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      Holidays at Rosie O’Grady’s Bar and Grill were a little bit different. Different from what? I wasn’t entirely sure, but it seemed that reality was skewed a little bit more on holidays than usual.

      It was my first time working at Rosie’s on Samhain, known to normals as Halloween, and I vaguely knew that it was a big holiday for witches. It turned out to be a bit crazy, although it wasn’t much crazier than a regular weekend night. Sort of like having Saturday night on a Wednesday. Besides, considering the eccentric dress of many of our customers, it was kind of hard to determine what was a costume and what wasn’t.

      I was broke and had never celebrated Halloween in my life, so I planned to just wear my normal work clothes, but my friends Jolene and Lizzy had other ideas. My history lessons didn’t include much about 1960s London Mod culture, so I just had to take their word for it that that was what my costume implied. A loud yellow-and-blue top—filled out by an outrageously stuffed bra—a white vinyl miniskirt that barely covered my ass, and matching white knee-high boots with heels that had me teetering around behind the bar, afraid all night that I would fall. Then they teased my hair into a beehive kind of thing and sprayed it with enough hairspray to embalm someone. It took me forever to wash it out.

      Liam and I worked the bar that night. His new dhampir girlfriend, Sheila Gallagher, planted herself on a stool nearest the door, so I let him work that half and worked the half closest to the kitchen and the waitress station. Liam, tall, thin and pale, was supposed to be a wraith, Sheila informed me, while she was a princess.

      Lizzy, who was half-Fae and half-witch, had naturally pink hair and usually dressed in pink and white as an emo doll. When she came in on Halloween, I didn’t recognize her. She had brown hair styled like a 1940s femme fatale and wore a dark-green, form-fitting, floor-length evening gown.

      “Gods,” I breathed when she ordered her normal sloe gin fizz, “I didn’t recognize you! How did you do that?”

      With an evil smile, she faded into her normal self, right before my eyes.

      “It’s a glamour,” she said, then faded back into her 1940s persona.

      “That’s cheating,” I said.

      She winked at me. “It’s what the Fae do best.”

      I expected Jolene to show up, but it was one-thirty in the morning, and she still hadn’t made an appearance. I could have asked her brother Josh, but he was dancing, and I was slammed pouring drinks. Trevor probably knew, but it had been a couple of weeks since our fight, and he still wasn’t speaking to me.

      The feel of someone coming through the spelled entrance caused me to look up, and my heart almost stopped. A figure in a long black cloak stood in the doorway, then stepped into the room, and another cloaked figure followed. Such cloaks had bad connotations for me as I associated them either with the Hunters’ Guild, the organization I had once belonged to, or with the new vampire Master of the City, Gabriel Laurent, and his dhampir followers.

      The person at the door pulled back their cloak’s hood to reveal the smiling face of a young witch I knew. The second person was her boyfriend, and I relaxed.

      Soon, more and more cloaked figures came in, their cloaks a rainbow of colors. In addition to black, I saw shades of red, yellow, and green, plus a few gray ones. Someone jokingly mentioned “the parade of the witches,” and I realized that their Samhain celebrations had ended. Sure enough, Jill, the bartender who usually relieved me, came in soon after.

      “Do all of you wear cloaks on Samhain?” I asked her.

      “Either that or freeze your tush off,” she said, parting her cloak to show a filmy white robe under it. “At least my circle doesn’t celebrate skyclad.”

      I blinked at her, then spun around to scan the witches now filling what little space remained in the bar. A flash of leg here and there, especially from some of the men, told me that many of the cloaks hid a lot of bare skin.

      Jolene finally came in half-an-hour later, dressed as a witch, of course, complete with a broom and a peaked hat. She was wearing a lovely cloak of dark green. I made a note to find out where to get one for myself. Probably some place like Witches-R-Us, that I had never thought to look for. I knew that Jolene didn’t go out in the wilderness to pick herbs and flowers for her various spells and potions.

      “I wondered where you were,” I said as I set her drink on the bar.

      “Dancing with the coven,” she answered.

      “I didn’t know you were part of a coven.”

      She shook her head as she took the drink. “I was initiated when I was fourteen. I don’t participate, except at the solstices and Samhain, but it makes my mom happy when I do.”

      I grinned. “Are you one of the skyclad crowd?”

      She stepped back and held her cloak open, showing me her naked body. I felt the grin slide off my face.

      “Why do you always act so shocked when you show up at my place and I’m not wearing any clothes?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because you open your door undressed. I would never do that.”

      I had done that only once, and I had checked who was there through the peephole. Besides, I wasn’t awake yet.

      “But you’ll go out to a bar naked.”

      She grinned at me. “Can you think of a better way to get lucky?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I would think you’d learned your lesson about picking up guys in bars.” A month before, a dhampir had kidnapped her and given her to an ancient vampire, who did what vampires do.

      Jolene shrugged. “Now I make sure I see them smile before I go outside with them.” She elbowed the guy sitting next to her. I knew from his reaction that he had caught the show. “Celebrate Samhain right,” she said. “Be a gentleman and give lady your seat.”

      He looked startled, then grinned. “Do I get another flash?”

      “In your dreams. Off, buster.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said as he slid off the barstool.

      Jolene let her cloak fall open again while she climbed onto his vacated seat, then winked at him and pulled the cloak around her. “Thank you.”

      She swiveled her chair around and watched the festivities while I took care of several customers. When I came back, she turned to face me.

      “Is Trevor still being an ass?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “He still won’t talk to me.”

      Shaking her head, she said, “I don’t know what happened between you two, and I don’t really want to, but it’s not you, Erin. I think he enjoyed pining over you when you weren’t available, but as soon as you were willing to commit, it scared him. He just took the first excuse he could find to dump you.”

      She drained her glass and pushed it to me for a refill. “And if that’s the way he wants to be, he’s not worth it. There are three billion guys in the world you haven’t met yet. I’m sure a dozen or two can hardly wait to fulfill your every dream.”

      “Right. I just have to hope they make their way to Westport from Shanghai or Dublin or wherever they’re hiding.”
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        * * *

      

      My normal shift was nine hours, from five in the evening until two o’clock in the morning, but on Samhain I came in a couple of hours early to help get everything ready for the celebration. By the time Jill relieved me, I was exhausted and my feet were killing me. I had a beer and a shot, then called it a night.

      I was sitting at the bus stop with my personal shield wrapped around me, watching the cars go by, when three young women showed up and sat down beside me. From their conversation, I learned that they worked at bars farther up the street from Rosie’s. Most of the bars up that way were strip bars, but not all of them. One was a nice supper club, with a piano bar and a house jazz band that Trevor had taken me to when we were dating.

      A couple of minutes later, a car drove up with two men inside and stopped in front of us. The guy who wasn’t driving rolled down his window.

      “Hey, you girls want to party?”

      “No, thanks,” one of the women answered.

      The men were drunk and obviously deficient in the English language. The guy opened his door and got out. He held out his hand with some money.

      “C’mon. We got money. What’s the matter? Our money not good enough for you?”

      Someday I’ll learn to keep my mouth shut, but he irritated me.

      “It’s not your money,” I said, “it’s your breath and general hygiene. Go home, take a shower, brush your teeth, and come back. I’ll wait right here for you.”

      The women burst out laughing.

      “Bitch!”

      He started toward me, so I stood up and stepped forward to meet him. When he reached out to grab me, my shield stopped his hands six inches from my shoulders. I slid closer and punched him softly under his ribs, driving the air from his lungs.

      “Uhhh.” It was the most intelligent thing he’d said so far.

      I picked him up off the ground and threw him into the car, then leaned in and told the driver, “I’m giving you fifteen seconds to get the hell out of here before I castrate both of you.”

      I stepped back as the car’s tires squealed. The open door swung to close but hit the mouthy idiot’s legs, which were hanging out, bounced open again, then tried to close again. The car swerved away down the street with the door bouncing back and forth.

      “Wow!” one of the women said. They all started congratulating me and asking how I did that.

      “Take a karate class,” I said. “Not only is it a good workout to keep in shape, but going home at this time of night, it comes in handy sometimes.” Some nights it was vampires, other nights it was mouthy drunks.

      The bus came a few minutes later to take us all home.
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      Although Rosie’s served a great breakfast, and the morning-after-Samhain brunch menu had looked great, I chose to go in a different direction. I took the bus to the nearest train station, then to another train station, and out to the university at the farthest northwest part of the city where the ocean met the mountains.

      The train crossed the river, and I changed trains at the North Bank Station. The train to the university headed west along the river, gradually trailing north, then turned up the hill to its final stop across the street from the university. I disembarked onto Campus Avenue, with the university campus on one side of the street, and bars, restaurants, and boutiques on the other. Trevor and Jolene had once taken me to a restaurant at the west end of the street that had the most incredible view of the northern part of the bay.

      But I also had another objective. When I first moved to Westport and people asked me where I went to college, I enjoyed the expressions on their faces when I told them I was a high school dropout. However, I soon figured out that with my lack of formal education, and my reticence to talk about my past, a lot of people assumed I had been a drug addict or a part of some weird cult. The last assumption was too close to the truth for comfort.

      One of the day-shift bartenders told me about a test I could take to get a high school equivalency certificate that would allow me to apply to universities. I liked my job but didn’t want to spend the rest of my life pouring drinks and babysitting drunks. Mages, barring accidents, lived a very long time.

      My other skills weren’t valued very highly by normal society. What would I put on a resume for useful skills and experience? Decapitation? Assassination? Led assault on a vampire’s mansion? Can punch through the walls of an armored car with my magic? Not the sort of girl that nice men wanted to take home to meet mom, or that respectable organizations wanted to hire.

      I walked onto the campus, marveling at being in a place where almost everyone was my age, give or take a few years. In the City of the Illuminati, I was used to practically everyone except the other trainees being either decades or centuries older than I was. Even my friends I met at Rosie’s were all older than me.

      I picked up a university catalog at the administration building, then walked over to the restaurant and got a table next to the windows. I paged through the book, trying to imagine spending my time studying the various subjects.

      Art History looked like fun, but when I checked on the internet through my phone, I found I would need a PhD to get a good job as an art expert, and I’d probably be thirty before I finished school. A deeper check showed that, for some reason, most of the top jobs in academia, museums, and galleries were held by men, even though more women worked in the field.

      The same was true for history, but the pay was barely more than I made as a bartender. Engineering, computers, and chemistry did pay well, but I didn’t want to spend my life in a smelly laboratory or locked up in a basement. Forestry meant I could live out in the middle of nowhere, earning less than a bartender, and with few prospects to meet a man who wasn’t a lumberjack or a pot farmer. I was beginning to wonder if getting an education was really worth it.

      Then I hit architecture, and the more I read, the more intrigued I became. Because of my unique magical talents, the Illuminati had given me significant instruction in structural engineering, even if they didn’t call it that. Determining the weak points of a building or a fortress and then either breaking in or bringing it down was a skill they thought might be useful.

      I turned to the page on tuition costs. That didn’t just puncture my dreams, it blew a cannonball-sized hole in them. I didn’t make that much money in a year, even if I lived on the street and didn’t eat. The catalog cheerfully told me I could borrow the money, but a quick calculation showed I would have to hit the lottery to have a hope of ever paying it back.

      I closed the book and put it in my bag. Jolene had once joked that “sugar daddies” lived in the mansions on the islands out in the bay. I could probably find one if I put an effort into it, even though no one would call me a great beauty. The Illuminati had trained me well in the arts of seduction. I knew how to dress, and my looks probably wouldn’t start to fade for another hundred years or more. However, like bank theft, that was a part of my old life I had vowed to leave behind.

      The associate degree program in hospitality management at the community college looked like my best choice. I could afford it and could start taking classes the following summer, assuming the Hunters’ Guild didn’t find me and kill me before my twenty-fourth birthday.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, shortly after the start of my shift, a tall man walked in wearing a long black cloak with a peaked hood. He pulled the hood back to reveal a face that belonged in a romance movie, or maybe he had been the model for Michaelango’s David. Curly brown hair to his collar, full, sensual lips, a straight narrow nose, a strong chin, and piercing blue eyes. A dhampir, owing fealty to the new vampire Master of the City.

      “Out!” I shouted, freezing him in his tracks. “You’re not allowed in here.”

      “But, I just wanted…”

      “Out! You’re banned!” I grabbed the magic-infused, sawed-off baseball bat from under the bar and started around the bar to meet him. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw several of our regulars stand, ready to help me enforce my order. Drawing on ley line energy, I directed that energy to push the dhampir back out the door.

      He stumbled backward. Casting a glance at the sign with Rosie’s Rules on it, he said, “But, why?”

      “Why? Why? How fucking stupid are you? Kidnapping a customer and giving her to a vampire? You know why that isn’t on the list? Because simple common sense says that it’s socially unacceptable, and normal people don’t do things like that!” I was furious, standing in front of him, shaking the bat in his face. “Consider this your one and only warning. You try to come in here again, I’ll kneecap you and dance on your face!”

      He turned and lurched out the door. I heard clapping from the crowd.

      “Damn!” I was so mad I smacked the wall with the bat, knocking a hole in it the size of my head.

      “Woops! Crap!”

      Behind me, the bar erupted with laughter.

      I whirled around, my face feeling like it was on fire. “Anyone have a magical way of fixing that?” I asked.

      That was greeted with more laughter.

      One guy stood up and walked over to me, inspected the hole, and said, “Not magic, but I’ve got stuff out in my truck to do the job. Can’t match the paint, though.” He straightened up. “Trade you tonight’s bar tab?”

      “You’ve got yourself a deal,” I said.

      He went outside, and after a few minutes, came in with some tools and a piece of sheetrock a bit larger than the hole. Forty minutes later, he packed up his tools and took them back outside. When he came back, I had a beer and a shot waiting for him.

      “It can be painted tomorrow,” he said. “You’ll have to ask Sam about the color, though. Might have to paint the whole wall to make sure you get a color match.”

      A couple of witches got up from their table and went over to look at the patch. One of them sketched runes around the repair, then they held hands and chanted something in a language that I didn’t know. All evidence of the patch disappeared, and the smooth wall looked just the way it had before I hit it.

      With bright smiles, the witches approached the bar. “I don’t suppose we could talk you into a free drink, could we?” one of them asked.

      “Is that permanent?”

      “Probably good for a couple of hundred years, or until you get pissed off again,” the other witch said.

      “I think free drinks would be a brilliant idea,” I replied, and started mixing their favorites.
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        * * *

      

      The bus dropped me off near my apartment building, and before I had gone ten steps, a cloaked figure stepped out of the shadows. I jumped back and pulled power from the ley line.

      “Oh, no. Not you again,” I said. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      The dhampir pushed back his hood and said, “I have information for you.”

      “Tell Laurent to call me. He has my phone number.”

      “My master doesn’t know what I need to tell you. Stephanie’s body was found on the banks of the Potomac River. I just got the call from the Fairfax, Virginia, police today.”

      A chill swept through me. I knew the name because Gabriel Laurent had blackmailed me, saying that if I didn’t do his bidding, a dhampir named Stephanie would tell Rudolf Heine, the one member of the Illuminati Council still alive, that I was in Westport.

      “And why doesn’t Monsieur Laurent know this?”

      “I’m not sure what he will do. I thought you deserved the warning.”

      Something wasn’t fitting together. A vampire’s thrall going behind his master’s back? Thinking independently? And this guy owed me nothing. I had never been anything but nasty to him.

      “How did she die?”

      “The police said she was naked, her wrists and ankles were bound, her throat was cut, and then she was thrown in the river.” That sentence ended almost in a sob. Things were getting weirder. I knew that dhampir were actually human and had emotions, unlike vampires, but he was acting strange.

      “Why did the cops call you?”

      “Because I am her next of kin. She is—was—my half-sister.”

      Well, that was a bit of a shocker. Dhampir usually didn’t have blood relatives, but then again, the guy talking to me was the exception to the common belief that all dhampir were female.

      “Laurent told me a month ago that she had been missing for a couple of weeks,” I said. “When do the cops think she died?”

      “Recently. They said it appeared she had been tortured. They wanted to know if I knew what she was doing, why someone might want to do that to her.”

      A chill crept through my body. That sounded like something Rudolf would do. What I could easily envision him doing to me.

      “And what did you tell them?”

      “What could I tell them? Rudolf Heine is three hundred years old. He doesn’t exist.” He took a deep breath. “Steph didn’t know the name you’re using, just that the Scorpion was here in Westport. So, he would still have to find you.”

      As long as Stephanie’s brother was being so talkative, I decided to ask him a question on a different topic that had been bugging me.

      “Why Westport?” I asked. “I know the Masters of the City in both Atlanta and Dallas were killed. They had the same kind of leadership void as Westport, and for an ancient one such as your master, those should have looked like better opportunities.”

      He looked away, refusing to look me in the face. “I don’t know. He chose here.”

      Yeah. His reaction seemed to confirm one of my suspicions. In spite of all his power, I had Gabriel Laurent pegged as a coward. He had run rather than fight when I killed his master in Austria. He had chosen manipulation rather than direct confrontation with his foes in Westport. From what I had heard, the vampire wars in Atlanta were burning hot, and a vampire-shifter feud in Dallas was so nasty that paranormals in Westport were concerned about it spilling into public notice.

      “Well, I’m sorry about your sister,” I said, “and thanks for the warning.”

      I silently cursed Laurent. I had done his bidding, and his promises to me turned out to be empty. Lesson learned. Sam was right, never trust a vampire.

      I circled around him so I could continue toward home. I had taken about five or six steps when I stopped and turned.

      “What’s your name?”

      “David Cunningham.”

      “And your sister was Stephanie Cunningham?”

      “Yes, that’s right. Our father was Marcus Cunningham. You killed him that night in Vienna.”

      I didn’t know the names of a lot of the people I had killed, and I sent a lot of vampires to the final death in Vienna. I wondered if their father knew he was killing their mothers when he impregnated them. The chances were the women hadn’t known that a mother never survived birthing a dhampir.
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      In exchange for the extra hours I put in on Samhain, Sam agreed to give me the following Sunday evening off. Lieutenant Jordan Blair had asked me to the opera, La Boheme, and I said yes.

      Blair had season tickets, and I had gone to the opera with him once before. And as before, he invited me to one of the nicest restaurants in town prior to the performance. The tough cop that I knew when he was on the job became a sophisticated and urbane escort on such occasions, and I enjoyed his company.

      I also knew that he wanted more in the way of a relationship. I had put him off because I was more attracted to Trevor, but that had gone south in a big way. Then Michaela Gallagher, rich heiress and gorgeous dhampir, had told me she occasionally dated Blair, including trips to the opera and to bed. That made me a little skittish. I wasn’t opposed to sex, in fact I really craved it, but I wanted a steady lover. Getting hit on multiple times every night as a bartender tended to put a bit of a tarnish on bed-hopping and bed hoppers.

      A big payday from the DA’s office for some undercover work had given me freedom to do a little shopping. I had splurged and found myself having to choose between four dresses for the occasion. On a mad whim, I wore the teal, the slinkiest of the bunch, mid-calf length, with a wrap-front and plunging neckline, camisole straps, and a slit halfway up my thigh. I told myself it would be foolish to totally rule out a romantic relationship. Maybe he could convince me.

      I still didn’t own any real jewelry, but the costume pieces I had chosen didn’t look nearly as cheap as they actually were.

      Jordan picked me up at my apartment and seemed to have a difficult time keeping his eyes on the road as we drove downtown. He took me to the same restaurant as he did the first time, a favorite of his and a place where he was known.

      On my previous trip to La Maison, I had ordered the halibut, but that night there was a duck special that pushed all my buttons, and I ordered that.

      Looking around, I spotted Francis Jones sitting at a table across the room with an older black couple and a white man. The minority population of Westport was rather small, and they were the only black people in the restaurant.

      “Are those Frankie’s parents?” I asked.

      Jordan twisted in his chair, then turned back to me. “Yes. Would you like to meet them?”

      “I think it would be courteous to thank her father personally,” I said. The big check from the DA’s job that bought the dress I was wearing had come from Franklin Jones’s law firm. He and other members of the Columbia Club, the secretive group that was a front for the city’s paranormal council, had paid a reward for helping to break up a ring offering bounties for the heads of vampires and werewolves.

      The food was wonderful, the wine Jordan ordered was a perfect complement, and I didn’t even think about turning down dessert. A silky chocolate raspberry tart accompanied by a cordial and coffee left me ready for a nap.

      But Jordan looked at his watch, called for the check, and said, “If you want to thank Franklin, we should hurry.”

      He paid the bill, and we stopped by their table on the way out. Frankie was six-feet tall, and it was immediately apparent that she got her height from her father. Her mother was no taller than I was.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Franklin Jones,” Jordan said, “my companion this evening is Erin McLane.”

      “Ah, Miss McLane. Frankie’s told me so much about you,” Mr. Jones said.

      “We don’t want to interrupt,” I said, “but I wanted to thank you in person for what you’ve done for Westport and to make the city safer. I appreciate your generous support.”

      Franklin nodded. “We appreciate your courage in helping us to sort things out,” he said. “Let me introduce Gavin Edmundson. Gavin is a representative of a group in Washington, D.C., the Potomac Discussion Society, and a colleague of an old friend of mine, Gerald Quigley. Gerald recently passed away, and we were reminiscing about him.”

      He turned to Edmundson and said, “I believe you met Lieutenant Blair earlier today. He has been instrumental in trying to impose some order on the supernatural elements here in Westport. And Miss McLane is a newcomer to our fair city, but a very welcome one.”

      Edmundson was seated, but I guessed his height at a little over six feet. He had broad shoulders and a slender, athletic build. His objective age was late forties, but as a mage, he could have been anywhere between sixty to over a hundred. His dark hair showed no signs of gray or of receding. That color was saved for his cold gray eyes, the eyes of a predator.

      “Yes,” Edmundson said. “Hello, again, Lieutenant. Are you also with the police, Miss McLane?”

      My mouth was so dry that it took me a moment to answer. “Uh, no. I just try to help them out when I can. I guess you could call me a concerned citizen.”

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you.”

      I smiled and tried to hold onto my composure. I had killed Gerald Quigley a few months before as part of my final mission for the Illuminati. A strong mage, a hydromancer, Quigley had an unfortunate attraction for young women who weren’t his wife. In a hotel room in Washington one night, I used ley line magic to stop his heart. I had also killed the rest of the members of the board of the Potomac Discussion Society, including the head of the board, William Strickland.

      Jordan and I got our coats, walked out, and then shared his umbrella as we traversed the short distance to the opera house. I was kind of thankful for the rain, as it made conversation difficult. My head was spinning, and I was sure I must have been as pale as a ghost.

      There was only one explanation for Edmundson using Quigley’s name and that of the private club as an introduction in Westport. Edmundson was Illuminati. If not a Hunter, then he had at least been sent by Rudolf Heine.

      Although I was not in Heine’s direct chain of command, he knew what I looked like, and he would have been informed of my mission in Washington. After I finished that mission, I essentially disappeared for a month before I surfaced at the City of the Illuminati and handed Master Benedict the artifact that destroyed him. Sometime during that month, Heine had gone to Washington and avoided the disaster. He could have gone there for reasons other than looking for me, but that seemed to be too much of a coincidence.

      I barely paid any attention to the opera and was quiet while Blair drove me home.

      “Thank you for the wonderful evening,” I said as I jumped out of the car.

      “Are you all right?” he asked. “You’ve been awfully quiet.”

      I put my hand on my stomach. “I think I overate. Not feeling too great. I hope I didn’t spoil your evening.”

      From my balcony, I watched the rain for a while, a million thoughts spinning around my mind. And when I finally went to bed, I had a hard time getting to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      It was drizzling the following morning, but I went for a run anyway. People told me that if I waited for nice weather in Westport, I might get outside only a dozen times before spring.

      I tried to process the information I had received that week in a logical manner. One working assumption had to be that Rudolf Heine knew the Scorpion was in Westport. A second assumption was that he sent Gavin Edmundson to Westport, whether in response to what he tortured out of Stephanie or because his Illuminati contacts in Westport had gone silent. Daniel Nava and Charles Meitzner were definitely silent and would be forever more.

      Would Franklin tell Edmundson that Nava and Meitzner were dead because they kidnapped Frankie? Would he tell him I was the one who killed them? How much would he tell Edmundson about me? How much had he told other members of the Columbia Club? I knew that some members of the club were Illuminati sympathizers, or maybe pawns. And no one knew if Nava and Meitzner were the only actual members of the Order.

      If Edmundson had come to Westport hunting for the Scorpion, tales of me would certainly catch his attention. Try as I might have, I had done a lousy job of keeping a low profile. I should have passed Rosie’s on by and got a job waitressing near the university or something. Anywhere not frequented by paranormals and supernaturals. But what was I supposed to do? Let vampires munch on me and the other women I’d rescued? Blair was the one who first brought me to everyone’s attention.

      Trying to talk to Frankie to ask her to talk to her father, and for both of them to be circumspect concerning me, held its own problems. Earlier that year, the Potomac Discussion Society lost six board members in less than a month, two of whom were obviously murdered. I shouldn’t have known anything about that or the Society—or Gerald Quigley and his sexual predilections, for that matter.
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        * * *

      

      I had three nights off and nothing to do but chase the same thoughts around my head over and over. Needing someone to talk to, I called Lizzy, who knew more about my business than anyone but Sam.

      “Can I buy you lunch?”

      “Nope. Got a meeting with a study group. I’m free for dinner, though.”

      “Deal. Pick me up at my place.”

      Lizzy called around five to tell me she was on her way, and I met her in the parking lot.

      “So, what fancy place are you taking me?” she asked when I got in. The look on my face must have been priceless, because she laughed her butt off.

      “Tell you what,” she said, “I’m going to turn you onto the best cheap seafood place on the West Coast.”

      We drove downtown, then out to the port, then turned south. Past all the big merchant ships and then past the big ocean trawlers, we came to an area with lots of smaller fishing boats. On a street parallel to the water, one side had old houses, and the water side was lined with bars and restaurants. Everything looked kind of old and a little ramshackle, but I noticed a lot of expensive cars parked along the street. Lizzy found a tiny place to park between two luxury cars and fit her Mini-Cooper in as slick as could be.

