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Chapter 1

We ran.

Staggering down a dizzying trail of back alleys and city streets, Eliana and I held each other up. Both of us were so weak and dizzy with pain we could barely hold a straight line. I didn’t see any sign of the agency but they would be coming for us. I hurt people in our escape, people who didn’t deserve it, but it had been necessary and I wasn’t going to risk my undead lover’s life for that. So we ran.

I knew the area enough to steer us towards a row of restaurants and bars, places that would just be coming alive at night. It took a while to find the right parking lot with bad lighting and the right atmosphere to jump someone. Most these places were too busy and we’d create a panic, but a rustic style bar wasn’t quite so lively. It would have to do.

We hid by a dumpster. I didn’t dare look too closely at my vampire lover Eliana. The beating she just took from Christopher Frederic, the world’s most psychopathic vampire and her ex, left her face a ruin she was slowly healing from, thanks to my blood. But that same blood was doing strange things to her golden vampiric eyes, leaving them streaked with black. That was new and disturbing. It was pretty obvious whatever was going on was related to the cure she took for her vampirism, the same cure that was slowly killing her even as her body tried to come back to actual life.

No time to think about that. A fat man came reeling out of the bar and into the parking lot. I strode towards him with as much speed as I could muster and plucked his keys from him like we were dancing. “What are you doing?” he said, stretching the words out in a whine. “Can’t do that.”

But I could.

His Ford Fusion got us where I needed. Eliana had a half dozen safe houses across the city, and cars at each of them. We stopped at the closest one, a stub of a duplex in a gentrified part of the city and left the guy’s car at the curb.

I half-walked, half-dragged Eliana inside. Like her other places, this one was sparsely furnished, with an armchair, a reading lamp, and a bed. I got Eliana in the bathroom and kicked the lid of the toilet seat down so I could sit her on it as I undressed her. The mess Frederic left of her face, the broken nose, the black eye, the shattered cheekbone, made me angry enough I snapped a two-by-four when I punched the wall. I’d kill the bastard all over again if I could.

Her breathing was wrong too, coming in hard pants like a dog’s. Her coughing fits had subsided thankfully, but the panting was new and worrying. She held me around the neck as I stood her back up, getting her pants off her. We were both caked in so much ichor and blood that there was nothing remotely sexual about the gesture. She was simply holding me, an unspoken conversation happening only with our eyes, one of need, gratitude, and exhaustion.

Getting her in the shower was harder than I thought, especially since she couldn’t stand upright on her own for long. Eventually I shed my jacket and the rest of my clothes and climbed in there with her, scrubbing her down with one hand while I held her with the other. I tried to be gentle but Frederic had beat her nearly to death, and her ribs and stomach were a mass of black and blue. Cracked ribs at the very least, and probably internal injuries to her organs, as much as that mattered to a vampire slowly becoming human again.

When we were both somewhat presentable, I guided Eliana out. She sat on the toilet again as I went into her bedroom and fetched a suitcase from a closet. In it were four wildly impractical outfits. I picked one out and stuffed her in it. My shirt was relatively blood free, but my jacket was ruined, so I left that in a heap with her bloodied clothes. The jeans were spotted with blood but I had no other alternative.

I had a choice in front of me, but it was really no choice at all. Hole up and heal, or try to outrun the people looking for us. On paper, holing up was the smarter move. If we ditched the Fusion in a parking lot somewhere away from us, no one would find us for weeks. On the other hand, the safehouses had been arranged by Eliana’s people there in Vineport, and if the agency managed to save them from Frederic’s compound, the vampires might give up the locations. Unlikely, but still, distance appealed to me.

“Do you have money here? Debit or credit cards?” I asked.

“In the suitcase. Inside. Inner… lining,” Eliana said, every word a struggle. She clutched her chest and grimaced. “Blood… too.”

“In the suitcase?”

She eyed me like I was the world’s dumbest man. I headed into the kitchen and looked in the fridge. Ah. Two bags of blood. Not a lot, but enough to get us somewhere. On the kitchen counter, plugged into a wall, was a cheap burner phone, the kind you could buy from a big box store. I heard my (former?) coworker Mitch call them the girlfriend phone once, meaning they were the sort of phone you kept around for the girlfriend you didn’t want the wife to know about. I unplugged it and stuffed it into my jeans.

In the garage was a Hyundai Kona. It screamed “soccer mom.” I didn’t care. It was untraceable by the agency, and that was good enough for me. I loaded up her suitcase and the blood, then Eliana.

“Where?” was her only question as she leaned against the door and her window.

I reached over and took her hand, as surprised by the gesture as she seemed to be. I was not the hand-holding type. “I don’t know.”

* * *

Using the phone to call the agency would leave it useless to us, since it could be tracked, but I wanted to call and find out what happened at the compound where Frederic had been staying and if Eliana’s people were okay.

I contacted the home office and got Layla, one of our analysts. She sounded harried and annoyed at having to take the call. I couldn’t blame her. That night would be one of the craziest on record, and we’d existed for thousands of years, so we saw a ton of crazy. “Pecuniary Special Investigations, how may I direct your call?”

“Hey. It’s Ionas.”

Shocked silence, then aside to someone, “Jesus, it’s him.” Then to me, she said, “Holy dicks, Ionas, what the hell? You have the whole office riled up.”

“I know you’re keeping me on the line to trace me. That’s fine. I’m in… erm… Nestor, I think. I’m gone the minute I hang up. But I need to know if you picked up Eliana’s people.”

“Come in. You can explain, maybe the bosses-”

“Did Eliana’s people make it out okay?”

Eliana watched me, eyes gleaming. There was silence on the other end, a long one, and finally Layla said, “Ok. I’m putting you on with Mitch. Hang on.”

A couple seconds later, and Mitch snarled, “You son of a bitch. What the fuck?”

“Look, I had to get out of there,” I said. “I figured Frederic would come for us. Everyone was laser focused on where we thought he would be, we forgot he was always there for Eliana.”

“You could have told the agents.”

“Would they have listened to me? Would you?” I asked. “Are they all right?”

“Nothing that won’t heal, but goddamn it, Ionas.”

“Just tell me Eliana’s people are okay.”

“Yeah, yeah. Well, no, he tortured them pretty good, but we got them all out of there. They’re alive and we’re getting them to safety now.”

Eliana closed her eyes. “Thank you,” I said for both of us. “Kittridge Thomas?”

“Called in to the Boston office and came right in. We thought it best they keep him down there for a while until we’re sure we rooted out all of Frederic’s people.”

“You’re not bullshitting me?” I asked.

He sighed. “No. You did pretty fucking good with him, so I’ll give you that much.”

“We lose anybody in the raids?”

A deep breath. “A couple out-of-towners. Greg Simon and Tyler Lawrence.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. Frederic wasn’t the only ancient one there. We got the fucker who did it, but… yeah. Come in. I don’t want to think about combing the whole goddamn country looking for you. That sounds exhausting.”

“Then don’t come looking. Be seeing you,”

He sighed again, a long, weary sound. “Yeah.”

I powered off the phone, rolled down the window, and tossed it out. When the window was back up, I glanced over at Eliana.  It was like she melted. “It’s over,” she said.

* * *

It might have been finished with Frederic, but it didn’t mean we were free. Ever since Eliana first contacted me, I had been running counter to the agency’s playbook, keeping them in the dark. Then came the breakout and the violence that entailed. They wouldn’t see me dead for what I’d done, but I was done with the agency, no question, and I’d probably see the inside of a warded cell for a few years.

All that, I could take. It was Eliana I was worried about. By now, the agency and I knew enough about her to know she had the sort of history that they couldn’t ignore. A lot of deaths. A lot of horrors she was party to in her earliest days as a vampire. I didn’t know if they would see her the way I did, a woman trying to atone and shed her monstrous nature, both literally and spiritually. If they got her alone and away from me, would they let her live? I didn’t know. So I ran.

The first night, we only made it maybe two hundred miles, if that. We stopped at a hotel, me offering a lame excuse to the clerk about our bruises and cuts coming from an abusive ex of Eliana’s, which was actually the truth. The guy stared at me, but as I’ve said before, magic has a funny way of not wanting to be discovered by regular people, and all he said was, “Man, what an asshole.”

What could I do but laugh?

The curtains were dark and thick enough in the small room that she probably would have been okay, but I stripped the bed of the sheets and hung them from the curtain rod to further block out the daylight for Eliana. She stood in the middle of the room, staring all around her as though she were seeing a scene that wasn’t playing for anybody but her. I came to her, kissed her gently, and stripped her down. By that point, I could actually hear the bones inside her face and her ribs heal, a sort of sandpaper-on-wood sound that made me itchy. But she was healing.

She let herself be guided into bed, and after I showered and crawled under the covers with her, she tucked into me much the way she had our one full day together, her head against my chest, her knees drawn up.

“Stay with me,” I whispered.

“You don’t have a choice, agent,” she rasped. “I’m very fond of you.”

“Yeah. Me too.”

* * *

We traveled more or less west, but with a lot of long zig-zagging north and south, unsure where we were going. I was still healing too and was lost in a sort of haze about everything that had taken place over the last few weeks. During the day, I dozed next to Eliana, sure at any moment the doors would be kicked down and we would be separated again. But no one came. At night, I drove.

Eliana drifted. I wasn’t sure what was happening with her, except that she was not well. Her panting grew worse, then better. At times, she almost seemed her old self, but then she would jump in her seat or on the bed, startled awake by phantoms that weren’t there.

One night, with the Rockies so close you could feel their presence even in the darkness, I woke to Eliana crouched over me. She gripped my cock, stroking me softly. I was rock hard and she slid down further, still squatting on her ankles, knees bent, almost like a frog. It would have amused me, but she felt so good around me, tight and warm and needing.

Her eyes were distant at first, but focused on me. I sensed something in her. Sorrow, maybe. I wished I wasn’t quite so broken too so I could figure out what to tell her in response, but our bodies did the talking. Her lovemaking was ginger. We both still hurt, but we needed this too.

She brought my hands to her breasts and kept them there. I fondled and squeezed them with relative gentleness for the two of us. If I had any doubt left in me that Eliana was with me simply to help kill Christopher Frederic, it died that night. The look on this woman’s face was quietly rapt, her eyes never leaving mine as she ground on top of me.

She dropped a hand to trace the worst of the scars on my stomach, where Frederic had stabbed me several times with an obsidian knife. Her keen was both one of pleasure and pain at my injuries, and I moved my hands to her shoulders to pull her down. Staring her in the eyes, I kissed her with all the passion I could give her. She closed her eyes, and I murmured, “No. Look at me.”

She did, and I twisted with Eliana until she was on her back. I pulled out of her and she watched, a finger at her lips, as I eased down her body, ignoring the faint pain in my stomach from the position. I kissed her pussy, then lapped at her wetness. She moaned and gripped my hair with her free hand. Too hard, and she hurriedly yanked her fingers back when I winced. More tentatively she brought them back, and I kept licking, staring up at her the entire time.

Who were we to each other in that moment? I didn’t know. Set aside for the first time for both of us in so very long were the visages of the killers, and in their place was a yearning for a connection neither of us suspected we needed. Our relationship, if that was what it was, started with what could only be called fucking, hard and furious, and I loved that sex. I wanted more of it. But this, my attention fully on her and Eliana moaning wordlessly as she came so easily for me, maybe I needed this too.

“Come here,” she said softly to me in the dim glow of our hotel room lamps. I did, and she cradled my face as I slid back into her. Her lips held me captive as her back arched with my slow, methodical strokes. I cupped her ass, brought a hand down to a hip, brought her leg up. She loved it like that, her fangs popping with her pleasure. They retracted just as fast.

“Eliana,” I said. “You don’t need to hide who you are.”

“This is who I want to be,” she said, stroking my cheeks.

I kissed her again. Our lovemaking stretched on and on until the impending sunrise made her sleepy. I moved until we were spooned together, my thrusts into her harder but still gentle. She twisted in my arms to watch me as I spilled into her, both of us confused and never so happy about it.


Chapter 2

In Sioux Falls, we stopped for what was supposed to be a single night, but we needed things we couldn’t ignore any longer, namely blood and a plan.

In Vineport, the former would have been easy for either of us. Among Eliana’s people were sympathetic humans who gave their blood for the cause – and cash. I had contacts at the blood banks who would have done the same. But neither of us had connections this far away, and Eliana’s strength was fading fast. In theory, she was old and powerful enough to have not needed blood for weeks or months, but between her recovery from Frederic’s wicked beating and whatever the hell drinking my blood had done to her, she needed to drink, and soon.

As for the plan, I had an idea of where we could go, and I thought maybe we’d been heading there all along. Calvin Talford, the man who brought me into PSI, owned a bit of land in Wyoming. The agency would have contacted him eventually after I ran, but I highly doubted they were keeping tabs on his property. After all, we hadn’t talked in years.

But would Calvin be any more receptive to Eliana than the agency? I thought so. He had a fondness for strays, as he called the supernatural, and he was a psychic himself. I didn’t know how or if he could help us, but at the very least, his guidance would be something. Maybe he had a hookup for blood. Maybe he knew a way across the border to Canada or Mexico. Or maybe he’d call the agency and sell us out.

Fuck.

Calvin was retired now, but still active on occasion when the PSI offices in the sticks needed him. I knew that much, but not a whole lot else. Our lack of communication wasn’t from some great dramatic falling out, but life doing its thing. We were friendly enough, but we just didn’t feel the need to gab over texts or social media. He was as good a target to aim for as any.

I told Eliana all this at a mom-and-pop restaurant. She barely seemed to hear the words, her eyes vacant as she stared out the window. When the waiter brought my meatloaf and mashed potatoes, she jumped and snatched at his wrist. He yelped and dumped the plate on the table.

“Hey. Hey, easy,” I said, taking her hand in mine. She shook from head to toe, a vibration I could feel, and she let go of the man’s hand. To the waiter as I tried to stop the gravy from dripping all over my jeans, “Sorry. It’s been a hell of a week.”

“She nearly broke my wrist!”

“Look, we’ll pay, we’ll… ah screw it,” I said. I dug in my wallet and tossed a pair of twenties down. Eliana followed me out of the booth, never meeting the young man’s eyes.

Outside, in the rapidly cooling evening, I lit up a cigarette and Eliana leaned against the Kona. I settled in beside her and she rested her head on my shoulder. I wrapped my free arm around her and pulled her in tight.

“I should not be this hungry,” she said, almost petulant. “I will strangle Kittridge when I see him again.”

I wondered how the good doctor and blood mage was doing. I wondered if he knew what the hell was going on with her. “Let’s find you something to drink.”

We headed back to the hotel to use their free computer access to look up the local hospitals. Once we had addresses, we went back out into the night. Eliana kept fading out of conversations, looking off into the distance or dropping the ends of sentences. I had never really seen what hunger could do to a vampire, but this didn’t feel normal to me. Something was seriously wrong with her.

The hospitals were a bust. Given the way they were monitored, there was no way I could break into their blood supply in their labs without bringing a whole lot of attention down on us. Instead, with Eliana waiting in the SUV, I wandered the halls looking for someone who could be bribed. Nurses were out of the question. With what little I could offer up as a bribe, it wouldn’t be worth the risk for them. No, I needed a housekeeper or a nursing assistant. I didn’t find the former, not at that hour, but there were plenty of the latter.

Unfortunately, they took in the guy with all the scars and told me very politely to fuck off before they called security. By the time we reached the third hospital, someone dialed them and let them know an insane asshole was trying to bribe them for blood.

A wasted night, and Eliana was still hungry. Fuck.

* * *

The next night, when I woke, Eliana’s face was no longer that of her human visage, but her vampiric one, twisted, misshapen. I traced my hand across the knotted flesh and her flattened nose and she woke, her eyes blazing and her fangs popping. She retracted them immediately, and her face went back to human. When she tried to pull away from me, I held her instead.

“Let’s try to find an asshole at a bar,” I said.

The problem with that was college sports. Bars should have offered up an easy target for us, some loudmouthed dickhead whose story about being attacked in an alley or wherever we could take him would be met with more derision than interest. But that night of all nights, every bar was packed to the gills, everyone watching a college championship game.

We found lots of qualified candidates. Throw a rock in any bar and you could have hit someone who was grabbing a waitress’s ass or bellowing so loudly people around them cringed. I thought we nearly had our guy when we tailed a white-haired, pot-bellied weasel out into the cold night as he walked around the building to take a leak, but no, back there were three dudes and a woman on her knees, frantically blowing one of them while the other two cheered them on. Our drunk laughed, took his piss, and watched the merriment.

Maybe we could have waited them out, but Eliana let out such a keen of need that two of them turned towards us, including our asshole. “You want in on this too, baby?” he asked, grabbing his crotch through his jeans.

I nearly went for him, but Eliana grabbed my hand and pulled me back. She tugged me towards the Kona and we slid in. “Still a lot more bars to go,” she said, her voice nearly a rasp. “Why am I this thirsty, Ionas?”

“The cure. It has to be the cure.”

She nodded, her eyes sweeping left to right and back again, not taking anything really in, but constantly moving. “I think Kittridge was wrong. I think I’m dying faster than he thought.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true.”

“Then we go back to the hospitals and we try his idea about the blood transfusion,” I said, but I knew that was a dumb idea. Kittridge Thomas had a hypothesis about the vampirism cure he had been working on for the last four decades and which Eliana was now suffering the ill effects from. He thought that with an agent’s blood transfused into a vampire who had taken the cure, they stood a stronger chance of fighting back against the inevitable organ failure that happened when the vampire’s body recovered just enough to die. It was a longshot, he admitted, but it might be the one hope that Eliana had, long-term.

“You know we can’t do that,” she said, and squeezed my knee. “Let’s find some blood.”

“I’m not going to let you roll over and die, goddamn it,” I snapped.

“You don’t understand,” Eliana said, her voice soft and… sweet. “You have freed me from a lifetime of servitude, of horrors I’ll never share with you because you would never look at me again without seeing me as a nightmare. Death is not the curse for me it is for you short-timers.”

I laughed and took her hand. “Short-timer, huh?”

“If the shoe fits…”

“Mm. Yeah. Maybe I don’t want to know all the details, but I’m here. If you do want to tell me, I’m in this. I’ve given up everything I was for this. I don’t regret it for a second and I never will. So I’m here for you, and I’m not going to wait out the clock. We’re going to figure this out. You and me.”

“And maybe your PSI friend,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said, and blew out a breath. “Assuming he doesn’t call the dogs on us.”

* * *

We found someone an hour later, not at the next bar we tried, but working a street corner. She was a tall, willowy thing, burned out by a life I couldn’t imagine. She wore a men’s coat several sizes too big, looking like a scarecrow someone left out on the sidewalk.

“She wouldn’t survive,” Eliana said.

I nodded, and said nothing as I drove on, the prostitute’s eyes sliding away from our taillights. A half-hour later, I pulled into the parking lot of our hotel. Eliana followed me into our room, mute. When I stripped my jacket and shirt off and tilted my head sideways, she shook her head.

“No. I don’t want to hurt you again.”

I smiled. It was all I could do. There were no reassurances I could give her. This was all I had. She hesitated, then came to me. I stroked her cheek, and tapped my skin where the carotid would be.

As she drank, I held her.


Chapter 3

Too woozy from the blood loss to drive, it was my turn to rest in the passenger’s seat. I had only been to Calvin’s mountain home twice before, and both times I had flown into Billings and been driven from there. This time, we were coming in from South Dakota, so I would have been lost without a burner phone’s map app.

Wyoming was a lonely state during the day, and at night, its broad stretches of solemn beauty were only lonelier, the few sights obscured by darkness. This was not the gorgeous Yellowstone part the state, but its menacing blasted plains. We went long miles without seeing another car, once nearly sixty miles. What possessed people to live there?

“You are tense,” Eliana said.

I sat up straighter and winced. She managed to refrain herself from the blood-hungry craze like the first time she sucked my blood, but I was only just getting over that incident. Even the half-gallon of milk I drank that evening hadn’t done much to fight the sting of the infection and my body fighting against it.

“Yeah. I guess. I wish we had a better plan than this.”

“It will play out the way it is meant to play out.”

I turned my head, forgetting how much that hurt. “You believe in fate?”

“Is that so strange?”

“I… guess not?”

She smiled to herself. “Religion and philosophy were much beloved among the servants and the other concubines. Mostly because it was circular and we could rarely agree on anything. So much drama.”

I chuckled. “I know you mentioned you believed in hell. I didn’t know you were serious.”

“Oh yes. I have to believe there is punishment for those of us who have done such monstrous things in our lives.”

“Why?”

“Because if there’s punishment, perhaps there’s hope of redemption, too.”

I thought about that a lot over the next two hours, and could come up with no reasonable response.

We reached the tiny town of Brindale two hours before sunup. Calvin’s place was another sixty miles from there, but this was the closest town of note so we stopped for the day at an eight-room motel the likes of which I thought died out before I was born. There wasn’t even a need to cover the windows in sheets. The hideous drapes were as thick as carpet and blocked out the pink rays of the false dawn fine as they were.

As foolish as it was, I worried on some level the agency might be watching Calvin’s place, so while Eliana slept, I devised an idiotic plan to draw him out and away from his house. It required a trip to a local sporting goods store, one of the few shops in town that looked newer than, say, the Nixon era. A bespectacled clerk with a long-sleeved denim shirt open over a tee that said “ASK ABOUT DEEZ” gave me an inquisitive look before returning his attention to digging out hunks of buried treasure from his nostrils.

I did not, in fact, ask about “deez,” but I did make my way to the binoculars and picked out a simple rugged pair. Along with that, I found an equally durable flashlight and batteries. Dizzy with blood loss, I nearly forgot a jacket. I had one in the car, but it was designer leather, something Eliana picked out for me back in… hell, where had we been? Nashville? Indianapolis? The days were starting to blur together in a way I didn’t like. Eliana wasn’t the only one who needed shelter and rest. I was pushing my limits, as extreme as those were.

Had to find her a steady supply. I couldn’t keep feeding her forever and I knew she hated the sour taste of agency-treated blood.

I cracked a yawn and picked out a sherpa-lined utility jacket, something far more suited to the cold mountain air than the fine leather one I already had. The women’s section caught my eye. Vampires do well in the cold. They’re not as affected by necrosis as humans are, but it doesn’t mean they are immune. I thought about the velvet puffy jacket Eliana had and winced. She would tell me whatever I picked out was wrong, I knew that. “High maintenance” didn’t begin to describe my vampire lover and her love of extravagant clothes. But she would hopefully only have to wear it for one night.

I browsed coats for her longer than I spent picking everything else out. But the first coat to catch my eye was eventually the one I selected, a long puffy one with a fur-lined hood. I asked if they had other colors and the clerk gave me a dead-eyed stare that said as much as his bored, “If it’s out here, it’s what we got.”

To the coats, I added some good wool socks, gloves, and wool caps. I had no idea if there would be snow up at Calvin’s or not, so best be prepared. Again, I was nearly done shopping when I thought about shoes. All Eliana had were dressy flats and stilettos meant to make me and every man she came across want to get those legs high up in the air while we explored what was between them.

No choice. I had to call her. Oh, she was going to be thrilled.

Eliana did not pick up until the third ring. Her voice was silky smooth, but carried with it promises of torture far beyond what her ex put me through. “Ionas. I am fond of you. But I am much fonder of my sleep. Talk very fast.”

“Buying you some new shoes and need to know your size.”

She was silent, then said cautiously, “What kind of shoes?”

“Something suitable for hiking. I didn’t think you’d want to be in the woods with stilettos.”

“Hm.” She was silent again, then said her size as though she were admitting a dirty secret. “Wake me up when you come back.”

“Wait. Seriously?”

“I wish to see what you picked out for me.”

I laughed, but she already hung up. The woman was going to be the death of me.

When I got back to the motel and brought in my purchases, I expected Eliana to protest and tell me how horrible my taste was. Instead, she plucked the coat from the bag and held it up in the darkened room, examining it at every angle.

“Does it live up to your standards?” I asked.

“Yes. It will be very warm,” she said, and to my further shock, she shrugged it on. “A size large. And I wish the color was more dramatic. But this is a very nice gift, Ionas.”

“You paid for it,” I said, pulling her shoebox out from another bag.

“Do not ruin the moment.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And do not ever… ever call me ma’am again.”

“You are a thousand years older than me. It would be impolite not to.”

She eyed me and made a give-me motion with her hands. I forked over the box and she opened it as quickly as a child at Christmas. The shoes, she was clearly less visibly thrilled with. They weren’t exactly fashionable, but they would make walking in the woods far more comfortable. I told her as much while she stared at them with the expression of a person expecting a bite of honeydew and instead winding up with a mouthful of sardines.

“I will be very glad when we are done with all this,” she said.

“Wait until you see the wool socks to go with those.”

“Ugh. I’m going back to bed. Come along. You did well, pet.”

“Pet?”

But she was already dragging me to bed, and one glimpse at her ass in her boy shorts and I was more than willing to let the insult to my manhood go.

* * *

We set out immediately after dark, Eliana looked ridiculous in her new hiking shoes, leather pants, and a puff-sleeved tee, but most of that was covered up by her new coat, which she pulled tight around her like a blanket as I drove.

I was on edge. If I was wrong about the agency being there, we were done. I had a kitchen knife in the Kona’s glovebox, stolen from somewhere, but that was going to be about as much use in a fight with my fellow agents as a toothpick. Besides, although I was willing to get physical with them to protect Eliana, I wasn’t about to go for their jugular.

“If they have me, they have me,” I said, not for the first time since we fled Vineport. “But you run.”

“I do not have much of a chance alone,” she said. “I will stand with you and fight, if it has to come to that.”

“I don’t want you to. If they see you pop your fangs, they’re going to kill you. I don’t doubt that for a second. If there’s fighting that needs to be done, I’ll do it and give you as much time as I can.” She started to open her mouth, but I cut her off. “They’re my people, Eliana, just like your vampire crew is to you. I’m just as worried for them as I am you.”

“Why do I doubt that?” she asked, her voice soft. Her hand went to my leg and squeezed. “All right. I will not fight them. But I won’t leave you either, and that, I am not going to argue about.”

I sighed, but it wasn’t like I could force the issue. As tough as I was, Eliana was far stronger.

We were silent a while. One of the things I liked most about the time I spent traveling with Eliana was that neither of us felt the need to fill empty silences. We were comfortable with being quiet. The silence was aided by one of her earliest purchases, an MP3 player she found at a big box store, a relic someone had yet to clear off the shelf. That was as happy as I saw her when she brought that to the counter.

“I love them,” she said. “The simplicity of the design, the single-minded purpose of it. They are elegant little devices, every one of them I’ve ever owned. No frills, just music. And so much of it, right at your fingertips.”

“Phones can do that too. What about streaming music?” I asked, amused.

“It’s not quite the same as having your own library. I have so many records and CDs at home, but when they came up with these, I was in love.” She tapped the box. “Look at it, Ionas. Look at the sleekness of it. No ads. No hoops to jump through. You hit play, and you have thousands of songs at your fingertips. Mankind has rarely created something like this.”

I couldn’t fault her logic then, and I couldn’t fault it now as we cruised through territory where cell tower coverage was spotty, at best. She spent a fortune on music whenever we stopped, downloading thousands of songs through wi-fi at hotels and restaurants we visited. I couldn’t fault her taste, either. She loved everything, from modern pop to classical compositions time had nearly forgotten about. We listened to gangster rap and twangy country, often right after each other.

Now, in the last stretch before Calvin’s, I learned she had created a playlist specifically for this portion of the drive. A gorgeous, breathy woman’s voice sang rhythm and blues, her voice at times aching, and at times playful. Another voice joined hers, just as soft, just as beautiful, and I looked aside to see Eliana looking stoically away from me out the window, singing.

I wished the agency could have seen that. I wished they could have been there when she finally did look in my direction and smiled the sort of smile that made every minute of my pain and hardship worth it. She was terrible, yes, as frightening a creature as any that walked that planet, but she was so goddamned beautiful too that I couldn’t help a hard lump in my throat.

Let me get her help, I begged the universe or God or whoever. For once, let the monsters have a happy ending.

* * *

We turned off onto a black-topped road that wasn’t quite backwoods and wasn’t quite a highway. Now I was on more familiar ground, though I still wasn’t entirely sure how far we were from Calvin’s. Twenty minutes, I thought.

There was no traffic. None. Not a single vehicle drove in our direction. That put me more on edge than if we’d seen a squad of PSI vehicles. I did see a few houses far off the road among nests of pines, so other people were around, but those places were very few and far between. I remembered that from my trips out there, but it was no less unsettling.

“This place is very quiet,” Eliana said.

“Yeah,” I said.

“It has you worried.”

“Yeah,” I said again. I thought about saying we should turn around, but she coughed. It was so low and quiet I might not have heard it, if it wasn’t for my magically enhanced senses. That steeled my resolve. Even if we were caught, maybe I could talk the agency into letting Kittridge Thomas try to transfuse some of my blood into her veins. I doubted they would, but it was a sliver of hope that I needed at that moment.

I was right regarding how far Calvin’s was, about twenty-five minutes or so. The road was twisty and ill-maintained, so we had to take it slow. There were also deer to contend with, flying out of the dark like dumbass ninjas and crossing the road. Why they needed to do it at the exact moment we drove by, I didn’t know, but they were sure anxious to meet their maker.

His property was marked most notably by an ornate gantry made for Calvin out of naturally fallen pines by a group of woodland nymphs he helped out. It was a beautiful thing, molded and polished by magic, with a number of peaceful wards etched into it, largely for show since the property took up several hundred acres and there was no way to ward that much land. But we both felt a calming force as we cruised by, looking for signs of anything out of the ordinary.

Nothing.

I was certain now PSI agents weren’t hanging around. Still, I stuck to the plan and drove another few miles until we reached the turnoff for another property, this one dark and lifeless. I slowed and drove down the driveway far enough the SUV wouldn’t be visible from the road.

“All right,” I said, tightening my hands on the steering wheel. “Time for a nice moonlit walk, I guess.”

