. The other agents?”

As if on cue, there was the sound of breaking glass and screams. Two figures dropped from the top floor. Gorag’s vampires. My beefcake angel up there waved, and I waved back.

“Hurt, but nothing they won’t recover from. I don’t think Steve’s going to be helping me with any more side projects. I let Kittridge out but he’ll be in touch. They need the agency for the cure.”

“Help my people,” Eliana panted, her voice a near growl. “They are still locked up in Ernest Gorag’s compound.”

“I’ll do what I can,” Monette said.

I looked back at the building, and then her again. “We have to run. They’ll hang me for this.”

Monette nodded, hesitated, and held out the stake. I took it, and she grabbed my arm to kiss me. I kissed her back, putting my passion and sorrow she wasn’t the one into it, and then I let her go.

Holding my undead lover up, we ran.

* * * * *

Thanks for reading! Join Eliana and Ionas again in The Mind Burns, available now!

Join my mailing list or find me elsewhere on the Internet here.
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