      We walked back to a place called Daddy Jack’s Oyster and Crab Shack. The building looked as though someone had nailed boards haphazardly to a rickety frame and not bothered to paint it. A chalkboard outside on the sidewalk had the day’s specials.

      Inside was a completely different story. It wasn’t white linen and crystal chandeliers but fresh, clean wood and no hint that the building might collapse at any moment. A hostess led us to a high-top table for two overlooking the bay and left us.

      “There’s the menu.” Lizzy pointed to each of the three chalkboards on the wall. “Cocktail and beer specials, main menu with dessert, and the raw bar. Best place in town for raw oysters. Everything’s fresh, right off the boats. My dad knew Daddy Jack, and he also knows his son, who runs the place now.” She leaned forward and whispered. “He’s a witch.”

      For seafood, the prices were very reasonable. I found out how reasonable when they brought our crab claw appetizer. It would have been a meal in itself for one person. And when they brought our entrees, I took one look at my fish stew called cioppino and knew I would never finish it.

      “You can get a take-out box,” Lizzy said, pulling one of her crab legs apart. “Here, taste this.” She put a raw oyster still sitting in its shell on my plate. “You don’t come from the coast, do you?”

      “Middle of nowhere,” I said, picking up the oyster with my fork and dipping it in the cocktail sauce, like she was doing. “Literally. Nothing but trees as far as the eye can see. We had some fish, mostly trout, musky and walleye, but anything like this would have had to come in frozen. Red meat and fowl were more the order of the day.”

      I braced myself and popped the oyster in my mouth. Strange texture. Strange taste, but good. I saw she was watching me closely, so I smiled. “That’s good!”

      “Where in the middle of nowhere?”

      Rather than play the game with her, I pulled out my phone, googled a map of the Northern Midwest, and showed her.

      “There.”

      She blinked at it, then turned her eyes up to me. “There isn’t anything there. That’s the middle of a national forest near the Canadian border. There aren’t even any roads.”

      “I told you. And what would someone say if you tried to show them where your fairy mound is on a map?”

      “But the fairy mound isn’t on a map. It’s actually not in this reality…” her voice trailed off. “In the middle of nowhere?”

      “Yep. But where I showed you on the map is how you used to get there. Now it’s gone, and not even a memory remains. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      Lizzy grinned. “That’s where Mistress Chantelle’s School for Seductresses, Spies, and Assassins was? Who did you practice on? Bear shifters?”

      I sighed. “No, each other and the masters. But the year I was eighteen, they took me out into the world and gave me intensive practical training. Mostly in Europe, but I spent a lot of time in New York, Washington, and South Florida, plus a month in South America.”

      The grin disappeared. “The Illuminati are real? And you were one of them?”

      I nodded. “I was a Hunter. The City of the Illuminati, their base of operations, was destroyed shortly before I came to Westport. I thought that all of the big wigs—the members of the council and the leaders of the Hunters’ Guild—were dead. But Laurent tells me that the second-in-command of the Guild survived, and Master Rudolf knows me. He may know I’m in Westport. And last night, I met a man who I’m sure is Illuminati. He might even be a Hunter.”

      “Not good,” Lizzy said. “So, are you going to Salt Lake City to tend a bar for George Flynn?”

      “I hadn’t even thought of that,” I said. “See why I wanted to talk to you?” I shook my head. “I haven’t heard a word from Flynn since he left Westport. I mean, when I warned him that Laurent wanted to kill him, he said I would always be welcome, but how much should I trust a vampire? Lizzy, I’m not just afraid for me. If they suspect I told anyone about them, it will be a blood bath. They wouldn’t hesitate to kill you, Jo, Trevor, Sam—hell, even Blair and Frankie and her father.”

      “There are a lot of places you could easily disappear,” she said. “Pick a smaller town like Corvallis or Eugene or Bend. They can’t search every city in the country.”

      That would mean leaving the only friends I’d ever had. Running was the last resort, even if it was the smart choice.

      “But, what would I do without you?” I asked, and got a toothy smile as a reward.

      We brainstormed through my options all during dinner.

      At one point, Lizzy said, “Suppose that Illuminati guy is here for a reason other than you.”

      “Huh?” I intelligently responded.

      “What if he’s here because of Nava and Meitzner? Or because that Rudolf guy is looking for a safe place to regroup and build a new base of power, like Laurent?”

      “Why would he be interested in Westport?” I asked.

      “Why did you come here?”

      The ley lines. Two major ley lines intersected east of the city, just inside the boundary of the national forest. The Fae had a fairy mound almost directly on that intersection. At least a dozen minor ley lines snaked through the city, including one that ran right under Rosie’s. The city was a nexus of magical energy.

      The City of the Illuminati had also been built where two major ley lines crossed. That had provided the fuel that torched the city. But Rudolf wasn’t there, so he couldn’t know that. All he could possibly know was that the city disappeared—as though it never existed. The only witness to that conflagration was me.

      “The ley lines,” I said. “The same reason the Fae are here.”

      She nodded. “The city being here is convenient, also. It gives the Fae a place to observe and interact with humans but still have a wilderness around them. The city isn’t so large as to create other problems, the wind off the ocean blows any pollution away, and the national forest keeps humans from surrounding the Fae. When you stop to think about it, the city has natural boundaries that keep it from growing much larger. The national forest to the east, the mountains to the north, the rugged coastline to the south, and the ocean to the west.”

      “And you think Rudolf is interested in this place for the same reasons?” I asked.

      “With the Illuminati destroyed, and him the only one left from the ruling clique, why do you think he would consider you important? He doesn’t know what destroyed the rest of the Order. How many Illuminati were there?”

      “Seven or eight thousand, including North America, Europe, and South America. There are regional headquarters in Bavaria, outside London, and in Ecuador. Major cities such as New York, Washington, and Los Angeles have large contingents, and there are operatives, such as Nava and Meitzner, scattered all over the place.”

      “And how many were killed when the city was destroyed?”

      “Probably between five and six thousand. The last time I heard someone mention the City’s population, that was the estimate.”

      “And of the two or so thousand left, you are the most important person he should be worried about? Why?”

      I thought about it. Rudolf couldn’t know I had the book, the History of the Illuminati, that held all their secrets. It had been missing for three years before I found it, and in spite of all their efforts, none of the Illuminati had known where it was. And he couldn’t know that I was responsible for the destruction of the City. Would Master Benedict have called Rudolf to tell him I had gone back to the City? It appeared that Benedict’s primary and immediate focus when he gained possession of Strickland’s crystal was to destroy it.

      “How many other Hunters are floating around the world as free agents?” Lizzy asked. “Is Rudolf searching for all of them?”

      “You’re making a lot of sense,” I said, “but I can’t just assume that he isn’t going to target me. If he finds out I’m the one who killed Nava and Meitzner, he may decide I’m part of a conspiracy against the Illuminati.”

      “You’re paranoid.”

      “Absolutely. And so are the Illuminati.”
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      My conversation with Lizzy managed to kickstart my brain and get it working again. Instead of drowning in fear and indecision, I managed to step back and review all of the information I had.

      I knew there were factions inside the Columbia Club. Two prominent pillars of the community, Daniel Nava, the district attorney, and Charles Meitzner, the mayor’s chief of staff, turned out to be members of the Order of the Illuminati. There were others who I thought of as Illuminati sympathizers and who were still alive. But I had little insight into the club’s membership and who those people might have been.

      On the other side was Franklin Jones and his allies, who had put a stop to the bounties being offered for vampires and werewolves. Elections were coming, and it seemed as though both factions of the club wanted control of the mayor’s office and the state governor’s office, with the Illuminati backing Westport’s mayor in his bid to become governor.

      As part of their strategy to disrupt the city and use the resulting chaos to consolidate their power, the Illuminati faction in the Columbia Club had brought in a Hunter, who killed at least three members of the club who opposed the mayor, in addition to killing the city’s head vampire.

      Lizzy was right. Gavin Edmundson’s appearance could be explained as a continuation of an Illuminati plot to gain control of Westport. And in fact, that was a more logical explanation than Master Rudolf dropping everything to find and kill one girl. I knew that he disapproved of my special place as Master Benedict’s personal Hunter. He had told me once to my face that my magical and fighting skills weren’t very impressive so I must be damned good between the sheets. So, why would he obsess about me?

      Or I could just be rationalizing because I didn’t want to face the tough choice of starting all over again in another town.

      The one thing I was sure of was Gavin Edmundson being Illuminati, and I would bet he was also a Hunter. And if he planned on resuming the murders of Franklin Jones’s allies, I had to find a way to tell Frankie.

      When Lizzy dropped me off after dinner, I did a thorough survey around my building, and sure enough, found my stalker standing in the trees by the stream in the back. I was torn between giving him a piece of my mind or simply ignoring him. Deciding the latter was better for my blood pressure, I started toward the front door, then stopped.

      Using my own skills as a stalker, I circled around by the creek and came through the woods behind him. When I got within arm’s reach of him, I grabbed his cloak and jerked on it.

      Cunningham whirled about and found himself staring at the point of my long dagger.

      “Just calm down,” I said. “I only want to talk to you. Okay?”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      I lowered the knife and put it away. He followed it with his eyes until it disappeared from sight, then I saw him relax.

      “There’s a Hunter in Westport,” I said. “I assume he was sent here by Rudolf Heine. His name is Gavin Edmundson. Do you know who Francis Jones is?”

      “Yes, the assistant district attorney.”

      “Good. Have you met her?”

      “No, but Constance has.” Constance Gardner was Gabriel Laurent’s other dhampir. I would have loved to be a fly on the wall for Frankie’s conversation with Gardner after she was discovered running a vampire bounty operation in the city.

      “Unless you have warm feelings for the Illuminati and Rudolf Heine, I would encourage you to have Laurent inform Ms. Jones of Edmundson’s affiliation,” I said.

      “Why don’t you?”

      “How would I know anything about the Illuminati and their Hunters? I’m just a bartender.”

      “Ah, I see. And what do I get out of this?”

      “You say you’re human,” I said. “Even a small bit of revenge tastes good. Besides, I doubt Laurent would feel very comfortable if he knew a Hunter was here in the city.”

      “That is true.” He hesitated, then said, “You assume that I don’t blame Gabriel as much for Stephanie’s death as I do Heine.”

      “No, I don’t. But if you serve a master, you accept what they do. When you stop accepting, then you stop serving.”

      “Is everything so black and white with you?” he asked.

      “No, the world is shades of gray. But you either serve the Dark or you serve the Light. That is a choice, not a sliding scale. Vampires are creatures of the Dark.”

      I brushed past him to go home. I didn’t know whether he would tell Laurent as I hoped, but at least I tried.

      His hand caught my shoulder. I spun around, pulling power from the ley line.

      “I would like to get to know you better,” he said.

      I shook off his hand. “I’m not interested in getting to know a vampire’s thrall, especially the way you mean,” I responded. “I’m only interested in free men. But I’ll give you some advice. Stalking a woman is not the way to endear yourself to her.”

      He didn’t try to stop me again. When I reached my apartment, I looked out the window and he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      I called Michaela Gallagher the following morning and invited her to lunch. Michaela had been one of the big winners coming out of the vampire succession battles, although she did lose her father. We agreed to meet at Rosie’s.

      I showed up ahead of the appointed time and grabbed a table that would allow us to converse privately. Not unobserved, however. Michaela was impossible to ignore. When she came through the door, conversations halted as everyone turned to stare.

      Blonde, six-feet tall, with a curvy but athletic body, she could have been a supermodel—as long as she didn’t have to smile. A dhampir’s fangs weren’t as obvious as a vampire’s, but they were still far larger than my teeth.

      She bent down and bussed my cheek, tossed her coat over an empty chair, and settled into her chair with a grace that a swan would have envied.

      “Long time, no see,” she said. “I thought you’d forgotten me.”

      I grinned. “I didn’t realize your phone only received calls. You should get yourself a fancy one like mine that calls out, too.”

      She laughed.

      After the waitress took our orders, Michaela leaned forward and asked, “What’s up?”

      “There’s a Hunter in town.”

      She leaned back in her chair. “Ooo. That’s not good. Has anyone warned Laurent?”

      I shrugged. “I told David Cunningham.”

      Michaela cocked her head a little to the side and seemed to study me. “That one is a real looker. Only the second male dhampir I’ve ever heard of. But young. You do know that, right?”

      “How would I know that? You hardly look older than I do, but I know you’re well over a hundred.”

      She chuckled. “I’ll be a hundred forty-five this spring. David’s only thirty.”

      I waited for the punchline, but she didn’t say anything else.

      “How old is Constance?” I asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Two hundred? Two-thirty? Definitely on the downside of the curve.”

      “It sounds like you’ve gotten to know them.”

      Michaela shrugged. “I have to see Laurent fairly regularly. Business. He expected more, but I disabused him of that notion right away. If I have my way, I’ll never sleep with another vampire again. But a couple of my sisters have kind of a crush on David. They invite him over and take him out with them.”

      “And Constance?”

      “She’s a bitch. We’re civil to each other. No point in tearing each other’s throats out, but if she had a fatal accident, I wouldn’t mourn for more than a few seconds.” The ghost of a smile crossed her face. “She needs to watch her tongue around Eileen, though.”

      Eileen Montgomery was a vampire and the proprietor of Necropolis, a vampire-goth nightclub. She and I got along, but I hadn’t seen her in a while.

      Our meals came, and after the waitress left, Michaela asked, “Does this Hunter have a name?”

      “Gavin Edmundson. He’s presented himself to the Columbia Club as a representative of a similar club on the east coast.”

      She nodded. “You’ve met him? I don’t know all the Columbia Club members, but some of them aren’t nice people.”

      I pulled out a list and pushed it across to her. “Yeah, I met him while he was having dinner with Franklin Jones. Anyone you might care to identify as being interested in stirring the pot?”

      Michaela reached in her purse and pulled out a pen, then quickly made checkmarks next to half a dozen names. “Wouldn’t put it past any of these. Word is that at least some of them were involved in that bounty business.”

      After we ate and she got up to leave, she asked, “Do you mind if I tell Eileen about the Hunter?”

      “I was hoping you would, as long as you don’t say where you got the information.”

      After Michaela left, I went to Sam’s office, where I closed the door and told him about Edmundson. At that point, I figured that I had dropped the information as widely as I dared.
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      With two nights off, and having just finished reading my latest novel, I felt restless. I wondered if vampires read vampire romance novels. I assumed their thralls did, at least before being enthralled.

      Two of the small cities Lizzy had suggested as hiding places were university towns. I had checked them out and discovered the tuition costs of those universities were half what I would pay in Westport. I calculated that if I was frugal, it would only take me two years to save one year’s tuition. At that rate, I could graduate in fifteen years. Their financial aid was a joke. I would have to quit my job and starve for a year to qualify. No matter how powerful I was, I couldn’t eat magic, so that option was out.

      But rather than dismiss the relocation idea completely, I decided to spend some time around the university in Westport to try and get an idea of what living in a university town might be like.

      I went out to the clubs with Lizzy and Jolene sometimes, but Lizzy had a big assignment for one of her professors, and Jolene was spending a lot of quality time with her boyfriend of the month. Since Trevor wasn’t being very friendly, I figured he probably wouldn’t want to take me dancing either.

      But if I moved to a new city, I wouldn’t have any friends there at first, so I throttled my insecurities and went out on my own. I put on a pair of black leggings and a frilly rose-colored tunic top that made me feel girly, then took the trains out to the university. It was a Tuesday night, so things were rather quiet, but there were still plenty of students in the bars. I also noticed there were a lot of cops on the street and patrolling in cars.

      All of my friends were a few years older than I was, and they preferred bars downtown with a clientele that matched their ages, so it was a rather novel experience to be one of the older people wandering down the street.

      I popped into a bar where a band was playing and got carded at the door. The five-dollar cover charge bought me a ticket for a free drink. A quick scan of the place showed me that most of the people were drinking beer. Very few cocktails. That meant the bartenders were probably more comfortable pulling taps than mixing anything complicated, and a perusal of the back bar revealed that their top-shelf liquor was barely above what Sam considered rail quality. I sat down at the bar and ordered a beer.

      The band was pretty good, and a few people were dancing. After about half an hour, a guy asked me to dance, and once I showed that I was approachable, a couple of more young men also asked.

      Then a man who was older than I was—probably late twenties—sat down beside me and struck up a conversation. It turned out he was a graduate student in archeology and had spent the past summer in South America.

      I was enjoying the conversation and the fact that he spent most of his time looking at my face when I saw a group of guys coming in the door. Six young and young-looking vampires.

      They didn’t pretend to order anything, but immediately started hitting on the prettiest girls.

      “Excuse me,” I said to my companion and slid off the barstool. I pulled out my phone on my way toward the ladies’ room.

      “Lieutenant Blair. What’s up, Erin?”

      “I’m at the Nighthawk. It’s a bar near the university.”

      “I’m familiar with it,” he said.

      “Half a dozen young vamps just came in and are using persuasion on the girls to lure them outside for a party. Some of the girls’ boyfriends are not amused.”

      “Crap. I’ll try and get some people up there.”

      “The girl this vamp near me is talking to looks a lot like that niece of the mayor. I saw her picture on one of the local news sites. You know, the one who’s some kind of cheerleader or beauty queen?”

      Blair’s response was not printable, then he hung up.

      It took about five minutes for the first fight to break out. The vamp wasn’t too rough with the guy but ended things in about thirty seconds. The bouncers converged, and the vamp headed for the door, pulling the mayor’s niece by the arm. The other vamps quickly grabbed their chosen victims and followed.

      Most of the girls didn’t protest, but that didn’t surprise me. The vamps didn’t have to have an ancient one’s persuasive powers to capture the attention of a twenty-one-year-old girl with a couple of beers in her.

      As I followed them out the door, I passed the guy I had been talking to at the bar. I stopped for a moment, put my hand on his arm, smiled, and said, “I really enjoyed our conversation. Maybe I’ll see you again sometime.”

      Without waiting for a response, I made for the door.

      I knew I didn’t have to hurry. Unless the vamps picked up the girls and carried them, which would have attracted too much attention, they weren’t going to outrun me. Pulling energy from the ley line, I shielded myself and then routed the rest of the power to my hands and feet.

      The fight had accelerated the vamps’ seductions, and at least three of them had stopped, two backing their prey into the doorways of shops that weren’t open, and the third dragging his girl into an alley. I approached the couple nearest to me and saw he had the girl pinned against the closed door, staring into her eyes and using persuasion to make her more compliant.

      I walked up behind him and punched him in the small of the back, shattering his spine. Leaving him lying on the sidewalk for Blair’s people to find, I proceeded down the street to the next couple.

      As I stepped close to that vamp, he turned and tried to backhand me. My shield stopped his fist. Vampires weren’t able to shield themselves, however, so I crushed his chest, then pulled his head down to meet my knee. The girl never said a word, just stared at me in a wild-eyed bewilderment.

      By the time I reached the alley, the vamp with Miss Beauty Queen was coming back out, his arm around her shoulders. She leaned against him, her head resting against his chest.

      “Hey, do you have the time?” I asked.

      He turned his face toward me, and I caved it in. He staggered and fell. The girl also staggered, almost falling, then caught herself against the wall of the nearest building. She stared at the vamp lying at her feet in a pool of black blood. Up ahead, I saw the other three vamps crossing the street, dragging the girls with them toward the university.

      I pulled out my phone and called Blair.

      “Yeah?” he answered.

      “They left the bar with six girls,” I said. “Headed west. Three of them are down on the street, but the others went onto the university campus.”

      “I have people on the way. Mackle should be there in a couple of minutes.”

      “Tell her to call me. I’m following those three.”

      I didn’t wait for him to tell me not to. I put my phone in my coat pocket and crossed the street.

      Although the sidewalks were lit by periodic light poles, trees and bushes created large islands of dark and shadow between the buildings. I caught sight of the vamps disappearing around the corner of a building about fifty yards in front of me and sprinted to catch up. Rounding the corner, I saw two of the couples. Off to my right, the rustling branches of a bush showed where someone had gone off the path.

      Decision time. One of me and three of them. Chances were the other two couples would split up soon. Would the girl off in the bushes survive if I passed her by?

      My phone buzzed and I pulled it out.

      “Erin? Where are you?” Detective Cindy Mackle’s voice asked.

      I glanced up at the building next to me. “In front of the Armstrong Building,” I said. “Do you know where that is?”

      “Yeah. On my way.”

      “They split up. Two of them are ahead of me going north. The other one has a girl in the bushes a few feet away from me.”

      “Save the girl.” Cindy said.

      No one in the Illuminati had ever called me a maverick or insubordinate. They told me what to do, and I did it. In my entire life, until three months before, it never occurred to me to question authority. Mackle spoke with authority, and I reacted the way I had been trained.

      Rather than follow directly behind the vamp and his captive, I circled around the bushes and found them in a grove of small trees with a patch of grass and a couple of park benches. I imagined it would be a nice quiet place to read on a sunny day.

      She lay on her back, eyes open, watching him, with a vacuous smile on her face. He had already raised her skirt, and ripped off her underwear, and was in the process of taking his trousers off.

      I slid my dagger out from underneath my coat and leaped toward him, landing almost close enough to reach out and touch him. He twisted around, and I saw his eyes widen as the long knife cut into his neck. Black blood gushed from his throat as he fell. I pounced on him, bringing the weapon down to finish the job, and his head bounced away, coming to rest on the lawn a couple of feet from the girl’s outstretched hand. She smiled at it, blinked a couple of times, then let out an ear-piercing scream.

      I jumped forward and kicked the head off into the trees, then quickly wiped my blade on the vamp’s pants. Sheathing the dagger, I reached down, grabbed the girl’s arm, and pulled her to her feet.

      “Shhhh. There are more of them,” I whispered urgently into her ear. She shot me a terrified look but shut up. Dragging her along, I headed in the direction the other vamps had been going when I saw them last. I didn’t know what to do with her, but I certainly couldn’t leave her alone with a headless body.

      I pulled her along with me as fast as she could stagger. She was barefoot, and I couldn’t remember if I had seen her shoes in the clearing.

      We reached the end of the sidewalk where the vamps had been, and I looked left and right, trying to see something that might give me a clue of where they had gone. To the right would eventually lead back off campus, to the street with bars and people. I decided to go left.

      We found the next couple on a narrow lawn between two buildings.

      “Oh, my God,” my companion shrieked, alerting the vamp, who broke off what he was doing and raised up to his knees to look at us. He and I leaped toward each other, but he was hampered by his pants trapping his ankles. I drove my fist into his stomach, then kicked him in the knee, and he went down.

      I heard something behind me and spun around to find that another vamp had grabbed the girl I was with from behind, one hand over her mouth and the other around her chest.

      “I’ll break her neck,” he said.

      We stared at each other for what seemed like a long time, then he stiffened, eyes wide, and his hands slid off her. She stumbled forward sobbing into my arms. The vamp fell to his knees, and then forward on his face. Behind him stood Detective Mackle with a crossbow pistol. It was only then that I saw the fletching of the bolt sticking out of the vamp’s back.

      “Are there any more of them?” Mackle asked.

      “I don’t know. Did you find the other girl?”

      She shook her head while cocking the crossbow and laying another bolt in the bed. I hadn’t seen her in a couple of weeks, and she had a new green dye job. I liked it better than her orange hair but not as much as the teal.

      I pulled the girl with me as I walked over and looked at the crossbow. The bolt seemed longer than normal for a pistol.

      “That a custom job?” I asked.

      “Yeah. The bolts are custom, too. Wood. Metal or plastic wouldn’t slow down a vamp, even if you hit him in the heart.”

      “There were six vamps and six girls when they left the bar,” I said. “I caught up with three of them on the street.”

      Mackle nodded. “We found them, and the girls are safe.” She walked past me and knelt down to check on the girl lying on the ground.

      “Is she…is she…” the girl I was holding tried to ask through her sobs, but hiccups kept interrupting her.

      “She’s alive,” Mackle said, standing so as to block the girl’s view of her friend. She pulled her phone out and talked into it. A few minutes later, three cops showed up. I handed my charge off to one of the officers, then Mackle and I walked away.

      “Do you think the one I plugged was with them, or is he number seven?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. The bar was kind of dark, and I didn’t get a good look at all their faces,” I replied.

      We split up and started searching for the last girl. I was exploring an area near a small pond when my phone rang.

      “I found her,” Mackle’s voice said. “I’m less than fifty feet from where we split up.”

      The vamp had been in the process of feeding on the girl when he must have heard the sounds of my confrontation with his friend. He had abandoned his victim in an alley.

      “She’ll live,” Mackle said as I approached. I saw that the girl still had her leggings on.

      A couple of more cops showed up soon after, and Mackle and I walked back toward the edge of the campus.

      “We’ve had a lot of this sort of thing happening in this area,” Mackle said. “You might have noticed we have a lot of cops out, but we can’t cover everything. What were you doing here?”

      “Having a drink and a pleasant conversation with an archeologist,” I said.

      “Interested in exploring your hidden treasures, no doubt.”

      I grinned. “It might have been an enjoyable expedition, if it got that far. He was nice. Cindy, have the other attacks been like this?”

      “Pretty much. Lure the girls away, feed on them, and sometimes rape them as well, but no deaths so far. You might have cleaned up a big part of the problem tonight. There was one other incident a couple of weeks ago when they took six girls, but mostly it’s been between one and three at a time.”

      “Always girls?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We have all the luck, don’t we?”

      She shook her head. “Not all. The problem is just as bad at a couple of gay bars downtown.”

      “So, female vamps never get hungry?”

      “I think their victims just don’t complain.”

      Most of the buildings we walked by were dark, but then we came upon several tall towers that had lights in a lot of the windows and people going in and out.

      “What are these buildings?” I asked.

      “Dormitories,” Cindy replied. “Student housing. From mid-December until after New Year these will be dark.”

      A couple came out of the nearest building with their arms around each other. I stopped and watched as they kissed, then got in a car and drove off. The girl was very young.