“How very romantic,” Eliana said drily. Her hard smile made me grin too, and we got out.

I didn’t need the flashlight. The night was clear, and both of us had sharp enough senses we could see by moonlight well enough to navigate the thin pine forest. But one thing I didn’t count on was the sound we were making. Even moving slowly, we still snapped twigs, brushed branches, and kicked rocks. Things moved in the darkness away from us, deer and birds and what I was pretty sure were squirrels. Both of us were essentially city people, excepting only Eliana’s early years before she was turned and that was damn near a thousand years ago. We could have linked arms and sang showtunes and made less noise.

But we tried.

“Why didn’t we walk down the highway and climb the fence when we were closer?” Eliana asked. I tried not to wince at the obviousness of the solution, but she caught it. “Idiot.”

I bristled at that, but okay, yeah, she was right.

We arrived back at Calvin’s just early enough I thought the plan was still viable. Any later than that and he might already be in bed, which would have meant we’d come back the next night and try again – or I’d say screw it and hammer on his door anyways. We stayed well clear of the house, still surrounded by trees. I wasn’t worried about other agents being on the property, but I did wonder if they left his place bugged. That would be my play if I was the one in charge of chasing me down, and I knew damn well it would probably be other agents’ as well. So this whole dog and pony show was simply now for the bugs. I wanted to have a conversation with Calvin where we couldn’t be overheard, and that meant drawing him outside.

We stood where we had a good angle of Calvin’s kitchen. His schedule was pretty routine – dinner at around seven, but he didn’t wash dishes until he was ready for bed. That would be soon.

Or so I thought.

The cabin was only that in appearance. It was the sort of place I wouldn’t mind retiring to myself. It wasn’t as rustic as most the other cabins I’d ever seen in pictures, but still bore some of that aesthetic, with caulked logs and a front porch highlighted by wood posts.

It was surrounded by luxurious amenities. His stone barbeque pit made me want to drool, and over the years, he added a fire pit with stone bleacher-like seating around it as well as a hot tub that hadn’t been there the last time I visited. As a former Counselor and not an agent, his place wasn’t as severely warded as, say, my condo back in Vineport, but there were still plenty of decorative pieces scattered throughout the property that held some magical influence. Those made me as wary as the potential bugs inside. It wouldn’t be all that hard for the PSI’s magicians to rig up something that would trigger an alarm at whatever office was closest if an agent neared the house. I hadn’t thought about that until that moment, and was glad we kept our distance out of the range of the wards and runic figures.

From within, a TV show played. It sounded like a mystery at first, but then I eventually realized it was some true crime documentary. One episode ended, and I thought that would be it as silence fell, but no, a couple minutes later the next episode started. Eliana listened too, cocking her head with interest towards the direction of the sound.

She looked about ready to say something, but the lights in the kitchen came on. I dug out the flashlight and clicked it on, aiming towards the window. Three long flicks, two shorter ones, a long one. OUT. I paused and repeated the message. OUT. OUT. OUT.

The light in the kitchen went off. We waited. Nothing.

Growing impatient, I started walking the perimeter, still staying well within the trees. Eliana followed, looking bored. The living room window was all closed up, but there was enough of a gap between the curtains that I thought it would work. Again, I used the flashlight to send out the same word. OUT.

Still nothing.

We waited again. Eliana moved back to where we stood originally, watching the kitchen with her own flashlight in hand. Another episode ended, and now I was beginning to sweat. Was someone in there playing us? Christ, was Calvin? Maybe he called us in. Maybe he was waiting for reinforcements.

A spike of cold fear hit me and I was immediately back in fight or flight mode. I moved with far more care to Eliana’s position and gestured in the direction of the road. She nodded, her eyes flicking back towards the house, then at me again. We moved as one, not quite running but faster than we came in, our flashlights stowed away again. When we got to the highway, we hoofed it as fast as we could manage together. I knew she was holding back, that she was far faster than I was. But she stuck with me, golden eyes sweeping the forest until she stopped and grabbed my arm.

“Ionas,” she said. “Someone’s there. By the SUV.”

“Fuck,” I snarled. Then it hit me. Goddamn it. “Just one person?”

“Yes.”

“Tall man? Thin? Gray hair, looks like a fashion model?”

“Yes. He’s sitting in a camp chair.”

Then I could see him. Calvin, his legs propped up on the bumper of the Kona, a bottle of beer in hand and the remains of a six-pack by his feet. He held up the beer and called, “Howdy.”


Chapter 4

We sat at his kitchen table, Calvin still awfully damn proud of himself for the ruse. He snuck out the back and circled well around us before breaking into his neighbor’s place with a key they left him. The camp chair was theirs.

“I liked that,” Eliana said. “It was a good touch.”

“Don’t encourage him,” I muttered, a bottle of beer between my hands.

Calvin chuckled. To look at him, you’d guess he was about sixty, but with some of the same enhancements as us agents, he was, in truth, a couple decades older than that. Even before he retired to Wyoming, he looked and dressed like Hollywood’s idea of a cowboy, his skin moisturized, smooth, and lacking the ruddy complexion of someone who’s spent their life working outdoors. His gray hair was deliberately cut a little shaggy and kept well-gelled. I sorta hated how well he pulled off the skinny jeans and designer plaid.

“The agency called a couple times,” he said. “But no one’s been here. The gate’s set up to detect anything magical coming by, so I would have known. Could have sent a civilian but I don’t think so.”

“The gantry,” I said, more than a little sullen about him scaring the piss out of me.

“The what?”

“You said gate. It’s a gantry. At least know your own damn architecture.”

“He’s salty today,” Calvin told Eliana.

“Very fussy,” she agreed.

I drained half my bottle of beer and Calvin returned his attention to me, his smile lessening. “What happened?”

“They didn’t tell you?”

“They told me their version of it. You really kill Christopher Frederic?”

“The two of us, yeah,” I said.

He leaned back. “Jesus Christ, kid. Every beer and bottle of liquor in this house is yours if you want it. You earned it.”

“I take it they told you the reason we’re on the run.”

“And that’s why I want to hear the story from you.”

It was still relatively early in the night, so we told him, starting with Eliana’s background, first her childhood and teenage years as a human, then when she came into Frederic’s household as a bargaining chip to keep her village safe. We skimmed over most the grim details of her existence, mostly because there was no need. Calvin was both capable of manipulating the mind and drawing out emotion from it. He knew the gist of what we were leaving out even if we weren’t explicitly telling him.

When we came to the point where Dr. Thomas entered Eliana’s story, Calvin had us stop so he could fetch two more bottles of beer. To this, he also plunked down a bottle of good bourbon on the table and grabbed two glasses. “May I try some of that too?” Eliana asked, and both Calvin and I gave her a surprised look. I knew vampires could and did eat and drink to appear human, but there was no need to maintain a façade with us. Her request was genuine.

The cure? I thought.

Calvin was game, and brought another glass. She only tried a finger’s worth, but looked at the glass thoughtfully. “That is stronger than it should taste to me.”

“And that brings us to the cure for vampirism,” I said softly.

Calvin’s face didn’t change. He must have heard this part from the PSI. We told him about Kittridge Thomas, and Eliana taking his latest version of the cure to show her people there was hope if they escaped from Christopher Frederic. Calvin showed no emotion but this was as rapt as I’d ever seen him, his usual investigatory nature put on long hold while we talked about our first meeting and eventual fight with Frederic and his right-hand man, a guy named Gorag.

But we had to tell him too about our escape, about the agents who I had to hurt to get free. He didn’t offer judgment, and I couldn’t read his face, but he wasn’t kicking us out either, so I figured that was something.

“That brings us to now,” I finally said. “She needs blood. I’ve been feeding her, but I’m hurting too.”

“I don’t want to take another innocent person,” Eliana said, her voice steady but low. “We tried to find someone in South Dakota, someone not so kind.”

“An asshole,” I said. “But we didn’t end up finding anyone and I topped her off. It’s starting to get to me. And I want to try Kittridge’s solution, the transfusion. But I have no idea where I’d even go for something like that, not without raising an alarm.”

Calvin sipped his bourbon and thought. “Blood and a transfusion. Interesting.”

“Wait a second,” I said. “You believe me? About the cure?”

“A lot of people have been working on cures for vampirism for a long time,” he said. “Mixing science with blood magic isn’t new either. This just sounds like someone getting closer than they’ve ever come, and that, yes, I can certainly believe in that. And I agree to the spirit that if we can cure it, we must. From what you’ve told me, this sounds promising.”

“And the agency?”

“I’ll have to tell them you were here,” he said. “But I won’t tell them where I’m sending you.”

“Thanks,” I said. “How do I help her? Please, Calvin. You obviously have some idea.”

He looked between us, poured more bourbon into his glass, and dug out his phone. He unlocked it, tapped away, and set it down on the table.

A man’s voice said, “Hey, Cal, it’s me. I’m going to Brickford. I’m still having those dreams and Posey hasn’t checked in. I’m sure she’s all right and I’m being too cautious, but this is keeping me awake. Anyways, I’ll let you know what happens. Guess I wanted someone to know.”

Brickford. I knew that name. Where did I know that name?

“Why do I know that name?” I asked. “Brickford?”

“Supernaturals,” he said, and it hit me.

“Riiiight,” I said. Eliana looked between us, curious. “It’s a haven for the supernatural. A town in, what, Colorado?” Before Calvin nodded, it hit me. “Ohhhh, shit. It’s a haven for the supernatural!”

“Blood,” Eliana said, getting it.

“And they’ve got a pretty good clinic there too. Only one problem,” Calvin said.

“What?” Eliana asked.

He ticked a finger towards me. “What did I do?” I asked.

“They take about as kindly to the agency as you do to stepping on a cactus,” he said.

“Shit.”

“Yeah,” he said, sounding cheerful anyways. “But Dwayne is there, and he might be able to negotiate things.”

“That’s your friend on the phone?” Eliana asked.

“Yes. He’s a private investigator and works with the PSI branches from here down to Texas in the more remote areas. I’ve helped him out with a case or two. Posey is his partner, and a psychic. They got a call about people having some pretty strange dreams. She looked into it and discovered the biggest cluster was there in Brickford. They were in the middle of a case, but it was a pretty minor thing and nothing he couldn’t handle alone, so Posey drove down there to talk to some people.”

“And she came up missing?” I asked.

“That’s right. He started getting bad dreams himself. Our best guess is Posey’s tethered to him psychically. They’re, ah, pretty close. Dwayne’s there looking for her now. You meet up with him, he’ll point you where you need to go.”

“This guy is supernatural too, I take it?” I asked.

“Yeah. He’s a…” Calvin trailed off and grinned. “You know what? I’m going to let him tell you.”

“You’re not usually into dramatics,” I said.

“This will be worth it for a laugh. Besides, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you anyways.” Calvin grew more serious. “If I’m you, I’d get her to the hospital, get the blood drawn, and get out of there. These Brickford people, they’re not a violent bunch by nature, but you stomping around there, they might not take too kindly to it.”

“So long as she’s safe, I don’t care what they think about me.”

“Spoken like a lovestruck idiot,” he said.

I shot a glance at Eliana who watched all this, amused. “I’m not… she’s…”

“Yeah, kid. You are. It’s emanating from you like heat off the road in the desert. And you wouldn’t get scars like those for any other vampire.”

I thought about a woman who helped me escape Frederic’s clutches, a vampire too and someone I’d now firmly call a friend even if we had yet to get together for Jenga and tacos, but I got his point.

“And what do you read from me?” Eliana asked.

Calvin’s look softened. “Pain. Regret. So much sorrow I can’t concentrate on you for too long or it makes me want to stick my head in the hot tub and never come back out. But strongest of all, when you look at him, you make what he feels about you seem like a match next to a bonfire.”

“Didn’t know you were a poet now,” I said. Eliana looked disconcerted and far away at his words, but underneath the table, her hand went to my leg.

Calvin stayed up the entire night talking with us. Eliana wanted to know how we met, which led to me sharing my story with her for the first time about my first brush with the supernatural, a horrific creature at sea who killed my mother and father before I killed it by setting it on fire. Eliana let out a soft breath of astonishment at that and took my hand to squeeze it. The gesture was still unfamiliar to us both and it didn’t last long, but for a moment, it was nice to pretend we were real people.

Calvin saw and heard, his lips pursed but saying nothing except to add to the story about how he found me a couple times, first to warn me away from talking about the supernatural and then later to recruit me.

“Most of our agents come from law enforcement or the military,” he said. “A few civilians become Counselors or analysts, but agents are a rarity. Ionas has something different. Tenacity. Strength to do what needed to be done. I took a gamble on him and it paid off. You know, he was our youngest recruit by years.”

“I was?” I asked, genuinely surprised.

“I had to fight to get you admitted.” To Eliana, “Better he knew what was in the dark and how to deal with it than stumble across it and become its food.” He smiled, showing some teeth. “No offense.”

Eliana gave him a flash of her fangs and golden eyes, and just as quickly reverted back. “None taken.”

That startled a chuckle out of Calvin, and he looked back at me again. “All right, I see why you like her.”

“That thing that attacked you, it was never identified?” she asked me.

“No. Best guess, it was a one-off. One of the craziest theories I heard was that it was an Atlantean, but since no one knows what the hell those even were, it was just speculation.”

“There is so much in this world we still don’t know about,” she said. “And so much is just… gone. Lost to time, lost to war. A lot of it for the better, like your sea monster. But some I think the world is lessened for losing.”

“Like what?” Calvin asked, interested and as mildly buzzed as I was.

She clicked her tongue. “In the early Middle Ages, Christopher went to war with a creature known as Helgathead. She was a three-headed wise woman, a shaman and a war leader all in one. Each head took on a different role. Those she made love to, so the tale went, were granted some of her power. But her concubines were part of her counsel. Not like his.” She sighed. “He amassed a thousand humans and vampires to surround her village in the plains of Africa. Her people prepared for a siege, but that wasn’t what Christopher had in mind. His vampires burrowed like worms. Under the surface, they could work freely all day, away from the sun. She had no chance when the tunnels started to collapse. The vampires emerged as the humans struck, and he…” She looked away. “The things he told me he did to her…”

“You don’t need to explain any more than that,” Calvin said.

“Thank you. In any case, she was not alone. There are a thousand more stories like that, and Christopher wasn’t the only one doing the hunting.”

“Our analysts would have the time of their lives picking your brains for stories like that,” Calvin said.

She smiled grimly. “At the point of an obsidian knife, I have no doubt.” Calvin didn’t try to deny that.

Dawn was creeping up on us by the time we finished talking. Eliana and I prepared a spare bedroom, using a combination of towels and thick flannel sheets to block the windows. She took me by the shoulders in there and kissed me good and hard. I wasn’t sure why or what brought it on, but I held her like that until her coughing fits started. Her hand on my shoulder dug in, her razor-sharp nails cutting into my shirt and into my skin. I bore it, holding her upright as she coughed black ichor into the crook of her arm. I’d seen this before. She needed more blood, and soon.

“Your shoulder,” she finally said, looking at the cuts she’d made.

“I’m fine,” I said. When she started to protest I held her cheek and kissed her forehead. She glared at me but quieted, and I listened to the rattle of her lungs trying to fight off the virus and failing slowly.

“A lovestruck idiot,” she finally whispered, and at my sour expression, she chuckled. “I’m going to get some rest. Talk to your friend.”

“We’ll leave tonight.”

I took her in my arms and kissed her again. My hand slid down to her ass and I grunted deep in my throat as hers slipped into my waistband to give me a good squeeze. Then she pulled away, singing softly under her breath, something in another language. I thought I heard the word “corazon” in there and shook my head.

“Damn crazy woman,” I muttered as I watched her strip down. She gave her ass a shimmy for me and I groaned. Had to get out the door or I was going to end up breaking Calvin’s guest bed with her.

Calvin was in the kitchen, tying off a trash bag full of our dead soldiers. When he tossed it into his garage, he said, “Can’t keep it outside or the animals get to it. I drive it down once a week or so to the city.”

“The village, I think you mean.”

“It’s not so bad,” he said, and tapped his temple. “Not a lot of noise. Everything there is expensive as hell though. Eh. Let’s talk. Want another drink?”

I didn’t, but I did accept a makeshift breakfast of leftover bacon on a Hawaiian roll. We settled out in the living room, and I downed my sandwich quickly as Calvin stared out the window in his armchair.

“Don’t think I entirely believed the cure story until I heard her coughing,” he said finally.

“It’s something else,” I agreed. “She mentioned thinking Kittridge was wrong about how long she had to live. I agree, but I think it was deliberate. I think he lied to us to spare the emotions of the other vampires. I don’t think she has years left. I think it’s worse than that.”

“Shit.” He leaned in towards me. “Christopher fucking Frederic. The world owes you for that one.”

“Tell that to the agents I hurt.”

“Yeah, maybe there was some other way to play that. I don’t know. I ain’t about to judge.”

“Ain’t? You haven’t been living the country life that long, old timer.”

He chuckled. “I mean it, kid. That’s amazing. The boy you were when we first met… I mean, I knew you were brave, but that’s off the charts.” He grew more serious. “But how bad did it get?”

For an answer to that, I stood up and lifted my shirt. My guts had pretty well healed up by that point from the obsidian knife stabbings he gave me, but there were twists of scar tissue from the torture Frederic and his buddies put me through. I did a three-sixty, and when I was facing him again, he was gripping his knees.

“God fucking damn it,” Calvin breathed.

I shrugged, uncomfortable, and dug out my cigarettes “This thing with your friends Dwayne and Posey, how bad is it?”

He took one of my proffered cigarettes and pushed a mug between us as we lit up. “I’m not sure. Dwayne I know, but not her, at least not all that well. I don’t know if she’s flaking out, maybe taking a vacation, maybe she just can’t figure out how phones work. But they have a solid track record. I think it’s something,” he said. “I was going to offer to drive down there myself, but if you’re there, maybe you could look into it. Assuming you can avoid pissing off the locals.”

“It’s me,” I said. “I’ve got a winning personality.”

“Riiiight.”

“I’ll talk to this Dwayne, but all I’ve got is a couple obsidian knives. You got a gun?”

“Hang on.” He stood and shuffled for his bedroom. When he came back, he was holding a hard-shell pistol case. I followed him into the kitchen and he gave me the combination for the case. I popped it open and took a look at the 9mm.

“Eight in the clip, one in the chamber,” he said as I picked it up and checked it. It was ordinary, save for a rune etched into the butt. I looked at him questioningly. “A little extra penetration. Nothing fancy.”

Along with the pistol was a holster and two extra clips. I locked everything back up again and left it on the table.

“Thanks, Calvin.”

“Hey, you don’t have to-”

“Yeah. I do.” I turned to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Without you, I wouldn’t have been brought into this life and I wouldn’t have met her.”

He looked towards the bedrooms, then back at me. “I can’t say as I trust her the way you do. But I do have every bit of faith in you, Ionas. When this is done, when she’s treated and safe, prove me right. Turn yourself in.”

I let go of his shoulder. He didn’t wait for a response, and headed for his bedroom. I was a minute longer before I headed for mine, looking at the gun and feeling weary beyond just the exhaustion of the night.


Chapter 5

When I woke, the sky was just turning pink with dusk. Eliana was still on her side of the bed, so still I almost thought she was gone. My breath caught and I reached a hand out for her. Hers caught mine, her grip hard enough it would have broken bone if I wasn’t all magicked up. Her face went into a vampiric rage for a split-second until she realized where she was and who she was with, and she instantly returned back to human again.

“Um, morning?” I said, taking my bruised hand back.

“Mmmph,” she grunted, and twisted onto her stomach and buried her face in the pillows again.

I took that as a sign I could take the first shower, so I did. Something frying in the kitchen called my name, and when I dressed, I headed in there to Calvin cooking up a couple chicken fried steaks.

“Antelope meat,” he said. “No better game out there, if you can take them before they start running. Once they do, makes the meat bitter.” He frowned. “No, bitter’s not the word. Anyways, not nearly as good.”

“Why is that?”

“Don’t know. I think it’s the lactic acids. Spoils the meat. I mean, it’s edible, but this is the way you want it.”

We ate, and the steaks were as good as advertised. By the time we were finishing up, Eliana was just waking up and getting herself ready to go. Calvin checked his watch and frowned. “If you got going, you could have been there before the morning.”

“Don’t say a word about her morning habits. Or… evening habits, I guess.”

“I can hear you,” she snapped from the bathroom.

“If she’s ready in under an hour, it’s speedy.”

She poked her head out. “It’s like you don’t want to be sleeping with a perfect ten.”

Calvin grinned. “She’s got you there.”

“Take your time, sweetie,” I called.

An hour and ten minutes later, we packed everything into the Kona. I put my obsidian knife in the gun case. Eliana eyed the knife with tightly pressed lips, but said nothing about it. Her kind were particularly susceptible to its pain. Why obsidian and stakes were so deadly to them was lost to history, but there was a pretty good hypothesis that anything that came from nature was a bane to vampires, since they were so clearly not of it themselves. Crosses didn’t work for crap, though. That came about when the vampire myth was Christianized.

We thanked Calvin again and set off. Our drive would be six hours south, not bad considering how long we’d already been on the road, but like Calvin hinted at, we could have made it in one night if we got an earlier start. I wisely chose not to bring that up again. Best not to poke a bear, especially an undead one that could probably rip me limb from limb.

Her coughing fits were worsening, though she seemed upbeat. While she sang along with a song, I had darker thoughts. If my blood didn’t work, her body couldn’t hold out. And if that happened, I didn’t want to contemplate being alone again. What would I do? Go back to a long line of escorts who meant nothing to me? I could feasibly live another hundred years, at least. A hundred years without her. Without the woman I was so desperately trying to tell myself I didn’t love, even when my own damn psychic best friend could feel it.

Eliana must have sensed my mood, because she paused the music and looked at me, a hard smile on her face. “You’re worrying about something.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Hm.”

She watched me a long while, long enough I started to get irritated, then she returned to her music. But that wasn’t the song she sang. Under her breath, she sang that song from the previous night, the “corazon” one.

What would I do if I lost her?

Grieve.

* * *

We settled that night in another small motel in yet another small town, and just in time, too. Any later and Eliana would have had to travel under a pile of blankets in the back seat.

I was still in an odd mood when we went to bed. Eliana stayed awake, not saying anything but stroking my chest and tracing my scars. It was a long time before her movements stilled, and I was awake even longer, fighting sleep and only closing my eyes when I saw it was nearly noon.

I smelled roses and something more acrid and sulfuric, though the latter faded quickly to the background. The strangeness of actually smelling something in a dream startled me into awareness of the unreality around me. A lucid dream, but far more powerful than any I’d ever had before.

Around me was a red-infused room. Instead of walls, there were red gossamer curtains. Figures moved behind them, locked in sexual acts. Behind one curtain, a woman rode a grunting man, his hands cupping her full breasts as she rocked up and down on him with soft cries. Behind another, a man was shoving into a woman from behind with manic need, his hands all over her ass. I thought about my Eliana and taking her just like that, but something about the thought of her felt wrong, ill, tainted. I looked around some more. Two women were behind one curtain. I could only really tell because of their soft breathy moans. Another woman cried out somewhere in the room, sounding just like Eliana. I called her name, but got no response.

A woman’s hand reached around me. It too was glove in red. Her fingers went to my chest, just as Eliana’s had before we fell asleep, and I moaned. I could actually feel the soft fabric. Real velvet, I thought. Her skin was deeply tanned, her arm delicate.

“Eliana,” the woman cooed. “Who is she? She sounds yummy, but is she as yummy as me?”

I turned, and there was a beauty in a strapless red gown with matching gloves that stretched up to her elbows. Another wide strip of red fabric wrapped around her face, masking everything but her eyes and her dark hair. Those eyes crinkled as I stared lower at the cleavage her dress barely hid. Her pink areolas demanded my tongue and mouth’s attention, and I couldn’t help but think about sliding my cock between those big breasts.

The rest of her was just as delicious, an almost comically combination of ultra-thin waist and a big juicy ass. She was the sort of woman who could have only existed in a dream or on an artist’s page, but she was no less attractive for it.

“What do you need her for when you’ve got me?”

“Eliana’s my…” I trailed off, frowning. What was Eliana to me? My girlfriend? My partner? My fuck buddy? Why was that thought hard to hold onto? Why did it feel like a thousand tiny spiders were crawling across my brain?

“I can be all that,” the dream woman said. She stroked me harder, the velvet as soft against my cock as any woman’s pussy.

“Oh fuck,” I moaned.

“Yessss,” she breathed, and her other hand trailed my chest. “Fuck. But before that, what are you doing here?”

“What do you mean?”

“I did not call you. How are you here?”

“I don’t understand.”

Her grip on my cock hardened. “Why. Are. You. Here? Who are you?”

Eliana coughed somewhere in that room. My head snapped towards her, and I was out of the dream, panting, my dick so hard it hurt.

At some point during the day the covers slipped down to our waists. I gleamed with sweat despite the coolness of the motel room. Eliana was on her back, eyes closed. Her nudeness was like a magnet. I needed her with a force the likes of which made me dizzy.

“Eliana,” I growled. No response. I reached out to touch her bared stomach. She lurched awake at my touch, fangs popping and looking around wildly. Her gaze settled on my hand on my cock. “I need you.”

As one, we shot for each other. Far stronger than me even in her weakened state, she wound up on top, but we were still moving, rolling, hitting the end of the bed and falling off together.

She rocked on top of me, grinding her pussy against the length of my cock and pinning my shoulders to the carpet. Her unkempt hair spilled down around her face as she rocked on top of me. I reached up to brush her hair aside and she drove down to plunge her mouth to mine. She ground harder and harder, bouncing on me, and I could take no more. I got Eliana on her back, my hands on her tits as I sheathed myself inside her. She grabbed my hands and squeezed them harder, gasping, “Fuck me, fuck me hard.”

Like I had to be told. The dream still front and center in my mind, I pounded into Eliana as her knees rose, her hips thrusting back up at me. “Goddamn, fucking take it, take every fucking inch,” I grunted.

Her hands flailed out hard enough to hit the end table on that side of the bed, breaking the cheap wood like it was a toothpick. The whole thing slanted sideways, the lamp falling but not breaking. Her fingers went to my face, raking it, then my shoulders, and finally settled on my ass. She buried those fingers in me, her razor-sharp nails digging hard into my flesh.

The flare of pain made me all the madder for her and I pushed her legs higher and higher until she was bent in half and I towered over her, hammering into her from above.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck, ohhhhh fuuuuck!” Eliana cried out.

“Mine, my pussy, this is my pussy now.”

“Yours!” she gasped. “Oh, I’m yours, I’m-”

Someone hammered on the door and shouted, “Hey! Little less noise!”

I whipped my head towards the door, my anger on me. Eliana reached up and cupped my face. Just as fast as my attention had been diverted, it was back on her. I grabbed her under the ass and lifted her. That guy wanted less noise? Fuck him. I was going to bring the roof down.

I carried Eliana towards the door, my cock still throbbing with a roaring need to finish. When we were close, only then did I set my lover down and twist her around. She looked over her shoulder at me, her eyes blazing yellow and black, fangs out.

I kissed her, and shoved my cock back inside her at the same time. Just two thrusts into her, something cracked – the door’s hinges, I thought dimly. The guy outside said something else but I didn’t care anymore. My entire world was the warm, wet cunt around me and the pair of perfect tits I was squeezing as I fucked Eliana stupid.

I didn’t know if she came. I think she did, but my own release was my everything, that need boiling over until I slammed into her one more time, the door’s hinge scraping. Eliana laughed throatily, my favorite sound in the world, and it drove me even more wild. My skin slapped against hers, my fingers digging into her breasts, my mouth at her neck, sucking, nipping. She took it, thrusting her ass back at me as much as she could, given how close I was.

My release came with a rush of blood to my head, almost like air pressurizing in my ears. I cried out with the force of it – “El… iana!” – and pounded the wall beside her as I released, my come flooding her pussy as my fist went right through the drywall. So much of me filled her that it dripped out of her like rain, hitting the carpet and drizzling down her thighs and her legs.

When I slid loose from Eliana to turn her around and kiss her, she pounced on me. Her jump took me by surprise and she drove me to the floor. My head hit the ground with a solid thump that left me grunting in pain, and like that, the haze of lust from the dream was gone. As she positioned my cock and dropped back down on me, her hands roamed my chest. She bounced on me so hard our skin clapped together, making her grin. I grinned too, and cupped her ass.

She took me, her natural rhythm and grace lost to wild wantonness. It was like our first time together again, only amplified.

“Spank my ass,” Eliana said, her voice deep and needy. I did, giving her a hard crack that made her shudder. “Harder.” I cracked her other cheek, holding nothing back. As she bounced on me, I alternated cheeks at random, giving her hard spanks that I wouldn’t have dared do to another woman. But Eliana wanted it, loved it, begged me for more. I gave it to her and she rocked even harder, taking me so hard I’d hurt for hours afterwards. I didn’t care. Neither did she.

Her erratic thrusts finally began to slow. She whipped her head down to kiss me, our mouths not so much coming together as colliding. She bounced, a keen in her throat breaking every time she took me deep again. There were no words at the last, just a gasp, and finally she stilled.

“I… I can’t…” she gasped.

I roped my arms around her, and held her to me. “I got you,” I said.

“Oh… oh fuck…”

We both took a few long minutes catching our breath. She twisted her head and laid it on my chest as I stroked her hair, feeling her pussy twitch around me long after we finished fucking.

Finally, I asked, “What the hell did that dream do to us?”

She pulled back, curious. “What dream?”

I stared up at her. “You didn’t just have the most intense sex dream of your life?”

“Nope.”

“So that was just…”

“What? You said you needed me.”

I clutched her tighter. God, I loved that woman.


Chapter 6

The motel’s manager was understandably pissed when we couldn’t open the door without breaking it off its hinges, though Eliana, dressed in a top that was little more than strips of crisscrossing fabric across her big breasts as well a tight skirt, managed to convince him the hinges had been rusty and squeaky when we came into the room. The end table and lamp weren’t so easy to explain away. A bribe helped but it was her ass he was staring at when we left, our bags in tow.

I talked about the details of my dream with Eliana as I gassed up the Kona. She liked to show off and leaned against the SUV, her leg bent to display her shapely calves to the guys who suddenly found a lot of reasons to walk near us. Her expression was serene as she listened. She had no such dream. Hers was far more ordinary. Well, ordinary for her. She dreamed of her escape plans from England going wrong. A nightmare, but an old one for her.

“It must be a siren,” she said dismissively.

“That was my thought too,” I said. “But she’s got some powerful mojo if she’s pulling in people from states away.”

“Yes,” she said, and now she frowned slightly. “That is odd.”

“Ideas?”

She caught me staring at her tits and moved her hands so her elbows were to either side, pressing them together and pushing out her boobs. “Sirens are dangerous, but you have me to come home to. I can trump any little magic skank.”

I laughed, and she looked pleased with herself, especially when I went to her, pulled her away from the SUV, and palmed her ass while I kissed her, hard.

“And if she gets you as riled up as you were this morning,” she said, looping her hands behind my neck, her lips a hair away from mine, “I owe her a big, big thank you. Maybe I should invite her to play with us.”

“Are you serious?”

“Of course,” she said. “Mm. Watching you with another woman… maybe making you watch while I’m with one… maybe if you’re very, very good, agent, all three of us… together…”

“Fuck,” I grunted, and she kissed me again.

We were on the last stretch now, an hour and a half from Brickford. Eliana seemed happy, and as talkative as I’d ever seen her. We discussed sirens. I hadn’t ever dealt with one before myself, but they weren’t exactly rare, either. Now, if you’ve heard of them, skip the next few paragraphs, because this isn’t anything you don’t know – creatures luring weak-willed men and women to their doom, et cetera, et cetera.

Much like succubi, sirens earned their supernatural status with their sexuality, but unlike their kissing cousins – get it? Yeah, I’m a clever guy – they don’t feed on the act of sex itself. They use it instead as a lure, enchanting men and women into obsession with them, depending on their sexuality. Eliana had always heard of them being women, but I knew that wasn’t true. There were male sirens, but they didn’t make for as sexy a story so they were largely ignored by classical storytellers.

There are two types of sirens, at least historically. The oldest recorded ones were bird-like, their features varying quite a bit person to person. Some had full-on wings, or the legs of a bird, or feathers. Others simply had something bird-like about them, maybe in the eyes. Later, much later, came what we now traditionally see as the classic depiction of sirens, as mermaids lazing upon the rocks and singing sailors to their doom. Both are actually based in reality, though the latter were hunted to near extinction and the former simply bred themselves into humanity, leaving behind the bird-like appearances in the medieval era.

Sirens were not generally this powerful, though. If she was in Brickford, as this Dwayne and Posey seemed to think, how was she pulling people in hours away from her? And why had I been drawn into her dreamscape? Obviously she hadn’t expected me, but I was part of her fantasy anyways. They were questions we worked at for half an hour with no real progress made towards an answer.

Sirens were dangerous in that, yes, their would-be lovers could often lose their minds and throw everything to the wind for one, but those were the most powerful of the sirens and wildly uncommon.

Unfortunately for us, that’s what this one seemed to be.

* * *

Brickford wasn’t quite what I expected. I thought it would basically be a village, but no, this was a full-blown town, albeit not a very big one. If I had to guess, it had maybe ten thousand people or so, centered around two highways intersecting in a T. It was wedged up against a range, like the town was huddling underneath the peaks to block out the wind, which seemed nonstop on our drive.

It was also remarkably pretty. Despite the chill in the air, flowers bloomed, trees bore fruit I didn’t think was native to the area, and everywhere was life. We had to stop and wait for a herd of deer just a mile from the city, like we were stuck in a postcard. A few yapping dogs behind fences let us know our invasion of their town wasn’t welcome.

The buildings were well kept for small-town America too. Many of the buildings were brick or stone, and most were freshly painted. The awnings had yet to fade, and the street lights were ornate, beautiful things straight out of an old movie.

“They must be doing pretty all right for themselves,” I said.

“It’s a town of the supernatural,” Eliana said, amused. “Psychics, sirens, the fae, I’m sure they can all wrangle in a millionaire or ten to keep things lovely.”

“Right,” I said, feeling a little dumb, my natural state.

Much as I wanted the hospital to be our first stop, we didn’t have any contacts in the area save for Calvin’s friend Dwayne. We couldn’t just swing by a clinic and say, hey, flood her with my blood and right the hell now. That annoyed me. Okay, it did more than annoy me. It made me want to punch something. The only hope for Eliana was in sight, and I couldn’t get it going for her without some semblance of civility.

“You have gone sour-faced,” Eliana said.

I glanced aside at her. “What?”

She mimicked me, drawing her lips down and squinting. It wasn’t bad, but I wasn’t about to tell her that.

“All right. I’m going to be a little on edge until we know whether my blood works for you or not.”

Her expression shifted into her usual serenity. “It will or it won’t.”

“How can you be so calm about it? We’re talking about your life.”

“We have managed to kill Christopher. My people are as free as they can be. Hope for the cure is still alive even if the one I took doesn’t work.” She looked at me. “And I have spent weeks with someone I am very fond of.”

“That’s bullshit,” I said. “You’re not giving up now.”

“I never said I was. But if it doesn’t work, I… Ionas…” She trailed off, as unable to put words to her emotions as I was. I nodded, and we were silent for a minute, taking in all the colorful businesses.

Finally, I said, “I should call him.”

“Yes.”

I found a parking spot in front of a closed store and pulled in. Eliana watched me with her eyes dimmed as I dialed the number Calvin gave me. A single ring, and a man’s tenor voice said, “Hey, this is Dwayne.”

“Hi. My name’s Ionas Levi. Uh, formerly of the PSI.”

“Sure, Calvin said you’d be calling. You finally make it to town?”

“Yeah, we’re in front of a hardware store.”

“You’re not too far. I’m having dinner at a restaurant named Estelle’s Full Belly.” He gave me directions, then, “I’ll be on your right when you walk in. Big guy, handsomest man of the year potential.”

We said our goodbyes, and I started to pull out. A man stepped out of one of the stores nearby, keys in hand. Perfectly ordinary, save that under his mask of humanity he was eight feet tall with a grotesque mottled green face. He nodded to someone else walking down the sidewalk, locked the business’s door, and headed for a sedan.

I was used to the supernatural walking among us, but they were usually conservatively salted. Here, they were everywhere. A woman in a Jeep Liberty had her windows open so her horns wouldn’t break them. A man smoking a cigarette next to a bar was cloven-hoofed. And when we found the right restaurant and got out, a couple walking towards the restaurant were not actually a couple, but a human and a ghostly twin, talking animatedly to each other. The living one held the door open for us. The ghostly one said, “Jesus, check out the tits on her.”

“Hey, asshole, I can hear you,” I said.

“So?” the ghost asked. “The hell are you going to do about it?”

He had a point. Eliana looked at me throughout the conversation, amused. “You have a ghost checking you out.”

“So sad you’ll never get a piece of this,” she said. The ghost snorted a laugh.

Inside, a bored, completely human-looking hostess stood behind a podium. I told her we were meeting someone, and when I turned to look, I learned Dwayne was right. There was absolutely no mistaking him.

It wasn’t that he was as strange-looking as any of the supernatural things we saw. He was completely human looking, a big man in just about every sense of the word, a couple inches taller than me, broad-shouldered, and thickset. He had a round chin and kind eyes, and his smile must have made him a lady-killer, even as overweight as he was.

But none of that gave him away. It was the aura.

Everything supernatural has it. I’ve mentioned that, a magical resonance and residue we leave in our wake. Eliana had it, I had it, everything that regularly touches upon magic or is magic does. I thought Eliana had about the most powerful magical aura I’d ever seen, save for Christopher Frederic. But this guy gave off an invisible, intangible power that dwarfed hers.

He set down a knife and a fork and picked up a napkin as he stood to dab at his mouth. We approached, and he pushed out a chair for Eliana.

“Ionas and Eliana?” he asked.

“That’s us,” Eliana said. “Him being Ionas.”

Dwayne chuckled. “Glad you clarified that.” His voice carried well, soft but with character, like he might have belonged to the stage or a choir. He held out a hand, and Eliana took it. He shook gently, and turned to me to do the same. With me, his grip was firmer. “Calvin said great things.” Quieter, he added, “But for your sake, probably better not mention where you know him from.”

I nodded. Eliana looked up at me and ticked her head towards the chair Dwayne pulled out for her. I guided her into it and scooted it forward, fighting the urge to roll my eyes.

“I appreciate a man with more refined manners than my Ionas,” she said, and my face went about five different kinds of sour.

Dwayne laughed and sat across from us. He was halfway through a strip steak, a baked potato, and the remains of steamed winter greens. “I hope you don’t mind,” he said.

“So long as you promise me that’s not steak sauce you’re dipping that into,” I said.

He leaned forward and said, “The damn thing’s so tough it makes me wonder if they’re cooking walrus back there. If you’re going to eat, get anything but the steak.”

As if his comment summoned him, a young waiter headed our way, menus in hand. Eliana demurred, but I heard the special, a grilled chicken salad, and ordered that, feeling a vague sort of guilt over all the road food I’d been eating lately. Time to get some vegetables in me, I supposed.

Dwayne looked at Eliana. “Do you need to eat? They have it.”

Eliana looked up at the waiter. “Blood?”

The waiter said nonchalantly, “Sure. How fresh?”

“Where does it come from?”

“The blood bank.” He said this as though it was the dumbest question possible, and both Eliana and I relaxed.

“As fresh as you’ve got.”

“That’s fifty dollars,” the waiter said. Eliana nodded, already dismissing him. He headed back for the kitchens.

“Blood,” Eliana said. It was almost more of a moan.

“We’ve been on the road a while,” I said. “She hasn’t had anything to drink but me in a couple weeks.”

Dwayne looked at us both curiously. “You drank… him?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you couldn’t?”

“We’ve always been able to,” she said. “It’s not the best, but it’s better than taking someone random and innocent off the street.”

“Huh,” he said, cutting into his steak. “I’ve got a dozen questions, but I suppose now isn’t the time. Calvin said you needed an introduction at the hospital.”

“Do you know people up there?” I asked.

“No, but give me until tomorrow night. I know people who can set it up. But I’m curious what you’re up to.”

The restaurant was filling quickly, and these weren’t the sort of people we could talk freely around. I said, “You want, I’ll fill you in later. But tell me about your partner, Posey. I heard your message to Calvin. I had a pretty intense dream too, and I’m wondering if it’s the same thing.”

“Sexy woman in red trying to seduce you?” he asked.

“Yeah, that’s about it. We figured it was a siren.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m going with too.” He finished carving up the meat and speared a couple pieces with his fork. I tried not to wince as he dipped them into the sauce. “How much did Calvin tell you?”

We told him what we knew. My salad came out along with a stone crock of blood for Eliana, warmed to the temperature as if it were fresh from the source. She lifted the stoneware lid, raised the crock up, but paused, a strange, thoughtful expression passing across her face before she drank.

While Dwayne asked the waiter for another drink, I leaned in and murmured into Eliana’s ear, “You okay?”

She thought, then whispered into mine, “This may be the last time I drink blood.”

I hadn’t considered that. But we had no more time to talk, as Dwayne returned his attention to us, oblivious as to what had just happened.

“Right. So, Calvin told you the heart of it,” he said. “Posey’s been here about five days. She kept in touch the first day and a half, and I haven’t heard from her since.”

“It’s unusual for her to not check in that long?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Did he tell you about us?”

“He mentioned you were close.”

“We are. She came to work for me about two years ago and we started seeing each other outside the job not long after. She’s not really technically licensed, but she works a lot of interviews for me and does some of the grunt work, you know?” I did, and nodded. He continued. “Sometimes we work different cases. Sometimes that means different cities. If that happens, we always call each other in the morning and at night.” He smiled a hangdog smile. “Don’t give me shit, but I like it. It makes me feel human.”

“No shit given,” I said, forking up another bite of the salad. The water chestnuts were clearly from a can and the carrots probably some of those bagged pre-cut ones, but the chicken itself was far more appealing than Dwayne’s charcoaled steak.

“Well… anyways, when she did call in, she was interviewing people here, mutual acquaintances. We’ve worked cases here before. The morning she disappeared, she called me up to tell me she didn’t have any real leads, but she was talking to a couple more people we knew. She was also pissed off.”

“About what?”

“Someone broke into her room at her hotel.”

“Did they take anything?”

“She didn’t think so. But there was a definite residue and the room had the feel like it had been sacked and put back together very well. Only a few things were out of place, just enough to feel wrong. I trust her judgment on that.” He tapped his head, and I got it. A psychic would know.

“Huh,” I said. “Someone she interviewed?”

“That’s the theory I’ve been working on since I got here. I’m talking to more tomorrow if you want to ride along.”

“We’re generally asleep during the day,” I said.

But Eliana leaned forward, like she was watching something good on TV. “No. Go with him.”

I looked aside at her. “You’re my priority.”

“I know,” she said. “But this man is going to help us, so we’re going to help him. Besides, this is what you do and I can tell you’re interested.”

“And there are the dreams,” I said, chewing it over. “Might be dangerous if we need to stay here longer.” To Dwayne, “All right, I’m in.”

“Thanks.”

We finished and paid up. Outside, as he shrugged on a hip-length parka, Dwayne said, “I’ve got a room at the same hotel where Posey was staying. If you need one too, they’ve got blackout rooms.”

“Has the hotel already given out her room again?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said sourly. “But I got in there before I reported it to the police and got pictures of everything. If you want to see them, I still want to hear your stories.”

That sounded like a good start, so we split up and followed him in his black Altima to the fringe of town closest to the mountains. The Duvale Hotel was three stories and fairly bland, save for the landscaping, which was just as impeccable and impossible as the rest of the town. On two sides of the hotel was woodlands, sparse but beautiful. It must have been a hell of a tourist spot. The parking lot was full of vehicles, and I smelled a faint tang of sulfur on the air. Funny. That seemed familiar, but I couldn’t remember why.

“Must be a lot of skiers this time of the year,” I said.

Eliana looked up at the mountains as we headed for the entrance. “Another thing I wish to try.”

“Never been?” Dwayne asked. “I imagine it would be tough trying to ski at night but I have to think there have to be some resorts out there that do that sort of thing.”

“I have lived something of a sheltered life,” she said.

The lobby of the hotel was pretty much what you’d expect out of a non-chain place in Colorado – lots of polished beams, a rustic appeal, a brick fireplace blazing. Behind a counter, a middle-aged man, skinny and sunburned, stood up and gave us a perfunctory smile as he stopped the movie he’d been watching on his phone. His name tag said ELTON.

“Hello, welcome to the Duvale,” he said with just the tiniest splash of politeness. “And Dwayne, good to see you again.”

“Uh huh,” Dwayne said. He didn’t exactly have a poker face, and right then I was reading irritation. “My friends here need a blackout room.”

Elton looked between Eliana and me, and said, “Sure. We’re filling up fast but we got a couple left. A suite, or a premium room?”

“The suite,” Eliana said. She was still paying for everything, but after getting a look at the zeros in her account when I needed to withdraw cash, I wasn’t about to argue with her extravagant tastes. She could afford it. Hell, she could probably afford to buy half the damn town, and this was only one of what I knew were at least six or seven aliases for her.

“Just the night, or longer?” he asked, shifting his attention to a computer beside him.

“Open-ended,” I said.

“In town to help Dwayne look for his lady friend?”

Eliana and I looked at each other. “Yeah,” I said. “I suppose we are.”

“Oh good. The more eyes, the faster he’ll find her, I’m sure. Are you a private investigator too?”

“Yeah, a regular old gumshoe,” I said.

“What’s that?” Elton asked, grinning. His teeth were funny, more rounded than a human’s. I wondered what he was.

“A private eye.” At his blank stare, I added, “A private investigator.”

“Oh, sure.” He chuckled. “That’s funny. A gumshoe. I’ve never heard that.”

No shit. I smiled blandly. “Did you meet Posey?”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” he said. “She got a room and asked me about the dreams some people have been having around town.”

“The, ah, sex dreams?” I asked.

He blushed. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“Have you been having them?”

Elton turned his attention towards the computer again and I knew I had my answer. “Oh, I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so, or no?” Eliana asked.

“Am I being investigated?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “She thought her room had been broken into.”

“Yeah,” he said and now maybe there was a note of impatience to his words. “I talked about all this with Dwayne.”

“Sure,” I said, sensing I’d come up against a wall and not wanting to press it. Besides, I had no idea what to really ask yet.

He gave us our room keys and directions. Dwayne was on the first floor, us the third. While he headed for his room through the lobby and down the hallway, Eliana and I drove to the door closest to our room so we could unload our clothes before we headed up to his.

“That clerk is definitely having the dreams,” she said.

“We’ll make an agent out of you yet.”

We hauled in our bags, but Eliana stopped me before the door. “When you looked at Dwayne, there was something different about your face.”

I nodded. “He’s got some wicked magic in him. Makes you look as ordinary as me.”

“You are far from ordinary, agent. Can we trust him?”

“Too early to say, but if he keeps his word and gets you in that hospital, I don’t care.” I looked towards the door, then back at her. “I think he could have got us in there tonight. I think he wants me working this case with him.”

“Interesting.” She leaned up and kissed the corner of my mouth. “Then do what you do best, hero. Save the girl.”


Chapter 7

Dwayne had a smaller room than ours, with a single queen-size bed topped by two suitcases, an overnight bag, and a backpack. The backpack was thick and padded, like the sort that a person might use to hold a laptop. Posey’s things, he explained.

While Eliana took a seat at a small table, Dwayne and I stood beside the bed. I raised an eyebrow and gestured towards the laptop bag. He nodded, and I slid the laptop out.

“I put her phone in there too. I’ll give you the passwords if you want to dig through them,” he said.

“You wouldn’t mind?”

“I just want her back,” Dwayne said, and gone was his hangdog expression and tone. This was more assurance than I’d seen out of him yet. “I don’t care what it takes. If you can help, please. I’d have begged Calvin to come down if I didn’t dig up anything tomorrow.”

“I’m sure he would have. He’s a good guy.”

I slid the laptop back into the bag while he went to the table and grabbed a hotel pen and pad of paper. I took the passwords and slipped the paper into my wallet for later. A quick search through the rest of Posey’s things didn’t bring up much, aside from a small sheaf of twenties hidden away in a sleeve of her luggage.

“I forgot about that,” Dwayne said, taking the money. “She keeps it on her for emergencies.”

“Did she keep anything else valuable with her?”

“No, that’s it. Her purse and her messenger bag are gone.”

“Her car?” Eliana asked.

“That’s missing too,” Dwayne said. “A Chevy Malibu, five years old, gray. One of the hybrid ones. The local cops are looking for it.”

I thought about it all and started ticking off my fingers as I made a verbal list. “Find out who she talked to last. Find who might have broken into her room. Find her car. Find Posey. Find the siren behind all this.”

“That’s about it, agent,” Dwayne said. To Eliana, “And I haven’t forgotten what I said. I’ll get you in that hospital tomorrow night. I promise you that.”

She smiled. “Thank you. Your Posey seems like a lucky girl.”

“I am the lucky one. She’s… I have to get her back.” He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath before opening them again. “I know she’s alive. I can feel her, just out of reach.”

“What kind of psychic was she?” Eliana asked.

“Mostly a people reader,” he said. “A bit like Calvin, actually, but she can’t tweak minds like he can, just read people’s emotions, tell when they’re lying, that sort of thing.”

“He mentioned she might be tethered to you and that’s why you’re having these dreams? What does that mean?” she asked.

“Yes, she is. Some psychics form sort of a mental radio system with the people they love. They can tell when they’re upset, or in pain, or… well, any sort of big emotion, I guess. And since I’m a Nephilim, I-”

“What?” Eliana asked at the same time as I said, “No fucking way.”

Dwayne looked between us, confused. “Calvin didn’t tell you?”

“He said he’d let us find out on our own,” I said, suddenly very deeply in awe of the man standing beside me.

Okay. For those that don’t know, Nephilim are the children of angels and people. And yes, angels are real. Are they the biblical creatures you’ve heard about? Well… that’s debatable, and a frequent topic at the PSI’s analyst conferences.

Of all the big things out there, angels are at the top of the food chain, right up there with some of the mythological gods that actually do exist. Angels work on a different frequency than us humans. They usually don’t take a physical form, at least not on this plane of existence. When they do show up, it’s usually only in the direst of times, acting as a messenger. An angel warned our agency of the impending fall of Alexandria, and thanks to him – and yes, angels do have a gender, if they so choose – we saved hundreds of years of information, smuggling it out of the city just hours before the library was burned.

Sometimes they come and aren’t listened to. We – meaning the agency – know of at least one case, when an angel visited an island in the Pacific in the 1600s. She warned of an imminent volcano eruption, and tried to convince the locals to flee. But to do so would mean begging long-time enemies from another island for shelter. Rather than swallowing their pride, they stayed. Three families chose to believe the angel and fled the island, but their men stayed to evacuate anyone they could, should the angel’s vision come to pass. It did, and they tried to save who they could. The three themselves would have certainly died, the story went, if the angel didn’t gather them and shield them in the face of the eruption and its winds, which made a nuclear explosion look like a kid playing with matches.

The legend was believed to be just that, a legend, until the 1960s when divers found the island sunk deep beneath the surface. The PSI investigated more for the obsidian deposits than anything else, but soon realized what they were looking at when they found a fifteen-foot perfect ring in the earth, not a trace of obsidian in its midst – the very spot where the angel saved the three men of the village.

But while we largely see them during cataclysmic times, angels slide into the human world in roles that aren’t quite so cataclysmic. Case in point:

“It’s a story pretty much made for Hollywood,” Dwayne said. “My father was a pastor for a small church in North Carolina. In his free time, he helped out his community where he could, kind of a handyman, a driver for the elderly and the disabled, and a personal shopper, all in one.”

“A good man,” I said.

“The best,” Dwayne said.

“Let him tell the story,” Eliana said, eyeing me. I raised my hands and Dwayne continued.

“Not everyone appreciated him. When he went to deliver groceries to a family in need, he tried to recruit one of the kids into helping him unload and bring the bags and boxes inside. The kid did, but he could barely lift the box Dad handed off to him. Afraid that my father was upset at his weakness, the poor little guy broke into tears and told Dad not to hurt him. My father was mystified. Why did the kid think he would hurt him? So he asked, and the kid answered. His own father was an abusive jackass who beat him, his siblings, and his mom pretty often. Dad stepped right into the middle of it.” He sighed. “It landed him in the hospital.

“Dad being Dad, even with a broken leg and a couple broken ribs, when he was able to sneak out of bed, he would, and went around to the other patients’ rooms, trying to cheer them up and himself, too. My mother was visiting the hospital to escort a very gentle soul into the next life, someone the world had forgotten about but whom my mother loved dearly. It was what she existed for, easing the journey of the truly good.

“My father came into the room, his usual happy self. He saw my mother sitting there, huddled over the woman in the bed. He didn’t know what she was at the time. He just saw a person grieving and he settled in on the other side. He didn’t try to crack jokes, or say much of anything. He simply took the woman’s other hand. Every day he came in there and did that for hours on end. Even when he was released from the hospital, he came back for months until the woman passed away one day. Then he took care of her funeral. He even officiated it, when the only person to really show up was my mom.

“By that point, my mother was deeply in love with him. They wound up together, and whaddya know, I was all set to come along.” I knew what had to come next in the story, and my stomach lurched for the man and his parents. Dwayne’s joviality fell as he took in my expression. “Yeah.”

“What?” Eliana asked, entranced and annoyed at the break.

He said, “Nephilim are forbidden. They’re allowed to live, but… she and my father were given the nine months to have me, and then she was pulled from this world. Forever.”

Eliana looked between us. “No,” she said softly. “I don’t like that.”

“Unfortunately, it’s what had to happen,” Dwayne said. “Nine months. That’s all the time they had to be together. After that, my father raised me and saw me graduate. And then I think his heart just couldn’t take not seeing her. I think he was ready to make that journey to say hello again. He passed away about twenty years ago.”

“If he was half the man you said he was, I’m sure they were reunited,” I said.

“I hope so. Dad deserved to be happy,” Dwayne said. He clicked his tongue and smiled again, and it was like the sun coming out. Yes, I could see why a psychic attuned to people’s feelings would fall hard for this guy. There really was no guile to him. “And of course there’s the curse on Nephilim and our long, long lives. I ended up more human than angel, but I’ll still outlive the both of you by, oh, a few thousand years or so.”

“You’re a baby yet,” Eliana said, flashing the depths of her golden eyes at him.

He whistled. “Wow. That’s… wow. How old, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Eliana didn’t, and told him her story. While Dwayne listened raptly, I took the time to browse through Posey’s phone. Her messages were plentiful but didn’t reveal much, other than some pet names for Dwayne I had to fight from snickering over. There were a few text messages from people she interviewed there in Brickford, most agreeing to meet up, one saying he was in the Bahamas on his honeymoon.

There was only one out and out hostile response, and that one drew my eye. A guy by the name of Brad told Posey flat-out no, he didn’t know anything about any dreams happening in town, and no, he didn’t want to meet up. She thanked him curtly but courteously for his response, and that was it.

About then Eliana reached the point where I came into the story, so I shut off the phone again and contributed to the conversation. Dwayne was a wide-eyed listener, muttering under his breath at all the twists and turns. I liked the guy, and if Calvin did too, that was another mark in his favor. Whatever happened with Eliana, I’d help him.

When we finished, he shook his head in astonishment. “I wish I’d known when you were driving down. If his blood could really help this cure, we would have gotten you in there tonight.”

Eliana and I shared a look at that, and I felt more than a little awful about my earlier assessment that he might be withholding aid in return for my help. We talked a little while longer, but when Dwayne mentioned a lot of shops in town stayed open late to accompany the number of supernatural residents who were night owls by nature, Eliana got a mad gleam to her eyes. She wanted to go shopping, and I wanted to dig into Posey’s laptop.

“I’m going to hit a few bars,” Dwayne said. “Spread some money around, buy some people some drinks. Maybe that’ll help loosen someone up and I can find out who might be a siren.”

Eliana came to him and patted his cheek. “You will find her.”

“Thank you. I hope so.”

I took the laptop bag and the phone, and Eliana and I left him. We took a longer trip back upstairs, heading past the hotel’s indoor gym as we did. Two gorgeous women walked on treadmills and used a stair-climber. Both threatened to burst out of their tops and leggings, and I had a hard time not looking.

Eliana, however, flat-out stared, and made an exaggerated show of licking her lips. I chuckled, though it felt suspiciously like a bear trap waiting to snap on my fun bits. She took my arm and stopped me.

“It’s time we talk about ground rules,” she said, and her voice was almost a purr. “Because I think you think you need to be far more noble than I want you to be.”

“What are you saying?”

She turned me towards the gym and the women within. One of them, a redhead, saw us watching and gave us a coquettish wave. Eliana waved back, her smile wolfish. To me, she said, “We are both people of great appetites. I may wish to indulge in another woman now and then. I don’t expect you to be true to only me, Ionas.”

I tore my gaze away from the cherubic-faced redhead and tits that bounced merrily in time to her walk. “I don’t know that I’d be comfortable about you with another man. That’s maybe an asshole thing to say, but it’s the truth.”

“I appreciate that. But I said another woman.” She took my hand and squeezed. “You are the only man I’ve trusted completely in a thousand years, apart from Kittridge and that is a very different kind of trust. But I also like soft, beautiful things sometimes, and to deny myself that or you the pleasure would be to close a door I don’t particularly want to. I think so long as we are open and honest with each other, this arrangement can be fun.” She looked up at me, and I saw something unexpected there. Mild apprehension. “Of course, if that makes you nervous…”

“No,” I said. I turned again to face her, and brought her chin up to kiss her softly. “So long as you understand… I… you… you and me…” I couldn’t put the feeling into words, so I took her hand again and brought it to my heart. She nodded, and did the same with mine to her breast. That was the end of that conversation.

* * *

Before we left Calvin’s, he slipped a couple bottles of top-shelf vodka into my luggage, knowing it was my preferred liquor. No vermouth, sadly, or cocktail onions, but I soldiered on in the hotel room with a simple vodka neat out of a plastic hotel cup like some kind of sad sap.

It was good vodka, though, and when I finally looked up from Posey’s browser history over the last week as well as a good chunk of her emails, I was surprised to discover I’d killed half the bottle. I was still light on blood so when I stood to stretch, I was well past buzzed and cheerfully heading into full-on drunk, even with my rune-strengthened body. I realized I was done for the night with nothing to show for it but a probable hangover in the morning.

When I was undressed and in bed, I thought about my dream about the siren. To stop their song, Odysseus gave his men something to plug their ears. But there was a lot of dramatization in that story, I knew that much. How did I really stop a siren? Hm. Had to research that myself. I had no way to reach out to the analysts back home without alerting them as to where I was, and I wasn’t about to do that until Eliana was safe and far away from there.

Dwayne and I would be on our own, and I would have to endure the siren’s song, at least until I figured out who she was and how I could stop her. Contemplating that, I fell asleep.

I was back in the red room. The smell of perfumes, oils, and sweat tinged the air, and I breathed it deep. I knew I was dreaming, but goddamn, had I ever smelled something so enticing before?

Yes, some part of me thought. Eliana. Your first time together.

The moans around me were louder this time. More people had joined in on the fun. It was a symphony of simmering pleasure, and my cock rose at the sound.

“Hello again,” the syrupy-sweet voice from my last dream said.

I turned. She lounged on a daybed, one leg crossed over the other, showing off taut thighs and legs gleaming with lotion. She was propped up with an elbow on the arm, her fingers dancing slowly up and down one of her cheeks.