      “Isn’t that one of your buddies from Rosie’s?” Cindy asked. “Trevor? The guy with the Lost and Found group?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “He sure likes them young, doesn’t he? She couldn’t even get into a bar.” She glanced at her watch. “No need to guess where they’re going this time of night.”

      My watch showed twelve-thirty.

      “Late night snack?” I asked.

      Cindy snorted. “That’s a rather sexist thing to say about a young woman, but yeah. They don’t let male visitors stay the night in the dorms.”

      “B-b-but, that’s not what I meant,” I sputtered.

      She laughed. “I know, but I think my interpretation is more accurate.”
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      Midnight was not the time I expected to see Jordan Blair and Frankie Jones walking into Rosie’s. They both looked tired and not particularly happy.

      “Late night out partying?” I asked, trying to be cheerful.

      Blair glowered at me.

      Frankie heaved a sigh. “Give me an Irish coffee.”

      “Make that two,” Blair said. “And make it a strong one.”

      “Tell me about this,” Frankie said, pushing something across the bar.

      I suddenly knew what a rabbit caught in a pair of headlights felt like. The circular brooch was about an inch and a half across and made out of gold. It was a representation of Yggdrasil, the mythical Norse-German tree of the world, with a triangle enclosing an eye overlaying the trunk. The symbol of the Hunters’ Guild. The pin was bent, and a scrap of black fabric clung to it.

      I raised my eyes and found Frankie staring at my face, waiting.

      “It’s the mark of a Hunter,” I said.

      “And how do you—” Blair started, but Frankie cut him off.

      “That’s not important, Jordan,” Frankie said. “Erin, we have a crime scene I’d like you to see.”

      “Why? I don’t have any training in forensics or investigating crimes.”

      They exchanged a look, then Frankie sighed and said, “Detective Bailey is our best mage, but he’s not as strong as you are. Especially in pure magic. He thinks it’s a magic kill but can’t tell us how it was done. The victim had that clasped in his hand.”

      “I can’t just walk out of here,” I said. “Jill won’t be in to relieve me for a couple of hours. I can go with you then.” Sam had gone home, and I wasn’t about to call him. Besides, the last thing I wanted to do was go see a murder victim, especially one involving a Hunter.

      After a short discussion between them, Frankie finished off her drink and left, but Blair hung around until Jill came in to take over.

      We drove across the river to one of the old wealthy enclaves north of downtown. On the way, Blair briefed me on their case.

      “A man named Viktor Nakhmanovich, CEO of Westport Seafoods, was murdered earlier this evening. He was a mage and a member of the Columbia Club. We found that brooch clutched in his hand.”

      He glanced over at me, obviously expecting a response.

      “The Hunter who killed Lord Carleton wore one of those pins,” I said. “It’s pure gold.”

      “We didn’t find anything like that on his body, and the fire shouldn’t have destroyed it,” Blair said.

      I sighed. “I took it, figuring that I could pawn it if I needed bus money out of town.”

      Blair searched my face, but I could have passed a lie detector test on that statement. He gave me a quick nod and didn’t ask any more questions.

      We drove through the gate of a private enclave where a uniformed cop kept a security guard company, and Blair held out his ID. The streets twisted and turned without a straight line or a sharp corner anywhere, and it seemed like every couple of blocks we passed a small park. The houses were mansions, all on what I judged to be one-acre lots, with immaculate lawns and gardens.

      It was easy to tell when we reached our destination. Cop cars, an ambulance, lots of yellow crime-scene tape. We parked down the block, and Blair’s ID got us through into the house. A cop at the door handed us shoe covers and latex gloves.

      The foyer and first couple of rooms we walked through looked normal. Understatedly opulent, to be sure, but nothing to indicate a crime had occurred. Then we came to a door that had been blown off its hinges. No sign of explosives or fire, just a door reduced to splinters.

      The room beyond looked like an elephant had been turned loose in the place. The room was in shambles, with broken furniture and shelves, plus three large holes in the walls.

      Blair led me through the largest hole into what had been a study or an office. The destruction there was just as bad. A bookcase that reached the ceiling had been ripped out of place and flung across the room, revealing another room beyond as well as a flight of stairs going down.

      “There’s a tunnel from the basement to the garage,” Blair said. “But nothing indicates anyone went down there.”

      We continued into the next room, where a man, who looked about fifty, dressed in a polo shirt and khakis, sat against a wall, his arms hanging by his sides and his legs spread apart. His eyes were wide open, which contributed to the shocked expression on his face.

      Frankie and Detective Sergeant Bailey awaited us, and their expressions didn’t radiate any cheer either.

      “We can’t find any marks on him,” Frankie said. “Dan scanned him and doesn’t think there are any obvious internal injuries, such as broken bones.”

      I assumed Dan was Sergeant Bailey. I had never caught his first name. I pulled magic from the ley line and placed my hand on the dead man’s chest.

      “His heart stopped,” I said.

      Bailey snorted.

      I shrugged. “Sorry to be so obvious, but that’s what happened. It was caused by magic, but I can’t tell you what kind of spell or magic it was. The residual magic in this place is almost suffocating.”

      “Could you do that?” Blair asked.

      “Yeah, sure. I’d have to catch someone off guard so they didn’t shield or block me. But I would guess,” I gestured to the total chaos around us, “that his shields finally gave out. Must have been one hell of a fight.” I shook my head. If he was fighting a Hunter, Nakhmanovich must have been one hell of a mage. He held his own for quite a while. “You found the brooch in his hand?”

      “Yeah,” Bailey said.

      “He got inside his murderer’s shield but didn’t have the strength to win.” I stood up and took a look at Nakhmanovich’s clothing as well as the bottoms of his shoes. No scorch marks that I could see.

      “Probably not an electrokinetic. Possibly an aeromancer. The autopsy would show signs of electrocution or suffocation. A healer could definitely do it, but I think a healer would have to physically touch him. I wouldn’t look for a witch, though. They normally don’t wield the kind of power that would cause this kind of damage.”

      Blair looked at Bailey. “Dan?”

      “What she says makes sense. Yeah, I could stop someone’s heart. So could Frankie. I just didn’t think about killing someone that way.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “A lack of imagination in a homicide detective? You need to read more crime novels. Expand your horizons.”

      His face turned a little pink, and he chuckled. “Yeah, I’ll put that on my to-do list, along with getting enough sleep.”

      “What you need is a necromancer,” I said.

      Blair’s head snapped around so hard I was afraid he might have sprained something.

      “A what?”

      I couldn’t resist. “You know, one of those guys who reanimates the dead. A zombie lord.”

      Frankie and Bailey cracked up, and Blair realized I was pulling his leg.

      “Very funny,” Blair said, “but not very useful.”

      Frankie sobered up and said, “Actually, she’s right. Not about the zombie thing, but a real necromancer is a witch who can cast psychometryspells.”

      Blair shook his head. “And now I know absolutely zero more than I did before.”

      “It’s a form of postcognition that can retrieve information about events that already occurred. Sometimes, by being in close contact with the area or object where an event took place, some witches can read strong magical and psychic residuals and tell what happened,” Frankie said.

      “Why didn’t you just say it’s a hocus-pocus reenactment?” Blair asked.

      “Okay, it’s a hocus-pocus reenactment,” Frankie said. “The problem is, I don’t know of any necromancers operating in the Westport area.”

      “Have you asked Jolene Carpenter if she can do it?” I asked. “But even better, is there a CCTV system?”

      “Yes, but our techs are going to have to piece it back together,” Frankie said. “The murderer must have seen the cameras, because he found the closet the system was in and smashed it.”

      On our way out to Blair’s car, I saw a well-dressed woman who looked to be in her late forties or early fifties sitting on a bench in a gazebo in the garden. She had a stunned expression on her face and just stared into space.

      “Who found him?” I asked.

      Blair nodded toward the woman in the gazebo. “His wife. She was at their daughter’s house and found him when she came home.”
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        * * *

      

      I was used to nightmares. The faces of people I had killed swam up out of my subconscious and tormented me at night. The face of Master Benedict showed up a lot, a product of my imagination, since I hadn’t been there when he died. But I imagined his astonishment, his horror, when Strickland’s crystal consumed him and everything he held dear.

      The night Nakhmanovich died, I dreamed of Strickland’s daughter. She was young, fourteen or maybe fifteen at the oldest, and had just come into her power. She appeared in my dream with her red hair blowing in a non-existent breeze, her green eyes almost glowing, the smile on her face malevolent. She spoke to me.

      Now you know how it feels, to know a Hunter is coming to kill you, and you can’t do a damned thing about it.

      I bolted from my bed drenched in sweat and discovered the person screaming was me.

      Three days later, the president of a local bank and his wife died in an automobile accident. They were on their way home from dinner with friends at a fancy restaurant downtown when their car went off the road, down an embankment, and slammed into some trees. No witnesses. He was on my list of Columbia Club members, but not one of those Michaela identified as being part of the bounty conspiracy.

      I knew from my past that such a scenario was a favorite assassination method of aeromancers. An accident, with no way to prove any outside intervention. Of course, I could have done the same thing by pushing ley line magic at the car.

      My training taught me to worry about coincidences. Including the Illuminati members of the Club, eight of its members had died in less than three months. Statistically, that seemed too many, considering that all of them were mages.

      There were also rumors that several vampires had been found downtown with their heads cut off. The cops and the Columbia Club had clamped down on bounty hunting the previous month, and I hadn’t heard any reports of that sort of thing since. Taken all together, it seemed that a new wave of violence was engulfing Westport immediately following Gavin Edmundson’s arrival in town.

      The nightmares got worse. I started hanging around Rosie’s after my shift, sometimes drinking a little too much. I got home exhausted, but for some reason, sleeping in the daytime seemed to hold the dreams at bay.
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        * * *

      

      Every year, Sam chose a theme for the New Year’s Eve bash, and a week before Thanksgiving, he had posters pinned up everywhere, including the restrooms, to promote the event. The theme he came up with was “Party Like It’s 1133,” which was the year before Pope Lucius III established the first Inquisition.

      For the staff, Sam provided pictures of some medieval costumes from that period. We weren’t required to come in costume, but his attitude conveyed that it was highly encouraged. He said he would pay up to a hundred dollars to help with our costumes if we gave him the receipts.

      It never occurred to me to go online and search for a costume, and I didn’t need his pictures to know what period dress looked like. Mages live a long time, and formal dress in the City of the Illuminati hadn’t changed much from the Order’s founding in 1308. I trudged down to a fabric store and bought several yards of unbleached linen, several yards of dark-green velvet, and some white lace. New needles, pins, thread, shears, and a couple of yards of white-and-yellow embroidered trim finished my purchases. Then I resigned myself to spending every spare minute until New Year sewing.

      Sam raised his eyebrows when I handed him my receipts but gave me a hundred dollars without saying anything. I wasn’t sure what that meant.

      Deciding that since I had no plans for extended debauchery that would expose my undergarments, I didn’t bother to do anything fancy with the chemise and didn’t even put sleeves on it. It didn’t take long until I had the chemise finished and was working on the bliaut—the overdress—when the phone rang.

      “Hi, we’re downstairs,” Jolene said when I answered. “Buzz us in.”

      I dutifully did as she requested, opened my apartment door, then went back to hemming the neckline. Jolene and Lizzy walked in a couple of minutes later.

      “Hey, hermit. Except at the bar, we haven’t seen you in days. Come on,” Jolene said, “we’ll buy you lunch.” She came over to where I was sitting and stood there. “What are you doing?”

      “Making my gown for New Year.”

      “You’re sewing it? From scratch? By hand?”

      I raised my eyes to look at her. “You know a store that sells something like this? Gods, it would cost a fortune. The fabric alone took all of the money Sam gave me for my costume. And I don’t have a sewing machine.”

      Lizzy walked into the kitchen and surveyed the table I was using to lay out and cut the fabric, then came over and looked around. The chemise was draped over the back of the couch, with the trim lying beside it. She picked up the bottom hem of the dress and inspected the stiches.

      “You could make money doing this,” she said.

      “Yeah, and you could probably teach math to grade-school kids,” I retorted. “I hate doing this shit.”

      “Then why are you doing it?” Jolene fingered the velvet. “It’s not mandatory, you know. I found a Renaissance Fair costume online for a hundred thirty bucks. It’s muslin; just a serving wench costume. This is fit for royalty.”

      “What’s a Renaissance Fair?” I asked.

      “I think we should just go to lunch,” Lizzy said. “Come on, give your eyes a rest.”

      I certainly wasn’t getting anything done with them standing over me, asking me questions. I put everything down, got my coat and my keys, and followed them out the door. Jolene walked ahead while Lizzy waited for me to lock the door and set my wards.

      “You’ve made such dresses before,” Lizzy said as we walked down the hall. “Are you doing the whole super-long sleeve thing? What do you call that style of overdress?”

      Sometimes Lizzy’s mind worked so fast it was hard to keep up with her questions. “A bliaut. No, I’m not doing the trumpet sleeves because I’m wearing it for work. Yes, I’ve made dresses like it a few times before. How did you know?”

      “You aren’t using a pattern. Is that how the Illuminati dressed at home?”

      “They were sort of stuck in the fourteenth century for what they considered formal wear. I didn’t dress that way every day, though. I figured fourteenth century was close enough to the beginning of the twelfth century for this party. Thank the gods Sam didn’t decide to do the High Renaissance. Sewing those dresses would be a nightmare.”

      I didn’t ask what kind of costume Lizzy planned to wear. I assumed she would just create a glamour like she had on Samhain, and I was completely, unashamedly jealous.

      They took me to a place up in the foothills with a view of the city and the coast. It was pretty, and I thought about how nice it would be to have a car and be able to explore the area.
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      Someone downstairs was pushing the buzzer. I ignored it, it stopped, and I drifted back to sleep. Then my phone rang. Through bleary eyes, I saw that it was Lieutenant Blair. It was still dark, and I also saw that it was only two hours since I’d gone to bed. I shut the phone off.

      My next cognizant moment was four hours later. I put a pot of coffee on and checked the phone. There were messages from Blair and Frankie asking me to call them.

      After two cups of coffee, along with pancakes, an egg, and a sausage, I felt human enough to talk to someone. I called Frankie, figuring she would be more sympathetic.

      “Erin, are you free today?” she asked as soon as she answered the phone.

      “Yeah. I don’t work tonight. What’s going on?”

      Frankie’s voice sounded a little shaky. “A massacre. Half a dozen members of the Columbia Club had a private Thanksgiving dinner party at Ronald Winslow’s house last night. We got a call from a hysterical caterer this morning. When we got there, we found six dead mages, along with three members of the caterer’s staff. We also have five dead chauffeurs from the five limos parked outside.” She sighed. “It looks like many of them were killed with a sword or some other sharp object.”

      “I’ll get dressed,” I said.

      She showed up about half an hour later and came up to my apartment.

      “This is an improvement,” she said, looking around at my second-hand mismatched furniture and discount-store pictures on the walls. The last time she saw the apartment I didn’t have any furniture except a bed.

      Frankie drove me to another mansion in another gated compound near where Viktor Nakhmanovich had lived. Once we passed through the gate, the road split. We took the left fork, while a sign that said ‘Golf Course’ had an arrow pointing to the right.

      “No spouses or kids?” I asked as we wound our way past increasingly impressive homes.

      “No. All of the victims were either divorced or widowed,” Frankie said. “I’m told this was a traditional Thanksgiving get-together. Catered meal with high-priced drinks and bubbly. Winslow’s staff were all given the evening off, and it appears his guests all came by limo.”

      I had a very bad feeling. Fourteen bodies. That was the kind of bloodbath the Hunters’ Guild specialized in. Take out any potential witnesses. The chauffeurs all would have been dead before the assassin entered the house.

      But even with the good luck to have that many targets congregate like that, it was chancy as hell for a single assassin to assume he or she could take them all out without anyone escaping. Especially if the targets were mages.

      “Were all the chauffeurs and caterers norms?” I asked.

      “One of the chauffeurs was a mage. Two were werewolves—combination chauffeurs and bodyguards. A lot of shifters from the North Bay Pack do that kind of work.”

      The limos were all parked in the driveway in front of a six-car garage to the side of the house. Two men’s bodies lay surrounded by cigarette butts near a door to the house.

      “The drivers were allowed in the kitchen,” Frankie said, gesturing at the door. “These two evidently stepped outside for a smoke.” It had been cold and windy the previous night, so I assumed they had gone back and forth frequently, based on the number of butts.

      A cop handed me a pair of latex gloves, a filter mask, and paper shoe covers. I didn’t touch the bodies but leaned over them and visually inspected them. Both had their throats cut.

      Frankie started to go inside, but I said, “I want to inspect the outside first.”

      The front door had been locked, but no ward was set. The kitchen door didn’t have a ward either and was unlocked. The other three outside entrances had wards set to prevent any use, and the windows were warded as well. While I was checking that out, Blair came out of the house and followed me around, not saying anything but just watching.

      “So, the kitchen door was the single way in and out?” I asked.

      Blair nodded.

      “What’s in the garage?”

      He turned and looked at it. “Nothing exciting. There are four cars, and we know Winslow owned five. The other one could be in the shop, but we’ve put out a search on it.”

      “What kind of car is missing?”

      “A Lamborghini.”

      That would be fun to drive. A great way to celebrate a successful assassination. “Have you checked inside and outside the compound for unfamiliar cars?” I asked.

      “Outside?”

      “Yeah. The killer didn’t walk all the way out here from town. If he didn’t come through the gate, then he would have parked somewhere and gone over the wall. And if he stole the Lamborghini, then his car might still be there.”

      “I’ll start a search,” Blair said, and walked away to talk to a uniformed cop.

      The kitchen was a mess. Tables and chairs were tumbled about and broken. A deck of cards was scattered across the floor. One man—I assumed he was the mage—had been thrown across the room with such force that he was embedded in a wall. One of the other men had tried to shift and had almost completed the change into his wolfman stage. He hadn’t completed the shift because his head had been separated from his body. The other shifter’s entrails spilled out from a sword wound that almost cut him in half. An automatic pistol lay next to one of his hands.

      “Did he fire the pistol?” I asked.

      “We think so,” Blair said as he came in from outside. “One, possibly two shots.”

      He pointed to a bullet hole high on the wall above the outside door. Sloppy on the part of the assassin to let one of his targets get a shot off. Probably due to overconfidence.

      “That means the people inside should have had some warning that something was going on,” I said.

      Blair nodded. I followed him through a door into a small dining room. A woman wearing a short black jacket and black trousers lay face-down on the floor in a pool of blood. She had a long, deep cut across her back from her right collarbone to her left hip. It was immediately apparent why the cops thought the assassin used a sword.

      We stepped around her body, and Blair led me through another door into a much larger formal dining room. Chaos, blood, and destruction. It looked as though a bomb had gone off. I thought back to the man embedded in the kitchen wall. Ley line magic like mine could have done that. A concentration of ley line power suddenly loosed in a room could approximate a bomb.

      At least two more of the formally dressed bodies had obvious sword wounds, one being decapitated. But I counted only six bodies, with two men dressed the same as the woman in the previous room.

      “Where are the others?” I asked.

      Blair motioned to an open archway. I went through and found a large parlor. There was evidence that a number of energy bolts had been cast—holes in the walls, and furniture smashed to splinters. A man in formal dress who appeared to be in his fifties lay in the middle of the room. He had been holding a rapier when he was cut down. The wound started where his shoulder met his neck and cleaved him to mid-chest.

      I looked through the door at the far side of the room and picked my way over the debris until I could see beyond. A man in the next room lay face down in a pool of blood.

      “He took a knife in the back,” Blair said. “It looks like he was running and the knife was thrown, but the killer took it with him. It was a very large knife, as it hit him in the back and penetrated his chest.” I thought of the main gauche I carried in a sling under my left armpit inside my coat. The blade was eighteen inches long.

      “Not killer but killers,” I said. “It took more than one person to do all this.” I turned to Frankie. “You said all the guests were mages?”

      She nodded. “Fairly strong, too.”

      “That means their shields had to have failed in some way. That usually doesn’t happen with a single attack.”

      “I don’t understand,” Blair said.

      “I mean it usually requires a sustained attack—multiple assaults—to break down a strong mage’s shield. The other thing is that Hunters’ swords are spell-forged, and the spells include a negate-magic spell, so they can cut through a weak shield.”

      I turned back to face the horror in the dining room. “A single assassin wouldn’t have had time to kill all those people and catch up to these two who ran. Even an ancient vampire like Laurent isn’t fast enough to do all this by himself, and a vamp doesn’t have any magic. Had to be multiple assassins.”

      “That’s not good,” Frankie said.

      I wrinkled my nose at her. “That is the biggest understatement I’ve ever heard.”

      It looked like Lizzy was right. Rudolf Heine had more on his mind than finding one girl. Even if he knew I was alive, this Hunter team had come to Westport with a different agenda. If he hoped to control the ley line intersection, I was willing to bet he didn’t know the Fae had got to Westport before him. Even as arrogant as the Illuminati leaders were, they wouldn’t mess with the Fae. The Fae would chew a force of Hunters up and spit them out before breakfast.

      I made my way back out to the driveway. The stench of death inside was too much to deal with, even with the filter mask. Frankie followed me.

      “So, what do you think?”

      “Either a Hunter team or a team from the Knights Magica. They’re the only other group I know of that uses blades as a preferred weapon. At least two Hunters or Knights, more likely three. My bet is on Gavin Edmundson,” I told her. Her eyes widened in shock. “I suspected he was a Hunter. I know he’s Illuminati.”

      “He left town yesterday,” she said.

      “Are you sure? Easy enough to book a flight, go to the airport, then rent a car in another name, circle back, kill your targets, and fly out on a later flight using the pseudonym. Although I’m betting the Edmundson identity is the pseudonym.”

      She studied my face, then said, “I’m not even going to ask how you can rattle off something like that so easily. Erin, he had credentials.”

      I took a deep breath. “Sure, but did anyone check them out? Try to contact anyone at the Potomac Discussion Society? Anyone at all?”

      Frankie blinked at me. I could see her mind working, trying to connect everything together.

      “They’re all dead,” I said. “All of them. And most of the Illuminati are, too. Both sides lost. The Illuminati who survived are either trying to find a bolt hole or looking for a place to re-establish themselves. As for Westport, either someone here brought Edmundson in or he was sent by someone outside. It looks like a faction of the Illuminati want to establish themselves here, and the first thing they would do is get rid of any organized power that could oppose them. The Columbia Club is the local equivalent of the Potomac Society, right?”

      She shook her head. We stood there for a couple of minutes, then she said, “How in the hell do you know all this?”

      I sighed. I had trusted Sam with my big secret, and Frankie had always been kind to me. Hoping that she was more concerned with keeping the lid on things in Westport than prosecuting one young assassin, I looked her in the eyes and said, “I’m young and dumb and I didn’t do a very good job of finding a bolt hole. No resources. Then I stumbled into an assistant DA who’s too smart for her own damned good and knows more than she’s supposed to. You just keep picking away at me, asking questions I don’t want to hear. Yes, your suspicions are justified. I’m what you think I am. Does it make you happy to be right? I just hope we both survive this mess.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There are safer and easier ways than a full-frontal assault to assassinate six mages. Ask your forensics team to look for blood that didn’t belong to any of these victims,” I said. “I wouldn’t assume the assassins came away unharmed.” I took a deep breath. “This was meant to send a message. I don’t know who the message is intended for, but everyone in the shadow world had better pay attention. The Hunters are here to dance the swords, and we’d all better watch our backs.”

      “But, why Westport?”

      “The ley lines. In how many places in North America do major ley lines intersect?”
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        * * *

      

      Even though it was four o’clock in the morning, I called Jolene, who said that she could try a necromancer spell, but she said that even if it worked, she didn’t know what it would reveal, and she had no experience reading the results.

      “Do you suppose Lizzy could? I mean, she’s a seer, and the Goddess alone knows what she actually sees.”

      “Yeah, let me try and call her.”

      Twenty minutes later, Jolene called me back. “I’m going to pick up Lizzy. She’s willing to give it a try. What’s the address?”

      We stood around for the next hour and a half until Jolene’s Toyota pulled into the driveway. She, Josh, and Lizzy got out, then Jolene retrieved her grimoire from the back seat. The book was so large that she had trouble lifting it. Josh offered to carry it, and she brushed him off. I knew it was her most prized possession.

      “You’d better pay them damned good for this,” I muttered to Frankie.

      “I will. Whether they have any success or not,” she said.

      Blair led them through the kitchen and into the dining room. Jolene and Lizzy turned even paler than usual. Even Josh grew more and more somber as he surveyed the extent of the carnage.

      “I need a space large enough to draw a circle,” Jolene said. “At least six feet in diameter, and preferably where I can see as much of the scene as I can.”

      “Eight feet,” Josh said.

      She pulled him off to the side, and they had a quiet but obviously heated discussion. The heat seemed to be more on her side, with Josh simply crossing his arms over his chest and looking stubborn.

      I wandered over. “What’s the problem?”

      “She needs a fire ring outside of hers in case anything goes wrong,” Josh said.

      Jolene shook her head. “It’s not necessary.”

      “Fire? Inside a house?” I asked.

      He gave me a long-suffering look. “I just need to set it up. The only way I’d ignite it is if something goes wrong. And if that’s the case, a fire will be the least of your worries, and you’ll be glad that I lit it.” He turned back to Jolene. “And if mom was here, she’d back me up. You know I’m right.”

      Jolene opened her mouth, but I said, “I’ll look for a place that has eight feet,” then I turned around and walked away. I might have taken chances when only my life was at risk, but if Josh, who had a tendency to be reckless, thought something was necessary to protect his sister, I was on his side.

      “We need a clear space eight feet in diameter,” I told Blair. “Someplace either in the main dining room, or where Jolene can see inside the room.”

      He shook his head. “Inside the room would disturb too much. Forensics would have a fit.”

      “Jolene is your forensics. You can dust this place for fingerprints and try to find fibers, and it’s not going to tell you a damned thing. If you want to know anything more than you know right now, you need to adjust your way of thinking.” I waved toward the kitchen. “What kind of rational explanation is your forensics team going to find that will tell us how that guy got embedded in the wall like some kind of cartoon character?”