“Your thoughts keep returning to this Eliana,” she said, and made a tch, tch, tch sound. “Am I not pretty enough for you?”

“You’re gorgeous,” I said truthfully. “Where am I? What is this place?”

“Never mind that. Come to me, my pet.”

I didn’t move, but the scene did. I was catapulted forward in a blink of an eye, coming to rest before her. She reached for me, and I moaned as she massaged my cock through my jeans.

“Mm. That is quite the treat you have for me.”

Agent.

The whisper was as soft as a mosquito’s buzzing. I looked around, but my focus snapped back to the woman in red as she unzipped me.

“Fuck,” I grunted. She looked up at me as she tugged me free of my boxers. Her hands felt so good along my length, the velvet driving me to thrust into her hands.

“That’s it,” she cooed. “Give me it, give me your nice big present.”

“Who are you?” I asked again, my hips bucking.

Agent.

The word distracted me from my pleasure again, and I looked around for the speaker. Now, mixed among the other scents was something faint, crisp, earthly, familiar. And underneath it, sulfur, just for the merest blink of a moment, but it was there.

Two women popped into existence, seated on either side of the siren, now in the middle of the daybed. I knew them. They were the women from the gym earlier. The pair looked around, as disoriented as I had been at first. The cherubic redhead made a tiny “O” with her lips. The other, a round-faced, dark-eyed and dark-haired beauty with an almost maternal softness to her body, blinked and patted herself as though she wasn’t sure of her own reality. Both of them were draped in white satin nightgowns, their breasts nearly falling out.

The siren turned to the redhead and whispered in her ear, one hand dipping between the other woman’s thighs. The woman’s eyes fogged, and her hips spread wider.

“Moira?” her companion asked. “What’s going on?”

Moira giggled softly, her gaze now swimming slowly towards me. “Oh wow. That is a really, really big cock.”

The siren turned to the other woman, and took her by the chin to twist her head. She fed a finger to the other woman, and the raven-haired beauty sucked instinctually.

“Don’t make them do this,” I said.

“I’m not making anyone do anything they don’t want to,” the siren said. “You can leave any time you want to. You can say no, and I will stop this.”

“There is no way to leave,” I said. I rested a hand on my cock and jerked it slowly as she dropped a hand to the raven-haired woman’s pussy. She rubbed them both through the fabric of their nightgowns, making them moan in tandem.

“In a dream, there’s always a door,” the siren said, but her words were different somehow, her lips moving but not to the words she spoke. She looked as confused about that as I was, then irritably, she fluttered a hand. What just happened?

She slid up the nightgowns, and I stroked myself faster at the sight of the two women’s shaven pussies. I thought about Eliana’s words. She would be okay with this. Hell, she’d probably join in, if she was here with me.

The thoughts dizzied me. I jerked faster, and the siren let out a pleased moan. She looked at her two companions, and said softly, “Help him out, girls.”

In a blink, I was the one on the daybed, and the two women were on either side of me. They looked at my cock, then each other, and Moira giggled again nervously. “This is crazy,” she said, inching closer and closer to me. She licked my shaft, and the wetness of her tongue was so real I thought a mouth was really on me.

Her friend breathed harder and harder, watching the redhead lick me with slow flicks of her tongue. She swallowed, and said to herself, “It’s just a dream. It’s just a really weird dream.”

“She’s a siren,” I said, but the raven-haired beauty was already leaning in too. And at the foot of the bed watching, the woman in red stroked their asses, watching with delighted eyes.

The pair licked me in tandem, their tongues already making me strain upwards. They met at my tip and kissed, their tongues exploring each other as much as they were me. Moira whimpered, “Oh, fuck, Rachel…”

“We’re so bad!”

They kissed again, then returned their attention to my cock, this time staring adoringly into each other’s eyes. The woman in red slipped a hand underneath the hems of their nightgowns, and they moaned as one, never taking their eyes off each other or faltering from licking my cock.

I wanted to grab their hair and plunge their mouths down on my cock. I wanted to take them as hard as I took Eliana. My desire roared within me, demanding release, demanding satisfaction. But I couldn’t, not until I knew these two could handle it. I don’t know why I thought that but I did. Couldn’t lose control, even in a dream.

I fought my urges, my fingernails digging into my palms. The woman in red gave me a less than pleased look, even as her hands moved faster under the two women’s nightgowns. They moaned against my cock, their eyes rolling up.

“Ohhh… oh God!” Rachel cried out.

And from Moira, “Mm hm! Mmm hm! Oh, ohhh!”

They rocked faster, and a breath escaped Rachel. Moira bounced, and did a giggle-hiccup that had to be one of the hottest goddamn things I’d ever heard, aside from the thousand noises Eliana made.

Eliana.

The thought of her was cold water to my mind. I snapped a hand out towards the woman in red, and nearly caught the fabric around her mouth. She yanked back. “Why are you still thinking about her, agent?” she asked. “I’m offering endless pleasures. Threesomes. Foursomes. Anything you desire.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

The two other women vanished, and it was just her, looming over me, grabbing my cock, jacking me fast and hard. My come shot out of me and spattered my stomach, my chest. I dropped back onto the bed, staring up at the red ceiling.

The red fabric looked like it was melting. Like it was dripping.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

A hand touched my shoulder. I woke with a start.

Agent.

I was in the hotel room, still alone. No. That wasn’t right. There was a woman beside the bed. A woman whose face I had just seen in a hundred pictures on her phone.

Posey.

I stepped out of bed, nude. She said nothing, not looking at me, not acknowledging me. “Are you a ghost?” I asked. Nothing. “Are you dead?”

She started inching towards the door, though her feet did not move. It was like she was being pulled by a magnet. I grabbed my jeans and my tee shirt and hurried them on as inch by inch Posey slowly sped up. She finally looked at me, a frightened expression on her face. Her mouth opened, and she mouthed the word I’d heard over and over in that dream, but this time, nothing was audible.

Agent.

She was nearly to the door. I ignored my shoes and threw it open as she slipped through. The hotel corridor was mostly quiet, save for someone’s TV blaring. Posey, dressed in cream slacks and a turtleneck, slid down the hallway, still moving faster and faster. I had to run to keep up with her, but still she made it out into the night air before me. I shot out the glass door, breathing hard, looking left, looking right. Something stank like bad gas.

All that was out there were cars, a maintenance shed and the endless sea of pine trees. She stood in the parking lot between the hotel and the shed, head bowed, waiting. I sprinted for her, then her voice was joined by a dozen others.

Agent. Agent! Agent. Agent. Agent. AGENT. Agent. A…gent. Agent.

Posey vanished.


Chapter 8

The rest of my night was blessedly dream free. I felt drained when I returned to bed and woke up feeling the same way. Eliana was back in bed beside me, sleeping on her stomach. I caressed her ass under the blankets. She mumbled something, and slid back under.

I showered, and when I went to shave, I caught a look at myself in the mirror and grimaced. However hung over and sickly I was feeling, it was doubled in appearance. Bags under my eyes, puffy cheeks, a ruddiness to my skin. I shook my head and lathered up to shave.

When I emerged from the bathroom, I finally noticed that Eliana had been busy. My clothes were gone, save for my jeans and shirt from the night before, now in a brand-new hamper. When I opened the suite’s armoire, I found a dozen new outfits of Eliana’s on hangers, also new. The clothes she bought on the road were folded precisely and laid out at the bottom of the cabinet.

“The woman loves her clothes,” I muttered to myself, fingering a short, short, short dress and thinking of my lover in it, her ass pressed against me. Shaking that off before I decided to crawl back into bed with her for the next seven or eight hours, I looked through the room’s dresser and found my clothes. I’d received an upgrade too, and Eliana left me a note on top of the purchases.

A private detective should look the part. Wear these with the jackets I left by the door.

Gray, black, and blue jeans were within, along with Oxfords and several designer tee shirts. I was going to talk to people that day, so I opted for a light blue Oxford, dark blue jeans, and after checking out the jackets, a gray sport coat to go with. Everything was precisely my size as though I’d been measured in my sleep. I wasn’t entirely convinced I hadn’t been.

When I emerged from the room, I texted Dwayne. He told me he would meet me in the lobby in five minutes, sounding as hungover as I felt. I headed in that direction, and stopped in at the breakfast nook for two child-sized cartons of milk, a prepackaged muffin, and a cup of pisswater coffee. I might have gone for the waffle maker or the other foods in chafing dishes, but the place was crammed with weary travelers and I didn’t want to get caught up in the line.

In the lobby, I grabbed a copy of the local paper and took a seat in front of the roaring fire. At the top of the page, the headline read, “MORE MISSING, SHERIFF HAS NO UPDATE.” I poured the milk into the coffee and chugged it quick before I had to taste the shit, and started in on the headline.

Two more people came up missing in Brickford in recent days, the article said. One was a local, another a traveler from Nebraska passing through. They joined six others who had disappeared already. Posey’s name was listed among them.

“What the hell?” I muttered to myself. Why hadn’t Dwayne mentioned the other disappearances?

The article didn’t have much else to say, except that local police were continuing to look into it. The writer didn’t seem to have much faith in their abilities. As I started to reread it again, someone said, “It’s you.”

I knew that voice. Had, in fact, been getting a spectacular blowjob from that voice’s owner the night before – in a dream. Moira. I folded the paper and looked up. Yeah, it was them. Rachel and Moira.

They looked pretty damn good, all glammed up and dressed warmly, though fashionably. I thought Moira’s makeup was pancaked on pretty hard, but I liked the look of it, especially combined with the silky waves of her long red hair.

But I did notice little things, stuff that people without my heightened senses probably wouldn’t have noticed. Under Moira and Rachel’s eyes were the hints of bags. Rachel’s eyes were also just faintly bloodshot, the veins having almost returned to normal.

“Moira!” Rachel said.

“Remember us?” Moira asked. There was a half-second’s pause, and she added, “From the gym?”

“Right. Yeah. The gym,” I said. “I…” But I had no idea how to bring up the dream I had. Did they have it too? I didn’t know. But then it hit me. How the everloving hell had I been right about Moira’s name if it had been just a dream?

“Where’s your girlfriend?” Moira asked.

“Sorry,” Rachel said, bumping her friend’s arm with her elbow. “She’s very forward.”

“That’s all right,” I said. “She’s a late sleeper. What are you in town for?”

“It’s sort of a spur of the moment mini-vacay,” Moira said. “I’m Moira. She’s Rachel.”

I rose to my feet. “Very nice to meet you. I’m-” I almost said my real name. Couldn’t do that here in Brickford. They might not like the PSI in their town, but I was still on the run and had to be careful. “-Josh.”

“And what are you in town for?” Moira asked.

“My girlfriend’s never skied before,” I said. Well, that was true enough. Then it hit me and I smiled with as much good humor as I could muster. “I’ve been before and loved it. Always dreamed about getting back on the slopes.” I emphasized dream, and Rachel’s mouth formed a tiny O.

“Last night, did you… um, have a, um…”

“A hell of a powerful sex dream about the three of us and a woman in red?” I asked.

Moira stepped forward and hissed, “What the fuck? Did you mind control us?”

“You know mind control exists?” I asked.

Instead of answering that, Moira said, “The woman in red. She called you agent. What agency?”

I looked around, then said quietly, “PSI.” Her eyes widened. “I’m here to look into the dreams and the disappearances. But not a word to anyone. These people will run me out of town if they knew.”

Rachel licked her lips. “So last night… it was that woman?”

“Yeah. A siren. A powerful one.”

“Why is she doing this?”

“I don’t know. You and Moira, you’re supernatural? Or you’re in the world?”

“We’re shifters. Cats.”

“Have you had the dream before last night?”

“Yeah. Both of us. They started five or six days ago.”

“And what brought you here? I mean, really brought you here?”

Rachel’s eyes clouded, and Moira looked blankly towards the fireplace. Rachel said, “I don’t know… I think we… I think… she invited us.”

“Who?”

“The woman in the dream. She said this place’s name and it…” She frowned, lost in thought, then looked up at me again, blinking. “Sorry. What was the question?”

“What brought-?”

Moira’s phone rang. She pulled it out and punched the end call button. “That’s our bus up to the slopes.”

“We should meet up later,” Rachel said. “And bring your friend. She’s yummy.”

“Rachel!” Moira said, and giggled.

“We’ll do that,” I said, wildly confused and frustrated. More and more questions. Fewer answers. We exchanged phone numbers, and then they hurried towards the door.

“Get a date?” Dwayne asked behind me.

I turned. His face was covered in a fine five o’clock shadow, and his hair was tousled. The bags under his eyes were even more pronounced than mine. For an answer, I picked up the newspaper and flashed him the headline.

“Were you going to tell me about the other disappearances?”

He frowned as he read the headline, then snatched the paper out of his hands. “It slipped my mind,” he said faintly.

“It slipped your mind?” I nearly shouted. “That doesn’t seem like a major part of the investigation to you?”

“I knew this. I… I… why didn’t I remember this?”

“You forgot that there are other people missing? That seems pretty goddamn weird, Dwayne.”

“Yeah,” he said. “It does. Why would I forget that?”

Another fucking mystery. Lovely.

* * *

His hands gripped the steering wheel so tight I thought he was going to break it off the column. “How did she look?”

“Distant. Distracted. When she finally had my attention, it was like she wasn’t able to focus on me. Or she had something else pulling her away.”

“What?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m making this shit up as I go along.”

“Why didn’t she come to me?”

“I don’t know.”

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “There’s another thing that’s been bothering me.”

“What?”

“Why you?”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I was talking to people last night. A lot of travelers in town are here because of those dreams. All of them are supernatural. Not all of them admitted it, but they are.”

I still didn’t quite get it. “So…?”

“Not a single one of them was an agent. These disappearances should have brought them in by now. But no one I talked to has seen any PSI agents around town. Not one. You’re the exception.”

“I’m not sure any other agents would announce themselves here.”

“True, I guess.”

But he had a point. If there were PSI agents, they would have had no reason to be subtle. There were no government cars in the hotel’s parking lot. Then again, maybe they weren’t staying there. Maybe…

“How many other hotels are in town?”

“Three? Four?” He considered. “Yeah. About that many. Why?”

“When we have the time, let’s cruise their lots. See what we see. I can’t imagine them staying away from this.”

“It does seem weird, right?”

“Yeah. It does. More goddamn mysteries. Uh, begging your angelic pardon.”

“More human than angel, remember?”

“Does that mean no wings?”

“Unfortunately.”

We had three people to interview that morning. On top of that, I wanted to look into Brad, the guy who had the curt text conversation with Posey.

“We know him from another case,” Dwayne said. “We were here looking for a pyrokinetic on the run after burning down a third of a wing of a hospital.”

“I heard about that,” I said. “You help find him?”

“No, one of your agents in Missouri broke that one. Trailed him to a junkyard, where he was trying to siphon gas to burn down another place.” He shook his head. “Anyways, no one really believed he was here, but he had friends in the area and the PSI obviously doesn’t want to come sniffing around, so we were roped into knocking on some doors. A couple people pointed us in Brad’s direction. He was in jail for getting into a fight, and the locals agreed that if he helped us out, he’d only do a weekend rather than the two weeks the judge gave him. They didn’t want him around anyways. During the interview, Brad pointed us towards an old high school buddy of the pyro’s and more or less told us to go fuck ourselves.”

“Have you talked to him yet about Posey?”

“Yeah, he was the first stop after I dug through her messages. He got pissed, thought I was accusing him of kidnapping her. And he didn’t want to even acknowledge the dreams or the siren.”

“Sounds like a winner. You know where and when he works?”

“The county road crew. Nine to five.”

“I want to talk to him again. See if we can shake anything from him.”

We had some time before then, so we took care of one of our interviewees first. Helen was a kindly woman, maybe sixty. Willowy, but with a soft, cheerful face that made me think of grandmothers. At least, that was the appearance magic gave her. I could see through that mask, and what I saw underneath unsettled me. She had an elongated snout, full of wickedly sharp and jagged teeth. Her eyes were still kindly, but nearly hidden by a thick, Neanderthalish brow and thickened cheeks.

Ratonreine, I thought. They were about as common as your garden variety goblin and orc, which is to say there’s probably one in a couple thousand. You know one, I’m sure.

She invited us into a cluttered mess of a house. We declined a cup of tea or coffee and settled onto a pair of mismatched armchairs and asked her questions about recent events in Brickford while she flitted about, rearranging everything or just pushing things around. The interview didn’t produce much. Yes, she had talked to Posey. Yes, she had some troubling dreams, but those were done now.

“I haven’t been dreaming at all the last two nights,” she said, offering us up a brilliant smile.

Judging from Dwayne’s expression, he didn’t buy it either. “But before that? A woman with a veiled face? Maybe dressed in red, or in a red room?”

Helen hummed a few bars of a song, blinked, and her smile reappeared. “Why, yes. My husband was there, and we had a very nice chat.” She bobbed in place, brimming with energy. “Ohhh, he passed though. Going on five years now.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. What was the dream conversation about, if you don’t mind me asking?” Dwayne said.

Her smile faded, and her eyes took on a distant look. “I don’t… remember.”

“And you’re sure you don’t know any sirens in the area?” I asked.

“No. There was one back ten years ago, Ginny Tidcomb. Tipsy. That’s what we called her. Not because she was a drunk,” Helen said. Then she thought about it and beamed wider. “Well… she did like a nice bottle of wine. But we called her Tipsy because she was so clumsy.”

“Is she still in the area?” I asked, not feeling much hope. Dwayne dug out his cell phone and started tapping away at it.

“No. No. I’m sorry. She passed. That was the summer of the nastiest stomach flu, and she was already ill.”

Dwayne passed me his phone. There was an obituary for a Ginny Tidcomb on the screen. Damn. “Any other sirens you can think of?” Dwayne asked.

She thought for minute, hands playing at the fringe of her coat. The woman seemed so nervous about something but I didn’t get the feeling she was lying to us. Like Dwayne, her memory was shot full of holes but there was nothing to work with there.

“No. Sorry,” Helen said.

Dwayne and I glanced at each other. I shrugged, and he rose to his feet. “Well, if you can think of anything, let us know. We’re staying at the Duvale.”

“Of course!” she said. She came to us, shook Dwayne’s hand, and gave me a long, ponderous look. “You’ve been staring. You can see me. The real me.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m sort of… psychic.”

That wasn’t true. My power came from magic, not psychic talent, but it was close enough to the truth without giving away that I was a PSI agent. But the thought vanished as her face changed, her human visage melting as her ratonreine face slid into place. And without hesitation, she snapped forward, biting at my face.

I stumbled backwards, my startlement saving myself from a bunch of sharpened teeth. She kept coming, gnashing the air between us, her thin long fingers raking at my chest. “It’s impolite to stare!” she shrieked.

Dwayne wrapped his arms around her from behind in a massive bear hug, essentially pinning her in place. She snapped at his shoulder, her teeth digging into his soft meat. He grunted in pain but didn’t let go.

As fast as the fit came on, it was over. Helen froze, her human visage sliding back into place. “Oh God. What did I do?” she said. “What happened? Did I bite you?”

“Are you done?” I snapped. “Jesus, what the hell was that?”

She shook from head to toe. “I don’t know. I… I… you were staring, and I… I got so mad…” She twisted to look at Dwayne’s shoulder and gasped. “Oh no. Oh no no no.”

“It’s okay,” he said. “It’s already healing.”

And it was. His button-down was ripped and bloody, but soft light emitted from the bite marks on his shoulder. He let her go cautiously, and rolled his shoulder. Helen collapsed into a chair, sobbing into her hands, and we left her there, both of us staring backwards at her door as we walked down the sidewalk.

“What the hell?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But now my memory loss is starting to worry me.”

“No shit.”

* * *

We took a quick drive to scope out the other hotels for PSI agents. As Dwayne thought, there didn’t seem to be a single one in town. Odd. We circled back to the Duvale so he could change his shirt. Our second interview, this time with a psychic man in his thirties or forties, was a bust. His memory problems weren’t as advanced and he didn’t snap at either of us the way the older woman did, but beyond some vagaries of the red room and the siren, he couldn’t tell us much. As for Posey, he met with her but he couldn’t help her.

Out in the Altima again, Dwayne was looking more and more frustrated. “Maybe I should drive,” I said.

He balled up his fist, and from it emitted a pale glow, almost perfectly circular. I tried not to tense, but that was angel light. Think the power of, oh, say, a tenth the sun’s energy in his fists. Even if he was more human than angel, if he used that on me, even as tough as I was, you wouldn’t find a trace of me. Not a single speck of ash, blood, none of it. Just a hole where the Altima and a third the block used to be and him standing in the middle of it.

“Dwayne,” I said cautiously.

He gritted his teeth, and the angel fire dimmed. Without a word, he stepped out of the car, and I swapped him spots. As I moved the seat way forward, he rubbed his face. “Gotta find her.”

“Who’s next?”

He took another bracing breath. “We’re closer to the county shop than we are Anita Howard’s, the next person we’re interviewing. So I think we go talk to Brad.”

“All right, let’s hit him up.”

* * *

The county shop was more like a very small industrial park, with several hangar-style buildings and a single-story office. A guy in overalls and work boots was just coming out of one of the buildings as we pulled into the lot. He ambled towards us, a beefy boy with a badly sunburned face. More important to me, he gave off a waft of supernatural energy. Not much, but he definitely had an aura.

“Know this guy?” I asked Dwayne.

“Nope.”

“He’s supernatural.” I saw another guy coming out of one of the hangars. “So’s he.”

“Whole shop might be.”

The first guy flashed a big toothy grin. The other guy tried to be subtle about thumbing a radio on his belt, but I caught the motion. For some reason, I thought of that ratonreine’s snapping teeth.

I stepped out, not pressing the suit jacket down and letting both guys see the holstered gun on my belt. The one closest to us dug out a can of snus, whacked it against his palm, and dug out a chunk.

“Help you guys?” he asked before shoving the wad home.

The other man watched us with unguarded interest, staying where he was. Keeping my eye on him, I said to the first guy, “We’re looking for Brad.”

“Jeez, you just missed him. Oh hey, you the private investigator he was talking to?” the guy said to Dwayne.

Dwayne gave him an easy smile. “Sure am. Dwayne.”

“Tim Jessop. Your girlfriend is missing, right?”

“Yeah. Haven’t seen her, have you? Name of Posey?”

“Nope. And I’d remember someone with a name that pretty.”

Dwayne dug out his phone and brought up a picture of her. He held it out. “You sure?”

Tim made a show of pulling the camera closer and looking. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw someone peek out a window in one of the buildings. A blond man, with thick glasses. That was all I had time to see before he stepped back out of view.

“Nope. Haven’t seen her. Sorry.”

“Know of any sirens in town?” I asked.

Tim was taken aback by that. “You, uh, you know I’m supernatural?”

“Got it coming off you in waves,” I said. “I’m an agent with the PSI.”

Dwayne and Tim both stared at me, Tim with a little slip of his smile. “PSI? In this town?”

“We got word of problems with a siren and people coming up missing, so here I am.”

“You mean the dreams everyone’s been having? Shit, I don’t know anything about that either.” Now he spoke faster, his eyes moving across the lot. From the office, another man appeared, as big and burly as Tim. He too had an aura.

“Not heard anything unusual, anything like that?” I asked.

Tim spat sideways. “Nope. I mean, no more than usual around Brickford, you know? But, uh, hey, I should really get back to it.”

“Well,” I said, stepping forward and holding out my hand. He shook, and I squeezed, hard. His smile vanished. “You tell Brad I’d like to talk to him. Sooner rather than later. Let me leave you my number or you can reach me at the Duvale.”

Dwayne’s eyes couldn’t have been any wider. I dug in the car for a hotel scratchpad I brought with me, and scribbled out my burner phone’s number. Tim took it without a word, and marched off towards the office. The two other guys made themselves scarce.

Dwayne and I got back into the car, and he said to me, “Okay. What the hell was that about?”

“Our boy Brad, does he have blond hair and glasses?”

“Aw shit, you saw him?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“So why tell them you’re… oh. Oh damn.” He chuckled. “You just painted one huge bullseye on your ass.”

I grinned. “Yeah, I did.”


Chapter 9

Anita Howard wasn’t home. Neither was her car in the driveway, despite having agreed to meet with us that morning.

“I talked to her last night,” Dwayne said. He looked as annoyed as me.

“Maybe she went out for something?”

“Maybe. She’s not flaky, though. Smart woman. The local librarian and a magician.”

“Well, I could use another cup of coffee. Let’s run and grab one somewhere and come back.”

We left her a note under her door we’d be back in fifteen, and grabbed a cup of coffee from a bakery downtown. As we drank, I took a look around at all the patrons. A few of them looked as hungover as Dwayne early that morning. We finished our coffee and drove back. Anita still wasn’t home.

“I don’t like this,” Dwayne said.

“Me either. I’m going to do a little breaking and entering. Keep the door open. That way anyone curious what we’re doing will see I’m not trying to sneak around.”

“Got it.”

I knew a little magic, just a few spells. I ran my finger across the doorjamb in the symbol of “open,” and spoke a few guttural words from a long-dead language. The lock clicked. I drew the pistol Calvin loaned me, and entered.

The house was neatly kept and exuded a comfortable warmth. Handmade throws draped over the back of the couch. Pictures of smiling people on the wall, along with a painting of a Corgi but I didn’t see any dog hairs or bowls set out so I assumed the dog passed on. A faint scent of weed intermingled with that of a citrusy candle.

In the kitchen, a couple dishes had been left in the sink. The pantry was open too, but nothing seemed amiss. I moved on to the bedrooms. A guest bedroom looked untouched for quite some time. As I moved to the master bedroom, I heard Dwayne outside talking to someone.

“Hey there. You haven’t seen Ms. Howard around today, have you?”

“No, not today,” a man’s voice said. It quavered with age. The talk faded to the background. I was too distracted by the bedroom to pick up much more than snippets.

The rest of the house was mostly clean, but the bed looked like a teenager rolled out of it. The fitted sheet had come undone, a blanket was on the floor, the comforter a massed twist. And the whole room stank of womanly sex. There wasn’t that faint semeny smell of a man, but someone had been doing some serious jilling in there. Anita, I figured. I stepped closer to the bed, not wanting to look too hard at what I was guessing was drying pussy juices on the fitted sheet. I knelt and looked under the bed. Nothing. Stood and searched the closets. Nothing there either. But this woman had clearly been suffering from the siren’s song.

“Ionas,” Dwayne called. It lacked any urgency, so I took a moment longer to take a peek through a dresser before I walked outside. Dwayne was standing next to a white-haired old man with a squint ingrained into his face. “Ionas, this is Dave Vannier. He lives across the street and he says his doorbell camera picks up Ms. Howard every time she leaves.”

“I’ve been meaning to adjust it, but now I’m glad I haven’t,” Mr. Vannier said. He held out his hand and I shook it. He had a firm grip and was ropy with muscle, despite his old age. I didn’t get the hint he was supernatural. “You want to come on over, won’t take me but five minutes to get the videos of last night.”

“Thanks, that’d be handy.”

I locked up Anita Howard’s house again and we followed Mr. Vannier across the street. “You one of them too?” he asked me over his shoulder.

“I take it you don’t mean a librarian?”

He chuckled. “Nah, one of the boogeymen.”

“I suppose you could call me that, yeah.”

“Oh, let’s see, don’t tell me… a werewolf.”

“Not even close.”

“Damn.”

Dwayne jumped in. “You haven’t been having any strange dreams lately, have you?”

Mr. Vannier frowned. “No, can’t say as I have. Why?”

“We think the disappearances in town are related to some dreams the supernatural have been having.”

“Hm. That might explain a few things. First off, I’m human. I only know about them because I work at the pharmacy.” He amended that as we headed up a sidewalk to a nice bungalow-style home. “Well, okay, I work the tills at a pharmacy, but the pharmacist is my daughter. You didn’t hear any of this from me, HIPAA laws and all.”

“Sure,” Dwayne said, and I nodded.

“Well, lots of folks have been coming in for sleeping pills. Hospital’s been giving out prescriptions like nothing I’ve ever seen. But if what you’re saying is true, I don’t think it’s helping much. A few of those customers have come up missing.” He opened his front door and led the way in. The place smelled of cigarette and more weed smoke. Idly I wondered if he and the librarian ever smoked together, and tried not to smile. We went through a sparse living room and up a flight of stairs to what had once been the master bedroom and was now converted into an office, complete with a min-fridge like a college dorm room.

“Hey, if you work in the pharmacy, do you know anyone at the hospital who might be willing to keep the front doors open a while longer for another supernatural friend? She needs to be seen at night,” Dwayne said.

Dave didn’t even look fazed by the question. Weird town. “Oh sure, yeah, plenty of things around here need to come in after dark. Let me get the computer going and I’ll make a call.”

“Thanks,” I said. “You’d be doing me the biggest favor in the world.”

“Ah, well, buy me a six pack and we’ll call it even.”

“Done.”

Dave started up his computer, typed in a password, and navigated through to a security app. He typed in another password, and soon brought up a folder of videos. The clips were short, created whenever someone crossed by the camera’s path. He started clicking through them with one hand as he dug out his phone and went through his contact list. Finally he brought the phone to his ear.

He spoke to someone at the hospital named Thandie, who said sure, we could come on in any time after dark, and if the clinic was locked up, there was a number to call. A doc could see us any time. A weight fell from my shoulders and I squeezed Mr. Vannier’s shoulder. A six-pack? Shit, I’d buy him a whole case. A flat. A truck’s worth.

About five minutes later, Dave found the right file. He started the search in reverse, going through that morning’s videos rapidly until we were looking at the early hours of the morning. At just after three in the morning, we found what we were looking for. 

“That’s her,” he said, blowing up the video to a full screen. We watched as a green Subaru Outback pulled out of Anita’s garage and reversed onto the street. When she drove out of sight, the clip ended. Mr. Vannier said slowly, “Where would she go at three in the morning?”

“I don’t know,” Dwayne said, looking at me.

I shook my head too, but I had a sinking feeling wherever she went was also wherever the rest of the vanished had gone to – to be with the siren.