      Blair looked through the open kitchen door and puckered his lips like he’d tasted something bitter. He didn’t say anything for a couple of minutes, then said, “If we can get that table out of the dining room, would that be enough space?”

      We walked back inside, and I looked at the dining room. The table was about four feet wide and twelve feet long. Although there was debris on it, there were also several glasses still upright with liquid in them, and it didn’t look like anyone had died on it.

      Blair and Frankie held a brief discussion, then some workmen were summoned, who unscrewed the top of the table from the three pedestals supporting it. The top was carried out through the room where the rapier wielder had died, and then they came back for the pedestals.

      “Can you leave that center pedestal?” Jolene asked. “It would work nicely for my book.” She looked like she was about to collapse from carrying her grimoire around, but she refused to put it down or let anyone else touch it.

      When the area was clear, she set her grimoire on the pedestal. She then took the large box of salt Lizzy had been lugging around and marked out her circle. Once that was done, Josh marked a second circle outside hers using coal dust. Then he went back out to her car and brought in four tall candlestick holders, which she placed at the cardinal points of her circle. She also placed a small brazier next to the pedestal and ignited a small fire in it. The incense was a relief as it helped to cloak the smell of death.

      While she set up her spell, I tried to watch Blair without him noticing. All of us were intent on what Jolene was doing, but I doubted Blair had ever seen a magic spell of that magnitude before.

      Jolene and Lizzy stepped inside the circle, and Jolene lit the candles. Opening her grimoire to a place she had marked, she took a deep breath, looked around, then began to read a chant aloud. When she finished, she sketched a rune in the air in front of one of the candles. It hung there—red fading to orange—and when it completely faded away, she began another chant.

      After she had sketched runes in front of all four candles, she sprinkled something on the fire in the brazier, which caused it to flare.

      Lizzy gasped, and I saw Jolene take a deep breath, her eyes widening. For the next seven minutes, neither of them moved. I didn’t see anything happening, and based on the expressions of the others in the room, neither did they. Josh, I noticed, wasn’t paying attention to either the girls or the other living people in the room. His eyes were on the corpses.

      Jolene slumped, and Lizzy closed her eyes, swaying and grabbing the pedestal for balance. Like someone who had just run a long race, Jolene staggered to each of the candles and blew them out, then scuffed the salt to break the circle. Josh stepped forward and gathered her into his arms. She seemed to push him away, then collapsed against him, sobbing into his chest.

      I rushed forward and pulled Lizzy to me to steady her and to give her some support. Her face and her eyes were that of someone in shock.

      “I saw one of their faces.” Lizzy whispered.
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      In another part of the house, well away from the death and destruction, Jo and Lizzy recounted what they saw.

      Winslow and his friends were all seated at the far end of the table, away from the kitchen. Noise from the direction of the kitchen first got their attention, then the gunshots. Almost immediately, a man dressed in black and carrying a sword charged into the room and cut down one of the caterers. The nearest diner rose from his seat only to have his head separated from his body. Two of the other men at the table hurled energy bolts at the swordsman, but his shield either absorbed or deflected them.

      A second swordsman entered the room, moving along the opposite side of the table from his partner. The other caterer went down with a stab wound, even as the swordsman delivering the blow shot an energy bolt at the nearest mage.

      Both sides fired energy bolts and balls of energy at each other. The misses were evident from the holes in the walls. The mages of the Columbia Club managed to hold their own until a third black-clad figure entered the dining room.

      The first two attackers had black veils covering their faces, but the veil of the new entrant into the fight hung loosely from the hood of his cloak. He stood in the doorway for at least a full minute, then the room exploded. All of the combatants except for the man at the door were knocked off their feet.

      Those farthest from the center of the room recovered first. Two of the Club mages scrambled to their feet and fled into the interior of the house. The first two swordsmen leaped to their feet and charged the mages on the floor closest to them. The third Hunter rushed through the room after the fleeing mages. The way Lizzy and Jolene described it, the scene sounded like it was complete pandemonium.

      From their position in the center of the dining room, neither Jolene nor Lizzy could see what happened in the other rooms. They did see the attacker who had chased the mages come back, wiping his sword with a ragged scrap of fabric.

      It took half an hour for the two witches to tell what the necromantic spell revealed, and then the cops spent another half an hour asking questions.

      At the end, Frankie said, “Lizzy, you said you saw one of their faces. Do you think you could describe him to one of our police sketch artists?”

      Lizzy shrugged. “I guess so. This is what he looked like.”

      All our jaws hung open as the projection of an illusion appeared in the middle of the room. A Hunter, shorter than six feet and broadly built, with a lined, craggy face. He had a long, down-turned nose, and salt-and-pepper hair showed beneath his cap at the temples.

      I recognized Fritz Schottner immediately. His nom de guerre was Bear, and he was one of Rudolf Heine’s closest lieutenants. He was more than a hundred years old, stout and powerful physically, although lacking finesse with the sword, and a ley-line mage of considerable power.

      That recognition would go both ways. We knew each other well, and if he saw me, he would have no doubt about who I was. We had sparred, and he had helped me learn to tame my magic when I was young. He also taught me about men who enjoyed rough sex. I had no doubt he had taken pleasure in the slaughter of Ronald Winslow and his dinner guests.

      My first instinct was to grab everything I valued and take the next bus out of town. I managed to hold it together in front of the people at the murder scene, but inside I was melting down. I wandered outside and beyond the sight of everyone, then let the shakes hit me. The feeling of panic was almost overwhelming. A Hunter team in Westport was my worst nightmare, and a team led by the Bear was even worse. It was entirely possible that everyone on his team might recognize me.

      Warring with that impulse was the idea of abandoning Lizzy and Jo and Frankie, indeed, Sam and all my friends. Not just that I would lose the relationships I had established, but that they also would have to face the threat of the Hunters. If I was going to make any steps toward redemption for my past, I needed to take a stand. I could run forever, or I could square my shoulders and confront the demons chasing me.

      When I finally gained control again, the sun was coming up. I found myself sitting in a flower bed, my back against the house. I fought my way to my feet and composed myself before going back inside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One thing I knew was that if I ended up facing one of the Hunters, I needed to be in a lot better shape. I worked out and ran, but I was soft compared to how I used to be.

      When Frankie dropped me back at my apartment around noon, I made a phone call to Michaela Gallagher.

      “Hi,” I said when she answered. “You said something once about knowing how to use a sword. Is there a fencing club or something like that here in town?”

      “Yeah, there’s a fencing club. There’s also a paranormal sword club that’s not in the phone book. The people who started it are all really old, like me, and grew up when swords were still commonly used. Interested?”

      “Absolutely. I don’t have a sword, though, and not sure I can afford to buy one.”

      She laughed. “Tell you what. I’ll set you up with something. Consider it a return on the favor you did me with Barclay. Do you have the address of our new house?” She gave me the address and directions on how to get there. “Come by tomorrow around ten, if that’s not too early.”

      After I finished talking to Michaela, I took a shower and changed clothes, trying to get the stench of Winslow’s house out of my nose. I had the day off, but I wanted to tell Sam about the Hunters, so I walked to Rosie’s along the path by the creek.

      I found Sam behind the bar. Rosie’s was unusually quiet and had a lot fewer customers than normal for that time of the day. I crawled up on a barstool and ordered coffee and a salmon-and-cream-cheese sandwich.

      While I waited for my food, I told Sam about the massacre at Ronald Winslow’s.

      “Ah, I am sorry to hear that,” Sam said when I finished. “I’ve known Ron for a long time. A good man. Did you happen to catch the names of the others?”

      I told him and watched his expression grow grimmer.

      “Not good,” he said. “Those were some of the most enlightened of the influential mages here in the city.” He shook his head. “None of them were slouches when it came to magecraft, either. Erin, are the Hunters really that powerful?”

      “They’re the elite,” I said, “chosen for strength in magic, and for being physically and athletically gifted. Then they go through rigorous training and testing, which starts when they’re children. Only ten percent of those who are tested at puberty go into the training program, and only ten percent of those are accepted into the Hunters’ Guild when they graduate. The rest of the candidates fulfill other roles in the Illuminati’s organization. But only members of the Guild can rise to the top and become members of the Council. So, Nava and Meitzner were never destined to rise higher than their positions here in Westport.”

      Sam regarded me, squinting a bit and cocking his head slightly to the side. “Are you saying that you could take out six powerful mages?”

      I shook my head. “Not the way you mean. The Hunters’ swords are more than an affectation, more than a symbol. They are spell-forged, almost unbreakable, and never need sharpening. But their great value is the negate-magic spell bound in them. They will deflect magical attacks as well as cut through personal shields. That was what gave the Hunter such an advantage over the mage at Winslow’s who tried to fight back with a rapier. When two Hunters meet, they could spend all day hammering each other’s shields with magic, but their skill with their blades will decide the dance.”

      I gave him a small grin. “But to answer your question, I wouldn’t launch a frontal assault like that. I’d be sneakier.”

      “And you no longer have one of those swords.”

      “No. The long dagger I took from that Hunter last fall is a spell-forged blade, but it is intended for use as a main gauche—a secondary blade for the non-sword hand—and has a decided disadvantage against a full-length sword. Length as well as weight. That weight is what makes it easier to decapitate a vampire.”

      “Sorry you left yours behind?”

      I only had to think about it for a couple of seconds. “No. It would have been a constant reminder of how much pain and death I caused. I would love to have another sword like it, a clean sword, but that one needed to be destroyed.”

      Sam’s brow wrinkled. “But, how would you destroy such a weapon?”

      I grinned and winked at him. “Believe it or not, by exposing it to the Truth. Truth, I discovered, is the strongest force on earth.”
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      I walked home on the same path I took to get to Rosie’s. It was past dark, windy, and cold, with the threat of rain or sleet. I pulled energy from the ley line and used it to shield myself from the wind and to stay warm.

      Winters in the City of the Illuminati were so different. Inside the City, the temperature was a steady seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit year-round. Outside the City in late November, it would be white as far as I could see. By January, there would probably be four or five feet of snow on the ground, not counting drifts, and the only ways to travel involved Snow-Cats, snowmobiles, cross-country skis, or snowshoes.

      Up ahead of me, a dark figure stood in the middle of the path. As I got closer, I saw he was wearing a long black cloak with a peaked hood. Probably David Cunningham. The hood of a Hunter’s cloak was rounded.

      Since I was already shielded, I didn’t feel the need to react to his presence and simply walked past him. He fell in beside me.

      “My master heard there are Hunters in town,” Cunningham said.

      Without a question, I used Liam’s method of communication. In other words, none.

      “Have you heard about that?” Cunningham asked.

      “Yes,” I said. Liam could be absolutely infuriating if you didn’t understand him, but I had learned so much from him about how to deal with idiots, and it was fun as well.

      After a few more paces, Cunningham asked, “Aren’t you concerned?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      “Keep my head down and hope they’re here to kill all the vampires instead of me? What do you think I should do? Issue a challenge on television for individual duels on City Plaza at high noon?”

      “Uh…”

      “Yeah. When you figure it out, let me know. I’m open to suggestions.”

      We walked along for a while without saying anything, then he changed the subject and took me by surprise.

      “I’m thinking about leaving Laurent. Michaela says I can go live with them.”

      I almost stopped dead in my tracks, then caught myself and continued walking. “I’m sure that will be very exciting.” I couldn’t help but flash on the word ‘harem’. That had been Harold Gallagher’s relationship with most of his ‘daughters.’ It wasn’t as incestuous as it sounded since Michaela was the only one actually related to him.

      “And how does Gabriel feel about that?” I asked. I could understand David wanting to be with his own kind. But Gabriel Laurent had traveled with dhampir for years. He felt comfortable with them, and I assumed he was used to feeding from them. Human thralls certainly wouldn’t have the same kind of speed, strength, and longevity.

      “I haven’t said anything to him,” David said.

      “Afraid he might tear your head off?”

      I glanced at David, and he seemed to shrink a little under his cloak, but maybe that was just my imagination.

      “Can you just do that?” I pressed. “I mean, he’s been feeding off you for years. I assumed you would be enthralled.”

      He shook his head. “Dhampir get the same pleasure from a vampire’s feeding as normal humans, but we don’t get addicted. That’s how Laurent could send Stephanie on a mission without her freaking out. But now that she’s gone, I don’t feel any loyalty to him. He just shrugged when I told him she was dead.”

      I remembered Michaela telling me that vampires didn’t do love. It was easy to classify them as monsters, but the fact was that I had never seen any true emotions from them other than mirth, lust, and anger. Perhaps being dead had something to do with it.

      “When are you planning to make this big move?” I asked.

      “As soon as the apartment block is finished,” he said. “It’s a little crowded there at the moment, especially with all the construction going on.”

      He walked with me until we reached my apartment building.

      “I heard you are going to start working out with Gilles Prudhomme,” David said. “Maybe we could spar sometime.”

      I didn’t know who Gilles Prudhomme was but assumed he was someone at Michaela’s club. I turned to face David. “Don’t tempt me. I’ll beat you bloody with a practice sword, and I won’t even feel guilty about it.”

      He licked his lips. “Didn’t you ever do something out of duty that you felt sorry about later?”

      “Many, many things. I haven’t forgiven myself, why do you think I’d forgive you?”
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        * * *

      

      Michaela and her sisters had just purchased an old estate north of the university, up in the hills overlooking the coast. Once I found the address on a map, I realized I would have to leave home at seven o’clock in the morning to have any prayer of reaching the place by ten. I was discovering that almost everyone assumed that everyone else had a car.

      It took two transfers to reach the train station at the university, then I figured an hour to walk the five miles north to the dhampir compound. I got lucky, and a truckload of construction workers gave me a ride the last two miles.

      The estate was large, with a high wall around it, and the mansion showed more than a little age and neglect. That was being taken care of, however, by a fairly large contingent of workers who were fixing the place up. Another group was building an addition that looked more than double the size of the original house.

      Michaela gave me a tour. She told me they were renovating the main house and building eighteen two-bedroom apartments with the new addition.

      “I want to give them a sense of independence,” Michaela said. “We’ve always served the vampires and my father. None of these women have ever been farther from Westport than Seattle. If they want to have a real life, I’m going to give them the chance.” She grinned. “Liam and Sheila are practically living together now, and an apartment of their own will give them some privacy, while still providing the kind of support I think they need.”

      Her grin faded into a gentle smile. “I’m sure you’ve noticed that Sheila isn’t the brightest girl in the class. Liam is the brains in that pair, but Sheila is his means of communication, and that can be a bit of a problem sometimes.”

      I understood why she considered it a problem. Sheila had a habit of saying whatever popped into her head, whether it was appropriate or not. I wondered where they were living together but didn’t ask. I knew that Liam had always lived with his mother on the southwest side of town and didn’t drive.

      As we drove to the sword club, which was a lot closer to my apartment than the new Gallagher estate was, Michaela told me about the place.

      “Back around 1900,” she began, “Dad brought a sword master over from Europe to train me. Word got around, and a number of other people sought out his services. We bought the land and built the main building in 1914, added the dining room and bar in the 1920s, and put in the golf course in 1935. It’s obviously members only, by invitation, supernaturals and paranormals only.”

      “How many members?” I asked.

      “About two hundred, currently, and I think it’s thirty or so, plus my sisters and me, who work with Gilles.”

      “Gilles?”

      She grinned. “Our sword master. He’s going to love you.”

      Something about that grin and the tone in her voice made me wonder what I’d gotten myself into.

      Michaela parked the car in front of a one-story brick building next to what looked like a mansion and, I figured, was the main building for the golf course, restaurant, and all the rest of the club. Inside the smaller building was a large open room with fencing strips on the floor. Racks of weapons, including axes, spears, and halberds, lined the walls.

      I should have guessed. Gilles Prudhomme was a vampire. A very old vampire. The power I felt from him was incredible. Not as old as Gabriel Laurent, but far older than any other vampire I had met in Westport. Not much taller than my five-feet-seven, he couldn’t have weighed much over a hundred fifty or sixty pounds. Lithe and wiry, he would have given me a run for my money when he was alive. With vampiric speed and a blade in his hand, I judged he would be a nightmare to face.

      “Enchanté, mademoiselle,” he said, taking my hand and bowing to kiss it.

      “Le plaisir est à moi, monsieur,” I replied.

      He brightened. “Est-ce que vous parles français?”

      “Oui.”

      We continued our conversation in French. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a satisfied smile play across Michaela’s face.

      “Mademoiselle Gallagher tells me that you wish to join us for work with the sword,” he said. “Do you have any experience?”

      “Yes, mostly with the arming sword and the main gauche, but I have worked some with the rapier.”

      “Let us start with the rapier then,” he said. He led me to a rack of various types of swords and selected two rapiers, handing me one. I noticed they were real swords, with sharp tips and edges. “Do you require protective armor?” he asked.

      I shook my head. Pulling power from the nearest ley line, I shielded myself.

      “Touch me.”

      Gilles reached out and discovered his hand stopped six inches from me. He grinned. “That is good. We won’t need the first aid kit.”

      It had been more than a year since I picked up a rapier, and I knew my form had never pleased my instructors. But I managed to spar with Gilles for half an hour without falling down, tripping over my own feet, or sticking him by accident. When he finally called a halt, he was smiling.

      “You show some promise,” he said. “Now, select a sword that you would use for a battle.”

      I put the rapier back in its rack and checked out the selection of swords available. Short swords, long swords, katana, sabers, and many more. I found a sword similar in weight and length to the one I had carried for four years. He inspected it, then selected a similar sword for himself.

      “Are you going to wear any armor?” I asked.

      “I heal quickly,” he said, “and besides, what kind of sword master would I be if you could hurt me? That would make you the master, would it not?”

      He was fast. Blindingly fast. And though he touched my shield a half-dozen times, I never came close to cutting him. But at one point, I dropped into a crouch and pivoted three hundred and sixty degrees with my sword outstretched less than two feet off the ground. He leapt to avoid it, stumbled backwards, and almost lost his footing. He held up his hand for a stop.

      “I think we should pair you with either Donna or Michaela to practice,” he said. “And wooden practice swords. Use the padded armor. I think their speed and strength will benefit you, and your quickness and technique will benefit them.” He shook his head and then pointedly looked around at others practicing, some of whom had been watching us.

      “There are some here who have an unrealistic assessment of their own skills and a misunderstanding of masculinity. Do not allow anyone to spar with you using steel. Understood?”

      I bowed from the waist and said, “Oui, Monsieur. I shall avoid unpleasant accidents.”

      That answer earned me a delighted grin.

      We arranged for me to come out every Wednesday afternoon, and Michaela said that either she or her sister Donna, or both, would come to practice with me. I envisioned a lot of bruises. Michaela was six feet tall and outweighed me probably by forty pounds. Donna was four inches taller and strong as an ox. Both were much stronger than I was, and faster. But sparring with dhampir would be preferable to sparring with Gilles or a human.

      And if a Hunter team was in town, I needed to be at the top of my game.

      As Michaela and I walked out of the fencing facility, I saw a familiar car pull up and David Cunningham get out.

      “Does he work out here?” I asked.

      “Yeah. He’s fast, and incredibly strong, but lacks any finesse or polish. Mostly hack and slash with a broad sword. Gilles is tutoring him in rapier, trying to teach him how to use the sword’s point.”

      Michaela drove me to my apartment. On the way, she said, “I’ll have to ask Gilles if he wants me to learn the broad sword, or if I can spar with you using a katana.”

      “Is that your chosen weapon?”

      “Rapier or katana. I used to be very good with the saber, but no one has fought from horseback since World War I.”
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      On Tuesdays, I usually took Jolene to lunch, and in the afternoons, she tutored me in witchcraft at her house. Like me, she and Josh were half-witch, half-mage, and Lizzy was also half-witch. How magic manifested, though, was always a wild card.

      I was a mage with an affinity for witchcraft. Josh was a mage with an affinity for fire—in other words, a pyromancer. Jolene manifested purely as a witch, with no mage magic at all. Lizzy was Lizzy—half-Fae, half-witch, completely bewildering.

      But when I showed up at Jolene’s the Tuesday after Thanksgiving, Josh answered the door.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “Is Jo here? We usually do lunch and witchcraft on Tuesdays.”

      “Oh. Well, she’s a little busy. Come on in, but you can’t disturb her.”

      Okay. I entered the house and found Trevor sitting in the living room working on a laptop computer. Jolene’s voice could be heard chanting out in the garage, which was her laboratory.

      “We’re working on a case,” Josh said. “A lot of kids have gone missing lately, and some of the parents hired us to find out what’s going on.”

      “Yeah,” Trevor said, briefly glancing up from his screen, “and when we asked the cops, we discovered there were a bunch of norm kids missing, too. They all fit the same pattern.”

      As they explained it to me, a suspicion grew in my mind. Nineteen teenagers between the ages of fifteen and nineteen, fifteen of them girls, had gone missing since Halloween—actually, since the night Cindy and I busted up the vampire ring terrorizing the area around the university.

      In spite of Gabriel Laurent filling the void at the top of Westport’s vampire hierarchy, the strife of the previous year had left a lot of newly turned vamps whose sires had died and cast them adrift. They had banded together into what amounted to street gangs. In fact, Blair told me that the old-fashioned street gangs had almost disappeared, with many of the members either dead or turned.

      “So, what’s Jolene doing?” I asked.

      “Making scrying mirrors for each kid,” Josh said. “All of the parents gave us something personal from the missing kids, and she’s using that stuff to create finding spells.”

      “Then we go get the kids, or at least their bodies,” Trevor said.

      “I’ll bet they’re still alive,” I said. “Sounds like rogue vampires building their harems.”

      “That’s pretty much our thoughts,” Trevor responded.

      “According to my tracking spells, they are all alive,” Jolene said as she came into the room. “Hi, Erin. I guess you heard that we’re going to have to cancel the lesson today. Gotta pay the rent.”

      I grinned at her. “Yeah, you’re standing me up in favor of these rough-looking guys.”

      “Want to come along? Help us clear out a few vampire nests?”

      Since I wasn’t doing anything else, I shrugged and said yes. The alternative was to spend the day by myself, and these were my friends, people I enjoyed being with. Besides, left to myself, I’d probably sit around obsessing over the Hunters.

      Jolene told us that her spells showed eighteen of the missing teens at three different locations. The other girl was alone in a different part of town, not far from her parents’ house. Jolene showed me the spell to activate the tracking mirrors and how to use them, then we piled into Josh’s van, and off we went.

      We made a quick stop for burgers and milkshakes on our way to the first location. I was barely finishing my milkshake when Josh turned down a quiet street into a warehouse district south of the river. The area didn’t look too old and decrepit, but I could tell most of the buildings weren’t being used.

      “This one,” Jolene said as we drove slowly down the street. The sign on the square four-story building said “Howard Bakery”, but there weren’t any cars parked around it or any trucks around the loading docks on the side. Josh drove on by and then turned into an alley, where he stopped the car and turned off the engine.

      “Normally,” Trevor said, “Josh and I go in on this type of thing since we can shield a lot better than Jo can. She sits outside in the van and monitors things so that if we have to get out quick, she can pick us up and help with illusions to cover our backs.”

      “Besides,” Josh said, “she’s the one who’s going to patch us up if we get hurt. No sense putting your medic in the line of fire.”

      “I’ll go in with you,” I said. “I’m curious to see what’s happening in there.”

      It was apparent pretty quickly that if anyone was inside, they were using unusual abilities to get in and out. All of the doors, including those on the loading docks, were locked with heavy steel bars. We did find two broken windows that hadn’t been boarded up on the second floor. An easy leap for a vampire.

      Trevor went back to the van and returned with a rope similar to the ones that mountain climbers used.

      “We’re going to try and push you up into that window,” Josh said, “then you can find something to tie the rope to, and we’ll climb up. Sound good?”

      “We usually prefer to avoid destroying property to get into something like this,” Trevor said. “No hassles with the building owners, and this way is quieter.”

      “Sure, sounds good to me,” I said.

      Without warning, Josh reached for me, grabbing my upper arm with one hand and putting his other hand on my ass. Before I could react, I was flying through the air, with the open window rushing toward me.

      Luckily, his aim was good, and all I had to do was duck a little to keep from cracking my head as I passed through the opening. Landing was another story. The floor inside was clear for about four or five feet, then there was a large metal desk sitting in my way. I was shielded, but it was still jarring to hit the desk. I bounced off and landed on the floor, raising a cloud of dust.

      Cursing under my breath, I had to roll quickly out of the way as the heavy coil of rope sailed through the window and almost landed on me. I crawled over to the window and looked down to see Josh and Trevor grinning at me. Joke on the new girl. I knew from Illuminati training not to react, but I made a mental note to look for a way of paying them back.

      Looking around, I saw a path through the dust on the floor leading from the window to an open doorway. I cautiously peeked out the door and found a walkway with a guardrail of metal pipe that ran all the way around the second floor. The entire center of the building was open for two stories. As there were no lights, I couldn’t see very well, but to my right, I could make out stairs leading down to the first floor and also up to the floor above me.

      The metal desk moved too easily to tie the rope to it. Hoping there weren’t any vampires in the darkness watching me, I tied the rope to the metal guardrail, then took the rest of the coil back through the room and threw it out the window. The rope was pulled taut, and shortly thereafter Trevor scrambled through the window. Josh soon followed him.

      “It’s dark as pitch in there,” I whispered. I pointed to the trail in the dust. “Someone is using the place.”

      Josh kindled a magelight. “If we’re dealing with vamps, the only ones who can’t see in here are us.”

      He followed the trail out onto the walkway, then turned to us and said, “Yeah, the trail continues up those stairs.”

      Trevor and I followed him out of the room.

      “Erin,” Josh said, “set a magelight about twenty feet ahead of you and ten feet off the floor. Fix it there so it moves with you. I’m going to go first, then you, and Trevor last. Okay?”

      “Yeah.” I pulled more ley energy before I created a magelight and set it where he told me to. This was a side of Josh I had rarely seen—serious, confident but cautious, and competent. The Mouseketeers obviously had experience walking into some chancy places. It was daytime, so I didn’t think we would run into any vampires, but it was wise to be cautious.

      I kept count, and we ended up with thirty-four sleeping vampires, mostly on the third floor but a few on the fourth as well. Almost all of them were male. The accommodations were not what I would call appealing. In the romance novels I read, the vampires were always rich and elegant. I wondered what the girls going to Necropolis for a thrill would think about the old warehouse.

      Jolene’s tracking mirrors led us to a room on the fourth floor with a steel door and a steel locking bar on it.

      I raised the bar and pulled on the door, only to find that it was locked. I didn’t bother trying to force the door. Instead, I pounded the door jamb with ley energy until it bent and the wall next to it crumbled away. A few more blows, and we had a hole large enough for Trevor and me to crawl through. It was noisy, but none of the vamps woke up to investigate.

      My magelight was the only light in the room. Five teenage girls blearily looked up at us—shielding their eyes—from where they were sitting or lying on the bare floor. They were all filthy, their hair tangled and messy.

      I knelt down in front of the girl nearest to me. “What’s your name? Are you all right?”

      It was immediately apparent that she wasn’t all right. The terror on her face and in her eyes was the answer to my question.

      “My name is Erin. We came to take you back to your family.”

      She just blinked at me, as though I was speaking a language she didn’t understand. But the girl a few feet away suddenly let out a sort of quiet scream and said, “Oh, thank God!”

      Through the hole in the wall, we handed Josh the four girls who could move on their own. The fifth girl was basically catatonic. She breathed, and her eyes were open, but we couldn’t get any response from her. It took some careful maneuvering to get her through the hole.

      Once we had her outside the room, I used ley energy to pick her up and carry her. Trevor and Josh helped the other four girls down the stairs to the first floor.

      I set the girl down, making sure she was well away from the loading docks. “If everyone would please come over here and face away from the doors, I’ll open one of those garage doors,” I said. “Be sure and cover your eyes.”

      When everyone had done as I asked, I sent a ley missile at the nearest large door, vaporizing it. Daylight streamed into the room.

      “Okay, we can leave now,” I said, going over to the catatonic girl and lifting her again.

      Josh pulled out his phone, and by the time we were all out of the building, Jolene pulled up in the van.

      “You know, if this place wasn’t so close to these other buildings, I’d set it on fire and roast them all,” Josh growled as we helped the girls into the van.

      Instead, Trevor called Lieutenant Blair, who came to the warehouse with his team and took charge of both the rescued girls and cleaning out the sleeping vamps in the warehouse. By that time, it was three o’clock in the afternoon.

      Trevor looked up at the sun sinking toward the horizon in the west and said, “I think we have time for one more before sunset.” He looked at me. “Are you up for another one?”

      After seeing the appalling conditions those girls had been subjected to, there was only one answer.

      “Most fun I’ve had since forever. I’m in.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The second place Jo and Trevor had identified held the most teens. We drove through a very ritzy neighborhood to an old mansion set behind a high stone wall covered with ivy.

      “Here?” Josh asked.

      “That’s the place,” Jo said, holding up several of the mirrors. “Unless my spells have gone crazy, there are nine of the missing kids in there. Six girls and three boys.”

      “According to property tax records,” Trevor said, “the place is owned by a John Taylor. When I looked him up, all I could find was a man born in 1919. A little old to be kidnapping teenagers.”

      I shrugged. “I met a man once who was turned into a vampire when he was in his seventies. If you’re getting old and afraid of dying, it might seem like a good idea.”

      Josh drove around until we found an alley where we could park the van. Then he, Trevor, and I scaled over the back wall of the Taylor estate.

      When I paused on top of the wall, I could see that the grounds were overgrown, and the rose bushes hadn’t been trimmed in years. Thanking all the gods and goddesses for my shield, I dropped off the wall into a rosebush with thorns the size of eagle’s claws and fought my way through until I reached the knee-high grass.

      “Been neglected a little,” Trevor said.

      Josh made a rude noise. “Great observation, Mr. Obvious. Unless this guy is a mage and not a vampire, I don’t think we need to be terribly quiet and sneaky, but let’s not get careless, okay?”

      I noted that while none of the windows had blackout curtains, which vampires often used in their houses, the windows were dirty enough that no one would be able to see through them. We crossed the garden to an expanse of lawn that had probably hosted croquet matches in the house’s early days. Stepping up onto a wide veranda, Josh approached a set of French doors, grabbed the knob, and pulled. The door wasn’t locked and swung open. With a nervous glance at the sun disappearing behind the estate’s west wall, I followed Josh and Trevor into the house.

      We found a couple of dozen vamps bedded down on the first and second floors. An ancient-looking vampire, who we assumed was John Taylor, was sleeping on an ornate four-poster bed on the second floor. The door at the top of the stairs on the third floor was locked. Josh gave it a good kick, and it flew open. Ahead of us, we saw a line of doors on both sides of a long hallway.

      “Servants’ quarters,” I said to Josh and Trevor. We found the teenagers locked in those small rooms. Although they had obviously been used to feed on, they were in much better condition than those we’d rescued at the warehouse. The floor had working bathrooms, and it was apparent the kids had all recently bathed.

      Things were going very smoothly to that point, but the light was fading, and we were in a major hurry to grab the kids and get out. That’s when we hit the first snag. One of the boys and one of the girls refused to go.

      “I don’t want to go,” the boy of about seventeen told me. “I hate my parents, and the people here let me do whatever I want. They make me feel good.”

      “Oh, really? You like being a victim?” I asked. “You like having your blood sucked out of your body?”

      “Yeah. It feels good, and the sex is great. They feed me, take care of me, and love me, which is more than my parents have ever done for me.”

      “I see. Are you aware that all it will take is a minor miscalculation, or a moment of feeling pissy, and one of them will drain you, and you’ll be dead?”

      He shrugged. “They would turn me, and I’m okay with that. They like me.”

      Josh walked in and said, “We don’t have time for this.” He slapped the kid on the side of the head, then picked the limp teenager up and slung him over his shoulder. “He may be back here in a week or two, but I’m getting paid to bring him home. Let’s go.”

      I took basically the same tack with the unwilling girl but didn’t knock her unconscious. Instead, I grabbed her by the hair and dragged her down the hall until she agreed to walk under her own power.

      We walked down the front drive in the twilight, and I used ley energy to blow open the front gates. Jolene and Lieutenant Blair awaited us.

      “You’re not here to arrest us for breaking and entering, are you?” I asked Blair as his team ushered the teens into a paddy wagon.

      He winked at me. “Might get a little confusing figuring out how to charge you. Looked like breaking and exiting to me, and I’m not sure what statute that is.”
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      “So, two more stops and you can buy me a beer?” I asked the group as Blair and his team hauled away the teens we’d rescued.

      “It’s after dark,” Josh pointed out. “Jo, where is the next place you identified?”

      “An old apartment building in the East End. Not really an area I’d care to walk around in the daytime.”

      Rosie’s was on the western edge of what was known as the East End. Beyond Rosie’s was a stretch of night clubs, then strip bars, and beyond that one of Westport’s slums, full of junkies, rats, and destitution. It was downwind of the city garbage dump, which tended to depress property values.

      “Let’s get it out of the way,” Trevor said.

      The place turned out to be a six-story brick building that had seen much better days. Jolene parked the van directly in front of the building and waited for us with the doors locked and a pistol in her hand.

      We walked in the front door and followed the tracking mirrors up a flight of dirty, smelly stairs. Josh led the way, with Trevor and me following him. As he set his foot on the landing of the third story, a man dropped from above, crashing into him. Josh staggered but kept his feet.

      The vampire who bounced off Josh’s shield didn’t do as well, spilling down the stairs and landing at my feet. I kicked him in the chest and felt his bones break. I kicked him a second time, and he went limp.

      Trevor sent a bolt of lightning up the stairwell, and Josh followed it, taking three steps at a time. By the time I reached the top, I found him facing at least a dozen vampires. Both of his hands projected three feet of narrow flame.

      “No need to be alarmed,” Trevor’s voice rang out from behind me. “Just give us all the living, and we’ll be on our way. No need for anyone to get hurt.”

      I heard the sizzle of electricity and turned to see a vampire lying on the floor twenty feet or so beyond Trevor. The vamp was shaking and acting like he was having a seizure.

      “Of course, we can always exterminate this nest if you don’t want to cooperate,” Josh said. “That would be so messy and take so much time. Just give us the living, and you can go back to whatever you do for fun.”

      “So far,” Trevor continued, “we’re up two to zero, and I’m betting we can pitch a shutout.”

      All of the vampires I could see had been turned young, and I assumed they hadn’t been turned for very long. They weren’t as dirty and rough looking as the group at the warehouse, but they were a long way from being a teen girl’s heart throb.

      A large man, tall and heavy and older in appearance, came out of the darkness. He had been unshaven and unkempt when he was turned, and he obviously saw no reason to change that in his new, undead life. The feeling of power from him told me that he had been a vampire a lot longer than the others. Possibly he was the sire of the entire nest.

      “Let them take the whores,” he said. “You can go out hunting tonight and collect some more.”

      The feeling of malevolence he projected made my skin crawl. His voice seemed to coat me with slime. Filled with revulsion, I pointed at him and said a Word. His skull silently exploded, showering his minions with blood and brains.

      From behind me, I heard Treavor’s barely voiced, “Holy shit.”

      Everyone on both sides froze, staring at the vampire as his body slowly collapsed. And then, as though someone had given a signal, all of the vamps scrambled to get away from us, bumping into each other and knocking the weaker ones aside. In less than a minute, Josh, Trevor, and I were alone.

      “Well,” Josh said, the flames from his hands disappearing, “that’s one way to clear a room.” He slowly turned and stared at me, his eyes measuring me down and back up again. “I now see that getting brained with a serving tray was a very gentle lesson in manners. You are really one dangerous chick.”

      My face felt hot, and I couldn’t meet his eyes. “He made me feel really gross,” I finally said. “I can’t imagine what it would be like to have him actually touch me.”

      Josh took a deep breath. “All right, then, let’s go rescue some kids.”

      Although we heard scuffling noises and low whispers all around us, we didn’t see any more vampires as we searched through the building. We found the teens on the fifth floor. The boy was in a separate room from the girls. All had been fed on extensively, which was easy to see as none of them had any clothing. We covered them with the dirty blankets they’d been using for beds and helped them down the stairs to the van.

      Their condition was enough to break my heart, and I was glad I had killed the nest alpha. I could get along with a lot of vampires, as long as they didn’t get too pushy, but some of them really needed to die the final death.
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        * * *

      

      “There’s one more kid on the list,” Jolene said. “Mary McCarthy, age fourteen. Reported missing on her way home from school a week ago.”

      “Doesn’t sound like the others,” Trevor said. “For one thing, she disappeared during the day. Her parents are norms, and we got her name from Frankie.”

      “The cops came up empty,” Jolene continued. “There’s some suspicion that she might be a runaway. But I didn’t get that vibe when I talked with her parents. This feels differently than the others. I’m wondering if she was kidnapped by a pedophile rather than a vampire.”

      Jolene called Frankie, and five minutes later Blair called Jolene.

      When Jo hung up, she said, “Blair wants us to find the place, then call him with the address and wait for him to get there.”

      Trevor didn’t look happy. “The problem with that is Blair always wants to do things by the book. Get a search warrant, blah, blah, blah, so it will hold up in court.”

      “Yeah, but you’ve kinda got to do that if the kidnapper we’re dealing with is a norm. The cops frown upon us busting the door down and taking someone’s head if we’re not working in the shadow world,” Jo said.

      Josh drove to the area the tracking mirror pointed to, and after cruising through an older middle-class neighborhood, Jo pointed out a small house on a large lot. To the side and behind the house was a large two-door garage. Lights in the house were on, but everything was quiet.

      “That’s the place,” she said, pulling out her phone and calling Blair again.

      We waited for an hour, then Blair pulled up in his car. Shortly thereafter, Cindy Mackle and Dan Bailey arrived in another car.

      “You’re sure this is the place?” Blair asked as we all gathered in the street.

      “My spells have found eighteen missing kids today,” Jo said.

      Blair pulled a folded piece of paper out of his pocket.

      “Frankie knows a judge who’s married to a witch,” Blair said. “He issued a search warrant based on information from a knowledgeable informant. Let’s go.”

      Blair sent Bailey around to the back door, then knocked on the front door. When no one answered, he tried the knob, but it was locked. That’s when he startled me. Raising his foot, he kicked the door, splintering the jamb.

      “Police!” he announced, bursting into the house with his pistol drawn. Cindy slid in after him. Josh and Trevor went in next, and Jolene followed them, the tracking mirror in her hand.

      A man came out of a back room and almost ran into Dan Bailey, who had kicked in the back door.

      “Whoa! What’s going on?” The guy held his hands up in the air, a panicked look on his face. He looked to be in his late forties, bald with a fringe, probably around five-foot-ten and fifty-pounds overweight. His gut stretched his white undershirt, and his faded jeans didn’t fill the gap. Decidedly unappetizing.

      Blair presented the search warrant and made the guy sit in the living room, with Cindy watching him.

      Jo wandered around the house, then said, “Let’s try the garage.”

      Blair, Bailey, Trevor, Josh, and I followed her out to a side door of the garage. I grabbed the doorknob, applied some ley energy, and ripped it out of the door. Feeling around, I found the light switch.

      The lights revealed a fairly new pickup truck and a thirty-year-old muscle car with its engine in pieces. Lots of tools and a large workbench filled most of the back wall. I wandered back there, and after inspecting the area, pulled one section of the workbench away from the wall. It slid easily, in spite of its obvious weight. The wheels under the legs probably helped.

      When I did that, the floor under the bench fell away, revealing a set of stairs.

      “Aw, crap,” Blair said. He shouldered me aside and went down the stairs. I started down after him but stopped when he yelled, “Dan, call an ambulance.”

      The girl he carried out of that room under the garage was naked, with bruises on her face and arms. Her blonde hair was dirty and snarled, and she had a shell-shocked expression.

      Blair’s face was grim. “Dan, I don’t think she’s the first girl he’s had down there. Tell forensics that I want every fingerprint, every hair, isolated.”

      I turned to Jo, who nodded. Pulling a small potion bottle out of her purse, she stepped up to Blair and the girl.

      “Drink this, honey,” Jolene told the girl. “It will make you feel better.”

      The girl opened her mouth, and Jo poured in the contents of the vial.

      I had two choices. Go back in the house and kill the bastard, or take a walk around the block. Josh was staring at the house with a stony expression, and I could hear his teeth grinding together. I grabbed him by the arm and said, “Come walk with me.”

      By the time we got back, the ambulance had arrived and the house’s owner was handcuffed and was sitting in the back of Cindy and Dan’s police car.

      “I need that drink now,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Josh answered. “Me too.”
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      With an effort, I hauled my butt out of bed before noon. After a quick breakfast, I packed a change of clothes and a couple of potions into my backpack and caught the bus to the area where Michaela’s sword club was located.

      The nearest bus stop to the club was about a mile away, but the weather wasn’t too nasty, so the walk gave me a chance to stretch my legs and wake up.

      When I arrived, I discovered that my initial sparring session with the dhampir was an event. Michaela and Donna were accompanied by five of their dhampir sisters, plus David Cunningham. It also seemed as though there were a lot more people at the fencing facility than the week before.

      “Mademoiselle,” Gilles greeted me, bowing to kiss my hand. “I am so pleased to see you again. Come this way and let us choose a sword for you.”

      All of the walls were lined with racks of weapons. One wall had wooden swords, axes, and knives. I discovered that the wooden weapons were bored out and filled with lead to give them a realistic weight. I chose a sword, and then Gilles led me to another room, where he helped me find a thick, quilted gambeson, or long coat, and a fencing helmet that fit. I felt like one of those kids I often saw about town, so swaddled in winter clothing that they could hardly walk.

      Gilles matched me against Michaela first. She wielded a wooden katana that was a bit longer than a standard sword, and her practice movements showed she was quite comfortable and proficient with it.

      How proficient I soon learned. I knew the dhampir would be faster and stronger than I was, but that didn’t truly prepare me for a blow to the ribs that knocked me off my feet.

      “You know, it’s not really fair that I can’t use my magic,” I said as I struggled to my feet. “Without it, I’m only human.”

      “Should I fight with one hand tied behind my back?” Michaela’s predatory grin added insult to the taunt.

      I grinned back at her. “Both hands, maybe?”

      She dealt out another fifteen minutes of punishment until she got overconfident. All it took was one opening, and Gilles wouldn’t let her continue after I bashed in her helmet with an overhead blow.

      He gave me exactly five minutes to catch my wind and then set Donna against me. Instead of a katana, she had chosen an arming sword similar to mine but longer. I could have told her that was a mistake. With her advantage in reach, she didn’t need the longer blade, which would just slow down her strikes. She wasn’t as quick as Michaela, but she proved her strength by driving me to my knees when I blocked one of her blows.

      I finally took her down by ducking under her blade, spinning around her, and delivering a double-handed cut to the backs of her legs. She dropped to her knees, and I gently stabbed her in the back.

      “Damn, that hurts!” Donna cried, toppling over.

      “And you think the beating you’ve been giving me doesn’t?” I responded.

      She let out a bit of a giggle. “Yeah, but I’m bigger than you are. I’m supposed to win.”

      That elicited a roar of laughter from Gilles.

      When we limped into the locker room to shower and change clothes, the first thing I did was dig one of the potions out of my pack and down it. The magic spread through my body like a cool breeze, dulling the pain from the bruises and loosening my muscles. After a couple of minutes, I was able to strip without wincing at the slightest movement.

      The potion didn’t heal all the bruises, though, and the dhampir were appalled at the black-and-blue marks all over my body. The bruise Michaela had left on my ribs was almost the size of my head.

      “You know, Gilles won’t know if you cheat a little,” Michaela said.

      “What do you mean?”

      She shook her head. “You don’t have to cast a shield like a suit of medieval armor. Just a light one near your body so you don’t take the full impact of the blow. You can do that, can’t you?”

      “Well, yeah, but he said…”

      Michaela’s and Donna’s laughter cut me off.

      “Didn’t you ever disobey your parents?” Donna asked. “Surely, you didn’t do everything you were told to do.”

      I stood there in the shower, letting the water pour over me, and blinked at her. I didn’t remember much about my parents, but to disobey one of the Illuminati Masters? It was practically unthinkable. Trainees who got even a little bit disrespectful sometimes just disappeared.

      “Oh, my God, she never did!” Michaela burst out laughing. “Look at her face. She’s a good girl! It never occurred to her to break the rules.”

      Donna walked over, put her hands on my shoulders, and turned me around.

      “Girl, you’d better do something. Another couple of workouts like this, and you won’t be able to get out of bed, let alone defend yourself. Don’t be stupid.” She half-turned so I could see the bruises on the backs of her legs. “These will be almost gone tomorrow, but you’re not going to heal that fast, are you?”

      “Gilles won’t let you spar with humans any more than he’ll let us,” Michaela said. “It wouldn’t be fair. You’d beat them up worse than this in less than five minutes.”

      I didn’t tell them that the punishment they had delivered was nothing compared to my early days training to be a Hunter. It took me two years before I won a match, and there were numerous days when I literally couldn’t even get out of bed to crawl to the toilet. The healers spent a lot of time with trainees like me just making sure we didn’t die.

      But what they said made sense. I could at least spare myself a lot of pain, and having no magic of his own, Gilles wouldn’t be able to detect a light, tight shield.

      We dressed and Michaela offered me a ride home. When we came out of the locker room, David Cunningham was waiting for us.

      “Are you all right?” he asked me.

      “Yeah, sure, why wouldn’t I be?”

      He didn’t act very reassured and followed us out to the parking lot. I got in Michaela’s car, and when I looked back as we drove away, he was still standing there.

      “You’ve got an admirer,” Michaela said.

      “Yeah, but I’m not interested.”

      “He’s actually pretty nice,” she said. “Young and uneducated, but I think if he manages to tear himself loose from Laurent, there’s a lot of potential there.”

      I thought that sounded a lot like me. Just what I needed—a clone of myself, wandering around together loose in the world for the first time, trying to figure out complicated and incomprehensible technology, such as how a coin-operated washing machine worked. I wasn’t sure if David and I together were any more capable than Liam and Sheila.
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        * * *

      

      Lizzy dropped into the bar that evening about an hour after I started my shift.

      “Are you ready?” she asked.

      I frantically searched my memory, trying to figure out what I had spaced out. We hadn’t talked about anything recently that I could remember committing to. I finally gave up.

      “Uh, ready for what?”

      “Your test! Your high school equivalency test tomorrow!”

      “Oh. Oh, yeah, I’m ready.”

      She gave me a skeptical look. “You have to be there at eight-thirty, and you have to be on time, or they won’t let you in. I’ll pick you up at seven, that way we can stop and get some breakfast and pour some coffee into you. So, don’t go hanging around here after work tonight. Go home and get some sleep.”

      “Your kids are going to hate you.”

      She preened, her smile bright enough to light up the whole bar. “I certainly hope so! It won’t be any fun otherwise.”

      And so, the following morning, feeling like death warmed over after four hours of sleep, and still sore from the beating I took the day before, in spite of another healing potion, I faced Lizzy’s smiling face when I opened my door.

      “You’re not dressed yet? Throw something on. We have to go.”

      “I just woke up.”

      Five minutes later, I was in her car staring stupidly at my hairbrush that she’d thrust into my hand as she started the engine.

      “Why do they do this so early in the morning?”

      “It’s part of the test. They want to see if you can show up for early morning classes.”

      “They must hate bartenders.”

      “Don’t tell me that the Illuminati let you sleep until noon.”

      “No, but they didn’t make me tend bar until two o’clock in the morning.” That was a mild exaggeration. I had lived on four hours of sleep for years while I was training. I’d gotten lazy since arriving in Westport.

      Her idea of breakfast turned out to be a drive-through where she ordered me some kind of little round sandwich with egg and sausage, a fried potato patty, and a large cup of coffee so hot it seared my mouth. The food only vaguely had a taste.

      “Are these things good for you?” I asked after taking a couple of bites.

      “Not really, but it will shock your stomach into submission until you finish the test. Then we’ll go get some real food.”

      “What about lunch? I have a couple of hours between the morning tests and the ones in the afternoon.”

      “I’ll bring you something. You get out at eleven-thirty and have to be back at one, so we don’t have any time to go anywhere.”

      “It’s over this afternoon at four-thirty, and I have to be at work at five.”

      “So, we’ll have dinner at Rosie’s.”

      Lizzy displayed the same kind of cheerful demeanor that Donna had when pounding on me the day before. That made me a little anxious as I presented myself to the registration table at the community college. I wasn’t sure if it was butterflies or the breakfast sandwich, but I didn’t feel great when they plopped the test down in front of me and told me to begin.
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        * * *

      

      When I got to work the following day, I skipped into Rosie’s, planted myself in front of Liam and Sam, and announced, “I passed!”

      “Congratulations, Erin,” Liam said, his face as stoic and expressionless as always. I gave him a quick hug, and he briefly responded by putting his arms around me.

      “Passed what?” Sam asked.

      “My GED. I’m now a high school graduate!”

      A number of the regulars sitting at or near the bar called out congratulations.

      “I didn’t know you were studying for it,” Sam said.

      “Yeah, Lizzy’s been tutoring me, especially in math, and Liam checked all my practice exercises in the science portion. I know a lot more about the chemistry behind mixing drinks now, too. You know, why some ingredients work well together as opposed to others.”

      Sam gave me a slightly incredulous look, which he then turned toward Liam, who didn’t react at all.

      “When did you have time to do all this?” Sam asked.

      “During slow times here at work, mostly.”

      I accepted the first couple of drinks that regulars bought me, then started turning them down. I had to sit down and eat something before I got so drunk I couldn’t work. The next couple of hours were a struggle until I sobered up some. If I had accepted all the drinks I was offered, they wouldn’t have needed to embalm me to bury me. But it made me feel good that people were so supportive.

      Frankie and Cindy came into Rosie’s at around ten and sat at the bar. Both of them looked tired, and I set their favorite drinks in front of them along with the menus.

      “Bless you,” Cindy said. Frankie lifted her glass to me before draining half of it.

      “How’s the crime-fighting business?” I asked.

      “Sort of like yours,” Frankie said, “never a lack of demand.”

      “Yeah, but I’ll bet I get a lot more smiles from my customers than you do.”

      Cindy barked out a laugh. Frankie toasted me with her glass again and drained it.

      “Another, please.”

      While I fixed her drink, I asked, “Where’s Blair? Having such a good time that he couldn’t get away?”

      The expressions on both women’s faces killed my happy feeling.

      “Digging up bodies,” Frankie said. “That guy who kidnapped the girl? He’s confessed to a dozen more, and he’s still talking.”

      “You guys saved that girl’s life,” Cindy said. “Sick bastard is clearing missing-person cases going back two decades.”

      “When his lawyer asked me for a deal,” Frankie said, “he wasn’t talking about a reduced sentence. He wanted me to agree that I wouldn’t oppose his client getting a book deal. I think he’s been dreaming about getting caught and being famous.”

      “After he finishes talking,” I said, setting her fresh drink down, “just let Josh and me know when and what door he escapes through.”

      Frankie’s eyes widened, then she shook her head. “As tempting as that sounds, I’m not even going to joke about it, because I have a feeling you’re not joking. I’ll have the lemon chicken, please.”

      “Three-bean chili for me,” Cindy said. “If it makes you feel any better, he won’t last a month in prison.”
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      Three days later, a major storm blew in from the northwest with high winds, sleet, and freezing rain. The streets looked like black mirrors, and the news told of a seventeen-car pileup on the freeway and a seven-car wreck closing one of the bridges.

      Needless to say, business at Rosie’s was quiet. Sam hung around, debating with himself whether to chance the drive home or spend the night in the upstairs apartment.

      Around nine o’clock, he decided to send Liam home early. That’s when I got a phone call from Michaela.

      “Is Liam still there?” she asked.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Don’t let him leave. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      I told Sam, who was as puzzled as I was. Forty-five minutes later, Michaela came in, dressed in the same outfit as she’d worn when she assaulted the Waste Disposal yards and recaptured them from Rodrick Barclay. She had four of her sisters with her.