* * *

Anita Howard needed to be reported missing and that meant talking to the local cops. The newspaper office was on the way, and I stopped there to get copies of everything they had on the disappearances. The receptionist looked like she didn’t get much sleep the night before, and tried to give me my five bucks back instead of the proper change.

I read the articles out loud as Dwayne drove to the police station, though Dwayne corrected me on that and told me it was the sheriff’s office, because we were so far in the sticks they didn’t have both. It looked like a fortress, all brick and stone without many windows.

“Real cheery place,” I said.

“The kinds of things they keep there sometimes, it has to be.”

He had a point.

A stark stub of a lobby led to a heavy-duty door covered pretty blatantly in runic figures. Immediately I felt a calming force, like the world’s best weed being blown into my face but without the smell. I could see the reaction in Dwayne’s face too, his smile back in place though maybe not touching his eyes quite so much as it had the night before.

A tall blonde with ruby-red lipstick greeted us from behind a bulletproof window, also warded, though more discreetly than the door.

“Who’s your friend, Dwayne?” she asked in a distinct New Jersey accent.

Dwayne clapped me on the back. “Ian Grumhold. An investigator friend. He’s helping me cover more ground.”

“Still no luck?”

“No.”

“Don’t think the sheriff’s had much either. Things are getting crazy.” She picked up a phone and pushed a few buttons. “Hey, Gary, Dwayne’s here with another investigator. Uh huh. Okay, I’ll tell him.” She hung up. “Gary will be right out.”

Five minutes later, the door between the lobby and the rest of the building opened and a tubby man in a badly fitting uniform emerged. “Come on back,” he said.

Sheriff Gary was a slovenly man, though I didn’t know if that was a natural thing or a result of the general sleeplessness around town. His shirt and pants were wrinkled and his curly brown hair unkempt. Something, coffee maybe, darkened a splotch of his shirt and he wiped at it absently.

We were led down a short hall and past an open door that looked in a few deputies behind desks and standing at a coffee station. The one pouring himself a cup of coffee was humming. “Quiet day?” I asked Sheriff Gary.

“Where you from?”

“Boston.” Close enough to the truth.

“Yeah. Quiet day, probably compared to what you must see. Brickford isn’t exactly full of gangbangers and tweakers.”

I had the feeling that was a dig, but I ignored it. We walked past a stairwell with a plaque on its door labeled CELLS , a storage room, and a conference room before we made it to the sheriff’s office, a broad, comfortable space with a big window overlooking a city park beyond. The sheriff gestured at a pair of far comfier armchairs than I’d ever seen in the office of any lawman, and we took them while he settled into an office chair, the leather pooting under his weight.

“Your taxpayers seem generous,” I said. Dwayne’s lips might have quirked upward for a flash of a moment but the sheriff’s clearly did not.

“Hmm. Who did you say you were again?”

“Ian,” I said, forgetting the last name Dwayne provided me. By that point, I had gone through a half dozen different names in that town and keeping that all straight was too exhausting to bother with.

He waited, then sucked his teeth. “Okay, Ian from Boston. Got some ID?”

“Left it in my other private eye pants,” I said.

Dwayne jumped in. “Add Anita Howard to your list of missing people.”

That got his attention away from me. We filled Sheriff Gary in on the visit to Ms. Howard’s house and the consequent walk across the street to Dave Vannier’s place. When we finished, he leaned back, swore under his breath, and called in a deputy. Much more succinctly than us, Gary explained the situation, and the deputy left to corroborate our story with Mr. Vannier and contact Anita Howard’s family, friends, and coworkers.

“Spread too thin,” Sheriff Gary said when the deputy left. He rubbed his doughy chin.

“Have you found anything out?” Dwayne asked.

“Just more missing. Yours will make four today.”

“The missing cars,” I said. “Have there been any sightings?”

“No,” the sheriff said. “We got folks from Denver all the way to Wichita looking. So far, nothing.”

“No one’s used a credit card for gas or-?”

Sheriff Gary leaned forward, an angry glint to his eyes. “I want you to imagine something, Ian, or whatever your real name is. Imagine, oh, that I’m real good at my job. Good enough to have been elected by a landslide for twenty years running.”

“Imagine that you’re not the only one pretty good at his job,” I said, a not quite feral grin sliding into place. Oh yeah. I wanted to punch this fuckwit’s brains out of the back of his skull. “Got any sirens in the area?”

“Think I’m not looking into that too?” He sucked his teeth again. “That all?” he finally asked Dwayne.

“Yeah. I guess it is.”

He didn’t escort us out. We walked by the bullpen again, and that same deputy was still humming. I jerked to a stop, listening. Dwayne turned, looking at me with some confusion. I stared into the deputies’ office, watching the man stare at his computer blankly.

The song he was singing was the exact same one the ratonreine Helen, our first interviewee of the day, had been humming that morning.


Chapter 10

We sat across from each other in Dwayne’s room, me with a cup of coffee in hand and a notepad with all the day’s revelations on it. It felt strange, actually playing cop and doing things like “taking notes” and “not kicking someone’s teeth in for answers,” but given the memory loss Dwayne, Helen, and others had mentioned, I wasn’t about to take chances. Every detail both of us could remember went in there until finally I was satisfied.

“I’m certain of two things right now,” I said, “but I want your opinion too.”

“The road crew guys are part of this,” he said.

I nodded. “I’m going to go out there tonight and stir up some shit once I’ve seen Eliana off to the hospital. You should stay clear.”

“Why?”

“Because I think our boy the good sheriff is hiding some things too. If I get popped, you need to get Eliana clear, then call Calvin and tell him to ring the alarm. The PSI needs to come in force.”

“What do you think he’s hiding?” Dwayne asked.

“I don’t know. But I know for certain that deputy was under the siren’s spell. Same as Helen.”

“You think the sheriff is too?”

“Yeah. Or he’s tilting that way.”

He nodded. “That’s about what I was thinking too, but I had another idea. When you asked about the siren, he shut down and got us out of there in a hurry.”

“You think he knows who it is?”

“I think it might not be the worst idea if we swap cars tonight and I see if he goes anywhere.”

I whistled low. “That’s not a bad idea. When I’m finished with the county shop, we could meet up.”

“Good plan. I stake someone out alone, I tend to eat my boredom. With Posey along, I’m usually too embarrassed.”

I chuckled and stood up. “I’ll bring gum and milk.”

“Ugh.”

“Be careful. I can’t see the road crew coming after you, but have that angel fire on standby.”

He raised a hand, and that globe of warmth flickered to life. Just as fast, it was gone again. He looked towards the window. “She’s still alive. I can feel that. But something’s changing about her signal.”

“What?”

“I don’t know. But I think time’s running out for her and these people.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I left him there and headed up to my hotel room. Eliana was still asleep. I dropped my notepad on the desk and came to her. It wasn’t my intent to wake her up, but in the dark of the room, golden eyes gleamed, and a hand reached for me.

I took her fingers in mine and brought her hand to my lips. “Did you dream last night?” I asked.

“You mean, did I dream of this woman in red?”

“Yeah.”

“No. It was a dream of Frederic and it was not kind.” She sat up straighter, the blankets coming down across her bare breasts. “But you did, didn’t you?”

“Yeah. She pulled me into a foursome.”

Eliana grinned. “Oooh. Details.”

I told her about my nocturnal hookup with Moira and Rachel, the women from the gym. The story excited Eliana, and she made no attempt to hide her hand’s motions under the sheets. I worked my jeans off by the time I got to the point where the siren made me come, and Eliana rolled onto her knees between my legs to take my cock in her mouth. How was it she could be a thousand years old and still love sex as much as she did? Was it part of the vampire virus? If it was, I sure as hell hoped that part of her wasn’t cured too.

Within minutes, she had me gritting my teeth and rocking my hips up to meet her plunging mouth. She was an absolute artist with her tongue, flicking it, dragging it, batting my tip with it. I took Eliana’s hair in my hands. She moaned as I rocked my cock back and forth inside her mouth, my need building quickly. Every inch of me, she took, never gagging, never needing a break. She could handle whatever I threw at her, and thankfully, I could do the same for her.

But I had another need in me. I had to have that hot and needy pussy on my lips right the fuck then and there. “I’m going to get on the bed. I want you riding my face and sucking me off.”

She pulled off me and I dropped onto the blankets. She hurried onto me, her pussy so very wet for me already. I wrapped my hands around her hips and gripped her ass to pull her down on top of me. She moaned and rocked, forgetting my cock for the moment as I ran my tongue through her depths, savoring every drop of her I could get. Finally though she dipped again, gripping my slick cock with both hands and aiming me up for her mouth’s pleasuring.

For a while, I allowed myself to sink into the lust. There were no thoughts as to the hospital or her blood transfusion. There was no thinking about the case. There was just my lover and her tongue, her mouth, her throat. Her pussy and her ass, too, and these I could not get enough of, keeping her tight against me even when she cried out with the first of her orgasms. Our pace quickened, our need bubbling out of us in incoherent moans and grunts.

She whipped up, riding me with her hands still on my cock, jacking me as she bounced up and down on my face, chanting my name. “Oh, Ionas, Ionas, mmm hmm, Ionas, f-fuck…”

I gripped her thighs and devoured her. She came with a breathless cry, and moved yet again, twisting around and mounting my dick. Her hands went to mine and pinned them on the bed, a show of her power I fucking loved. Her hips slammed into mine, her face twisting into her feral gaze, her teeth bared as she hissed her pleasure.

I couldn’t hang on, not with that gorgeous woman on top of me, both of us gleefully taking. But my come filling her didn’t mean I was done yet. I could go, and go, and go, and I did, twisting her onto her back, willing myself to stay hard. It didn’t take her long before she was arching her back, nails clawing at my back.

“Ohhh, Ionas!”

Like that, reality crashed into me, and I pulled out of her, watching with absent pleasure as she reached down to cup her sex and the cream spilling out of her. She brought it to her lips to suck it down, but stopped just shy.

“It will be all right,” she said.

I leaned down, pressed my lips to her forehead, and prayed to whatever was out there and listening to let her words be right.

* * *

Eliana did not plan on being idle in the hospital. With Dwayne’s blessing, she brought Posey’s laptop and phone with her to do some more intensive searches of both. She also wanted to see the notes I’d taken of the day’s investigation, so I stuffed that in her bag too. Dwayne walked with us out to the parking lot and wished Eliana well. We split from him there, and headed for the hospital.

“I like him, though he is not as good at lying to me as you are,” Eliana said.

“What do you mean?” I asked. I had not brought up my plan to investigate the county shop, sure I knew what her response would be.

“You both shared a lot of dark looks. You found something out today, and I’m guessing you’re planning on doing something dangerous.”

“I don’t know about dangerous, but stupid is my middle name.”

She eyed me. “You are not wrong, agent. Tell me what happened.”

I gave her a condensed version of the interviews, including the strangeness with Helen, the caginess of the road crew, and the sheriff’s veiled hostility. By that point, we had arrived at the hospital, a beautiful L-shaped building nested among what I was fairly sure were honest-to-God olive trees and ones I hadn’t seen the likes of since I left Japan, willowy things that should not have thrived in Colorado and yet here they were, on the cusp of flowering.

Finally, I came to the plan, which was pretty simple. I would break into the city shop while Dwayne trailed the sheriff in the Kona.

“You do not know what these men are,” Eliana said.

“I know. It’s dangerous, but these aren’t Frederic’s people.”

“There are things in this world far more powerful than even he was.”

“Do you honestly think this siren is one of them?”

She thought about that. “No,” she said finally. “But things like Dwayne might be. And if she is calling him to her, you need to be even more careful. I should come with you tonight.”

“No,” I said.

Her eyes flashed gold and black. “If you think you can control me, let’s play a game of who can stop who, Ionas, and we’ll see how well you do.”

“It’s not about control,” I said, and there must have been something in my voice because quick as it came on, the gold vanished. “Do you think I didn’t hear you trying not to cough in the shower?”

Eliana held my gaze. “I…”

“All day today, I’ve had my mind on you. Never since my parents died have I had anyone in my life I cared about the way I care about you.” Her lips parted. “Give me what time I can have with you. Let me have that much. Stay here. Take the transfusion, if they’ll do it, and rest. Please. I will get out of this SUV and get on my knees to beg you, if that’s what it takes.” I took her chin in my hand and leaned across the console to kiss her gently. She returned it, her own hand rising to stroke the side of my head.

“If there is something you cannot handle, you won’t hesitate to tell me. That’s my end of the bargain.”

“You’ll do it?”

“Yes, my love,” she said softly. “I will be good. I will stay here.”

I mouthed those words – my love – and she kissed me again, more fervently this time. I hated that even underneath the faint taste of her expensive toothpaste and the blend of essential oils and water she used for a mouthwash, I could still taste the residual blood of her failing lungs.

We left everything in the SUV for the moment, except a paperback she started on the road. As we were told, the doors to the clinic were locked at that hour. An emergency number was listed on a placard, but as I was tapping the number into my phone, a woman with frizzy black hair and in scrubs stopped and let us in. A nametag read THANDIE, the name of Mr. Vannier’s friend there at the hospital.

We introduced ourselves, and she talked some about Mr. Vannier as we were led through a lobby down a short corridor to a waiting room. She wasn’t going to be our nurse, but told us it was a pretty slow night and it shouldn’t take long. She was right. Once Eliana checked in with the receptionist, what would have been a two or three hour wait in a bigger city only took about twenty minutes.

Another woman came out in cartoon print scrubs. Everything about her spoke of exhaustion, from the dark bags under her eyes to her blotchy skin. There was no bigger sign though than her mismatched socks. She called Eliana’s fake name, and we both went back into a clinic waiting room, Eliana resting on the bed, me on a plastic chair, trying to stay calm.

Eliana went through a detached retelling of her experience as a vampire, keeping strictly to the facts as pertained to our visit. She fudged some things – she said she was three hundred years old instead of her thousand plus years, and that she was originally from France, but had studied abroad in England. The nurse knew a smattering of French phrases, and Eliana tried to converse with her before the woman gave up, chuckling.

When asked why she needed to come in, Eliana said, “I need to speak about that with one of your doctors, preferably a healer or someone supernatural.”

The nurse looked mildly interested at that, but must have seen a lot of mysterious cases because she didn’t argue. She left us, and another twenty minutes later, a man in gray slacks and a checked shirt walked in. Power wafted off him.

He introduced himself as Dr. Rylance, a psychic healer and doctor. Eliana asked me for the laptop bag before she started in on her story. “What I have to tell you is potentially world-changing,” she said softly. “I need you to know that if you decide to help me, there is a very real risk of reprisal from some of the world’s most powerful vampires.”

“That’s very melodramatic,” he said, smiling as though she were joking. Ten minutes later, staring at Dr. Kittridge Thomas’s lengthy documentation on the potential cure for vampirism, he wasn’t smiling anymore. He left the clinic room to make a phone call, and this time, he came right back in.

“I’m calling in another doctor to take care of my other patients,” he said. “And then I want you to tell me everything, including who you really are.” I started to protest at that, but he raised a hand. “I will not turn you in, and I won’t spread the details of your story. But if I sense any bull from either of you, I’m taking a walk on this and you can talk to the daytime docs. I’m going to go tend to some other people. I will be back periodically to check on you, and when my colleague is here, then we’ll settle in.”

It was as good as we could hope for. While Eliana rested back on the bed and read, I went for a cup of coffee from the cafeteria before it shut down for the night. On the walk, from one of the long-term care rooms, I heard at least two people humming the same song as the deputy and Helen. That made me shiver, and I hurried on.

The wait was slow, but uneventful. Eventually Dr. Rylance poked his head in and told us to follow him. We did, heading for his office, a small nook loaded with New Bainbridge Gargoyles sports paraphernalia. All of us took a seat, and Eliana sent Kittridge’s files to his email. He pulled them up as she told him all about herself, the real story this time.

He was a silent listener, his tells coming only from the sharp glint to his eyes or the press of his lips. He asked no questions, not a single one, until Eliana was done with the retelling. Those were simple clarifications on Kittridge’s education and history, which he looked up in the notes. There was no official documentation for mages, no diplomas or badges, so Dr. Rylance spent some time scanning the documents for Kittridge’s less public credentials, nodding to himself.

Finally, he sat back and studied Eliana, then me. “Well, now I’m glad I’m the only one you told. An agent here in Brickford… that wouldn’t go over well.”

“Yeah, it’d be useful if you could keep that to yourself,” I said.

“I’ll do my best.” He thought for another moment. “Okay. Here’s where I’m at. I want to keep you here for observation. If these coughing fits continue, I want to be able to rush some blood into you as soon as possible. But before I commit to a transfusion, I want time to look at Dr. Thomas’s research. Given the amount of paperwork here, that’s going to take a while.”

“How long?” I asked, impatient but trying to hold it back.

“A week. Two, maybe. You’ve heard about the disappearances?” We said yes. “That’s left us short-staffed. One of the missing is a magical healer, so I’m picking up her shifts.”

“Ionas is looking into that,” Eliana said. “He will find her and stop this.”

“The sooner the better, I hope,” Dr. Rylance said.

“You know of any sirens in the area?” I asked.

He was silent for a long moment, and I had my answer. “If I said yes, would you believe and trust me that they aren’t the type to do something like this?”

“I think someone very powerful is pulling a lot of people’s strings. I’m not saying she’s controlling you. But if you’re protecting someone who could at least help point me in the right direction, then I can’t do my job.”

“Your ‘job’ tends to end in a lot of my people’s deaths,” Dr. Rylance said. His words were calm, not hostile.

“You’re not wrong,” I admitted. “But can’t you feel the time running out for these people?”

“That is exactly why I’m worried about too rash a decision to hunt down someone who may not be responsible for this. In any case, if the PSI comes with a warrant, I’ll oblige. But until then, no, I won’t give you her name.”

I gave up. In his shoes, I’d have done the said thing, and probably with a lot more anger. He called in the nurse, explained that Eliana – under her fake name – was undergoing an extremely rare form of vampiric pneumonia, and needed to be checked into a room for observation. The nurse looked puzzled at that but didn’t argue. Her one comment was, “How do we monitor the lungs of someone who barely breathes?” She had a point.

We were escorted to an empty single room. When the nurse left, Eliana stripped down and picked up a hospital gown with as much disgust as I’d ever seen on her face. But when she looked at me, her complaint died on her lips and she eased into the gown, turning so I could tie the knot for her.

“Hey. Look on the bright side,” I said, sliding a hand into the gap of the fabric to squeeze her ass. “Easy access.”

She turned her head and pursed her lips for a kiss. I obliged, and she leaned back against me. “Remember when you sleep who it is you’re coming back to.”

“Not even my dream women could compare,” I said, and squeezed her ass again before I pulled my hand free and roped my arms around her. We stayed like that until the nurse knocked and came back in. Eliana got up onto the bed while the nurse explained that she would be applying a witching compress to Eliana’s chest, which would help ease her breathing. With some simple runes on the bandages, it would alert the nurses when she was having a coughing fit.

I brought in Eliana’s bags and spent some time drawing runes of my own with a marker onto several surfaces throughout the room, hiding them in places housekeepers and nurses weren’t likely to find in case anyone came in with the intent of hurting Eliana while she slept. She watched me, amused, but saying nothing as I drew figures for peace and wards for some of the biggest bads. I kicked myself for not knowing this aspect of my job as much as I should – I was pretty terrible with magic in general – and thought about leaving her with the gun that Calvin gave me, but like Eliana said, she was weapon enough.

“If something comes through that door more powerful than I am, a gun won’t matter,” she said. And while the words didn’t exactly make me feel better, I knew she was right. She curled a finger at me and I came to her to kiss her forehead. She gave a soft, pleased sound but pushed me away. “You are stalling. And I think you know more than you’re letting on about what you expect to find tonight. I know you are eager to get to it.”

“I’m not eager to leave you alone.”

“I know. It’s very cute.”

I brought her the laptop and left her be. When I walked by the next room, the patient was humming that damn song.


Chapter 11

Since the sheriff might know to look for the Altima, Dwayne and I swapped vehicles. Before he closed the door on the Kona, he said to me, “Might be a stupid reminder, given you are who you are, but don’t forget to set your phone on mute.”

I ticked a finger at him. “Shit. Good call. Almost like you do this for a living too.”

He chuckled. “Good luck. If you need me, I’m five minutes out.”

Before I hit the county crew’s buildings, I stopped at the hotel to change into the same outfit I wore to sneak up on Calvin’s place. The point wasn’t really to be stealthy. I wanted to rattle some cages and get something going. Detective work was never my strong suit. Punching shit and fucking, those were my talents. I’d been doing plenty of the latter. It was time for some of the former.

But it all had to look good. I had to sell the idea I knew what the hell I was doing to make myself seem like a credible threat instead of some former agent with his ass hanging out in the wind.

I stopped at the hotel’s tiny convenience store-like nook. The front desk clerk, Elton, came in with a yawn to help me with my purchase of a bottle of strawberry milk and peppered jerky. He eyed the milk, and I shrugged. “Got a sweet tooth.”

“You and that Wayne find out anything more about his friend?”

“We’re working a few things,” I said, and swiped my card. I thought that sounded like something a cool-headed private eye would say. If it impressed him, Elton didn’t show it.

I had the gun Calvin gave me and my obsidian knife. Whatever the road crew was, they probably weren’t going to be as susceptible to the blade as a vampire would be, but hey, it could cut the hell out of them if it came to that.

At that hour, the shop was devoid of life, but far from darkened. All the entrances to the buildings were well lit, with video cameras fixed at angles covering the entrances. I counted two more at the top of two of the buildings, fixed on the gates leading into the compound. I was no ninja. I wasn’t going to get in without being seen.

Perfect.

I cruised the place three times, deliberately slowing, making a show of it. Tiring of sending up the “I’m here, bad guys, come find me” signal, I finally parked the Altima on a side road, nestled up against a thick tangle of brush and undergrowth to the massive pines around me. After weeks without action, I was finally back in my element, acting like a damned idiot.

The fence, with its barbed wire and discreet wards etched into its poles, might have been intimidating to, say, a fourteen-year-old, but I wasn’t exactly that. I got an unnecessary running start, jumped, and cleared the fence, coming down in an easy roll. Without pause I sprinted for one of the big garages.

A peek through the window didn’t reveal much except the darkened shapes of heavy machinery. A snow plow, I realized. Nothing out of the ordinary there. The second building was much the same. Big trucks, nothing you wouldn’t expect.

The third, though, made me stop and stare. Eliana had been right. I expected to find this here, but it still sent a shiver of pleasure at being right up my spine. Cars and SUVs were parked inside, sandwiched together. There, near the front, was a green Subaru Outback. Anita Howard’s car, unless there was one hell of a coincidence. I looked around. Still no one coming. The office, then.

I sprinted for it, feeling some unused mechanism in the back of my mind start to life. Was this how a real detective felt? Maybe.

I ran a finger over the office’s doorknob and cast my opening spell. It clicked, and I did the same for its deadbolt. I ran my flashlight over a small lobby and headed for the back offices. A conference room, a break room, a bathroom, there, an actual office. This door was warded all to hell, and I couldn’t pop it with my usual spell. Maybe my foot would do the trick. I reared back and kicked it with enough force to break the door free of its hinges, knocking it against the wall before it dropped like a body. I walked in and flicked on the overhead light. No point in being subtle anymore.

The office was ordinary in every way except for the words written on the wall in looping sprawls, first in marker, then in pen. Lyrics to a song, lyrics I knew and had been hearing people humming off and on all day.

“What the fuck?” I whispered to myself.

Something in the air changed, a slight vibration I felt more than heard at first. An engine. They were coming. I hurried to a cramped desk and snatched up some loose papers and a notepad. The papers were purchase orders, receipts, and emails, nothing out of the ordinary. But the notepad made my stomach lurch. Dave Vannier’s name was written first nicely, then in a more angled sprawl, and finally in huge angry capital letters over and over again.

DAVE VANNIER DAVE VANNIER DAVE VANNIER

Voices. I shot for the door, my phone already in hand. I called Dwayne, and he picked up on the first ring. “What’s up?”

“Get to Dave Vannier’s. Right now. The siren knows about him and I think she sent her people after him.”

“Holy shit.”

“Yeah. I gotta go. They’re here.”

“You need-?”

But I was already hanging up. I barreled outside to two pickup trucks angled to block the entrance to the county shop. Tim, the big guy I spoke to earlier, Brad, our interviewee who hid so poorly, and a third guy I didn’t know, thin but who gave me the impression he might have some muscles anyways, all walked towards me in a loose group.

“Did you fucks kill them or just kidnap them for her?” I snarled.

They didn’t answer. Instead, they took me in with feral grins, and their bodies started to ripple.

Shifters are different than werewolves or other were-creatures. Werewolves aren’t in control. Their affliction is a curse, their change inevitable and uncontrollable every full moon. They are terrifying beyond belief, turning into mindless, powerful things that could hit a city bus at full speed and knock it over. If I was fighting three werewolves, I’d walk back into that office to start the coffee pot so they had something to wash down my most savory bits.

These weren’t werewolves. They were shifters, far less powerful, but far more in control. Depending on the creature they can shift into, they can be cute and cuddly or vicious beasts. These guys were definitely of the vicious beast caliber, their snouts elongating, their teeth and nails sharpening, fur starting to break out on their skin. Tim’s was dark and thin, almost spiky. Brad’s was blond. And yes, I mean blond, and not golden. These things weren’t dogs. They were still partly human in their anatomy, and you could see bits of that in every feature. The hairless faces. The fingers instead of paws. Their shirts and jeans stretched against their bulging skin and might have ripped, except…

Well, except the fact that I was pissed, and I wasn’t some civilian about to be cowed by these assholes. Maybe they were the toughest things on the block. But I wasn’t their usual victims, and there was one rule ingrained into me from the start of my training. When you’re dealing with a pack of any supernatural creatures, you only need one left alive to talk.

I drew and fired before they could finish their transformation. The bullets were as dangerous and effective as Calvin told me they would be. Two shots, tap tap, and Tim was down, screaming in inhuman agony as he clutched his guts. Just as fast I aimed and fired at the no-name thug, hitting him high in the hip and once in the gut. He dropped on his ass, howling too. Brad fared better, leaping at me in mid-transformation, and credit to him, he was fast enough to crash into me and knock the gun out of my hand. His snout wasn’t quite formed yet but he bit at the air between us anyways, teeth clacking together like dice in a cup.

I got my knees up and shoved hard enough to knock him off me. We came up at the same time, my knife in hand now, his claws lengthening and ripping at the air. Tim tried to scramble for my gun. I feinted like I was going for it. Brad snapped that way, but I jumped right on top of Tim, stomping onto his back, landing awkwardly and rolling as he howled his agony. Must have hit something good and meaty there because he curled up, clutching his wounds.

Brad came up with the gun but I was right there, flinging myself at him much the same way as he had me. We went down in a heap of limbs and I landed good and hard on his knee for the effort. The gun was still in his hand. I grabbed his wrist and squeezed with everything I had, crushing the bones and making him howl like the others. His twitching fingers came free and I grabbed it from him as the mystery man crawled towards us.

“Don’t,” I said, but he kept coming, a glint of madness in his eyes.

“Eat you up eat you up eat you up she’s singing,” he whined. I didn’t hesitate any longer, and put one through his forehead.

That elicited a pair of howls from Tim and Brad. “Shut up!” I shouted. Brad did, but Tim rolled on the ground back and forth, digging at his own face with his claws and tearing into the skin.

“Ms. Ada!” he screamed. “Ms. Ada! I’m sorry, Ms. Ada!” Just like that, he ripped at his own throat, tearing it open and bleeding out in seconds.

“Jesus Christ,” I said, horrified. But I still had one left, and before Brad could rake at his own face and throat like his friend was doing, I pinned his hands to his chest, making him cry out with the agony of his broken wrist. “Who is she? Who’s Ms. Ada?”

“No, no no no,” Brad moaned. “My brothers, you fuck…”

“Talk to me, Bradley, or they’re going to have company.”

He tried to free himself, but I had him pinned. He stilled, his eyes going distant and glassy. “We killed them for her,” he said. “The bodies are in the woods. A road the world forget.” He focused on me. “Kill me, agent. Because what she’ll do to me…”

His voice fell off, and he started to hum. I shouted, “Hey. Hey! Where is she? Where do I find her?” That wasn’t working. “The sheriff. Is he in on this? Goddamn it, talk to me!”

Brad’s humming faded and he closed his eyes. His tongue, now fully transformed, lolled out of his mouth. Before I could react, he bit down, severing his tongue right in front of me. The pink meat fell to the concrete and he spat out a spray of blood. It gushed out of his mouth and trickled to the ground as I jolted backwards.

“What the fuck?” I asked, aware all too late he had my knife in hand. He plunged it right into his own stomach, in and out a half-dozen times before I could get my brain to work and I dropped onto him, pulling it away. He stared up at me, gurgling, coughing, dying.

I shrugged off my coat and started to rip at the fabric of my shirt to make bandages, but more lights were coming. I looked in their direction. Two more vehicles. Fuck. I didn’t have it in me to fight more of these things, so I staggered to my feet, collected the gun, and ran for it.

* * *

I reached the Altima before the newcomers reached the compound, and I was racing down the dirt side road by the time they must have seen their fallen friends. There wasn’t much in the immediate vicinity of the county shop, but there were some outlying residential homes close enough that I reached them before the chase could truly begin in earnest. God bless fast food drive-throughs, because they make the perfect cover for a car chase. No one expects you to stop for a third-pounder and hide right there. I pulled in behind an Xterra, got stuck in line, and tried not to hammer on the horn with impatience as the people ahead of me ordered half the damn menu.

Dwayne called me as I was just leaving the parking lot. “You okay?” he nearly shouted at me.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m okay. The other guys… not really. What happened? Is Mr. Vannier okay?”

“You’d better get here,” he said. “It’s bad. They… they… I’m going to be sick.”

I hit the steering wheel and growled, “Shit.” I didn’t think Vannier would have been in any danger talking to us. I guess I was wrong.

The next few minutes aren’t something I’m going to relive on paper. Dwayne waited outside the house. He really had been sick, and was gargling from a bottle of water when I pulled up. I walked in, saw what little remained of Dave Vannier, and closed my eyes. It had been so easy for me to beat those assholes, but not him. Teeth and claws tore him apart, like wolves on a jackrabbit. If I hit the road crew earlier, he might be alive, but doubt was a dangerous game to play.

I stepped back out into the night. Dwayne shook his head. “I’ve seen a lot of stuff,” he said, his voice soft and hoarse. “But that is… that’s… he was alive, man. He was alive and we were there and… oh shit.”

“You can’t do that,” I said. “We’re doing the best we can and we touched someone’s nerves. This is not your fault and it’s not mine.” I waited for a response, then louder, “Hey. Talk to me, because I’m a little fucked up too. I just killed one of them and I watched two more kill themselves.”

That broke him out of his trance. “The road crew? Jesus.”

“The stolen cars are there, at least some of them,” I said. I told him the rest of it, fiddling with my phone. I knew we had to call this in but I still had no idea if the sheriff was on our side or already corrupted.

Dwayne listened until I fell silent. His mouth worked, and finally he said, “Is it like this for you? This kind of violence?”

“Yeah. I guess,” I said, and leaned against the Kona next to him. “I mean, the PSI, it’s not an easy job.”

“I thought so much about applying,” he said. “Posey’s been encouraging me. But this… I don’t think I could ever get used to this.”

“You never do.”

“You seem to be doing just fine.” His words were as close to angry as I’d seen Dwayne get.

I laid a hand on his big shoulder and called the murder into the sheriff’s office. Ten minutes later came the lights and sirens.


Chapter 12

Dwayne and I wound up back at the sheriff’s office, this time in the conference room with my favorite person in the whole universe, Gary. He somehow looked even more slovenly than that afternoon. His belt looked like maybe he could have tightened it a few more notches and his eyes had a certain scaliness to them.

When I finished with my part at the county shop, he leaned towards me and said, “Whoever the hell you are, if a word of that is true, I should lock you up.”

“You don’t want to do that,” I said.

“You threatening me?” He seemed pleased at the idea,

“Not personally, no. But if you fingerprint me, it’ll have to be run through a system. The PSI will pick that up and they will want to talk to me, but to do that, they’d have to bring a whole lot of people. Do you get me?”

“You’re wanted by them?”

“For a few things. Don’t worry. I’m going to turn myself over to them as soon as we’ve found these missing people and our siren. And I’ll do it away from Brickford, but if you call me in, they are going to come loud, and they are going to come in force. And that is not something your constituents are going to like.”

He leaned back, rubbing his thick lips. “Not much of a chance of a reelection anyways,” he muttered. It drew a bark of a laugh out of Dwayne, who looked as surprised at the sound as the sheriff. “God, I’m tired. Run it by me again. Slowly.”

I did, carefully avoiding any mention of Ms. Ada. I still wasn’t sure how far off the deep end the sheriff was, and for the moment, the only two people I trusted in that town were Eliana and Dwayne. My Nephilim partner stayed quiet about the name too, as I asked him.

A deputy poked his head in and asked for Gary. By that point, it was nearly three in the morning and we were all grainy with a need for sleep. If I had one more cup of coffee, you could strap a shuttle to my ass and ride me out of the stratosphere.

Gary came back in. “They just finished up out there. No bodies, but a lot of blood, and they found the cars. So that’s something.”

“You know who the other road crew guys are?”

“Yup. I am pretty good at my job, believe it or not. We’ve got BOLOs out for them.”

I had zero doubt they were going to be among the next batch of missing people, but that didn’t need to be said. “Are we done?”

He opened the door for us and gestured at the hallway. “Yeah, we’re done. Unless you want to tell me what it is you’ve been lying about all night.”

“Nice try,” Dwayne said, and stretched as he stood up.

“No more gunfights in my county or I really will lock your ass up. I don’t give a shit who you are or what kind of hell it brings down.”

It was an empty threat and we both knew it. Dwayne and I left without any further comment, though we got some sullen stares from the deputies on the way out. One of them flashed tiny sharp teeth at me, and I rubbed my nose with my middle finger. Interagency love at its finest.

Dwayne and I made plans to meet up again in the morning, and I thumped up to the third floor, already anticipating a nocturnal showdown with Ms. Ada, whoever the hell she was. After I showered and slid into bed, I called Eliana to fill her in on what had happened at the shop and Dave Vannier’s. Unlike with Gary, I left nothing out, and the story took a while. She was silent for most of it until finally I thought I might have accidentally hung up on her.

“You there?”

“Yes. Getting Posey’s laptop. I’m looking up your Ms. Ada.” Silence, then a minute later, “No, I’m not seeing anything off hand. But call me when you wake up. I’ll have my phone next to me.”

“What do you have planned?” I asked.

“Hacker things,” she said. The world of computers had fascinated Eliana when she was trapped in Christopher Frederic’s estate in England, and she became intimately familiar from the rise of their popularity to the current day.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, Dr. Rylance knew something.”

“You can get into their records?”

“I think so,” she said with casual self-assuredness, like I was asking if she could really fit a car into a parking spot. “It’s not about hacking their software. It’s about hacking their hardware. That I can do. It’s pretty easy on site, especially since Posey left some USB and flash drives in her bag. As short-staffed as they are, I should be able to get to one of the computers the nurses use.”

I chuckled. “My nerdy, gorgeous vampire lover.”

“In another life, I’d have ruled over your analysts.”

“I have no doubt.” I sighed. “All right. I need some sleep. Good luck.”

“Come back to me. Fight her.”

“Thanks.”

I ended the call and rested the phone on my chest. I thought about the case. I thought about the oddity of a siren controlling so many people like this. I thought about the red room. I thought about Ms. Ada. And I thought too about Dwayne, and the road crew, and that poor son of a bitch Dave Vannier. Nothing I could change, but it still ate at me, not really for my own sake, but Dwayne’s. He wasn’t coming through this the same man he was before. That was my only regret. He might have seen some stuff as an investigator before this, but this case was disturbing even by my standards.

In the moments before sleep found me, I had another thought. An odd one, but one that made me open my eyes again. “No,” I said aloud. “That’s stupid.” I thought about it some more and my eyes closed again. But the thought wormed its way in, and I finally tapped it out onto my phone as a message draft, addressing it to no one so I could think about it more in the morning when I had some caffeine in me. I stared at the letters until the screen blinked off, and then I closed my eyes again. “No goddamn way,” I muttered.

What if this wasn’t a siren?

* * *

It felt like just a few seconds, and I was in the red room again. The laughter and giggles and moans intensified from my last two visits. This time, the woman in red – Ms. Ada – strode towards me, arm in arm with clones of Eliana and Monette, a former lover of mine from the agency. This was a fantasy I would have loved to have played out, but this Monette was a bad copy, the gait of her walk all wrong on her prosthesis. Eliana was closer but her eyes were wrong, not quite as golden and lacking the black flecks and streaks.

I stood upright and pushed through the trio. “Oh, come on, agent,” Ms. Ada said. “You would turn down a foursome with us?”

“Fuck you for using them,” I said. “Who’s behind their masks? Moira? Rachel?”

“Girls?” Ms. Ada purred. The women blurred into Moira and Rachel, now dressed in matching babydolls.

“I’m sorry,” Rachel said. “I don’t know what’s happening to me…”

“It’s so hard to think,” Moira said.

“It’s not your fault,” I said. “I’m going to stop her.”

Moira and Rachel vanished out of the dream. Ms. Ada twirled in a mockery of a dance. “I almost have those two. I think I’ll make them eat each other. Not sexually. I mean, with a fork and knife. I’ll record the whole thing for you. Wouldn’t that be the funniest thing? Just a couple more days of singing to them.”

“I’ve almost got you,” I said. “And when I do, you’ll let all of them go or I’ll break your neck.”

She brought her arms up and shimmied, her body enticing me. I wanted to pull away, but her nipples through the sheer fabric were turned up, inviting my tongue, my lips. Her dark eyes studied me over the wrap across her mouth, but I could sense her smile.

Agent. Agent. Agent!

“Doors,” I muttered, still staring at Ms. Ada. “There’s always a door in a dream.”

“What?” Ms. Ada said, stopping her dance. I shoved past her, going for one of the curtains hiding the writhing figures. “Why did you say that?”

“You said it to me first. The last time I was here.”

“I… I… what?”

“You don’t remember? Now that’s funny.”

I yanked back the curtain. A thick-browed man with an enormous underbite and short tusks was balls deep in a writhing blonde, his eyes rolled up in pure pleasure. Part-orc, maybe, I thought distantly, the mental math helping clear my mind of the fugue of lust trying to take me over.

“What are you doing?” Ms. Ada snapped.

“Shut. Up,” I said, moving to the next curtain. Behind this one, a water nymph rode a thickly muscular man, both their hands on her gleaming, ephemeral breasts. Behind the next was an ordinary-looking man with thick glasses and a beer gut pounding into a voluptuous woman dressed in a schoolgirl skirt and thigh high socks. I tried to reach for the man and he popped out of existence.

“They’re mine, and you can’t pull them from their fantasies,” Ms. Ada said. “Even in the waking world I am eating your minds.”

I stormed away, yanking curtains back left and right. I recognized one of the deputies, his face a rictus of wild pleasure as two women rested under him on their backs, playing with each other and stroking his ass as he ploughed into one of them with happy abandon.

Wasn’t going to find the door this way, but this was a dream. Doors weren’t always where you expected them to be. I didn’t know how I knew that, but I did. It was like something else was there talking to me. Someone else.

Posey. Sneaking words through, and Ms. Ada couldn’t hear them.

The ceiling. The ceiling had moved. I looked up, and yes, it was writhing again, like thousands of clothed limbs moving together. And there, underneath the mass of fabric, was a glint of steel against the red. The door was big and metal, like a vault might have.

Ms. Ada shrieked, and I jumped.

And woke up.


Chapter 13

Though I fought off Ms. Ada’s advances that night, I still felt drained even after a long shower. Something in the back of my mind tingled. I thought back to Dwayne forgetting to mention the other disappearances around town and the other memory problems people were having. Had I forgotten something? How would I even know?

The notebook, I thought. It was all in the notebook.

The sun wasn’t yet up, but it would be soon. I called Eliana to see if she had anything on Ms. Ada. She picked up on the first ring. “I found her,” she said without any preamble.

“What?” I asked, shooting for my clothes. “Where is she?”

She rattled off an address. “It’s deep in the woods up in the mountains. Her real name is Nora Adele Segan. I wasn’t sure it was her, but her file says she’s a siren.”

“Anything else?” I asked, going for a pair of jeans.

“One thing. She came in about three weeks ago for migraines.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know, except that has to be about when all the dreams started. Maybe she’s got some health issues that have complicated her powers?”

I thought about the viciousness of the woman in my dream the night before. “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe.”

“Did she visit you last night?”

“Yeah.” I relayed the brief dream with Ms. Ada. “I feel better this morning but I still feel like I forgot something important. I can’t figure out what it is. Before I go check out this place with Dwayne I think I’m going to come by and flip through the notebook.”

When we said our goodbyes, I called Dwayne but got no answer. That worried me until I stopped by his room and heard the big man snoring peacefully within. I hammered on his door until he finally grunted, “Ah, shit, what?”

“Glad our friend in red didn’t take you in your sleep.”

“Give me fifteen. She had me dreaming about cheerleaders.”

“Hurry up and jack off,” I said through the door. “I think Eliana found her.”

“Holy… really?”

“Yeah. Really.”

“All right, make it ten.”

I made another stop to the front desk, where for a twenty, the clerk told me in which room Rachel and Moira were staying. I knocked on their door and got no answer. Uneasy about the siren’s threat to them, I looked around and used my magic trick to unlock their door. No one was inside, alive or dead. I scribbled out a note to them to call me, but I had a bad feeling the pair were going to come up on the missing list.

That early, there was no food out in the hotel’s cafeteria, so I bought some milk, chilled coffees, some jerky, and granola bars from the small convenience nook. By the time I finished up, Dwayne thundered down the hallway, one shoe flapping.

“We have time for you to do your shoes,” I said, though I was deeply concerned about the sallowness of his face. It looked like he was melting from sheer exhaustion. He huffed something under his breath but tied up his sneakers.

The Kona was probably better suited to the back roads, so we took that. I filled him in as we drove first to the hospital. There, we waited for a nurse to let us in. “Visiting hours aren’t for another two hours,” she told us at the door.

“I just need two minutes to talk to the vampire in room 214,” I said. She started to protest, but Dwayne pulled out his wallet and shoved two twenties at her.

“You can stay right by the room,” he said. “We’re just here to pick something up from her and then we’re out of here.”

She fumed, but took the cash and let us in. We kept it to a fast walk to Eliana’s room. She was in bed, an IV hooked up to her arm. That was new, and the blood trickling from a bag into her was too.

“What happened?” I asked.

“A coughing fit,” she said, and now I heard the hoarseness in her voice.

“How bad?”

Eliana smiled, and I knew it was much worse than whatever she was going to tell me. “Not bad. Dr. Rylance was just a little worried and wanted to get some blood in me.”

“Rest, baby. Please.”

“I won’t. Not while she’s out there. I’m going to try to stay awake today if you need me.” She pulled the laptop to her and turned it to us. “I found maps of the county and I’m sending them to your phones. They’re old but I think that won’t matter much in a county this small and quiet. The roads won’t have changed too m-”

She broke off into a fit of horrific coughing, wet and ugly, like she was trying to force her entire lungs up through her throat. I got an arm around her, holding her as she coughed and coughed. The nurse who escorted us in swept into the room, checking Eliana’s witching poultice and looking up at me as though this were my fault.

Christ, Eliana was spitting up so much blood.

“Get a doctor, a healer, someone,” I snapped.

“There’s nothing-”

“Yes, there is. Get Rylance in here, goddamn it!”

“Ionas,” Dwayne said. He laid a hand on my shoulder and I shoved him away.

“Come on, El. Spit it up. Get that shit out of you,” I said.

Her tremors in my arms grew worse and worse until she was rattling with every cough. Another nurse rushed in and tried to pull me away. I nearly shoved her too but Dwayne was there, getting between us, and I stared up at him, and the nurses, and I finally fell back, wiping the blood on my arm on my shirt.

“Please. Get him in here,” I said weakly.

But Eliana’s fit, as hard as it came on, slowly passed under the ministrations of the nurses. They reapplied a fresh poultice, talking quietly to each other and Eliana. Finally she settled back on the bed, staring up at the lights, and I came to her again, taking her hand and squeezing it.

“Go,” she croaked.

“I’m staying here until Dr. Rylance comes.”

“He won’t be on again until tonight,” one of the nurses said.

“I need to talk to him. We’ve got to get her a transfusion going.”

“We already have-”

“Of my blood, goddamn it. He’ll know what I’m talking about.”

“Ionas,” Eliana said. “You’re scaring them. Please.”

That stopped me. I looked at the nurses, who really were eyeing me with nervousness in their eyes. “Shit,” I swore. To Eliana, “I’m coming right back. After we do this, I’m coming here, and I’m sleeping in this damn room, and when I see Rylance, we’re getting this taken care of.”

She pulled me to her. I kissed her forehead and her cheeks, and she pushed the notebook into my hands. I did a lot of hard things in my life, but walking out of that room right then and there was one of the hardest.

* * *

We had a decision to make, and fast. Tell the sheriff, or not. I still wasn’t sure where Gary stood, so after some back and forth as we looked at Eliana’s maps, we decided to check out Nora Segan’s house by ourselves first to get a lay of everything. If we saw her, we’d leave well enough alone and call the sheriff. Seemed like as good of a plan as any, so we ran with it.

We made one stop along the way for noise canceling headphones. The siren was powerful enough to invade our minds when we couldn’t even hear her song, so the thought of what she could do in earshot made us both nervous. The only problem was we wouldn’t be able to hear each other.

“Stay behind me and to my right,” I told Dwayne. “At all times. My gun will be out and you do not want to step in front of me when it is. If you need to communicate with me, you tap my shoulder.”

“Got it.”

Dwayne was more familiar with the country than I was, so he read Eliana’s directions and checked them against the county maps she sent along while I drove. He didn’t bring attention to how on edge I was, because he was too. On the longer stretches of road, he reread the case notes out oud from beginning to end. Neither of us could figure out anything we forgot in the night, but I still had the sense something was missing from my mind.

The drive wasn’t all that far but it wasn’t a straight shot. First we drove down an old highway, dead at that time of the morning. Then we took a turn onto a treated dirt county road through a valley that would have been staggeringly beautiful if we weren’t both thinking of the women in our lives. The pines must have been as old as the city of Brickford itself, the undergrowth thin but alive with deer, birds, and along one ride, what Dwayne told me was elk.

The next road we needed to turn onto led us up into the mountains themselves in a series of lazy switchbacks and long looping stretches I surely thought would lead us right back where we started. But then we hit a break in the pines where a wildfire must have hit years ago, because there was the valley beneath us, and the city beyond, and even in our haste, we slowed to look out there at the beauty of man meeting nature.

“If it ended for humankind tomorrow,” Dwayne said quietly, “in fifty years, you’d never know we were here. It would all just vanish into the wild.”

“Yeah,” I said.

He was silent a while, and then he spoke again, a tremble to his voice. “When everything we’ve built down there is rubble, I’ll still be here. That’s my curse.”

I knew what he meant, and the contemplation of it made my stomach twist in knots. Angels weren’t the only ones punished for dalliances with humankind. Their children were doomed to walk the world until the last of humankind died out. We knew of only one Nephilim death, a woman killed when the atom bomb hit Hiroshima, which led a lot of supernatural scholars to believe the curse was really a prophecy of the end of humankind and what we would inevitably do to ourselves. There was another, darker idea, that the particles of the Nephilim had continued to live on, as paranormal activity in and around the area where she lived grew exponentially over the decades to come.

Dwayne continued. “Someday, I’ll have to… um. I’m going to have to say goodbye to Posey someday. I know that. There might be a dozen more women I love in my life. A hundred more. A thousand, if mankind doesn’t wipe itself out first. But I don’t want to love any of them any less. I want whatever time I have with Posey. I know you know what that feels like, from the other side.”

“Yeah.”

“Hey.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s been interesting. Working with you.”

“You too.”

“Thanks. I don’t think I’ve said that yet. For me, and for her, and them. Thanks.”

I looked at him. He was pale, and he had such a tight grip on his phone I thought it would break. “You can still feel her, right?”

“This morning, yeah. Here… no. Not so much. I think she’s fading, man. I think…”

“Don’t. We do the best we can.”

“Yeah.”

We drove on.

* * *

When Dwayne estimated we were a few miles away, I started looking for places to hide the Kona. Cell reception was spotty, but not altogether dead, especially in the clearings and wider valleys. Given that the landowners up here must be wealthy, they probably had a few towers socked away.

I found a dirt road not on the maps and we turned down it. It led to what I assumed was someone’s hunting camp. Logs were stacked neatly against one massive pine, and stones ringed a firepit. I left the keys in the door panel and the doors unlocked while Dwayne checked the reception on his phone and nodded.

“If we spook her, get to the Kona and park it across the road leading out of there,” I said as we pulled our gear out of the back. “There might be other ways in and out of here but it’ll block one of the fastest ways out and give the sheriff and his people a fighting chance of finding them.”

“Got it,”

We walked back to the road we came in on, our headphones around our necks for the moment. Back at the turnoff, Dwayne led the way. The guy was pale and sweating lightly, his eyes wild. I laid a hand on his shoulder and he took a deep breath. He had no business being up there at that moment, as scared and angry as he was, but I didn’t think a force on Earth could have stopped him, let alone a jackass of an agent who mostly got by on luck and his pretty face.

Besides, in his shoes, I’d be doing the same damn thing.

We walked. The map was deceptive, and the turnoff we needed was a couple miles more than Dwayne thought. All around us, the world felt too alive, too gorgeous. Like some postcard, sunbeams flitted through the trees, lighting up the light mist along the grounds and casting it away as the morning wore on. Patches of snow here and there promised more to come the higher we climbed, but thankfully we weren’t going to be hitting the peaks that day. More animals, more life, though here the undergrowth was sparser than the lower foothills. The air was crisp and sharp even on my tongue, as though I were chewing the pine needles.

A deep sense of unease pervaded my mind. What was I missing? Was I missing anything? This was why I hated detective work. Like one of my first partners at PSI told me, ninety-nine percent of the time, the easy answer was the right one. Don’t overthink it. Don’t overthink it. Don’t overthink it.

We arrived at the next turnoff, and I raised a finger to my lips. No more talking from that point forward. He pointed to his headphones. I hesitated, then nodded, but kept my own lowered for the moment. Nora Segan controlled a lot of people now, and any number of them could have waited for us on the road to her house. One of us needed to be able to hear them. Dwayne looked frightened at my bare ears, and I couldn’t blame him. Shit, I was scared too.

I led, pulling up my binoculars now and then to search for a house or a building or any sign we were approaching human life. Twenty minutes later, I saw it. A boxy house, painted a fading grayish-purple with white trim. Clapboard shutters were open over numerous dusty windows, and smoke curled from a chimney. Then I heard it, not a song, but a rhythmic “whack, whack, whack.” A crack, a pause, and the noise started up again. I thought of Calvin chopping wood outside his house. That was what it sounded like here, too. I gestured towards the woods and Dwayne and I stepped gingerly off the road and into the sparse brush. Up to that point, I’d been worried about Dwayne’s size in the woods and making too much sound, but the big man was light on his feet, more careful than even I was.

We circled the house slowly, stopping frequently so I could train my binoculars on the windows. Someone was moving in there. Ten minutes of slowly edging my way right, and I saw someone, a tall, thin Native American, his arms ropey with hard muscles as he chopped firewood. He was dressed in a brown cattleman’s coat, jeans, and work boots, and his hair was loose in long, flowing waves. His face was severe but youthful, maybe twenty-ish.

A door creaked open and banged shut again. We moved another two dozen feet, barely making a sound across the dry dirt of the ancient forest. A woman walked towards the man, and immediately I tugged on my headphones.

Nora Segan.

The woman in red.

* * *

It was her, but it was not her. The woman from my dreams was more youthful and voluptuous. This version of her was maybe twenty years older than her visage in the dreams, and she definitely wore more clothing. Disappointing, that. She was still a hell of an attractive woman. Something about her laugh lines gave her even more character, and gray in her hair, bunched mostly at her temples, did nothing to detract from her beauty.

She carried a travel mug. The man settled the axe against the massive log he was using for a chopping block and took it from her. They spoke a few words and she leaned over to start picking up the freshly cut firewood. The man stole a glance at her ass, but when she looked up, he was staring anywhere but her. She said something, and he shook his head. When she had an armful of wood, she walked just an inch from him, putting a sashay to her hips and laughing at his reaction. He stared after her and muttered to himself, watching for a minute before returning to work.

Nothing out of the ordinary. No supernatural creatures roaming the grounds. Nothing.

And that house. Was that big enough to house all the missing people? No. It was good-sized, but we were now talking dozens of people gone missing from Brickford. But this might not be the only building in the area. Maybe the people were stashed somewhere.

Maybe I’ll make them eat each other, Ms. Ada whispered to me in the dream the night before.

I knew in my gut what the right call was. Nora Segan was here. I knew that, and it was enough. We had to call in the sheriff.

I turned to Dwayne and dipped my head down towards the direction of the Kona. We carefully slipped away, our headphones still on until we hit the road again and walked another half mile. Finally I tugged mine off and looked back in the direction of the house.

“I think we could take her,” Dwayne said. “You and me. Rush her and… and… make her talk.”

“Is that how you want to start your life as a Nephilim? Torturing people?”

He thought for a long moment, then let out a soft breath. “No. I guess not. But they’re there, they’re there.”

“You sensed something?”

“No, but… it’s her. It’s the woman in red.”

“Yeah, I think so. Listen, I know you’re scared for Posey. I’m not trying to take that away from you. But you’re a good man. Don’t throw that away on fear and anger.”

He sniffed. Christ, the guy was actually about to cry. “Not going to tell me that’s what she would want from me?”

“Do I have to?”

“No.”

He looked pathetically grateful at my words. I think he was expecting me to want to rush in, cowboy style, and shoot the place up. Just like I would have for him, he would have had my back for that, but I knew in my heart Dwayne wasn’t a killer like me or Eliana, or even much of a fighter. And truth was, I liked him for that. I hoped however long he was here for on this Earth, that kindness to his soul never changed. I knew it would, but like a kid who believed in Christmas, I hoped his innocence was never really lost.

“We do this the right way. We get her in a warded cell,” I said.

“And if she doesn’t tell us where everyone is?”

“With her cut off from the people she’s taken, they’ll break free of the spell by themselves. In the meantime, we scour these woods. They’re here somewhere. And if they’re not here, they’re in town. We find her friends, her family, we tear the town apart. With me?”

“Yeah.”

We walked back to the Kona and called it in. The dispatcher put us through to Sheriff Gary, who sounded like he was suffering through a bad cold, even more exhausted than the day before. When we told him we found the siren, he took a long moment and finally muttered, “Thank God. Where?”

We told him, and already he sounded better. An hour later, we spotted movement through the trees. Vehicles, four of them, all SUVs, and when they approached, I could see all of them bore the sheriff’s office logos on the side. I should have felt amped. This case was nearly done.

So why did the bottom of my stomach drop when they came to a stop and piled out, laughing and talking to each other like this was a party?

You can still feel her, right?

Here, not so much.

What the hell was I missing?


Chapter 14

I made a rough copy of the map in the dirt with a stick. Most of these guys were hunters and knew the territory, but credit to Sheriff Gary, he wanted to cover his bases.

“If you position SUVs here and here,” I said, dragging lines across two points of the road leading by the turnoff, “you’ll cut them off by car. But this place is on a hill, not a mountain, so they could run by foot. You need people at every angle, but you want to be careful about not shooting each other if this goes bad.”

“Not our first time doing this,” one of the deputies, Donnie, said. The venom he spat at me pissed me off, and I was just tired enough to do something about it.

“Yeah? Well, this woman’s been out here at this publicly listed house, on records any one of you should have been able to find. So excuse me if I don’t put a whole lot of fuckin’ stock into your skills,” I said.

He came for me, his fist going up. Another deputy grabbed him, and to my surprise, Dwayne grabbed me. I realized I’d come off the blocks too.

He kept a hand on me a long minute until both of us calmed down. “You good?” he asked, and I nodded.

“Sorry,” I said to the deputy. The word felt like ash in my mouth. There was something about him, something off-putting, but I couldn’t think why. It felt like a nest of hornets were waking up slowly in my skull.

Gary said, “All right, guys, let’s everybody cool it down a notch. We all want to catch the person doing this. We’re all tired, we’re all on edge. But the end of this thing is in sight. Okay?” Everyone nodded or said yes, me included. “Ralph, Nick, I want you guys to get your gear off and get changed. They make a run for it, I want the two of you on point.” Two of the deputies turned and headed for the SUVs, already undoing their belts. I thought that was odd until Gary said for the benefit of Dwayne and me, “Dog shifters. Not like the road crew boys, don’t worry. Actual dogs.”

“Wolfhounds,” one of the other deputies offered, as if this made a lick of difference.

The sheriff ignored him. “Donnie, Bill, I want you two posted up here and here,” he tapped the ground at two points representing the woods in opposite directions of the house. “Have your rifles ready, but you do not shoot unless I give the order. That goes for everybody here. Ashton, you’ve got the front with me, Blake, you’ll have the back with Ian.” I almost forgot who Ian was until I remembered that was the name I’d given Gary.

Dwayne asked, “And me?”

“Son, I don’t mean no disrespect. You’ve done a fine job so far with this. But you got any combat training?”

“A self-defense course. Some gun range time.”

Gary nodded. “That’s good. But this whole thing could go off like dynamite. I can’t be worrying about my guys and you.” Dwayne looked irritated but didn’t argue.

To all of us, Gary said, “All right. Let’s get this done as efficiently and safely as we can.”

We geared up, pulling on bulletproof vests and double-checking our guns. Two skinny, sleepy looking brown dogs joined us as the deputies headed for their vehicles. Dwayne caught my arm before I could join them. He didn’t say anything, but I got it and nodded. We shook hands, and I was running for one of the SUVs and sliding in behind a pair of deputies.

* * *

When we had the exits blocked, we fanned out in a wide angle, sweeping through the trees and moving much faster than Dwayne and I had earlier. I still had my headphones, and the sheriff’s crew had a variety of earplugs and shooting range earmuffs. None of us were wearing them, though. We needed to be able to hear each other right up to the point where we hit the doors.

The woodcutter wasn’t around back anymore. Inside, I thought. I stuck to Blake, moving behind him at a wide angle to the house. We waited for everyone to get in position. From that vantage point, I could see Donnie with his AR-15 in hand, not yet aiming it at the house, but ready to if someone ran. The other rifleman was on the other side of the house, covering the door. The other deputies all carried shotguns and had sidearms. I carried the 9mm Calvin gave me, holstered until we were ready to hit the house.

Gary told us to go for the doors. We went, keeping low but moving fast. From inside, I heard water running. A sink. Someone was doing dishes. “One in the kitchen,” I said softly into my radio. I could hear the thump of footfalls too, heavier than a woman’s. “Someone on the second floor.”

“Go in ten,” Gary said in response.

We took up positions by the door, the deputy with a handheld battering ram, me with my gun out and ready. I pulled open the screen door, saw a glint as Donnie raised his rifle, and at that moment, I remembered.

Donnie. In the bullpen. Singing the siren’s song.

“Down!” I roared, and grabbed Blake just in time to hold a corpse. The bullet punched through his skull just above his right eye. We collapsed together and I was rolling as the next shot hit the siding just inches above me, I rolled through the door, my gun up and aimed at Donnie. He took aim again but I was already firing, and he went down, clutching his knee.