      “You said you know a finder,” she said without any preamble.

      “Yeah?”

      “Can you get hold of her? I’ll pay.”

      “What’s going on?”

      She cast a glance in Liam’s direction, then grabbed me by the arm and dragged me away from the bar and into the ladies’ room.

      “Sheila and Charity have been kidnapped,” she said. “I got a call, and the bastard threatened to kill them unless I did what he asked me to.”

      “And what was that?”

      “Lure Laurent into an ambush.”

      That startled me, and I barked out a laugh. “And if that doesn’t work out the way he wants? Damn!”

      “Exactly.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Hell, I don’t know. I didn’t recognize his voice, but I did recognize Charity’s. He put her on the phone, and she said he hurt them. When he came back on the line, I told him I would fry his balls and eat them. He laughed and said they were dhampir and he hadn’t done any permanent damage.”

      I had never seen Michaela so upset. She was angry but also frantic with worry.

      “I’ll call Jo,” I said. “Do you have anything of theirs? Hair, skin cells, blood would be best.”

      “Yeah, I have all of that, and I brought it with me.”

      I called Jolene, and she said I should bring Michaela and her specimens as soon as possible. Then I talked with Sam and Liam and filled them in.

      “Call me if you need help,” Sam told me. I gave him a hug and started for the door.

      “I’m coming with you,” Liam said, taking off his apron.

      I glanced at Sam, then asked Liam, “What is your magic?” I knew Liam was a mage but had never asked anyone what his affinity was.

      “He’s a ley line mage, like you,” Sam said. “He casts the strongest shields I’ve ever seen.”

      Liam nodded. “I pull energy from the ley lines.”

      I walked over to him, grasped both of his arms, and looked up into his face, almost a foot above me. “You do exactly what I tell you to,” I said. “Understand? You protect yourself, and you protect our friends. No heroics. Understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. Let’s go.”

      We drove in three cars to Jolene’s house. The streets were treacherous, so it took us about an hour. Josh and Trevor were there when we arrived.

      Jolene banished everyone but me from the garage, and I helped her set up what she needed to cast the spell. I watched as she took some hair and a vial of blood Michaela provided and cast a tracking spell for each of the two missing dhampir. When she finished, she handed me one of the tracking mirrors she had prepared.

      “We don’t know if they’re being kept together,” Jo said.

      We gathered everyone in the living room, and Jo explained how the tracking mirrors worked. Then Trevor explained our plan of attack.

      “We do a lot of personal retrievals,” Trevor told Liam and the dhampir. “The important thing is to get the kidnapped women out alive. Don’t get trigger happy, don’t get angry, don’t freelance. Let Josh and Erin and me go in. We can shield ourselves, but we can’t shield you. Back us up and come running if we call you. But we don’t need ten people getting in each other’s way and doing stuff that’s going to get the hostages hurt. Okay?”

      The tracking mirrors led us to a residential area south of the river, only a couple of miles from Trevor’s house. The neighborhood was comprised of nice, upper-middle-class ranchers and split-levels with manicured lawns and trimmed hedges. The trackers zeroed in on a place with a black van in the driveway and only a couple of lights on in the house.

      Trevor did a reconnaissance with an electronic device and reported back that he couldn’t find any evidence of an alarm system or any other electronic detection. Jolene cast a spell.

      “Only three people in the house,” she said. “The two women we’re tracking, and one more person.”

      “There’s a mage in there,” I said. “When I get close to the house, I can feel the magic.”

      Trevor and three of the dhampir took up stations in the backyard. One of the dhampir broke into the black van and hid there.

      Josh, Liam, and I mounted the porch. They stood with their backs to the wall on either side of the front door, then Josh nodded to me. We were all shielded, and the idea was that the person inside was more likely to open the door for a pretty young girl than a man.

      I rang the doorbell and took a step back, my long Hunter’s dagger held in my left hand behind my leg. There weren’t any sounds that I could hear from inside. After a couple of minutes, I rang the bell again. Just as I was about to push the button a third time, I heard light footsteps beyond the door, and then it opened.

      A man I didn’t recognize loomed over me. Sandy hair, blue eyes, a bit over six feet tall, in a skin-tight black Hunter’s uniform showing off his muscular build.

      He frowned when he saw me, then opened his mouth to say something, but I didn’t wait. My training took over, and I hurled a ley missile at him. Unfortunately, he was shielded, and the raw ley energy rocked him back on his heels but didn’t vaporize him.

      It did vaporize the screen door, though, and I charged through. Our shields hit, and my shield began to siphon energy from his. He staggered backward.

      Just as the Hunter regained his balance, Liam hit him with a push of ley line energy that blew the Hunter off his feet and slammed him into the wall across the room. I hurled another ley missile at him but without any noticeable effect.

      I heard a loud whistle from behind me, and then heard crashing noises from the back of the house. Josh had given the signal, and I knew Trevor and the dhampir would be coming in through the back door.

      The Hunter drew his sword and took up a fighting stance. I thought that was a bad move. The ceiling would hamper him, and his main gauche would have been a better choice. If I could get close enough, I would have the advantage.

      Liam hit the Hunter with another push of energy, and I followed with a push of my own, but he was braced for it, and we didn’t move him. I fired another ley missile, but his shield held.

      Michaela came into the room from the back of the house, took a quick look around, and fired her pistol at the Hunter from less than five feet away. The bullet ricocheted off his shield and hit the ceiling.

      “No!” I shouted. “He’s shielded.”

      Her presence did cause our adversary to move away from her so he could keep all of us in his field of vision.

      Trevor and two dhampir came in from the kitchen. The women darted down a hallway as Trevor fired a lightning bolt at the Hunter. The resultant thunder shook the house.

      “We found them,” a woman’s voice called from down the hall.

      The Hunter took advantage of that slight distraction and leaped toward Trevor, swinging his sword. Trevor instinctively raised his arm to defend himself, and the Hunter’s spell-forged sword cleaved through Trevor’s shield and took his arm off below the elbow. Blood fountained from the stump, and the Hunter ran over my friend, heading for the back door.

      I jumped forward and grabbed Trevor’s arm in both of my hands. The shock in his face, in his eyes, caused my heart to jump. I clamped down with ley energy, creating a magical tourniquet, and tied off the spell. Then I ran after the Hunter.

      He probably would have escaped if he hadn’t tripped over the shattered remains of the back door lying on the floor in the kitchen. I was more careful and followed him out the door into the backyard.

      “Run, you coward,” I called in the language of the Illuminati, a dialect of Middle High German. “Traitor!”

      The man whirled around and faced me. “Who the hell are you?” he replied in the same language.

      “One of the survivors of your treachery,” I said, circling him with my knife held in front of me.

      He laughed. “Shall we dance?” he asked, the time-honored invitation for Hunters to cross their swords.

      The Hunter brandished his sword and advanced toward me. I hit him with a ley missile that caused his shield to flare. He stepped back, and I could see him gather himself for a renewed attack.

      My masters had always counseled me to hide the most potent parts of my magic. They said that I shouldn’t reveal what I had in reserve. I had learned the fallacy of that when confronting the Hunter who had terrorized Westport several months before. I might have been special, but so were all the Hunters. Hans Christian had been older, more experienced and stronger than me. He also had a Hunter’s spell-forged sword that could cut through personal shields, no matter how strong.

      I had tried to face that Hunter without my own sword, which I had left to be consumed in the conflagration that destroyed the Illuminati, their City, and all of their magic. It hadn’t gone well, and I had defeated him only by calling on those hidden magics.

      The spell was complex, but I had never understood why others couldn’t manage to cast it. For some reason, other people either couldn’t hold the first four runes while they sketched the fifth, or they couldn’t merge them properly. And without that final complex rune, the Word had nothing to act upon. When the Word was spoken, the caster had to feed ley energy into the rune while envisioning the result of the spell, incorporating that energy into a semi-corporeal sword.

      With that near-defeat still a raw wound, I sketched five runes in my mind, held them separately, and merged them into a single complex rune. Then I said the Word to invoke the Sword of Uriel, the spell that had lain dormant for six hundred years until I came along and proved to be able to cast it. A three-foot bar of green flame leaped from my right hand.

      My foe hesitated, his eyes locked on the Sword. Then he fired a ball of white energy that lit up my shield like a light bulb. I hit him with another ley missile, and he hit me with another one of his energy balls. Considering the ley lines spiderwebbing the Westport area, it was doubtful that either of us would run out of power, either to throw at the other or to maintain our shields. That meant the battle would come down to our blades.

      “Scorpion,” he said. “I thought you were dead.”

      “Why would you think I was dead? Who told you that?”

      He still hesitated, and my confidence increased.

      “Master Rudolf said that everyone in the City died when the Knights Magica launched their assault,” he said. “We assumed that tales of you being seen were false. What are you doing here? Why do you call me a traitor? You must have conspired with our enemies if you survived.”

      He was obviously confused. I didn’t have time to try and unravel what he was saying, but I saw a way to use his misconceptions.

      “Rudolf told you that? Rudolf is the traitor,” I returned, and saw his eyes widen. “The Council escaped Rudolf’s treachery, his conspiracy with the Knights. Master Benedict has waited for Rudolf to contact him, but in vain. Yes, the Knights Magica destroyed the City. They used Rudolf’s passcodes to get inside. Ask yourself, why was Rudolf the only member of the Council who wasn’t in the City? And once the slaughter was over, where was Rudolf to help us plan our counterattack?”

      As we talked, I had gradually decreased the distance between us. He had reach on me, so closer was better. Not being entirely corporeal, my Sword had an advantage. It didn’t need room for me to use it. Deadly at three feet, deadly at six inches.

      My adversary suddenly blurted, “You lie!”

      I laughed at him, and while his attention was concentrated on our discussion, I leaped forward, my sword sweeping in an arc toward his waist. He took a step back and moved his sword to block me. Too late. The bar of unfiltered ley energy I wielded sliced through his blade and continued through his shield and into his side below his ribs.

      Shock registered on his face, even as I hurled another ley missile at him and destroyed his weakened shield. I swung my leg with the energy of the ley line behind it, and my foot connected between his legs, lifting him off the ground and spilling him backward. By the time his body settled on the ground a few feet away, I was standing over him with the point of my sword resting against his throat under his chin.

      “Yield and agree to cooperate, and I’ll call for a healer,” I said.

      I waited for him to say something, and it seemed as though time had stopped.

      Finally, he answered me, his face contorting into a sneer. “Whore!”

      That was an epithet Rudolf had hurled at me more than once.

      “Yeah, maybe,” I said. I pushed the blade into the Hunter’s throat and up into his brain. “But I’m smarter than to piss off someone who has a sword to my throat.”

      I released the spell, and the darkness enfolded us when the bright sword disappeared.

      The first thing I did was search the Hunter’s body, taking his main gauche—his short defensive blade—and emptying every pocket and pouch he had. I pulled off his boots and cut out the inner soles, taking the paper, money, and credit card I found there, then stuffing the boots back on his feet. When I was satisfied that I had everything, I turned back to the house.

      Michaela was standing at the back door watching me.

      “It looks like you’ve done that before,” she said.

      “Would you leave anything for the police to find?” I asked.

      She shook her head and moved aside so I could pass her into the house. I wondered how much of the fight she might have witnessed. I wasn’t worried about anyone understanding the conversation I had with the Hunter. Even a modern German-speaker would have had trouble with the language, although someone fluent in Swiss German might have understood a lot of what we said.

      I found Liam holding Sheila and her sister in the living room. Jolene was tending to Trevor, who sat against the wall near a large pool of blood surrounding a severed hand. He looked drowsy, which I figured was a combination of shock, loss of blood, and any potions Jo might have given him. At least the tourniquet I applied had worked, and the stump was no longer bleeding.

      Josh leaned close to me and said, “Jolene gave Trevor a couple of potions and called Lizzy. I don’t know how much a healer can do for him, but you saved his life. He still bled too damned much. I checked the rest of the house, and Jo was correct, it looks like there was just one guy here holding them captive. Did you catch up with the bastard?”

      “He’s dead,” I said. “We should probably call the cops. I think this was one of the guys who killed Winslow and his friends.”

      Josh nodded and pulled out his phone as he sidled toward the front door. His eyes never left Trevor.
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        * * *

      

      Roisin showed up at about the same time as the ambulance and the police. She walked through the police barricade as though it didn’t exist, and in through the front door. Squatting down next to Trevor, she touched his head, and I saw his body relax.

      Putting her hand under his chin, she pulled his head around and stared into his eyes.

      “Listen to me closely,” she said in a voice that didn’t carry more than a couple of feet. “You must make a decision, and make it quickly. I can heal you, but I can’t grow you a new hand. Human doctors may be able to reattach your hand. It will be a long and painful recovery, and not without danger of infection and death. If you choose that option, I will help as much as I can, but you will never have full use of the hand. If I heal you now, you will be well in a couple of weeks and can get one of their mechanical hands. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Trevor licked his lips. “No more pain?”

      “If I heal you, there will be no more pain.”

      A bit of a smile played across his mouth. “I can still do computers with one hand.” A tear slipped free and ran down his cheek. “Heal me. Please.”

      Roisin placed her hands on his stump. I saw the glow and felt her alien Fae magic, then Trevor jerked, stiffened, and slumped. The tension and pain flowed out of his features, and his eyes closed. She took her hands away, revealing new smooth pink skin at the end of his shortened arm.

      Turning to Jolene, she said, “Let the doctors take him to a hospital and give him blood to replace what he lost. He’ll sleep for a couple of days. When he wakes up, take him home. He will be up and around and recovered in about two weeks.”

      Roisin stood, turned and reached up to lay a hand on my cheek. Then she walked out the door without a word and disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Trevor was loaded into the ambulance, and Jolene and Josh took off after it, leaving Michaela and me to deal with Blair and Frankie, who showed up as the ambulance was leaving.

      Frankie stood in the house’s living room and looked around, taking in the broken furniture, the lightning-scorched walls, and the pool of blood on the floor. Blair walked in, coming from the kitchen, and I assumed from the backyard.

      He looked back and forth between Michaela and me. “Why can’t you just throw wild, out-of-control keg parties like the other kids?”

      “I work in a bar, Lieutenant,” I said. “I prefer quiet, intellectual pursuits in my spare time. Did I tell you that I got my GED?”

      Frankie and Michaela both snorted.

      “Okay,” Blair said. “What happened?”

      “My fault, Lieutenant,” Michaela said. “Someone kidnapped two of my sisters and demanded a ransom. I engaged Jolene to help find them. There was a bit of a disagreement as to whether the kidnapper should let them go.”

      “And I assume the dead man in the backyard was the kidnapper?” he asked.

      “Yes, a thoroughly unpleasant man. Very rude and with terrible manners.”

      “And why are you here?” he asked, turning to me.

      “Moral support. One of the women who was kidnapped is Liam’s girlfriend.”

      Blair nodded. “And who killed him?”

      Michaela and I looked at each other.

      “Someone with a great big magical sword,” I said. “Huge sword. Green. Looked like green liquid fire. Damnedest thing I have ever seen. Have you ever seen anything like that, Michaela?”

      “Nope. It was really amazing. Like something out of Star Wars. They were throwing energy bolts at each other, too. Do you want us to make a formal statement? Testify at a coroner’s inquest or anything?”

      Blair glowered at us. He opened his mouth as if to say something, then closed it and glared at us some more.

      Finally, he said, “There’s a sword out there that’s been sheared in half.”

      “Yeah, that’s what he used to cut off Trevor’s hand,” I said. “And poor Trevor was just minding his own business, trying to protect Michaela’s sisters.”

      “So, other than needing an ambulance, what made you decide to call the police?”

      “Because I think that guy outside was one of the people who broke into Winslow’s place on Thanksgiving. Just like Lizzy showed us—black uniform, big sword, magic user. Seems like too much of a coincidence, don’t you agree?”

      “First the Columbia Club, now the waste disposal company?”

      Michaela shook her head. “You didn’t ask me about the ransom. He wanted me to lure Gabriel Laurent into an ambush.”

      Blair’s response was unsuitable for mixed company, but Michaela and I let it go.

      “Destroy order in favor of chaos,” I said. “Create a power vacuum. Sounds like what the last Hunter was doing.”

      I called Sam and told him what happened, and assured him that Liam was okay.

      “Liam did great,” I said. “He did exactly what I told him to and really helped in keeping the Hunter off balance. His girlfriend is fine, though a little shook up. Michaela said she would take care of him tonight.”

      Michaela dropped me off at my apartment earlier than I would normally have gotten off work, so I took a long, hot bath with a glass of wine and went to bed. To my surprise, my dreams weren’t troubled by Hunters. Instead, the look in Trevor’s eyes haunted me.
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      The following morning dawned bright and clear. Although it was cold, the sun was shining, and the wind wasn’t blowing. Vowing to take advantage of it, I ate a quick breakfast and went out for a long run.

      I was halfway through my planned route when my phone rang.

      “Monsieur Laurent,” I answered. “What can I do for you?” It was bright daylight out, a strange time to get a call from a vampire.

      The voice on the other end wasn’t Laurent, but instead it was Constance Gardner. “Master Gabriel would like to speak with you,” the dhampir said. “We’ll send a car for you this evening.”

      “No, thank you. If he wants to get together, I suggest a neutral location.”

      There was a long, long pause. I gathered that she hadn’t expected me to say no.

      “Considering recent events,” she finally said, “the master is a bit wary of going out in public.”

      “And I’m wary of meeting with him in private. He hasn’t done much to encourage my trust.”

      Another period of silence, then, “Where would you suggest?”

      “Necropolis.”

      “Hmmm. I shall call you back if that’s not acceptable. Nine o’clock.”

      “I’ll see you there.”

      Eileen Montgomery owed fealty to Laurent, but that was political. She didn’t love him in the way a normal child of the city’s Master would. She and I got along well, and I didn’t think she would see any advantage to her if Laurent killed me. But I also didn’t plan on walking into the club alone.

      If there was anyone Laurent might walk softly around, it was Michaela, since she supplied his funds. So, I called her, told her about Laurent’s call, and asked if she could give me a ride to the club.
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        * * *

      

      When Michaela came to pick me up, she arrived at the head of a small caravan. Four of her dhampir sisters rode in a second car, and two cars full of burly werewolves accompanied them. During the vampires’ internecine wars to establish dominance, Michaela negotiated an alliance with one of the local packs. She played kingmaker, helping Laurent to take power, and the majority of the workers hauling away the city’s garbage changed from vampires to werewolves.

      “I didn’t expect all this,” I said as I surveyed my escort.

      “I think I owe you for last night,” Michaela said. “Besides, I don’t trust vampires. Do you?”

      I figured she should know better than anyone, having lived with the bloodsuckers all her life.

      As a single young woman, I normally had no problems getting into Necropolis, although I usually had to stand in line. Michaela, however, was well known to the bouncers at the door. Our party marched past the line outside, Michaela kissed the bouncer on the cheek and whispered something in his ear, and our entire party was ushered into the club.

      Eileen had a favorite table on the mezzanine where she sat and surveyed the club’s activity, but it was empty. Michaela led me to the bar while our escort fanned out to provide a discreet protective cordon around us. She spoke to the bartender, who made a phone call.

      “Miss Montgomery said for you to go up to her office,” the bartender said.

      We climbed the stairs, walked past Eileen’s normal perch, and into a dark hallway. Our escort stopped there, except for two dhampir who followed Michaela and me. Vampires and dhampir didn’t need lights, but for me it was pitch black, and I kindled a small magelight. Another short stairway led to a door guarded by two vampires. One of them silently opened the door, and we stepped through into a small foyer with a lovely nineteenth-century parlor beyond.

      “Come in,” Eileen practically beamed at us. I found her fangy smile rather unsettling as she briefly embraced each of us with a buss on both cheeks. “It’s been far too long, Michaela. You do need to get out and visit more. And Erin. I don’t believe you’ve ever been to my home, have you?”

      Compared to the previous times I met Eileen, she fluttered around like a nervous housewife entertaining royalty. I assumed that Gabriel Laurent, seated in a beautiful Louis XV armchair, was the reason for her nervousness rather than Michaela and me.

      It wasn’t a small room, but it seemed rather crowded. In addition to the butler, there was a vampire standing guard at each of the room’s two doors. Constance Gardner, David Cunningham, and two more vampires stood in the shadows behind Westport’s Master of the City.

      Michaela bowed her head toward Laurent. “Gabriel.”

      I simply took a seat without invitation, crossed my legs, and picked up the teacup Eileen’s vampire butler poured for me. I gave Laurent a small smile and took a sip while watching him over the teacup’s rim. Turned in his mid-thirties at the end of the thirteenth century, Gabriel Laurent had been a French nobleman. A little shy of six feet and stocky, he had the build of a swordsman who had spent most of his life on horseback. His dark curly hair covered his ears and brushed his collar, making his pale complexion even more noticeable. Other than his eyes—so dark brown as to almost being black—there wasn’t anything about his face that a person would find memorable.

      “You’re looking well, Miss McLane,” Laurent said.

      “I always try to dress for the occasion,” I said. Black Hunter’s uniform, hair severely pulled back in a braid, and two short spell-forged blades hanging from my belt signaled my feelings about the meeting.

      “Yes,” he said. “I believe that is the same outfit you wore to the banquet where we first met.”

      I smiled. “You remembered! How sweet.”

      A vampire banquet usually provided humans to feed from. I had interrupted the festivities, and by the time I walked out of the castle at sunrise, more than two dozen vampires had met the final death.

      Eileen looked distinctly uncomfortable. Michaela sat stone-faced, her eyes darting back and forth between Laurent and me. Laurent regarded me without expression, but I did catch a slight upward pull at the corner of his mouth.

      “Well. Now that we have the pleasantries out of the way, I understand there are Hunters in town.”

      “One less after last night,” I said. “I assume you heard about Ronald Winslow’s Thanksgiving dinner party.”

      “Oh, yes. The remaining members of the Columbia Club are quite upset about that,” Laurent said. “Any old friends of yours?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

      “Ah. No, I’m afraid that my contact in DC is no longer viable, and I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting a Hunter, other than one.”

      I shot a quick glance at David Cunningham. His eyes narrowed, and his stoic expression betrayed a flash of anger.

      I finished my tea and set the cup and saucer on the table. Sitting back in my chair, I folded my arms across my chest. Laurent was the one who called the meeting, and I waited to see what I might learn from him.

      The silence seemed to make everyone but me uncomfortable, and eventually, Laurent asked, “Why do you think Hunters have come to our little city?”

      “Where else are they to go?” I asked in return. “You are the one who told me the Illuminati had been destroyed. Those who escaped are looking for a new home. Westport is only now emerging from a chaotic period. You are new and in a weakened position after the recent unpleasantness. The Columbia Club lacks unity. There are only a few places in North America where major ley lines intersect, and this is a rather out-of-the-way place where the Illuminati might be able to establish a foothold.”

      “So, you think they have come to stay, that this isn’t just a brief visit.”

      “The Illuminati do nothing on a whim,” I said.

      Laurent nodded. I saw the eyes of various onlookers, including Eileen Montgomery’s, widen a bit.

      “Are these ley lines that important?” Michaela asked.

      I pulled energy from the nearest ley line and kept pulling it and pulling it. I began to glow. I knew that the other people in the room—none of whom were magicians—were starting to feel an increasing pressure. Everyone’s expressions began to show alarm. When the building started to shake, I let the energy flow back to the ley line.

      When I was young and first came into my magic, I didn’t know how to stop the energy flowing into me until it exploded. When I joined the Illuminati, they isolated me until I learned to let the magic go gently instead of blowing up everything around me.

      “Yes, they are incredibly important to mages,” I said, “and all Hunters are mages. How much power I can wield is in direct proportion to how much I can pull from a ley line.”

      “And you think the Hunters, the Illuminati, are here to build a new base of power,” Laurent said.

      I nodded. “A new home.” I considered holding back but decided it didn’t matter. “But I don’t think they know the Fae have already staked out the ley vortex—where the lines intersect. If the Illuminati try to take that over, I want the popcorn concession.”
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      I managed to get hold of Jolene the following morning, and she said she and Josh planned to go by that afternoon. Using the map on my phone, I found the hospital where Trevor was staying and jogged down there.

      The nurse on duty told me they had given Trevor two pints of blood and maintenance fluids but nothing else. She also told me that his girlfriend had been there for two days straight.

      When I entered Trevor’s room, a very young blonde woman was sitting there watching him. She looked like hell, and I suspected she hadn’t slept much.

      “Hi,” I said. “I’m Erin.”

      “Heather. He hasn’t woken up,” she said, never taking her eyes off him.

      “Have you been here all night?” I asked her.

      She nodded.

      “Have you been home at all? Have you eaten?”

      She gave me a blank look.

      “Okay. He’s not going to wake up today. Let’s go get you something to eat, then you can go home, take a nap and a shower, and come back tonight.”

      She shook her head and turned her gaze back to Trevor’s sleeping face.

      “Nope, that’s not going to do it,” I said, taking her by the arm and hauling her out of her chair. She stumbled and tried to pry herself free, but I dragged her out of the room, past the nurses’ station, and punched the down button on the elevator.

      “We’re going to get something to eat,” I announced.

      “Good!” one of the nurses said. “Take her home and put her to bed once you feed her.”

      The food in the hospital cafeteria wasn’t up to Rosie’s, but it was cheap. While Heather ate some soup and a sandwich, I called Lizzy and explained the problem.

      “She’s been there for two days?” Lizzy asked. “Dear Goddess. Yeah, I’ll come give you a ride. Do you know where she lives?”

      “I think in a dormitory at the university,” I said.

      When Lizzy showed up, I pulled the girl out of the hospital and shoved her in the back of Lizzy’s car. Her reaction to being out in daylight was more appropriate to a vampire than a human.

      “You live in a dorm on campus?” Lizzy asked.

      “Uh, yeah. McCormack,” Heather replied.

      We drove in silence for most of the trip, but when we neared the university, the girl stirred.

      “What happened to him?” she asked.

      “An accident,” I said.

      “That’s all anyone will tell me.”

      “It was ugly,” I told her. “I don’t think you want to know the details. He’s going to be all right. They have him medicated, but he should wake up sometime tonight or in the morning. Go back then, okay?”

      We dropped her off in front of her dorm in the spot where I had first seen her with Trevor, then Lizzy drove me home.
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        * * *

      

      When Trevor finally woke up, Jolene called me, and I took the train downtown.

      Trevor’s room was so crowded when I arrived that it looked like a party. Jo, Josh, and Lizzy, Liam, Sheila, and another Gallagher sister, plus Heather, a doctor, and some other lady with a hospital nametag on her dress.

      “Hey, champ, how’re you doing?” I asked as I pushed my way to the end of his bed.

      He gave me a smile. “Pretty good.” His eyes shifted momentarily toward Heather, then back to me. “Josh tells me you saved my life.”

      I shook my head. “Naw, I was just closest to you. Anyone could have applied a tourniquet.”

      Trevor chuckled. “Some of my old girlfriends might have let me bleed to death.”

      I winked at him. “Where would be the fun in that? I’d rather make you feel guilty.”

      Everyone laughed, even Heather, although I could tell she wasn’t sure she found it funny.

      “So, what’s next?” I asked.

      Trevor motioned with his stump to the doctor. “They tell me that I need to go up to the medical school in Seattle to get a new hand. Best place on the west coast for a prosthesis.”

      The doctor said, “It will take six to eight weeks to fit it and learn to use it. After that, probably an annual tune up is all that will be required.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how he healed so fast, but it’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. The arm looks like the accident happened months ago instead of a couple of days.”

      “Magic,” Jolene said, and most of us laughed.

      “It’s a miracle,” Heather said. “He’s blessed by God.”

      Lizzy, Jolene, and I rolled our eyes. Josh stifled a giggle.

      “Is God going to pay for all that?” I asked.

      The Gallagher sister said, “No, we will. Westport Waste hired him as our new technology director last week and enrolled him in our group health plan just in time. I was telling him that the insurance company seems to have lost the paperwork, but Michaela said we’d get that worked out.”

      I almost giggled. Knowing Michaela, I was sure she would convince the insurance company that it was really their fault. I made a mental note that she paid her debts. It made me feel a little less guilty that I’d dragged my friends into her problem.

      A nurse came and told us all that we had to leave so she could unhook him from all the equipment, IV bags, and fill out the paperwork so he could go home.

      As we started to file out, Trevor called to me, “Erin, can you stay another minute?”

      When I was the only one left, he said, “Truly, thank you. My own damned fault. You warned me not to rely on my shields when we fought that other Hunter. Considering what an ass I’ve been, I’m kind of surprised you didn’t let me bleed to death.”

      I walked around the bed, bent over, and gave him a quick kiss. “I’m trying to redeem myself, remember? Besides, saving each other’s lives is what friends do, even if they do act like asses sometimes. Right? Don’t be an ass to Heather.” I ruffled his hair and then followed the rest of the crowd out.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I saw Michaela at the sword club, I thanked her for paying Trevor’s medical expenses.

      “Hell, it’s the least we could do,” she said. “When I asked for help, they didn’t even mention money, even though that’s how they make their living.” She chuckled. “And I really do need someone competent to do my computer stuff. I fired my IT director last week after we got hacked. I’m told Trevor is a wizard at it.”

      I shook my head. “They never ask for money up front. After the job is over, they figure out how much it was worth. You will be getting a bill from them; I can guarantee that. But Jolene told me that they rarely get stiffed. I know that sometimes people can’t afford it, but the paranormal community usually pitches in to make sure everyone comes out okay. We’ve passed the hat at Rosie’s two or three times to help people pay a Lost and Found bill, and the shifters usually take care of things at the pack level.”

      I cast a light, tight shield around myself before we sparred, and managed to come out of the sessions with Donna and Michaela feeling pretty good. I didn’t realize how much I missed having a sword in my hands, and it was a good workout.

      Then David Cunningham approached me and asked if he could work out with me.

      “I don’t think that would be a good idea,” Gilles said, inserting himself between us before I could even open my mouth.

      As I turned to walk away, I heard David say, “You can reject me, Erin, but you can’t make me stop wanting to be your friend.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, I dressed up, took the train up to the university, and cruised the bars, hoping that I might run into the handsome young archeologist again, but no luck. My lack of a love life was starting to seriously irritate me, but I still wasn’t tempted by any of the men I was meeting.

      On my way back to the train station, I passed by a section of the campus where trees and low bushes separated the street from a low meadow-like grassy area where I had been told students often played frisbee and sunbathed in the spring. Laughter from beyond the trees caught my attention. Not happy laughter but maniacal-diabolical laughter.

      Picking my way through the bushes, I came upon a scene from a horror movie. A Hunter, who I didn’t recognize, stood in the middle of the lawn with a large group of vampires encircling him. A lot of them were still upright, but there were five bodies littering the lawn, and two of them were missing heads.

      As I watched, the vampires feinted, leaped, and attacked. Two or three would act like they were going to attack in concert from his front and sides, and when he faced them, a couple more would attack from behind. As large-scale dances went, it was fairly entertaining.

      “Pretty rad, huh?” a low voice sounded almost right next to me. I turned to see a very young-looking female vampire with a shoulder-length dark-blonde bob and bangs standing next to me. She was maybe an inch shorter than I was, with a similar build, dressed like a typical college student in jeans, boots, a pretty blue shirt, and a woolen peacoat.

      “Friends of yours?” I asked.

      “Those assholes? No way. He’s kicking their asses, and I’m digging it.”

      I chuckled. “You’re pulling for the Hunter?”

      “Is that what he is? I’ve heard of them but never seen one. Yeah, I hope he stakes them all. Bunch of stupid jerks.”

      The Hunter feinted toward a vamp on his left, but instead of following through, he pirouetted and aimed a low, sweeping slash at the vamps behind him. One went down with a severed leg, and another stared stupidly at his mid-section. His hands slowly rose to grasp his abdomen as it bulged and his entrails started to escape through the cut the sword had made.

      A vampire jumped on the swordsman’s back, bearing him to his knees. The Hunter’s left hand came up, and he stabbed the vamp in the face with his main gauche. The vampire fell off, and the Hunter leaped to his feet in time to meet another attacker with the point of his blade.

      “Well, you’re probably going to get your wish,” I said. “The Hunter is shielded, and they really can’t touch him.”

      “Shielded?” my new companion asked. “You mean, like he’s a mage or a witch or something?”

      “A mage. All Hunters are mages.”

      “Huh. I didn’t know that. You’re a mage, right? Friend of Eileen’s?”

      “Yeah, I am. You mean Eileen Montgomery?”

      “Uh-huh. I’ve seen you in Necropolis. I wait tables there.”

      Two of the vampires ran into each other trying to dodge the Hunter’s blade, and one of them lost his head.

      “He’s just playing with them,” I said. “Practicing.”

      “Good riddance. Young and stupid. Rude, too. No respect, and think they’re invincible.”

      I had to laugh. “How old are you?”

      She also laughed, showing an impressive set of teeth. “I was twenty-one when I was turned. That was in 1969. I tell girls, be careful of one-night stands. I was just hitch-hiking to San Francisco and looking for a place to crash for the night. But I was never that stupid, even back then. Those guys are less than a year old, orphaned when Barclay’s mansion burned down. I’m Shawna, by the way.”

      “Erin.”

      The remaining vamps finally figured out that they weren’t going to win and began slipping away into the shadows. The Hunter stood alone among thirteen bodies. Shawna and I watched as he walked around and cut off the heads of those who still had them.

      “You hunt around here?” I asked.

      “I don’t hunt the way you mean. I cruise the bars. The scene here isn’t as sleazy as Necropolis, at least to my mind,” she said. “I just take a lover for the night, feed a little bit, but I don’t get greedy. If someone’s a good lover, I want them to smile and be happy to see me when I run into them again.”

      “Well, I don’t swing that way, but you take care. Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      “Wouldn’t matter. Drugs got me dead once, so I’m not interested in getting hooked on mage blood.”

      She slipped away as silently as she came. I waited, watching the Hunter.

      He finished cutting off the heads of the vampires he had vanquished, then took off in the direction away from me. I slid out of the bushes and followed. I wasn’t an illusionist but knew that twisting ley line energy in a certain way tended to blur my image, especially at night. It wasn’t a perfect disguise, but unless a person was looking right at me, or knew what they were looking for, it helped to make me less visible.

      The fact that he was out in full uniform at night told me he was hunting. I had known a lot of Hunters who hated vampires and hunted them for sport. Evidently, he had heard of the vampire predations in the university area, and the size of the group that attacked him told me that Blair’s team hadn’t made as much of a dent in the problem as Cindy hoped.

      After casting about for a few minutes, I saw a black-cloaked figure probably a hundred yards ahead of me on a long, straight sidewalk. I couldn’t run in the two-inch strappy heels I was wearing, so I slipped them off, stuck them in my purse, and shielded myself, including my feet. That taken care of, I took off running to close the distance between us.

      My bare feet made little sound, and I didn’t slow down until I had closed to within about twenty yards. Flitting from shadow to shadow, I continued to follow him. I wasn’t dressed to dance the swords, but I did have one main gauche in a sheath inside my coat, and the Sword of Uriel was always at my call. But confronting him wasn’t my objective. I hoped he would lead me to where he was staying.

      To my surprise, he went to a building on campus, one of the old buildings from the early days of the university. Two stories and built with quarried stone instead of brick, it was tucked into a copse of trees near two four-story modern brick-and-glass buildings. The Hunter went to a side door—a narrow, sheltered space near the back of the building—and let himself in. There was a brief flash of light from the inside as the door opened, then darkness again.

      I waited for ten minutes, then crept close and examined the door, which had no signs or any distinguishing characteristics except a keypad. Circling around the building, I found a plaque by the front door alongside another keypad. ‘Harland Hall, Faculty Offices’.

      I melted back into the trees and pulled out my phone. A search gave me Harland Hall, and drilling down I found a list of the faculty with offices there. Two of them were on the list I had for members of the Columbia Club.

      On my way to the train station, I called Blair. The call went to his voice mail, so I assumed he was asleep.

      “Lieutenant, there’s been another massacre. One of our Hunters left thirteen headless vamps on Willard’s Green at the University.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      When I woke up in the morning, I called Frankie. “Have you heard about Willard’s Green?” I asked when she answered. When she said yes, I continued. “Tell me about James Winter and Thomas Feldman.”

      “Well, they’re both tenured professors at the university. Winter is a chemist, and Feldman is a microbiologist.”

      “And both are members of the Columbia Club, right? Were either of them involved with Constance Gardner in her bounty scheme?”

      There was a moment of hesitation. “Maybe we should get together to talk about this.”

      “I’m working the next four nights,” I said. “Drop by. This has to do with Willard’s Green.”

      I then called Michaela and told her what I’d witnessed the previous night.

      “That’s…disturbing,” she said when I finished.

      I agreed on so many levels. A Hunter out hunting on the university campus. A gang of vampires that large out hunting together. The fact that the Hunter had so blatantly left thirteen corpses out for humans to find. Earlier that fall, the entire paranormal and supernatural communities were in a tizzy when one hunter had left a few corpses scattered around town. The recent carnage was far more extensive than that had been, and it almost seemed as though the Hunters wanted humans to notice.

      “Michaela, one question I have is, where are that many vampires—young vampires, recently turned—spending their days? I know there are abandoned buildings in some parts of town, but not up there by the university. And they can’t have any money to buy or rent anything.”

      “Well, there are caves in the cliffs all along the coastline. Most of them are what’re called sea caves, full of water at high tide, but there are caves above the high-water mark, too. It’s because of air holes left in ancient lava flows when the volcanoes were more active. A lot of them are difficult to get to, but a vampire would have no problem scaling those cliffs. Other than that, some orphaned vampires find places like basements where no one ever goes. A lot of people don’t ever go to their basements, especially older people, you know?”

      I switched gears. “Do you know of a young-looking vamp named Shawna? She said she works for Eileen.”

      There was a trace of amusement in Michaela’s voice when she answered. “Sweet little Shawna. Yeah, I know her. She’s an odd one. Showed up in Westport ten or twelve years ago. Truly an independent. Bought a basement condo near the university and paid cash, then went to work waiting tables and tending bars at Necropolis. She’s a loner with her own set of morals. Other vampires leave her alone. Where did you run across her?”

      “Last night, when the Hunter was slaughtering those young vamps. She all but brought popcorn.”

      “There’s a story—whether it’s true or not, I don’t know—that she stumbled across a young vampire raping a girl. They say that Shawna tore his head off.”

      “And she seemed like such a nice girl,” I said.

      Michaela laughed. “Yeah, you two remind me of each other.”
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        * * *

      

      The feel of different kinds of paranormals and supernaturals was different when they came through Sam’s ward on the door at Rosie’s. Most of the clientele were mages and witches, but the dhampir felt different, as did Blair.

      I was talking to Lizzy at the bar on Thursday night when I felt a vampire walk in. I looked up and saw Shawna. She smiled as she approached me and crawled up on the barstool next to Lizzy.

      “Hi,” Shawna said. “A double Bloody Mary, please. Hold the vegetables and tomato juice. Best vodka you’ve got.”

      Lizzy’s eyes shifted toward the vampire, then did a double take. Shawna winked at her.

      I poured the vodka and set it down in front of her, then pointed at the Rosie’s Rules posted on the wall. She gave me a tight-lipped smile, dug in the pocket of her jeans, and pulled out a wad of bills.

      “Twenty,” I said. She handed me twenty-five. I knocked my knuckle on the bar and gave her a smile.

      “Your night off?” I asked after depositing the money in the cash register and tip jar. “Lizzy, this is Shawna. Shawna, Lizzy. Shawna’s the woman I was telling you about from last night.”

      “Yeah,” Shawna said. “I’m off on Wednesdays and Thursdays. Thought I’d stop by and see where you worked.”

      I didn’t remember telling her where I worked, but I guessed she could have asked Eileen.

      Shawna swiveled her stool around and surveyed the crowd. “High octane,” she said. “No wonder you don’t get many vamps in here.” She giggled. “My, this is an eclectic crowd. I’ll bet weekends are wild in here.”

      Spinning her chair back around, she picked up her drink and took a sip.

      “Maybe you could help us with a mystery,” I said. “We were just wondering where a nest of vamps that large spent their days.”

      Shawna laughed. “That gang calls themselves the Cavemen. I don’t know if you noticed, but there weren’t any women. They have a couple of young teeny boppers they turned to use as sex slaves, but otherwise they’re all former gang bangers turned by Rodrick Barclay’s children last year ahead of his war with Harry Gallagher. Idiots when they were alive, and they haven’t gotten any brighter since they’ve been dead.”

      “So, they’re living in caves out on the cliffs?” Lizzy asked.

      Shawna nodded. “And under logs and wherever they can find. If you got close to them, you’d notice a lack of modern hygiene.”

      I moved off to take an order from one of the waitresses and check on my other customers. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Shawna and Lizzy engage in a rather animated discussion, one full of smiles and laughter. Talk about an odd couple. I wondered what they discovered about each other.

      When I got back to them, Shawna’s glass was empty.

      “Another?”

      “Naw, I should go. It’s dinner time. Enjoyed it, though. I’ll stop in again.”

      “By the way,” I said, “you wouldn’t happen to know where that Hunter came from?”

      “Oh, yeah. He has something to do with one of the laboratories on campus. Check out Harland Hall.”

      We watched her leave, then I turned to Lizzy.

      “You two seemed to get along well.”

      “She’s funny, and she owns a Mini-Cooper like mine, only hers is baby blue.”
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        * * *

      

      Frankie came in about an hour later and sat at the end of the bar, away from everyone else. I traipsed down to her, and before I could open my mouth, she fixed me with an evil glare.

      “What’s this about the Columbia Club and that mess at Willard’s Green?” she asked.

      “Two members of the club have offices in Harland Hall, and that’s where the Hunter went after he finished killing the vamps.”

      “You were at Willard’s Green last night?”

      “Yeah. I called Lieutenant Blair and left a message on his voice mail. I saw the whole thing from the bushes.”

      “What time was this?”

      “About midnight. Didn’t Blair tell you?”

      Her expression turned sour, and she shook her head. “Jordan’s in the hospital. Someone tried to kill him yesterday evening. Ambushed him when he left the office and shot him five times.”

      “Oh, no!” Although we had a rather strange relationship, I did consider Blair a friend, just as I considered Frankie and Cindy friends. For a former assassin and thief, the idea of having cops as friends still felt pretty strange.

      “He was wearing a vest,” Frankie said, “but he still took one in the left arm and one in the right thigh. They had him in surgery half the night.” She sighed. “Can I get a cup of coffee? And then you can tell me about Willard’s Green.”

      I poured her some coffee and told her what I had seen the night before, holding nothing back. I also told her about my conversation with Shawna earlier that evening.

      When I finished, Frankie said, “Cindy will be glad to get that information. Trying to find where the university area vamps are sleeping has been driving her nuts.” She pushed her empty coffee cup toward me, and I dutifully retrieved the pot and gave her a refill.

      “As to the question you asked about Constance Gardner,” Frankie resumed, “the answer is yes. Feldman and Winter were among those funding the bounty scheme. Both are rabidly anti-supernatural.”

      “And both had interactions with Edmundson while he was here?” I asked.

      She jerked, a look of alarm crossing her face. “Yes, they did. He stayed at Feldman’s house.”

      “If you remember,” I said, “the Hunter earlier this year started the chaos in motion by killing Guy Carleton, then he took out several members of the Columbia Club. Now they’ve murdered more members of the club and made a play to eliminate Gabriel Laurent. This is all part of a long-term plan. It’s not random violence.”

      Frankie stared off into space for a while, and I left her to think while I attended to the rest of my customers. I saw her pull out her phone and make several calls. Then she got up and left. When I went to clear her dishes, I saw that she’d left a ten-dollar bill on the counter. Coffee at Rosie’s was a buck and a half, with free refills.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jill, the bartender who relieved me at two o’clock in the morning, was also a student at the university. She came in at one o’clock and ordered her dinner. While she was waiting for her meal, I walked over.

      “Did you hear about Willard’s Green?” I asked.

      “Oh, hell, yeah. It was all over campus this morning. Students discovered it before the campus cops did, and by the time I got up, the rumor mill was in high gear. What a mess. The cops and administration are trying to downplay it as a gang fight. They’re saying three dead, but the rumors are that the body count was a lot higher.”

      She pulled out her phone and turned it so I could see a picture of the Green with bodies and heads lying around.

      “This and a couple of other pictures have been making the rounds.”

      “Thirteen vamps lost their heads,” I told her. “But before this, was the university telling students to be careful at night?”

      “Big time, starting about three months ago. Don’t go out at night, and if you do, travel in groups. There was even talk about imposing a curfew on dorm residents. You can imagine how well that went over.”

      “Did you pay any attention to it?”

      She shrugged. “I’m a witch. I make sure I have a couple of spells loaded and always shield myself before I go out at night. My mom always insisted I be safe, so I’ve been doing that since I was sixteen years old. I had a vamp try to lure me before Samhain, and I set his crotch on fire. I haven’t had any trouble since.”

      I laughed. “They can smell magic users’ blood. The word probably got around that we aren’t the safest meals.”
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      The phone rang while I was brewing my first cup of tea. Since the caller had the decency to wait until one minute after ten in the morning, I decided to answer it.

      “Erin, what have you got going today?” Cindy Mackle asked.

      “Good morning to you, too. I was hoping to eat breakfast, but I haven’t planned anything past that.”

      “Night owl,” she accused and laughed. “Frankie approved a consulting fee for you. I’m going to try and find where the caves are that those vamps are using.”

      “Money is always good, but I don’t know what good I’ll be. Cliff climbing is not in my skill set, and to be honest, not something I’m anxious to try.”

      Cindy laughed again. “Me neither. No, I’ve got a better idea. You don’t get seasick, do you?”

      I took a look at a city map and discovered that public transportation wouldn’t take me anywhere near the dock where Cindy wanted to meet. I called Lizzy and begged for a ride. To my surprise, she asked if she could go along.

      So, after a quick breakfast, and bundled up like Eskimos going seal hunting, Lizzy and I met Cindy and three other cops at the dock of a Westport Police harbor patrol boat. The captain made sure we all put on our life vests properly, then took us out of the inner harbor area and out toward the islands. After we made it out past the breakwater, the captain turned the boat parallel to the shore and headed north.

      If given a choice, I would have preferred making my first sight-seeing voyage on a sunny day with temperatures significantly above freezing, but it was still pretty and exciting.

      “I love boats,” Lizzy told me, hanging over the side as we watched the shoreline recede. “My dad used to have a sailboat, but he sold it. Said that it was too much work to keep it floating. But I don’t care. I’m going to get my own boat someday. Don’t you think it would be awesome to live on a boat? We could sail around the world and break a heart in every port.”

      Cindy passed each of us a large set of binoculars. “The idea is to cruise slowly by the cliffs and try to spot anything that’s out of the ordinary. Then we can have some of the SWAT team guys rappel down to check things out. I thought it would be a lot more efficient to narrow our search rather than try and scour miles and miles of cliff.”

      Lizzy inspected the binoculars, held them up to her eyes, played with them a bit, then handed them back with a shrug.

      “Interesting. You guys need those? I can see better without them.”

      Cindy stared at her until I leaned over and said, “You do know that’s her natural hair color, don’t you?”

      She turned to look at me, then back at Lizzy. “Oh.”

      Lizzy grinned, showing her teeth, a rather unsettling sight—seeing predator teeth in the face of a fairy-tale doll. “I’m only half human, or witch, or whatever.”

      Once we passed the main harbor, we slowed, and the captain crept closer to the shore. The land rose steeply north of the harbor, and I was able to see how the rugged basalt cliffs might provide caves, or at least pockets, of shelter.

      “What are we looking for?” I asked.

      “I’m assuming that if they are sheltering in the same place every night, they’ll wear out a trail in the vegetation,” Cindy said. “Look along the top of the cliffs for anything that looks like a path. Also, if you see any caves, try and see if there’s any kind of trail or trash or anything to indicate the presence of people.”

      We drifted along at a slow speed with everyone except the captain scanning the cliffs. Most of us should have just sat down out of the wind and drank the hot coffee that Cindy brought along. Lizzy was the one who found the clues.

      “Over there,” she said, pointing. “There’s a path that comes out of the trees and then goes down the cliff face at an angle, ending in that depression over there.”

      One of the cops set his binoculars aside and picked up a camera with a huge telephoto lens. After he shot a couple of dozen pictures, we proceeded on, but after another hour of not finding anything else, Cindy gave the captain a signal, and he took us back to land.

      Cindy called me the following day just as I was leaving home to go to work.

      “We got them,” she said, “or at least a lot of them. Twenty-two vampires, including three girls who look like they’re about fourteen. SWAT rappelled down the cliff and into the cave and took them all while they were sleeping. Slickest operation I’ve ever seen.”

      “What about the Hunter?” I asked.

      “You mean the one you saw going into Harland Hall? We have the building under twenty-four-hour surveillance, but the whole campus is on a lockdown curfew after dark. The university administration is having kittens. Frankie and her dad have their hands full keeping them away from the media.”

      “Her dad?”

      “Yeah. Franklin is on the university’s board of trustees. Diversity, you know. There aren’t that many prominent black people in Oregon, so he gets asked to sit on every board, commission, and charity. I would go crazy, but he seems to enjoy it.”

      After she hung up, I thought about what the university curfew might mean. If the Hunters were trying to increase Westport’s chaos factor, they would probably shift their activities, their targets, somewhere else. I hoped the Columbia Club members were taking precautions.

      But sometimes, being right is kind of a drag. A couple of days after the massacre at Willard’s Green, someone set a house on fire where a group of high-school-age werewolves were having a party and killed seventeen kids. The survivors said that some mysterious, possibly magical, force prevented anyone from escaping through the doors.
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        * * *

      

      Frankie let me know that Blair’s doctors had cleared him to receive visitors, so Jolene and I stopped by and took him some flowers and chocolates. He seemed in pretty good spirits for someone who looked like a disaster.

      “Doctors tell me the arm will be fine in a few weeks,” he told us. “The leg is going to take longer. The bullet broke the femur, and until the wound heals, they can’t cast the leg. So, until then, I’m stuck here with the leg in traction.”

      “Lucky thing you were wearing a vest,” I said.

      “No luck about it. Frankie’s rules. All members of our unit must wear bullet-proof vests while on duty.”

      “You might add ballistic-cloth uniforms to that,” I said.

      “Too expensive.”

      Jolene made a rude noise. “More expensive than surgery, weeks in a hospital, and rehabilitation? I don’t think so.”

      I grinned at him. “Since you’re laid up here and can’t use them, what are you going to do with your season opera tickets?”

      His eyes narrowed. “I’m not giving them to you for free. You’ll have to come visit me regularly and bring chocolate.”

      I was just joking, but if he really wanted to give me the tickets, I wasn’t going to turn them down. “You drive a hard bargain, Lieutenant Blair. Anything else? Books to read? Music? Dancing girls?”

      He returned my grin. “If you want to dance, I won’t stop you.”
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        * * *

      

      Cindy Mackle showed up at Rosie’s that night and handed me an envelope. I opened it to find a half-dozen opera tickets.

      “Jordan said you wanted these.”

      “I thought he was just joking,” I said. “These things are worth a fortune.”

      She shrugged. “To somebody, maybe. I’d just as soon listen to cats being tortured. Besides, he said to tell you that he expects the payment you agreed on.”

      All of the tickets were for Wednesday evening performances, the first one in a week, so I would be able to attend. Then I tried finding someone to use the other ticket. I knew Michaela liked opera, so I called her.

      “Normally, I’d jump at it,” she told me, “but I’m going to be out of town. I have a meeting with some legislators in Salem.”

      “I don’t know anyone else who likes opera,” I whined.

      “Sure you do. Shawna Kincaid. She loves it. She even sings opera. I think she was classically trained before she was turned.”

      “You don’t happen to know her phone number, do you?”

      “Nope, sure don’t.”