Other deputies shouted and more gunshots rang out on the other side. One of the deputies said through the radio, “Oh Jesus, oh fuck, he shot Ralph, Ralph’s do-” Another gunshot, and the voice that had been on the radio now screamed. Another shot and I heard a not-quite-dog, not-quite-human shriek. The back door burst open, and there was the Native American, a break-action shotgun in hand. He saw me, saw the gun in my hand, and brought the shotgun up to his shoulder. Boom. Pellets hit me in a wide spray, my vest taking the brunt of them, a few stinging my neck and cheek. I came up, and he fired again. Pain ripped through my arm and I dropped the pistol.

He shouldered the shotgun and roared, “Nora! Run! Now!” His hands did something and he muttered under his breath. A spell, I realized, and greenish-gray mist filled the air around him. More gunshots, more screams, and Gary on the radio, shouting for everyone to stop firing. I scrambled for my pistol before I lost it in the mist, and came up to two shadows moving through the cloud. I thought it was the Native American and the siren, but I couldn’t be sure, so I didn’t fire.

My arm hurt like hell, and when I tried to make a fist, the fingers didn’t want to close quite all the way. Time to worry about that later. I had to end this madness. I heard footfalls through the dried grass and mulch on the ground. Heavy, too heavy to be her. The man, maybe? I stumbled towards the sound and heard the distinct click of the break-action locking into place. I dropped and drove forward. The gun boomed just feet from me and I thought I was dead, but the shot flew harmlessly overhead and I was on the magician, knocking him down with enough force to make him cry out in pain.

We tumbled together. I had to pull my punches, even with just my one good arm. The guy grabbed my shoulders, spoke another few guttural words, and I flew like I’d been hit by a moving car, somersaulting backwards and hitting an exposed root hard enough to wind me. I got to my feet, panting hard, and listened again. The fog was expanding ever outward but thinning too. I heard deputies shouting to each other, at each other, and I saw indistinct blurs I thought were too big to be either the siren or the magician.

There. A flicker not far from where the magician had been chopping wood. I followed it at a distance, trying to stay light on my feet. Breathing, soft, fast, feminine. I had her.

More shapes loomed in the gray-green light and I tensed, but they were just trees and stumps. I stepped around them, moving as quiet as I could, the tingling of nerves in my shoulder like fire spreading. I was healing, but I’d need to see a doctor about the arm and get the pellets removed.

Words from someone not far from my right, guttural, low. Hisses, like air being deflated from a balloon, and more fog spread outwards. I hesitated, thinking about going for the man instead of the siren. So far, he proved himself to be the bigger threat, but I never had a chance to finish that internal conversation. The man shouted at the top of his lungs, “I’m coming for you!” and charged back towards the house.

Ahead of me, the woman whispered, “Oh shit, oh no, Lyle…”

But she kept moving, faster and faster until she was nearly jogging through the trees. I followed until I heard someone’s mad laughter interspersed with gibbering lyrics. Donnie, I thought. Another shotgun blast, followed by two pistol cracks. Shouting too, indistinct.

All of that faded into nothingness when the siren began to sing to herself. I yanked my headphones on, my gun up. I could take no chances with her, not now, not after the time bombs she implanted into the deputies and the road crew. The thought of what might happen if she corrupted Dwayne the rest of the way made my blood run cold. Give him enough time, he could wipe cities off the maps, and there was no cell on Earth that could hold him.

Or what if she corrupted me? Take my mind away from me, give me a gun, and…

Don’t think about that, I told myself. You have her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. End this.

The fog was clearing again. I could see her now, a dark shadow becoming more and more solid. The slope beneath our feet steepened to the point where we were both sliding more than walking. She half-turned, and now I could finally see her face, tears gleaming on her cheeks. I brought my gun up and shouted for her to stop singing. She did, watching me, her lips trembling, her whole body trembling. Then slowly, she spoke again, enunciating carefully. I couldn’t hear her response, but I didn’t have to. She mouthed two words, over and over again. I shook my head, shouting for her to stop talking.

Nora Segan raised a hand and started writing letters in midair. N. O. T.

I never heard the gunshot, but red blossomed in her chest and she fell, dead before she hit the ground. I turned and yanked off my headphones, scanning the trees. There. Gary, looking pale, blood across his scalp where he’d been hit. A million-dollar wound. Just an eighth of an inch – hell, a sixteenth – and he would have been a dead man. As it was, he holstered his pistol and came down the slope, sliding and falling and… crying. Yes, he was crying.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck,” he said, picking himself up before I could get to him. “They’re… I got four dead. I got four dead!”

He rushed the siren’s body before I could stop him, and started stomping on her, his tears falling faster and faster, his words going to a high-pitched keen. I caught him and pulled him off her. He stumbled again and collapsed on his ass, burying his head in his hands.

“The magician,” I said. “Is he down?”

“Y-yeah. Yes. He charged us, tried to… tried to distract us. I shot him too.”

Our radios crackled. “Jesus,” Dwayne said over them. “Ionas… Ian, I mean, Sheriff, if anyone’s still alive…  please, talk to me.”

I thumbed my radio. “I’m here. I’m with the sheriff. The siren’s dead. So is her friend. Stay away from the house. She got to a couple of the deputies. There’s… it’s bad. But I think it’s over.”


Chapter 15

Dwayne and I scoured the house. Nothing. Not a trace of any of the missing. Nothing obvious, but I was beginning to form a basic picture of who they were. They clearly slept in different rooms, his messy, hers precise. Not lovers, but judging from the looks they’d given each other, I guessed they were on their way or maybe just starting a relationship. He was her muscle, maybe, her protector and probably who she relied on to deal with the outside world. Gary had no clue who he was, but like he said, maybe he did and the siren wiped the town’s memory of the magician.

“Him being here makes sense,” the sheriff said. “It’d explain how she reached people from so far away.”

We did find a laptop, two cell phones, and a dusty old PC, but there were no obvious passwords written down anywhere. The sheriff called in his two remaining deputies to hep with the cleanup and the aftermath, and one of them would run all the tech down to Denver to a PSI analyst team there. They would need to be called in for this. What had happened on the mountain was too big for them to ignore and for Brickford not to report.

He also called in a reserve crew of Search and Rescue volunteers to scour the woods for outbuildings and caves. Dwayne wanted to help with that. Once an EMT checked out my arm and someone brought me a jacket that wasn’t shot to shit, I searched up there for two hours, but I was utterly drained and scared shitless about Eliana, so I eventually grabbed the Kona and drove back to town, promising Dwayne I’d return once I checked in on her and got a few hours of sleep.

Before I left, Gary pulled me aside. “You did good,” he told me. “I owe you. This whole town owes you.”

“Keep me out of the conversation when you’re telling the PSI what happened here and we’ll call it even.”

“Deal.”

“You all right?”

He shook his head. “No. I think when the smoke clears on this, I’m resigning. If the town doesn’t burn me at the stake first.”

I got it and nodded. “I’ll be back out in a while. Find them. Bring them home.”

“We will.” He hesitated. “I know you don’t approve of what I did out there. It was all over your face. But those were my people. You going to tell me you wouldn’t have done the same for yours?”

“No.” I stuck out my hand. “Sorry I’ve misjudged you.”

He shook and maybe would have said something else if one of the Search and Rescue people didn’t call his name.

I drove to Brickford in silence, thinking about the chaos, thinking about the case, thinking about a woman making big letters in the air with her hand. NOT. NOT ME, probably? I didn’t know. But she did something to those deputies out there. So many cops, dead. The town might recover from this, but there would be scars, big ugly ones. A lot of people’s sons, fathers, brothers, or friends just died out there, and for what? What had been the purpose of all this? We had no clue as to the siren’s motivations. Not one.

So what was the goddamn point of so much suffering?

I knew I needed to eat. Gone was the adrenaline of the hunt and in its place was exhaustion and numbness. I stopped at a bar and grill, ordered a chicken sandwich to go, and killed a beer in about as much time as it took to bring it to my lips. The people in the bar didn’t know me or that I had been a part of the manhunt up in the hills, but it was all anyone was talking about. The supernatural beings seeded among the regular humans were overjoyed, relief written all over their faces as they laughed and drank and celebrated the end of the dreams plaguing them.

That should have made me feel marginally better. Instead, I got my food, bought a slim bottle of whiskey, and left. Surely the unease would seep out of me sometime soon.

In the hospital parking lot, I ate enough fries I could hide the bottle in the Styrofoam container, and brought it inside. Eliana was asleep in her room, a fresh poultice making the room smell nicely of eucalyptus and mint. I thought about turning on her TV to watch the news as I ate in the dark next to her, but I didn’t want to see anything more about the manhunt or the search. I just wanted ten minutes to myself, and to concentrate on Eliana for a while. So I ate, drained half the bottle, and pulled my chair and another closer. With my feet up on the second chair, I took my love’s hand, kissed it, and closed my eyes.

* * *

Someone knocked and I came awake. How long I’d slept, I had no idea, since the room was darkened. Nor had I dreamed, which I took as a good sign.

Dr. Rylance pushed the door open and came in, smiling wide. “The hero of Brickford.”

I groaned. “Please don’t ever call me that again.”

Eliana to my left came awake too, stretching and yawning. “Why are you not letting me sleep?” But her tone sounded pleased, and she gave me a wide, beautiful smile. “Did you find her?”

“Him and his friend. It’s all over town,” Dr. Rylance said. He came further into the room and sat in the chair I’d been using for a footrest. “And the sheriff killed the siren. It’s over.”

Hadn’t he been trying to protect the siren’s location? I thought to myself, then mentally waved it away. His patients would rest easier now. “It’s not over until they find the townspeople.”

“You didn’t hear?” Dr. Rylance asked. “They were found in a mine shaft in the mountains.”

“Wait,” I said, sitting bolt upright. “All of them?”

“They’ve got a school bus going out there now to pick them up and bring them in. I’m going to be slammed, but I’ve never been so happy to have to work my ass off,” he said, and reached out to squeeze my knee. “We’re going to set that transfusion up soon too.”

“That’s… that’s fantastic,” I said. “Thank you.”

“And…” he said, standing up. “I think you have a pair of visitors here to thank you too.” He winked. “Don’t have too much fun. I don’t want to wear my patient out.”

He stepped out and Moira and Rachel pranced in, both dressed in long coats and high heels. I rose to my feet, grinning wide. Eliana sat up too. I said, “Eliana, this is Rachel and Moira,” gesturing to each in turn. I came to them and kissed them each on the cheek. They smelled good, a sweet lotion scent wafting from Moira and a citrusy perfume on Rachel. “I came by your room this morning to warn you about the siren. Did she have you two?”

“Yes. It was really scary,” Moira said.

“It was like we never really woke up from our dream,” Rachel said. “One minute we were, um, in the red room with you and her, and the next we were waking up in a cave.”

“It was super gross,” Moira said. “Bats everywhere. But you saved us! You and Dwayne and the sheriff and everyone!”

“Ionas has had some wicked fantasies about you two,” Eliana said, her voice silky. “Such a shame I couldn’t join in.”

Moira and Rachel gave each other looks that had my cock’s attention. Then, as one, they undid the buttons on their coats and tugged them open. Tiny strips of fabric you might call bras and panties covered their tits and pussies, but the lingerie didn’t hide a damn thing. I went to the door and shut it, and by the time I turned around, Eliana was in matching lingerie on the hospital bed.

Wait. Wasn’t she in a hospital gown?

The thought was like a mosquito and I ignored it, irritated. The siren was dead, the missing people found, and I had three gorgeous women eager to celebrate with me. Time to drop the detective act and relax for an hour or two. On second thought, watching Moira and Rachel come to me, maybe it would be a hell of a lot longer than a couple hours. Maybe they could keep me company the whole time we were there in Brickford. After all, Eliana would probably need more than one treatment.

They removed my coat and tossed it aside. I took first giggly redhead Moira in hand, then Rachel, pulling their divine bodies towards me and kissing them each in turn. Moira tasted like cinnamon, Rachel like dark chocolate, and I could have spent hours like that, our tongues playing, Eliana moaning her approval as she spread her legs wide. Her hands slid into her panties as she watched the two women go for my shirt and my jeans, getting both off in a blink.

I thought I had on new boxer briefs from Eliana but I guess I must have forgot those when I changed earlier, because I was nude now, my dick jutting up against my belly. I filled my hands with Moira and Rachel’s asses, squeezing and grinning against Rachel’s lips.

“Ooh, I think he likes those,” Eliana said, her hands flexing inside her panties as she fingered herself to the sight before her.

“Maybe that should be your reward, hero,” Rachel breathed into my ear as she wrapped her hand around the tip of my cock and started stroking me.

“All three of our asses, all lined up in a row for you,” Moira said, her hot breath tickling my ear before she slid her tongue against it. Her hand joined Rachel’s and they both jacked me as I kissed them each in turn and looked at Eliana and cocked an eyebrow.

“Oooh, have I never told you how much I love… and I mean love… it in the ass?” she said.

“Don’t believe that one’s come up yet, no,” I said. The thought of them together like that, lined up for me, made me shiver. Rachel’s thicker, MILFy ass, Moira’s tighter, more athletic one, Eliana’s pure curvy perfection, all three rippling while I shoved my dick into them.

Rachel and Moira pulled me by the cock to the hospital bed. Eliana freed her hands and swung her legs over the side.

But she hadn’t had her transfusion yet, I thought. Hesitantly, I said, “You should… you should rest. You need rest.”

“I need to help these two suck your dick,” she said, and slid off the bed as Rachel and Moira dropped to their knees on either side of her, looking between each other and then up at me. Eliana joined them, her hands all over their asses. “Ready girls? Let’s use our tongues first.”

Ready girls?

I heard those words before. Somewhere.

“Oh, fuck,” I moaned. Three tongues slid along my sides and base. Eliana’s merry eyes captivated me. They were so bright and vibrant and something was wrong about that, wasn’t it? “Eliana… your eyes…”

“Ionas?” she asked. But the word came before her lips moved, like a dubbed movie out of sync.

Whatever that flash of uneasiness was, it went away when Rachel’s tongue lashed one of my balls, followed soon by Moira sucking the other one into her mouth. I gripped their heads and moaned wordlessly as Eliana swallowed my tip down. She still had her hands on the other two women’s asses, but moved them when she saw me looking. Moira and Rachel both moaned as one as Eliana fingered their pussies.

“Jesus, baby, we’ve done a lot of hot things together, but that has to be the hottest.”

“-nas,” she said around my cock, then sucked me harder, bobbing nearly to my root and coming off me before offering me to Moira. The sexy redhead sucked my dick with just as much fervor, her head twisting up and down my cock, leaving a trail of red lipstick.

Red.

“Let me have some, you slut!” Rachel said, and Moira pulled off with an exaggerated gasp.

“Fine, let’s see how well you do, then we’ll ask him and see who’s his best cocksucker.”

“An award I think you’ll all win,” I said, stroking the backs of their heads. Rachel took me deep on her first go, holding me in her throat as she stared up at me, eyes watering.

“Look, baby,” Eliana said. “See how eager they are for you? I love it. I love your big cock inside their mouths. I love watching you try to hold on.”

Something touched my shoulder. I brushed it away irritably. Whoever it was, a nurse, a doctor, they could fuck off for a while. Eliana was fine. She was just fine.

Wasn’t she? She’d been so sick. It was hard to think.

She stared up at me, bobbing harder and faster. She knew who really was running the show here. Hot as Moira and Rachel might be, they couldn’t hold a candle to her beauty and presence. But as she was taking care of me, she was helping them along too, her fingers pumping in and out of their pussies, their moans turning into cries of ecstasy.

“Eliana, oooh, just like that.” That came from Moira as she rocked back and forth, licking what she could of my cock and kissing Eliana when my lover had me deep.

On the other side, Rachel was still tonguing my ball, but her eyes were closed now, her face rapt with pleasure. “Uhhhh, uh huh, mmm, fuck, I’m going to come, I’m going to come so hard.”

“Come for her, then I’m going to fuck all three of you,” I said. Weight. Hands on my zipper. But… no, that couldn’t be right. I wasn’t wearing pants. I was getting the best, hottest blowjob I ever had.

“Ohhhhh!” Moira cried out, just as Rachel gasped, “C-Coming!”

Flash. They were lined up, bent over the bed, asses thrust out. I couldn’t remember when they lost their panties but I didn’t care. I guided myself to Rachel’s big lips and pushed inside her. She bucked hard, rising up on her tiptoes and crashing back down.

“Oh, oh fuck, that’s big, that’s so BIG!” she wailed out.

“…my man?” Eliana asked. She balled up a fist and hit the bed as more warmth surrounded my cock. She looked at me over her shoulder, fury in her eyes. No. Fire. It was sexual fire. “She’s so wet for you. That’s what you’re feeling.”

“Wet for me,” I agreed fervently.

“You’re going to take them. Then take me, baby. This is all we need. Right here.” Her lips moved again discordant of her actual words. “He is mine, you bitch, and no one, not even in his dreams is going to-”

Dreams.

Mrs. Hassell, the hot woman who lived down the block from my parents’ house in Washington and my first real crush, came out of the corner and said, “Maybe I should join the party.”

I gaped even as I pulled out of Rachel and pounded into Moira. “What are you doing here, Mrs. Hassell?”

“The same thing I’m here to do,” another voice said. I knew that voice. Anyone who hadn’t been living under a rock the last decade would. Heather Mills, arguably the hottest model and actress in America, outside maybe Adrianna Quinn, sexpot de jour of the social media world. She stroked my ass as it flexed back and forth and leaned up to suck on my ear. “Adrianna’s here too.”

“It’s my turn for his big fat dick next,” Adrianna Quinn pouted from behind me. She came around too, joining the party, and I stared between the six beautiful women, trying to work this out even as I thrust harder and harder.

“What is… going on?” I muttered, and my voice sounded distant to me.

“Door, baby, look for a door,” Eliana said, then immediately snarled, “Fuck them, baby, fuck them so good, oooh, I think it’s about time for the lube, don’t you?”

“You are my man,” another Eliana said right over the top of the one in front of me, her mouth doing that discordant thing again, but she sounded weak, faint. Sick. “I will not let some dream skank…” Weight settled on my hips, and I felt warmth again, wet warmth both separate and part of the dream. “…take you from me.”

“Why are you fighting this?” the dream Eliana roared. The other women vanished, and she was riding me. “I’m yours! I’m going to get the treatment and everyone is saved! What more could you possibly want?”

“Your eyes,” I said. “Where’s the black in your eyes?”

She howled, and behind her, I saw the door. I shoved her off me and tried to run to it. A dozen women surrounded me now, a dozen more beyond them, all of whom I had fierce attractions to at some point or another. But the glamour was gone, and I reached for the doorknob as behind me, Eliana said softly, “She will die.”

I stopped.

She came to me, her hands rubbing my back as a woman knelt in front of me, sucking my cock deep. More hands were all over me, but it was only Eliana I paid attention to. Or the thing posing as her, anyways.

“This is not a threat. I cannot touch her, and that’s because she is already dying and her mind is beyond me. In your world, she will be gone soon. Hours. Days, maybe. In this one, you two could live together forever. You can build your own lives from dreams. You could have eternities together, agent. You and she, locked together in love and lust for all of time. No tricks. No deceit. You would owe me nothing and you would have all the happiness you could want.”

“We killed the wrong siren.”

“Close, but not quite.”

“Come back to me, Ionas,” Eliana gasped. My Eliana, not this strange imitation of her.

The copy of Eliana came around me, veiled in red again. “This offer doesn’t last forever. If you leave this dream and you fall under my spell again, it will be for the last time. And instead of your wildest fantasies, I will make you live out your worst nightmares for all eternity. I don’t own all your mind yet, but I will break it down and find out what hurts you the most. She’ll die a million deaths, and you’ll feel the agony of it all. You will find each other and you will fall in love over and over and over again, just so I can laugh when you watch her choke on her own lungs, when she burns, when she is eaten alive piece by piece. And she won’t be the only one. Your friends, your family… I can get so creative. It’s what I live for.”

Something tingled in the back of my mind. A memory, restored to me. My thought in the dark from the night before. What if this was not a siren?

“What are you?” I asked.

She caressed my naked chest, then moved her hand to my back. “See you again soon, Ionas Levi. You’re just a dream away.”

With that, the door opened, and she shoved me through it.


Chapter 16

I woke on the floor of Eliana’s hospital room. She rested on top of me, her gown hiked up just far enough she could ride me. Oh God, she was so pale, and trembling so hard. But she had saved me, there was no doubt about that in my mind.

Saved by sex. What a weird life.

Eliana gasped and leaned down to kiss me. I kissed her back, still waking, still so hard I hurt. “What are you doing out of bed?” I asked her, my voice hoarse with sleep.

She pulled back and smacked my cheek with a light backhand. I growled at that, but she kissed me again and said against my lips, “You were, mm, talking and moaning in your sleep. I could not wake you up so I decided to beat that bitch at her own game.” She shimmied her hips and ground down on me. “You are mine, agent. Have I not made that clear?”

I laughed shakily and wrapped my arms around her. She tried to protest as I twisted and got a knee under me, but I kissed her again and lifted her up and into bed just in time for a nurse to walk in, blink, and walk right back out again. We watched her in those brief seconds, then Eliana looked into my eyes.

“Finish in me,” she murmured. “I know you need it.”

I tried to pull away and deny it, but Eliana, even as weak as she was, held me in place, her hands locked together behind my neck. I stared her in the eyes as I pumped into her.

“I love you,” I said.

“I love you too,” she whispered back, chasing my lips again.

I came. She held me through it, but her strength was fading fast, and I thought of the thing posing as a siren. Her words about Eliana dying soon haunted me as I went to the bathroom and brought back a moistened paper towel to clean my love. She wanted to hear about my dream, and I told her.

Already though she was fading, her chest rising and falling erratically as her lungs fought the disease that had kept her alive for a thousand years.

I took her hand and whispered the words over and over to her again. “I love you. I love you. I will always love you.”

But I knew too I had to stop this. If I slipped into sleep again, I was finished. And I had the uneasy feeling Brickford would be too.

After trying to call Gary and then the sheriff’s office and getting no one, I wrote out a note for Dwayne, explaining that the siren had been a patsy in all this. I don’t think I’d ever written or said the word “patsy” in my life, but goddamn it to hell, it seemed I was well on the road to becoming one cliched private dick.

Private dick.

Gumshoe.

A thought crept to mind, something Dwayne said early on. He mentioned he talked to Elton, the hotel’s manager about security camera footage for the hotel, but I never actually checked into that myself. I wondered if the cameras had picked up anything to do with Rachel or Moira. Maybe it was a longshot, but it was all I had to go on. I left the note on Eliana’s bedside table with Dwayne’s name on it, kissed Eliana one last time, and walked out the door with no clue what the hell I was doing and sure in just hours, I was going to be one of the mindless supernatural waltzing my way out of Brickford to wherever this thing was storing them.

* * *

The hotel’s parking lot was still nearly full, but no one stirred. I wondered if they had all been taken yet. As I crossed the parking lot, I was struck for the dozenth time since arriving in Brickford by that scent of sulfur. I wondered what caused it. Weird. I guess I got used to the smell because it kept fading into the background.

Inside, Elton was at his usual post, his eyes glued to his tablet. Close at hand was a bag of white cheddar popcorn, and he shoved a handful into his mouth as I approached, finally looking up when I cleared my throat.

“Hey, it’s you!” he said, spraying bits of popcorn out. “I heard you found the siren. That’s awesome. Finally these people can get some real sleep and quit bitching about it.”

“Not sure we’re out of the woods yet. I just woke up from a nap, and our mystery woman was still in it.”

“Oh shit, really?” Elton asked, squinting at me. “Oh no. Oh man.”

“Yeah. It’s not good. I need to look at your camera footage for this morning. I want to see what happened to two of your guests, Moira and Rachel. And maybe more. I think people have been coming up missing all day.”

Elton thought about that. “Look, I know you’re trying to help out the town and all, but I can’t just let anyone look at that.”

“Come on, man, don’t give me shit. I’m exhausted.” I dug out my wallet and riffled through the bills. “Forty bucks.”

“I don’t think you understand,” Elton said, his eyes getting darker and darker. “I can’t let you look at that footage.”

I leaned in closer. “A hundred bucks.”

“The answer is no!”

I almost got angry. I almost reached across and grabbed him by the neck and shook him until he agreed. But I thought I heard a whisper. Faint, so faint.

Agent.

Another tingle as a memory tickled my mind. Dwayne and I asking Elton if he dreamed about the woman in red. That had happened the first night, before we thought of the notebook.

“Won’t show me the footage?” I asked. “Or can’t?”

Elton stared back at me. His hands shot for a desk drawer. He was fast. Really damn fast. But I was faster, and I had my knife out in a heartbeat. I tensed and jumped the counter, dropping onto him as he pulled a revolver.

The double-action went off, firing uselessly into the floor. We fell together, and I pressed the knife to his throat at the same time as I went for the revolver. It fired again, shattering a window looking into the convenience area. I heard a few muffled shouts from somewhere in the building, but there was far less panic than there should be.

No time to think about that. I smashed Elton’s hand against the ground, feeling the crunch of bone. He cried out, and the gun fell free of his jerking fingers.

“Where are they?” I shouted. “Who is she?”

Elton swallowed and licked his lips. “She’s… she’s… the source of all nightmares.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “I don’t want to hear a fucking riddle, I want to know who she is.”

“She was cast out from the heavens, and they found her here, they worshipped her. Then they cast her aside, their god, their queen.”

“Stop with the metaphorical bullshit.”

“But we found her. We unlocked her cage. She eats your minds through your dreams and will turn all of you freaks into her personal army here on Earth.” I smacked him in the nose with the back of my hand. It wasn’t hard enough to break the bone, but it started bleeding almost immediately and had to sting like hell. “Ow, fuck, you asshole!”

“I want her name.”

He tried to wipe at his nose with his broken fingers and winced. “It’s…  Analmarlis.”

I stared at him, my knife hand wavering. “Wait. Her name is Anal Marlin?”

“Analmarlis, you stupid-”

“Anal. Marlin. I’ve had my head screwed with by someone named Anal Marlin.”

“Oh goddamn it,” he muttered.

“Why are you mad at me? I mean, you’re the one worshipping Queen Butt Fish.”

His free hand shot for the knife. I expected the move but didn’t expect him to grab the damn thing by the double-sided blade. But that’s exactly what he did, squeezing the obsidian edges until blood gushed from his hand. At the same time, he gave me a kick right in the babymaker. We were too close for him to do any real damage, but I didn’t realize that and jerked backwards.

Elton wriggled free, his blood pouring out of the wounds on his hand. He dove for the gun but I was there again, falling on him. My knife hand was right by his face. He bit down on the wrist and I let go on instinct as his teeth pierced the skin. When he grabbed the knife I thought he was going to twist and attack me, but he had other ideas. Elton made one quick slice across his own throat, the blade catching in the meat near the carotid, but it did the job. He bled out in seconds.

* * *

I sat back against a filing cabinet and called in again to the sheriff’s office. Again, no one picked up and I hung up.

I thought about that voice. Agent. Agent. Agent. Agent. The one thing incongruous to this entire investigation. Posey and the voices keeping me from becoming one of Anal Marlin’s pawns. I thought about the odd waking dream about her. It was a standout moment in a case full of them, but I hadn’t been able to figure out what it meant.

I got up and I walked outside, thinking about Posey coming to me in the night. It was simple why she appeared to me and not Dwayne. She didn’t want him hurt. So maybe that meant whatever she was trying to lead me to that night would have ended in violence if I had actually figured it out. But I hadn’t, and nothing happened.

What had I missed?

I looked out at the parking lot, the maintenance shed, and the woods beyond. Sulfur, I thought to myself again faintly. Why am I smelling sulfur?

I walked into the woods. There was simply nothing out there but trees and undergrowth. If there was some cave, something hidden, it would take dogs or people more familiar with the territory to track. I walked back, frustrated, then I looked at the shed again.

The easiest solution is usually the right one.

“No way it’s that fucking simple,” I muttered to myself, blinking.

A Ford Explorer pulled into the lot, one I recognized from the Search and Rescue people on the mountain. Dwayne stepped out of the passenger’s side, said something to the driver, slammed the door, and rushed towards me, clutching my note in hand.

Isn’t it suspicious how he shows up in the nick of time?

I knew that voice and it was not mine. It was the woman in red, Analmarlis. The whisper made me clench my blood-caked fists.

“Did you bring the sheriff?” I called.

“No, but he’s coming soon. Whose blood is that?”

“Elton’s. I think he’s been helping take… take them. The thing behind this, its name is Analmarlis. Does that mean anything to you?”

“No, should it?”

“No. He said it was thousands of years old. That it was here and they freed it. Then he killed himself, like the road crew.” I looked at the shed again. “Oh shit.”

Nothing’s down there. No need to go inside.

“What? Did you figure something out?”

“Yeah. I think I did.” With that, I crossed the dozen or so yards to the shed, reared back, and kicked in the padlocked door. In the shed were no tools, just a manhole cover set in a concrete base. “Mother. Fucker.”

“Is Posey down there?” Dwayne asked, his voice tremulous.

“Yeah. I think so. But I don’t think she’s going to be the only one.” I filled him in on the rest of Elton’s cryptic bullshit. Dwayne listened, but didn’t really hear, his eyes locked on that manhole cover. I laid a hand on his shoulder. “Dwayne, I think you should stay here.”

“No, I…”

No. He shouldn’t. He should come down in the dark and he can be mine.

“Things are going to get ugly down there. Everyone she’s turned, I don’t think they’re going to be in their right minds. That’s going to mean a lot of violence between me and this Analmarlis.”

“They’re innocent,” he said. “Posey…”

“I know. I won’t aim to kill, but I will take them down if I have to.”

He finally tore his eyes away from the manhole cover and looked at me. “If it was Eliana down there, and someone told you to stay, would you?”

I took a deep breath, let it out, and shook my head. “You got some kind of weapon? Something a little less destructive than angel fire?”

“A baseball bat.”

“Get it.”

“You’ll wait?”

“I have a phone call to make before I go down there, so you’ll have a minute.”

He hesitated a moment longer, then nodded and sprinted for the building, fast on his feet for such a big man. I went for the manhole cover, lifted it, and tossed it out of the shed. Aren’t you tired? Come down after you’ve had a nap. A metal ladder led down into a well-lit concrete corridor. I sat on the edge and pulled my phone. Time to stop the lone cowboy act, no matter the consequences to Eliana or me. If I failed at this, what happened to the two of us wouldn’t matter. PSI had to know about this.

No, they don’t. They’ll hunt you both down. They’ll lash her to a stake and let the sun burn her. They’ll cut out her heart. They’ll-

Calvin picked up on the first ring and listened to my story. He agreed to give me four hours, then he’d call it in to the PSI. They would soon be involved anyways, given the slaughter in the mountains, but they needed to be warned to move fast and not sleep if they could avoid it.

“And if I don’t come out of this, try to convince one of them to give Eliana the blood she needs.”

“You’ll-” he started, but I hung up on him. I felt more than heard Dwayne behind me, and jumped down.

* * *

The tunnel led in two directions. Back towards the hotel, there was a service elevator. In the other direction, under the woods where I’d just been walking, was a bank vault-styled door with a combination lock. I thought the effort was over before it began, but Dwayne stepped around me and said hoarsely, “Stay back and look the other way.”

I did. Even turned around, the room still flared with his angel fire, and I instinctively squeezed my eyes shut just a split second before the sound. It was less like a boom and more like a stellar ripping sound, so loud I was deafened for seconds afterward. Dwayne tapped my shoulder and when I turned around, the door and a good chunk of the walls were gone, leaving behind a smoldering pile of rubble and rebar.

Beyond that was another tunnel, though this one was wider and rougher, built more like an old mine shaft, with wooden support struts. It led down at an angle, the walls lit with white LED string lights like you might use at Christmas or for weddings. It gave the cavern an eerie false cheerfulness, and cast strange shadows where the walls bulged inward with errant boulder-sized stones.

Around one of these leapt a dog shifter, like one of the road crew. It took me a moment to realize that’s probably exactly who it was, and in that moment, I already had my gun up, aiming for his leg. Dwayne jumped when I fired. The shifter dropped, howling and clutching his leg. Once the echo of the shot faded I heard Dwayne muttering the Lord’s Prayer under his breath, and I sure couldn’t blame him. I offered up a different prayer of my own.

“Let the monsters have a happy ending.”

“What?” Dwayne asked.

“Nothing.”

His lips worked, and then he asked in a near-whisper, “Is she in your head too?”

I hesitated and nodded. “I think this is it. If we don’t kill her now, I think she takes control of us.”

“Yeah.”

“Same as the woods. Stay behind me and to my right. If you need to move past me or need me to stop, tap me twice on the shoulder.”

He hefted the baseball bat. I gripped his hand and helped him choke up on it. He got the idea. The hallway was too narrow for a full swing. I meant to say something else, some cool action move hero guy words of encouragement, but something screamed down the hallway and two things rushed us, hulking, green, and slobbering out of their distended mouths. Orcs, maybe.

I raised the gun and fired twice. I took the man in the lead in the leg but it didn’t drop him. Dwayne tapped me twice on the shoulder and I pushed to one side, letting him by. He brought the bat around in a horizontal short swing. The bat made a hollow “bwong” sound when it cracked against the lead guy’s skull, and he dropped like a stone.

The woman behind him blinked and hesitated just a moment. “Dwayne, move!” I shouted, and he did, bringing the bat up into her guts, doubling her over. The breath exploded from her and I holstered my gun to get in beside Dwayne, kicking her leg out from under her at the same time as I gripped her head and slammed her into the concrete floor. It was almost too much force, and I feared that I had cracked her skull, but she was still breathing and that had to be good enough for now.

“You good?” I asked Dwayne.

“Yeah,” he said, and though his voice was faint, the look he gave me was free of his earlier tremulous doubt. In its place was not exactly fire, but a weary resolve. This fight needed to be had, and he saw that now. I drew my gun again, and we moved.

The hallway split into a T-intersection, one way leading to a larger chamber, the other to an open room loaded with cardboard boxes and pallets of bottled water. Supplies for an ever-growing army, I realized.

Screams of rage broke out further down that hall, and I brought the gun up again as we moved. A kishi rushed out of the darkness beyond, moving fast on its hyena-like legs and snapping its jaws at the air between us. Tatters of a deputy’s uniform hanging from his slender body made me pause, but kishi were dangerous fuckers and I shot him higher than I intended, hitting his hip and making him shriek even as he fell forward.

Still he came for us, and I hauled back to punt him in the snout, so tired I nearly forgot to pull the kick or surely I would have snapped his neck. Even that didn’t do it, and Dwayne stepped up. I thought about shouting at him not to get in my firing line but he brought the bat down twice, panting and shouting in anger and fear. That did the kishi in, at least for the moment, and we staggered on, both of us so far unharmed but we had dozens, maybe hundreds of the supernatural ahead of us and I didn’t dare hope we’d make it.


Chapter 17

The hallway angled down sharply and opened into a chamber built into the walls of a massive natural cavern. Water dripped from holes in the cave’s ceiling, and just barely beyond, I could make out pipework. Water pipes. They must have broken and leaked right through into this chamber, exposing it. At the other end of the cavern, a rough-hewn portal carved with runes I could vaguely read had nearly crumbled from the leakage. The runes on the remaining stones were dire and powerful, the kinds of things we used to trap the supernatural in the cells back in Vineport. But unless I was mistaken, these were older and much, much more powerful. Something was meant to be confined in there – and maybe of more immediate importance, something was trying to free itself.

Beneath our feet were tiny stone risers leading down to the base of the cavern. The steps were slick with moisture. More of those Christmas lights hung everywhere, but something beyond the warded chamber was helping illuminate the room in dull, throbbing red. The colors made the ceiling look like it was moving, just like the red room of my dreams.

And it all reeked of sulfur.

Throughout the cavern were dozens, maybe hundreds, of folding cots, mattresses, and nests of hay, most of which were occupied by sleeping people. But a dozen more were either waking or coming for us. Near the front of the pack with two more ratonreines was Helen, the woman Dwayne and I first spoke to in town. She panted as she raced up the stone stairs to us, her dress soaked and clinging to her.

Dwayne moved to my side, his bat raised, but his feet kicked out from under him and he tumbled down the stone stairs. It would have been pretty damn funny except there were a whole fuckton of teeth and claws aimed in our direction, and even more stirring. He came to rest on a landing, his bat lost, and one of the ratonreine was on him, tearing at him with claws like utility knives. I leapt down the stairs, hitting the landing and skidding a couple feet, nearly sliding off the same way Dwayne had. Instead, I grabbed the ratonreine, whose white patchy fur told me their age, and threw them into the other ratonreine coming up the stairs, bowling them all over. I heard Helen squawk something but I ignored her and grabbed Dwayne’s hand to tug him up.

“You good?” I shouted over the din of the monsters. He nodded and I pointed at the prison. “We get there and we stop this. No matter what.”

“No matter what,” he repeated.

I’m ashamed to admit this next part. I really am. You probably expect me to be a stone cold hero, a debonair man of the world who kicks ass and sleeps with only the most beautiful women. You’re right. But it doesn’t stop me from making stupid mistakes sometimes, ones I will regret forever.

Dear reader, I… I’m ashamed to say…

I held out my fist.

For a fist bump.

Dwayne grinned and returned it.

Fuck my life.

* * *

I had a good angle to fire down into the crowd if I was aiming to kill, but at that range, I couldn’t risk firing blindly into the mass of the supernatural. “We move together on three!” I shouted. “One. Tw-”

Something dropped from the ceiling. An emaciated, greasy little creature bit and clawed at my face. A goblin in nothing more than white briefs, followed by a half-dozen more. Dwayne shouted, more in surprise than fear. They pretty much ignored him in favor of beating at me with their tiny fists and gnashing at my face and exposed arms. They were kids, I realized with a shock. Supernatural children weren’t immune to this bitch.

She laughed in my mind, an unholy series of bellows.

Fuck you, Anal Marlin, I thought.

I tried to be gentle, I really did. I hit them about as lightly as I could, but they were tenacious little bastards and soon I was shrugging them off and throwing them back against the oncoming horde. One of them clung to me but Dwayne grabbed it off and gave it a literal boot to the ass, sending him flopping down the stairs much the same way Dwayne had done just moments ago. We looked at each other, then charged down the stairs, shouting.

The centerpiece of that first mass of bodies thrown at us was a towering figure covered in wet fur. Not a shifter, not a werewolf, but a yeti or something of its kind. It parted the crowds with arms as long as most people were tall, fighting through them to get to the front of the pack. If I shot him in the chest or head, I could bring him down, but I’d kill him. Instead, I holstered my gun and jumped again, flying straight for it and a trio of humans. Psychics, maybe. I didn’t know.

I was simply acting on instinct, and I hit them like a freight train, my full weight and momentum surely breaking a few bones on the way down. I tried to scramble out of the mess of limbs but the yeti got to me first, yanking someone’s arm so hard away from me that the bone snapped like a toothpick. It grabbed me too, but I was a tougher hombre than he was expecting. As his giant furry fist squeezed around my neck, I jabbed my thumbs into his eyes. Better blinded than dead, I thought. It dropped me and flailed at anything and everything around it, hitting bodies, pulping someone’s nose. I ducked under its massive arms and fought free of the group, looking around for Dwayne.

He was there, right there, two small winged creatures on his back. But he was paying them no mind. On a nest of hay and a mildewy blanket in front of him was a sleeping form. Posey. Someone grabbed me, and I punched them in the jaw without much thought, dropping them. Dwayne looked at me, then back at her, then towards the prison.

“We can’t fight them all,” he shouted over the din. “Only one of us has to make it. Go.”

One of the winged things bit Dwayne’s shoulder and he staggered. But he smiled, too, and it was the damnedest thing, because it made me smile. I thought of his many hundreds, if not thousands of years ahead, and I felt an odd sense of gratitude it was me who would kill Analmarlis. Dwayne was not a killer, nor did he have to be this day. That was for people like me, the ones who were already broken. Let him be himself a while longer, I thought. “They can’t kill me, Ionas. I can take whatever they give me.”

I had no time to respond. The crowd surrounded me again, and I lost Dwayne, for better or worse. A fire elemental blazed in the mass and something clamped onto my leg and bit down. Before I could be torn apart by the masses, I plunged into the heart of them, swinging, kicking, headbutting a few of them. I pulled punches as best I could but I was nearly finished.

And miracle of miracles, I broke free.

A ring of no man’s land around the portal into the next room might have kept the supernatural at bay, but it didn’t stop me from staggering into its protective circle. I twisted around, my gun in hand, and I saw why. Where Dwayne should have been was a huddle of bodies, writhing and beating away at its center. Dwayne screamed, and I turned back around. Nothing I could do except face the woman in red.

Only it was no woman at all, not really, and as I stepped through the glimmering veil of the prison, I understood everything.

* * *

In the end, my showdown with Analmarlis was anticlimactic as fuck. After all, how do you not come out on top of a fight with someone whose body is more or less fused into stone? Her arms, her legs, most of her back, they were all a part of the walls behind her, as though she had been dipped in concrete and left underground. Which, given the wards outside, might have very well been the case.

There was just one thing. Analmarlis was not human. She was a thirteen-foot demon.

Her body was emaciated, her head so big it leaned forward and rested on her frail chest. Her horns were twisted and knotted things, rising from her skull in crazy angles. Much of her was scarred, with rotting sores as big as my hands on several spots of her chest and thighs. At first I thought a cock dangled between her legs but it was a tail, wicked and barbed and swishing lazily back and forth.

“Anal Marlin,” I said, and dug into my pockets for my cigarettes.

I hate you.

I tapped out a cancer stick and said, “I don’t see why. I’m a nice guy.” I put away the pack and lit my cigarette. “Do you smoke?”

They are dying out there as you are making jokes.

“Yeah. I get told I’m not funny. I disagree, but hey, what can you do?”

I moved towards her. She brought her head up, and in that moment, I didn’t feel fury or despair or anything much more than pity. I could hear the muscles and bones in her neck working, popping and creaking and making all sorts of sounds I didn’t think a body should make.

I do not want your pity, you pathetic fuckstain.

“So, you don’t want a cigarette after all?”

Come closer and find out.

“So what is this? What happened? You had a cult or something? And they turned against you?”

No. You do not get answers. You do not get the satisfaction of knowing. Kill me, so I don’t have to deal with your blundering incompetence.

“This blundering incompetence is about to put a bullet in your brain.”

She will still die, agent. I never lied about that. She will die and you will watch and I will laugh back in hell when she becomes one of us.

I sighed, puffed on the cigarette, and pulled my gun. Without any more bullshitting, I aimed down the barrel, and fired.


Chapter 18

Chaos didn’t greet me. Confusion did.

All around me were hundreds of people just waking up or losing the mad rage Analmarlis set upon them. A few, more than a few, were horribly wounded and crying out for help. You might judge me for this, but for the moment, I ignored them. I needed to see to Dwayne.

He was still in the midst of a mass of bodies. They pulled free, some moaning from their injuries, one laying on the floor, motionless, their arm at a horrific angle. Dwayne pulled himself free, a hundred bites and scratches healing from that bright internal glow of his.

He ignored me and shoved through the crowd between him and the woman he loved. Posey was coming awake but she was sickly and pale. Most the sleepers were. She blinked and cleared her throat, then her eyes widened n recognition. “D-Dwayne?”

“I’m here, I’m here,” he said, and the big baby sobbed as he wrapped her up in his arms. She gasped, and he clutched her harder, head pressed into her shoulder.

She saw me, blinked again, and smiled. “Agent Ionas?”

That got me a few looks but not many. Most these people were just trying to cover themselves up, or piecing together what had happened, or a thousand other things. I came to them both, and Dwayne helped her to her feet to give me a hug too.

“I heard you in my dreams,” I said. “I don’t think I would have found you otherwise. How did you manage that?”

“When she t-took me,” she said, stepping back into Dwayne’s protective arms again, “I wormed my way into her brain too. It was awful. She’s… she’s a nightmare. But the same way she was using all of us psychics to amplify her powers, I used hers to amplify mine. I thought it would be Calvin who came and I thought that’s who you were at first but…”

“Well talk later,” I said.

“Analmarlis?” Dwayne asked quietly. He was covered in blood, most of which was his, judging from the bites and scratches on his skin, but he was already healing, a soft light coming from his wounds.

“A demon. An honest to God demon. Dead now.”

But no, she wasn’t. At that moment, a shriek started near the back of the cavern, towards the stairs. It was followed by a dozen more, then a hundred. Posey fell to her knees, clutching at her head, and I felt the alien laughter of Analmarlis in my skull.

Dwayne and I both looked towards the prison, then each other, and we sprinted for it. When I left her, Analmarlis’s head was down, and she looked as dead as just about anything else with a bullet hole in its skull. But now her head rolled in every direction, her sightless eyes starting to regain focus. She laughed again and we heard more shrieks. The demon’s voice hit our minds, fragmented but understandable.

Mine. All mine. They. Fall asleep. Again.

Dwayne started for her, swallowing hard. I grabbed his arm. I couldn’t figure out what I wanted to say, so I finally spoke the truth. “I don’t want you to have to start your life a killer. I don’t want you to wind up like me.”

“But it has to be done, doesn’t it?”

I hesitated, and finally said, “Yeah. I guess it does. But I’m sorry, man. If I could, I’d take this from you.”

“It’s because of you, and Posey, and all those people out there that I’m going to do this. They have families too. They deserve to sleep at night.” He gripped my shoulder, and not for the first time, I sensed the quiet strength of him, something I would never match, not in this lifetime or a thousand others. “It’s okay, Ionas.”

He pulled away, his hands lighting up. Posey stumbled through the gateway, her hand to her head. I hurried to her and propped her up. We watched Dwayne walk towards the demon. When it was time for him to do what needed to be done, I turned Posey towards me, reached out, and closed her eyes before I closed my own, hating myself, hating Analmarlis for this last petty victory. Fire and light bloomed in the cavern, and when we opened our eyes again, there was nothing left of the demon of Brickford.

* * *

I knew some of the townspeople. Moira and Rachel were there and wouldn’t meet my gaze. Helen was a haughty mess, trying to cover up her aged body while telling anyone that would listen that she needed dry clothes and right now. Sheriff Gary and what was left of his department came into the cavern, guns at the ready, but I was just coming up the steps myself and got them calmed down. I spent five minutes filling Gary in before pointing out the nurses attending to the worst of the injured.

When I emerged into the sunshine, the hotel was crackling with EMTs and a couple more deputies. They were jumpy and nearly drew on me but Gary must have said something over their radios because they visibly relaxed and let me be. One of the EMTs wanted to look at me, but almost none of the blood was mine. So many supernatural beings, and I had come out mostly unscathed. Strange day.

I called Calvin. He listened, and told me I did the world another favor. He looked up Analmarlis through the agency’s databases and came up with several hits on her. She was a lesser demon in hell, or rumored to be, since we didn’t exactly have a spy network down there. And as I already knew, her specialty was nightmares and dreams.

“She feeds on them. On the terror they create,” he told me. “Or that’s what the records seem to imply.”

“I think the reality was she fed on intense dreams,” I said. “And with an army like that, she could do whatever she wanted if she was freed from Brickford.”

“Dwayne? Posey?”

“She’s going to be okay. Dwayne…” I thought about Dwayne. About the way he hugged Posey and then me after he finished with Analmarlis. He seemed exhausted, but steady. “Dwayne will be all right, I think.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“He’s a good man. Reminds me of you. Take care, Calvin. Thanks again for the shelter when I needed it.”

“Any time, my friend. Let me know how it goes with Eliana.”

“I will.”

Eliana.

I wasn’t really needed at the hotel. I probably could have helped haul people out, but Eliana was my priority and the only person I really wanted to see. But when I arrived back at the hospital and saw Dr. Rylance coming out of a patient’s room, I realized there were two people I wanted in my life at that moment.

He strode towards me. his lips tightly pressed together.  Quietly, he said, “It’s going to be chaos in about ten minutes. If that. If we’re going to do this transfusion, let’s do it now. Whether this works or not, you are getting the fuck out of my town as soon as possible. I know you two got the information about Nora from here. Don’t try to bullshit me.”

“I won’t. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t. She is dead, and if you’d listened to me, she wouldn’t be.”

I thought about telling him Analmarlis had controlled the deputies on the mountain, but it was not going to help anything. Rylance and I were never going to be buddies, and I was too tired and in need of him to argue. And he was right. If I hadn’t gone after Nora Segan, she might still be alive. Or maybe Analmarlis would have offered her up to any PSI agents who showed up? Or… who the hell knows?

Eliana didn’t wake up when they prepped us. She didn’t wake up when they slid an IV into her vein. She didn’t wake up when my blood started to flow into her. She didn’t wake up when they finished with us and I sat in the chair beside her again, the one where she saved me just hours ago.

I took her hand in mine, and for the first time in days, I slept without dreaming.

* * *

I saw the agent the next day.

It was about an hour after my third transfusion to Eliana. A normal human couldn’t have given as much blood as I did, but with milk and rest, I was pumping it into her veins as fast as I could make it. There was no change to her condition. She had not woken up, or acknowledged my presence in any way. I was losing her, and I knew it, and I was not ready for it, so I kept moving forward like none of that was happening.

Per Rylance’s orders, I went to get something to eat from the cafeteria. They would have brought me something, and if I had let them, things might have been delayed by another day or two. I don’t know. But I wanted to get up and move, and that’s when I saw her, a tall, broad-shouldered woman with neck-length brown hair and a rumpled suit. Nothing about her screamed agent, but the way she looked at me, casually at first and then with a slight narrowing of her eyes, I knew.

I had been found.

My heart slowing, my whole life slowing, I went back to Eliana’s room and shut the door. I sat on the edge of the bed, taking her hand in mine and staring out the window. It was about twenty minutes before I heard the telltale sign they were coming. Silence. Hospitals are noisy places, with nurses, doctors, and janitorial staff talking. But the corridor outside Eliana’s room was now quiet, but not entirely. If I listened hard enough, I heard soft-soled shoes on the glossy tile.

I stood, and I turned to kiss Eliana. Finally she stirred, just a little, or maybe that was my imagination. Regardless, I brought my lips to her ear. “I love you,” I whispered into her ear. “The only thing I’ll ever want again is more time with you.”

A knock. I assumed they would be in a semi-circle around the room. No one would be dumb enough to stand right in front of the door.

“I’m coming out,” I said.

When I emerged, I was proven right. Four of them, all armed, none of them making a show of it. No one from PSI was going to get violent in a hospital unless it was necessary.

“Let’s take it outside,” I said.

“We’re out back,” the woman from earlier said.

“Okay. Lead the way.”

She did. The other three agents stayed well behind me, far enough I couldn’t whip around and try something without them shooting me first. The hospital wasn’t large and in a minute we were standing out in the sunshine. A pair of black SUVs sat in the parking lot. I knew there would be another two out front, blocking any potential exits I might take.

They surrounded me in a half circle, hands on their guns. I slowly took my own out of my holster, ejected the magazine and the one in the hole, and handed it over. Then, just as slowly, I took my knife from my belt and did the same thing.

“I won’t aim to kill,” I said. “But I won’t let you take her either. So what’s-?”

-the verdict is what I meant to say. But the agents looked behind me and tensed.

Out from the hospital streamed a half-dozen patients. Moira led them, a mixture of young, infirm, and elderly, all of them supernatural, all of them from the cavern. “What is this?” one of the agents barked.

“This is PSI business. Stay clear,” another agent warned.

“This man just saved this entire town and probably a lot more lives beyond that,” one of the Brickford residents said. His voice wavered with a tinge of fear, but he looked defiant.

“He’s wanted for injuring several agents.”

“He’s a hero,” Moira said. “And we won’t let you take him.”

“We will arrest all of you!” the female agent snapped.

More people started to stream out the door, Rachel among them. They looked scared but just as ready to defend me as the rest. I saw the agents tense, so one of them start to move his hand towards his gun, and I raised my hands.

“Stop,” I said wearily. I stepped forward, dropped my hands, and put the wrists together. “Just don’t. We know this could get ugly.”

“Ionas,” Moira said. “What are you doing?”

“I turn myself in, they don’t have a reason to make a target out of any of you,” I said. “I appreciate what you’re doing for me. I do. But I’m not letting all of you defend me. You want to do this, do it in front of Eliana’s room. But I’m not watching any of you get hurt.” I chuckled. “Not for me.”

One of the agents put cuffs on me. The doors burst open one more time, and the same agent had just enough time to grumble, “What now?”

But there she was. Eliana. And it was broad daylight.

“No,” I said.

She stumbled into the sunshine. I ran for her, despite the shouts of the agents. A vampire could endure the sun only for maybe twenty or thirty seconds, if that. She fell, staring up into the sky and blinking hard, tears streaming down her face. Then her eyes settled on me.

I was on her, trying to grab her with my handcuffed arms, trying to hold her. “What are you doing, what are you doing, get inside,” I said.

“I’m not letting you go!” she shouted right back at me.

“Come on,” I said, shoving her towards the building, but she refused to move, and pushed me back just as hard, her hands clinging to my shoulders, her head dropping to my chest. She held me in place. “Baby, you have to get inside. Please.” She ignored me. “Please!”

Almost as one, we both realized what was going on – or not going on.

Eliana looked up. I looked at her skin. It was not cooking. She blinked, then popped her fangs. Still there. “Ionas,” she said, a strange note to her voice. “I can… I can see the sun.”

“You’re not burning up,” I breathed as we were surrounded by agents and Brickford residents alike. To the agents, I shouted, “She’s not burning up. The cure, the cure, it fucking works!”


Chapter 19

My three months in the containment center was made a lot easier by the council running the PSI deciding that Eliana wasn’t to be jailed or killed for her past transgressions as a vampire in Christopher Frederic’s circle. I think they knew every vampire that sided with her – and there were a lot – would have gone to open war with the PSI to free her, and besides, she was actively trying to be less of a threat and encouraging others to take the cure too. That was a win-win in their book.

The imprisonment was uneventful. My cell was unadorned but I was allowed paperbacks and a TV.  Everyone involved knew the incarceration was something of a sham, a meaningless consequence to something that needed to be done for the greater good. One night pretty early on, one of the guards slid a pair of warding handcuffs into my cell and told me to put them on. The PSI guys whose bones I’d broken in my escape came in after I did, and I took my licks without comment or complaint. I lost a couple teeth when one of them didn’t pull a punch hard enough, but it was a small price to pay. Afterwards, we drank a six pack of beer and they told me I did a good fucking job with Frederic and Anal Marlin.

The one thing that drove me crazy was that I wasn’t allowed visitors. I did get to call out to Eliana once in a while, and she kept me filled in. Her cure was a strange thing. She no longer craved blood and she felt immeasurably weaker, but she was still ridiculously strong and tough. She told me she accidentally cut her finger cutting an onion to try a bite, and the wound healed slower than it would have but still within half a minute.

Her appetite for real food was a topic of endless fascination for both of us. She tried her first cheeseburger when I was on the line, and her moans of pleasure kept me awake that night thinking about her. She found our modern candies and sweets too sugary for her taste, but liked ice cream.

But her greatest newfound joy was the sun. Every time I talked to Eliana, she was bathing in it at one of her rentals. “I tan very quickly,” she told me. “So I guess I’m not totally immune. But it’s…” She trailed off, unable to finish the sentence, but I understood. A thousand years without the sun, and I’d be out there drinking as much up as I could.

She also filled me in on our friends. With the results of the cure now looking promising, Kittridge Thomas was being granted a lab and a lot of PSI manpower for further testing. Eliana’s people now lived in a dormitory-style building, safe, but not entirely unharmed by Frederic. But they were free, so long as they agreed to monitoring by the PSI.

Brickford was recovering, slowly but surely. All told, apart from the deaths that occurred when we were there, only two people were lost, both of whom developed bacterial pneumonia from the cavern. Sheriff Gary didn’t resign, but did announce he wouldn’t be running for reelection. Rachel and Moira were in touch, keeping tabs on if I was okay, and I passed a lot of time reimagining my foursome fantasies with them and Eliana.

Regarding Posey and Dwayne, Eliana was coy. I wasn’t sure why. She assured me they were fine, and Posey was recovering well. I would only find out why she wouldn’t talk about them much when I was released. When I emerged into the facility’s parking lot, my Eliana was there, striding towards me in the most jaw-dropping slitted dress I’d ever seen, her big breasts bobbing to her steps, her hips swaying, heels clicking on the concrete.

“Don’t you ever make me wait that long again for you,” she said, but by the last word, her voice cracked, and I was on her, my arms crushing her to me, kissing her hard. We were a long time like that, her tears staining her cheeks. Her eyes were a beautiful trio of brown, gold, and black now, and it seemed permanent. When I pulled back from her lips, I kissed her forehead and cradled her head to me, finally acknowledging the others standing in a loose circle and approaching slowly. My big vampire friend J.G., who I assumed had taken the cure too, considering it was broad daylight. Posey, looking charming in a long, frilly coat and a newsie cap, with a new addition to her ring finger that made me proud of the man beside her. Dwayne, in a crisp suit, looked on the verge of joining Eliana in the tears department. And finally, at the end, Dr. Thomas, who rushed me ahead of all the others save Eliana, clasping my hands between his and saying the words over and over again.

“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

“No,” I said, taking my hand back and wrapping it around Eliana. “Thank you.”

He nodded, mute, and stepped back to let Dwayne wrap me up in a ferocious hug, followed in quick succession by Posey and J.G.

“I don’t know about you,” J.G. said, rumbling from atop her mountainous body, “but I’ve been dying to have Chinese food again. And Ellie’s never been. She wanted to wait for you. Unless you want something else, in which case I’m going to kick your ass from here to Chicago.”

“Chinese food sounds good.”

There were a trio of vehicles, including my baby, my Cadillac, which I hadn’t seen in months. I was surprised when instead of riding with Posey and the others, Dwayne wanted to ride with Eliana and me instead. Posey got him aside and kissed him. I overheard her whisper, “Good luck. I’m sure he’ll say yes.”

Say yes to what? But I’d know the answer soon.

As I led the way to my favorite Chinese place in town, Eliana rested her hand on my hip, staying silent and smiling to herself. Dwayne filled the middle of the backseat, leaning forward finally to talk to me.

“So, uh, Eliana, Posey, and I have been talking.”

“About what?”

“A change of scenery for me and Posey, for starters. We’re thinking about a move to Vineport.”

“Hey, that’s fantastic,” I said. “It’s a great city and I’d be glad to have you around.”

“Thanks. But that’s not all. What would you say about going into business together?”

I glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “What kind of business?”

“Private investigation. The supernatural needs someone who walks that line between their world and the human one. That’s us. You have lots of contacts here already. You’ve got me around for good looks and Posey, she’s a natural with people.”

“Hey, I’d be the good-looking one,” I protested.

He grinned. “We can talk job descriptions later. But the truth is, I don’t want this partnership to end.”

“I would front you whatever money you need, and my people would be the best word of mouth you could ever have,” Eliana said. I took her hand and squeezed it.

“I don’t want you to say yes or no right now,” Dwayne said. “But think about it.”

“A Nephilim, an agent, a psychic, and a vampire all walk into a bar,” I mused. “Fuck it. I don’t need time to think. I’m in.”

“Yeah?” Dwayne asked.

“Yeah.”

He yanked out his phone immediately to call Posey. Up front, Eliana laughed softly. I grinned too.

Maybe the monsters would get that happy ending after all.

* * * * *

Thanks for reading! Ionas and Eliana will be back in The Soul Rises, coming soon on Kindle and Kindle Unlimited!

Find me all over the Internet here!
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