      So, on my next night off, I headed out to Necropolis to find Shawna. I usually wore my old Hunter’s clothing when I went there—all black from head to foot—but with all the nervousness in the city about Hunters, I decided that might not be the best idea. I opted for a red top to go with my Hunter’s skin-tight ballistic-cloth black pants and boots, figuring that was gothic enough. I hung my short sword in its scabbard inside my coat and caught a bus across the river.

      Even on a Monday there was a line outside waiting to get in. It always boggled me how many humans frequented the place and that human society turned a blind eye to what went on there, preferring to ignore what was blatantly obvious—that vampires really did exist.

      Jill had told me that many college girls new the score.

      “They consider it a safe good time,” Jill had said. “They like the euphoria, they like the sex, and they know a vamp can’t impregnate them or give them an STD. And, of course, they deny to the rafters that they believe in vampires.”

      I assumed the same was true of the college boys who went there. I also wondered how long it would be before the Otherworld finally came out of the proverbial closet.

      After a fifteen-minute wait in line, the bouncers let me in, and I got a ginger ale from the bartender. It was early, and Eileen wasn’t at her usual table on the mezzanine. I wandered around, looking for Shawna.

      I spotted her waiting tables on the public side of the mezzanine, away from Eileen’s table and the special VIP tables for her vampire friends. As I made my way in that direction, a vampire bouncer moved in front of me when I started to put my foot on the first step.

      “VIPs only,” he said. “Red wristband.”

      I glanced at my blue wristband, then reached up, and putting my hand on the back of his neck, pulled his face down until his nose was almost touching my face.

      “Smell that?” I purred. “I’m as VIP as they come, and if you don’t want me to kick your ass, you’ll get out of my way.”

      He jerked his head free and stared at me, his nostrils expanding with my scent. I smiled at him, and he took a step back.

      “Thank you,” I said, and proceeded to climb the stairs.

      A guy was sitting at a table for two by himself. Thirtyish, slicked-back black hair, pale skin, dressed all in black. He wasn’t a vampire, of course.

      “Is this seat taken?” I asked.

      “I was saving it for you,” he said.

      I didn’t waste my breath calling him a liar, just took the chair.

      “If you see the waitress, call her over,” I said.

      We made a small talk for a bit, with him trying to turn on the charm. Compared with the real vamps, he was at a significant disadvantage. He’d obviously memorized the moves, but without their power of persuasion, a lot of his lines fell flat.

      With the same silence as she snuck up on me at Willard’s Green, suddenly Shawna was standing by our table.

      “Can I get you something?” she asked. Her eyes widened when I turned my face toward her and she recognized me.

      “Yeah, I need a date. I have two tickets to see Porgy and Bess at the opera Wednesday night. Want to go?”

      She threw back her head and laughed. “Sure, why the hell not? Who told you I like opera?”

      “Michaela. I don’t have a car, so pick me up? We’ll go Dutch on dinner?”

      “Sounds good to me. Anything else?”

      “Yeah, can you get this guy some new lines? He’s going to die a virgin if he doesn’t pick up his game.”

      We laughed, and then I got up and walked with her down to the bar. I gave her my phone number and address, then got out. The mixture of blood, alcohol, and pheromones was enough to gag me.

      A little while after I got home, my phone rang. It was Shawna.

      “You said something about going to dinner? Were you serious?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I know that The Dorchester burned down, but isn’t there someplace that accommodates cross-species tastes?” The Dorchester had belonged to George Flynn, one of the losers in the vampire succession wars.

      “Sure, there’s a couple of places. A Manger du Sang is downtown near the opera house. Do you want me to make reservations?”

      “If you please.”

      “You know, you’re full of surprises. I never had a mage ask me on a date before.”

      “Play your cards right and keep your hands to yourself, and it could happen again,” I said. She laughed and hung up the phone.

      I ran down to the hospital in the morning, stopping at a candy store on the way to buy some chocolates.

      “Hey, Lieutenant, how are you feeling?” I asked as I walked into Blair’s room and set the box of chocolates down on his bedside table. “Thanks for the tickets.”

      “Did you find someone to go with you?”

      “Yeah, a cute young vampire I met at a massacre the night you were shot. She loves opera. I’ll have to introduce you when you’re up and around again. If you enjoy a walk on the wild side occasionally, I think you two would get along.”

      I had been anticipating delivering that line all the way to the hospital, and the aghast expression on Blair’s face was worth the wait.
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        * * *

      

      As I was getting ready for my ‘date’ with Shawna, I realized we hadn’t discussed attire. I had always gone formal for events such as the opera or ballet, but I knew some people showed up in blue jeans. I decided to hell with it and I’d do what made me happy. I had bought some pretty dresses, and I rarely had an opportunity to wear them.

      It was the first chance I had to wear the sleeveless sapphire-blue ankle-length satin evening gown, but I loved the way it felt and how I looked in it. I curled my hair, knowing the waves wouldn’t last an hour, and used a couple of blue butterfly clips to pull the sides into a half updo. With blue eye shadow and blue lipstick, I heartily approved of the girl in the mirror and wished I was going out with someone I wanted to bring home.

      If I thought my love life was barren before, going on a date with a female vampire confirmed that I had hit rock bottom. Not for the first time, I wondered if it would be so bad to just pick up a guy and use him for a night the way Jolene and Lizzy did. Most paranormals didn’t stay with the same partner their whole lives, or at least not monogamously. It was different with humans, who might marry someone for thirty or forty years and grow old with them. For us, a lot could change during a lifespan of two or three hundred years.

      When I got into Shawna’s car right after sunset, I saw that I needn’t have worried. Her blood-red dress with long lace sleeves was as elegant as one could get. She also wore eye shadow and lipstick that matched her dress. We looked at each other and laughed.

      As we drove out of my parking lot, she asked, “Are you sure you aren’t at least a little bit bi? I promise I won’t bite.”

      “Sorry. Been there, done that, not a fan.”

      She sighed dramatically. “Oh, well. I guess we’ll just have to settle on conquering the other half of the world.”

      The restaurant served what vampires called ‘prepared dishes’—in other words, the blood had already been extracted from the victims rather than have them present at the table. I perused the menu and saw that raw blood was available from sheep, pigs, cows, and humans, the last being significantly more expensive.

      Some of the dishes were served warm—blood puddings of various types and flavors, blood sausage, blood pies, and a host of other things that the vamps could eat like regular people. There was also a selection of steaks. I ordered a filet medium rare—the most done the kitchen would prepare—and a salad of raw vegetables. Shawna ordered a petit filet, raw, with a warm blood pudding, and sheep’s blood to drink. I had a vodka Collins.

      “You’ve been in such restaurants before,” she said after the waiter brought our drinks.

      “I worked in one for a short time, and George Flynn invited me to dine with him and his family at The Dorchester once.”

      “There’s a rumor that you’re an ex-vampire hunter.”

      “You know how those silly rumors get started. I’ve never stopped hunting vampires. I just have more fun doing it now. Instead of cutting off their heads, I drag them to the opera.”

      Shawna laughed. Her voice was very pleasant, her laugh melodious. I wondered if I could talk her into singing for me without crawling in her bed.

      When we got to the opera, I insisted on taking a selfie of us together before the performance started. I sent it to Blair captioned, “Thanks for the tickets!”

      I had never seen Porgy and Bess before. The Illuminati wouldn’t have considered it “real” opera, having been written in America, in English, with black performers, but I loved it. So full of life!
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      After the show, Shawna took me to a vampire bar I’d never been to before. She was as excited about the opera as I was, and as we walked down the street, she burst into song with Summertime. Her voice was truly extraordinary, and it was the perfect punctuation to the evening.

      She led me down a side street between two tall office buildings and then around a small park. What looked like a maintenance building without windows was set against the back of a skyscraper. A minute after she pushed a button on the wall next to a black door, the door opened, and we entered to find a foyer bathed in red light.

      Once inside, I saw immediately that it catered to a completely different clientele than Necropolis. It was decidedly upscale, the majority of the patrons were vampires, and the only humans in the place were with their vampire dates. Shawna ordered a real Bloody Mary, but I stuck with straight whiskey.

      Shawna introduced me to a few people, and I saw some nostrils flare, but she growled at the one guy who made a pass at me, and after that, everyone left me alone.

      We found a small table, and as I listened to the conversations around us, I learned that Hunters and Willard’s Green were two of the major topics people were discussing.

      “How well known is this place?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Among humans, probably not at all, and I doubt the younger and less affluent of us have ever heard of it. The owner doesn’t encourage those who are not discreet.” And well heeled. Their idea of rail whisky was a twelve-year-old single malt.

      “Do they allow smoking in here?” I asked.

      She looked at me as though I’d lost my mind. “Of course not. Vampires don’t smoke. You’d never find an open flame in a vampire establishment. Even the grill at Manger is electric.”

      The sound of breaking glass came from the back of the bar, and I smelled something burning. Jumping up, I ran toward the sound and found flames in the hallway leading to the restrooms. Pieces of a broken whiskey bottle lay on the floor, and the window in a door beyond that was broken, too.

      I pulled energy from a ley line and pushed it at the fire, covering it, and smothering it. Behind me, in the bar, I heard pandemonium break out. Vampires always got panicky around fires.

      Turning around, I almost ran over Shawna, who was standing behind me. Over her shoulder, I saw another fire break out near the front door. I pushed her aside, shielded myself, and made my way through the crowd. Once again, I managed to smother the fire before it spread past the foyer.

      “I’ve got our coats,” Shawna said in my ear.

      “Good. Stay behind me.” Someone was trying to torch the place, and I had my suspicions as to who. I stopped in the foyer and calmed myself, then pulled as much ley line magic as I could hold. Taking my coat from Shawna, I retrieved my dagger, the main gauche, and handed the coat back to her.

      I pushed through the front door. A motion to my right caused me to look up and find a Hunter bringing his sword down at my head. With no time to dodge, I pushed all the energy I could into my shield. Instead of his sword bouncing, it stopped. Somehow I had trapped it in my shield. I saw panic in his face as he pulled on the sword, struggling to wrest it free.

      I poured more energy into my shield, afraid to divert any power to another spell. Stepping toward him, I shoved the spell-forged dagger through his shield and into his chest. He let go of his sword and took a step back. I hurled a ley missile at him, and his shield dissolved.

      So fast that she was a blur, Shawna stepped past me, grabbed the Hunter by the throat, and ripped out his windpipe. He staggered backward, horror in his eyes, vainly attempting to staunch the blood pouring from his throat. He fell, convulsed, and lay still.

      “Is that the same guy we saw at Willard’s Green?” I asked her as she licked the blood off her fingers. I knew her eyes were much better than mine, especially at night.

      “Nope, different asshole.” She craned her neck and looked around. “How much do you want to bet this is the guy who fried all those shifter kids?”

      “You know he’s a mage, right?”

      Shawna looked at her bloody hand, then at the Hunter. “Oh, yeah, shouldn’t do that.” She knelt down to wipe her hand on his cloak.

      I pulled out my phone and called Cindy, who was just getting home and hoping to go to bed. She told me to stay where I was, which I expected.
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        * * *

      

      A couple of trucks from the fire department roared up to the building about five minutes after the Hunter bit the dust, and Detective Sergeant Dan Bailey showed up about ten minutes later. The only people still on the scene were Shawna and I, the bar’s owner, and the bartender.

      Bailey looked Shawna and me up and down two or three times. “What’s the occasion? I didn’t know the Academy Awards were tonight.”

      “We went to the opera, Sergeant,” I said.

      He rolled his eyes. “And then afterward decided to have a drink at an unregistered vampire after-hours bar?”

      I grinned. “Since Shawna’s an unregistered vampire, it just seemed natural.”

      Shawna grinned at him, showing her fangs, and he turned away, shaking his head.

      He spoke with the owner and the bartender, and I heard the owner say, “Of course we called the police. I need your report for my insurance company.”

      “I’m constantly amazed at the purposeful blindness of humans to the Otherworld,” I said to Shawna.

      “Don’t be. They’re afraid enough of things that go bump in the night. Their only reassurance is the knowledge that we don’t really exist. They don’t want there to be beings who prey on them or are far more powerful than them. And I’m not the worst of it. Can you imagine if they knew about the Unseelie Fae wandering around?”

      I thought about Lizzy telling me that a couple of vamps attacked glamoured Fae, and then the cops telling me about some vamps they had found who were “shredded.”

      After speaking with the forensics guys inspecting the Hunter’s body, Bailey came back to Shawna and me.

      “So, which one of you killed him?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “We sort of tag-teamed him. He tried to decapitate me, and I took offense.”

      “You both tore out his throat?”

      “Well, no. I stabbed him, and then Shawna made sure he didn’t recover, but he might have already been dead. You see what I mean?”

      He looked around. “And what did you stab him with? I didn’t see any blood on that sword. That was his sword, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s his sword. I stabbed him with magic. Sorry I can’t give it to you for evidence.” The last thing I wanted to do was have my only weapon confiscated. Shawna had it hidden underneath her coat.

      Bailey looked back at the body, then walked over and squatted down next to it.

      “Where did you stab him?” he called.

      “Up under the ribcage. He’s taller than I am.”

      “There’s no blood or evidence of that. There’s only a small tear in his shirt.”

      I wandered over and looked down. “Wow. That’s odd. The blade must have cauterized the wound. I think the autopsy will find that his heart and other things are kinda messed up.”

      “Kinda messed up?”

      “Yeah. That’s a technical medical term for what happens when a magical sword gets shoved into your chest.” Bailey was a mage, so I didn’t understand why he was being so dense. “So, I think he was probably dead before Shawna touched him.”

      He stood up. “You know, Blair warned me that talking to you wouldn’t do my ulcer any good. Why are you trying to protect the vamp?”

      “Stop by Rosie’s. We have a potion that will help your ulcer. I can even give you the address of a shop where you can buy it in bulk. As to why I’m telling you the truth, Lieutenant Blair said the police could put me in jail if I lie to you.” I stepped closer to him and purred in my most seductive voice. “I always try to cooperate with the police.”

      Bailey’s eyes widened, and he took a step back.

      I motioned to the Hunter’s sword. “You should be happy, Sergeant. As far as I know, that’s the first intact sword you’ve recovered. Be careful, it’s sharp. And you can call me to apologize after the autopsy.”

      Bailey finally allowed us to leave, and I heaved a sigh of relief. For a while, I thought he was going to pull us into the police station for questioning. Blair had done that to me before we got to know each other, and it wasn’t a pleasant experience.
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        * * *

      

      I stopped by the hospital to see Blair the morning after the opera. I understood he would get lonely being stuck in there and unable to move, but as I stopped by a store to get some chocolate, I wondered if he was really serious about that part. How much chocolate can one person eat?

      My question was answered as I saw three candy boxes and two crumpled-up empty bags of chocolate in the rubbish bin in his room.

      “Don’t they ever empty that?” I asked.

      “Regularly. Why?” Blair answered.

      “Well, here’s your resupply,” I said, and handed him the box. “The opera was awesome!”

      He had me sit down and tell him all about it. He wanted to know about the set, the staging, and my opinion of the lead singers. He had seen a different production of Porgy and Bess and asked me about details I hadn’t even noticed.

      “Nice dresses,” he said when I finished. “Who’s your friend?”

      “Have you talked to Dan Bailey this morning?” I asked in return.

      Blair chuckled, then said, “Do Hunters normally carry pistols?”

      “Some of them do. The guy we dealt with a couple of months ago didn’t. Did you find one in the house where we rescued Sheila and Charity?”

      “No, but the perp you killed last night had a Glock on him. Same bullets as fired at me but from a different gun.”

      I shrugged. “Whatever weapon it takes to get the job done. The guy last night evidently thought that Molotov cocktails were appropriate. Did Baily get the autopsy results?”

      “Yeah. He said something about owing you an apology.”

      I spent almost an hour with Blair, talking mostly about what had been going on with the Hunters in Westport. When I left his room, I walked down the hall, waving to the nurse on duty sitting at her station. I punched the down button on the elevator and waited while it made its way up seven floors.

      The elevator door opened, and a man in surgical scrubs got out. As he passed me, I caught a whiff of magic about him. He was wearing a surgical mask, and something about that bothered me. I got on the elevator and turned to watch him walking down the hallway.

      It was a hospital. Lots of people were running around wearing scrubs, but I hadn’t noticed anyone else in the halls wearing a mask. There was also something about the guy’s walk. Smooth and graceful. Almost like he glided rather than walked.

      He was looking at room numbers on the doors as he went. I thought that was odd. Wouldn’t someone who worked there know the layout already?

      The cop stationed outside Blair’s door didn’t turn to look at the man in scrubs. The cop didn’t move at all, almost like he was frozen in place. The elevator door started to close, but I stuck out my arm and stopped it. The man in scrubs stopped next to the cop and pushed on Blair’s door. I took off running.

      By the time I got to Blair’s room, the cop still hadn’t moved. I hit the door with both hands, slamming it open.

      The scene inside seemed to be happening in slow motion. The man in the scrubs stood about four feet from the bed, raising his right hand. Blair was reaching for the nurse’s call button.

      I plowed into the guy from behind, our shields merging. The gun fired.

      I slapped the edge of my hand down on the guy’s wrist, and he dropped the pistol. We landed on the floor with me on top. He was twice my size, but I fed ley energy into my arms and legs for more strength. He squirmed and rolled, tossing me aside, but was unable to shake my grasp. With one hand I held his wrist while the fingers of my other hand entwined in his hair below the surgical cap.

      He wasn’t a ley line mage and was unable to maintain his shield as mine absorbed it. I rolled, pulling him with me, and slammed him into the wall. It didn’t stun him enough, and he punched me with his free hand. My shield absorbed most of the force, but the blow still snapped my head back, and I let go of his hair.

      His free hand pulled a Hunter’s main gauche from his pants. I let go of his other hand and kicked out, trying to push myself away from him. He raised the knife, and I hit him with a burst of ley energy, driving him back against the wall as I rolled out of his reach.

      The surgical mask had come off and hung from one of his ears, giving me a clear view of his face. He leaped to his feet, throwing the knife at me in the same motion. I dodged but felt a burning pain in my right thigh. Ignoring it, I scrambled to my feet.

      Before I could stop him, he leaped for the door, opened it, and stumbled out of the room, pulling the door closed behind him. I followed, but by the time I got out into the hall, I saw him go through a door to the stairs twenty feet away. Pain shot from my wounded thigh with every step, and when I looked down, I saw a long slash pouring blood. No way was I going to catch him. I pulled on the ley line and put pressure on the wound. It stopped bleeding, but it didn’t hurt any less.

      I turned toward the nurse’s station and shouted, “Call security. Call the police. That man just tried to kill Lieutenant Blair.”

      The cop in the chair lurched to his feet, hand going to his gun. The spell that had frozen him in place was broken, but it was too late.

      Limping back into Blair’s room to check on him, I saw the trail of blood I’d left. Blair didn’t look any different, but I did notice his call light was lit.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      “Yeah. Are you okay?”

      “The bullet went into the ceiling,” he said. “Did you get him?”

      I shook my head. “Maybe security can cut him off, but I doubt it. If anyone can trail him, we may have a chance of cornering him. It’s going to take some magic users to take him down, though.”

      “I saw his face,” Blair said.

      “Yeah. Gavin Edmundson.”

      And that was a problem. The Hunters, and particularly Fritz ‘The Bear’ Schottner, were now aware of me. Whether they knew who I was, that I had been a member of their Guild, didn’t really matter. I had thwarted an assassination, and that probably made me a target.
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        * * *

      

      The cut on the outside of my right thigh was about an inch deep and four inches long. The doctor sutured the muscle and then used sixteen stitches to close the wound. He told me to come back in two or three days so he could check it, gave me a prescription for antibiotics and pain pills, and said to stay off it as much as possible for a couple of weeks. I didn’t bother to tell him I was a bartender. Not working for two weeks would bankrupt me.

      As I suspected, Edmundson gave everyone the slip. I figured he had a getaway car, and probably a driver, waiting for him outside the hospital.

      Frankie gave me a ride to Rosie’s so I could tell Sam I couldn’t work that evening. I could have called him, but then I would be stuck at home with hardly any food in the house. Sam fixed me up with food for a couple of days and some potions to take with me, and then Frankie drove me home. She carried the food up to my apartment, for which I was grateful. The leg hurt like crazy by the time I finished climbing three flights of stairs.

      “I wonder how many Hunters we have in Westport,” Frankie said as she put the food in my refrigerator.

      “Too damned many,” I replied. “If they were rats, I’d call it an infestation.”

      She sighed. “This is beyond the capabilities of the Paranormal Crime Unit to contain.”

      I had thought that for months, but I didn’t tell her so.

      “How much money do you have?” I asked. “You need to start recruiting. Mages, witches, healers, a necromancer. If it was me, I’d make sure to hire some vampires and shifters as well. And then you need to train them. That human cop didn’t have a chance of stopping Edmundson. He’s lucky the bastard didn’t kill him.”

      Frankie nodded. “You’re right. I’m just not sure where to start.”

      “Start with the money to pay them, and expect that they’re going to want a lot more than a beat cop. Then talk to Sam, the alphas of the werewolf packs, and the leaders of the local covens.”

      “We’ve tried to hire people before.”

      “What was the first thing I said?”

      Most magic users could make pretty good money using their talents. They also understood how violent and dangerous the Otherworld could be. They weren’t going to take up police work for a minimal paycheck.
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      Lizzy and Jolene showed up in the morning. Thankfully, they waited until after the crack of dawn, which I usually defined as ten o’clock. They brought food, a six-pack of beer, and more potions.

      “What’s wrong?” Jo asked when I opened the door and stood there staring at them. “Is the leg really hurting? I brought something for that.”

      It took me a moment to swallow the lump in my throat. “No, I’m fine. Come on in.”

      The problem was with my eyes. They kept blurring. I couldn’t believe how incredibly lucky I was to have friends. I had lived in comparative luxury with the Illuminati, but my life in Westport was so much richer.

      I had already eaten some yogurt and a piece of banana bread, but they had brought me a hot breakfast from Rosie’s, so I ate again. Jo insisted on examining my wound, then she cleaned it and added a magical cream to it before putting a fresh bandage on it. She gave me another jar of cream and told me it would keep the wound dry when I showered.

      While Jo was doing that, Lizzy wandered around and cleaned my apartment. Of course, she never picked up a mop or a broom. In the kitchen, she just waved her hand at the dishes, then put them away, then waved her hand again, and the whole room sparkled. Talk about useful magic.

      After they left, I called Blair.

      “I can’t make it down there for a couple of days,” I told him, “but I figured a couple of cripples can probably entertain each other for a while.”

      “Glad you called. Remember the conversation we had about Hunters and pistols? Ballistics says the Glock that Edmundson dropped yesterday was the one that landed me here. And by the way, thanks for saving my life again.”

      “You need to learn to dodge better,” I said. “Too bad he got away.”

      “Yeah, but we’re onto him now, and we have several pictures of his face from the hospital security cameras. Frankie and Mackle questioned Feldman at his lab yesterday, and Bailey served a search warrant on his house at the same time. Looks like someone is using the guest bedroom, but we didn’t find anything to tell us who.”

      “Can you hold Feldman on anything?” I asked.

      “Not yet, but Frankie delivered a message.”

      “Yeah. The Hunters have been delivering messages all over town. Jordan, I hope that your people are keeping Feldman under tight surveillance, or he won’t live out the week. The Hunters will see him as a weak link.”

      “Yeah, we’re watching him and James Winter, the other professor in Harland Hall, but I’ll pass along your warning. I haven’t considered that the Hunters might want to take out their sponsors to cover their tracks.”

      “Mercenaries aren’t very loyal, and they’re already spooked a bit. They obviously think that you’re a kink in their plans. Any bright ideas about how to protect you from another try?”

      “Frankie hired Josh Carpenter and a couple of other mages on a temporary basis this morning to guard my room. I’ve also been moved, and my location is secret. So if you had come today, you wouldn’t have found me.”

      That was good. Since Edmundson had screwed up the assassination twice, I assumed the Hunters would send someone more competent the third time.

      After talking with Blair, I sat around and read all day, warmed up one of the dinners I’d brought home from Rosie’s, and took a shower. I finished my book around ten o’clock and got ready for bed, although I wasn’t particularly sleepy. Working at night meant I was more comfortable with vampire hours.

      I turned out the lights and was crawling into bed when I heard noises outside. Noises that I shouldn’t have been hearing in a third-floor apartment.

      Peeking out the window, I saw a Hunter clinging to the outside of my balcony. He was obviously trying to get in, but my ward included the balcony, and he couldn’t get over the railing. Grabbing my phone, I snuck into the living room.

      I inched the phone through the curtains and snapped a picture. The flash startled him, and he let go, dropping out of sight. I figured he hadn’t fallen all the way to the ground. He probably grabbed the balcony railing below. That would still give his shoulders a good jerk.

      I watched for a while, and about ten minutes later, I saw a dark shadow move on the ground below my apartment and disappear around the corner of the building.

      The photo I took showed the man’s face clearly, but I didn’t know him. It wasn’t Edmundson or Schottner, so we now knew what three of the Hunters looked like.

      The thought occurred to me that maybe I shouldn’t have discouraged David Cunningham from stalking me. He was a lot less dangerous and less intimidating than a Hunter, and having someone who didn’t want to kill me watch my place might help against those who did want to kill me.

      I called Shawna, got her voice mail, and asked her to call me back. I hadn’t gotten a clear look at the Hunter at Willard’s Green, but I didn’t think it was Edmundson. Maybe she would recognize my intruder.

      She called back and woke me up about two-thirty in the morning. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “I had a visitor tonight. Very photogenic. I wondered if you might recognize him from Willard’s Green.”

      “Dunno. I can stop by your place on my way home.”

      “And I’m just supposed to invite you to cross my threshold?” I teased.

      She laughed. “See you in about half an hour.”

      True to her word, she buzzed me thirty minutes later. Vampires were always very punctual.

      “Sorry I can’t offer you much,” I said when I let her into my apartment. “Whiskey, red wine, or water.”

      “I’ll take a glass of wine.”

      I poured a glass for myself as well, and then showed her the picture.

      “Yeah, that’s the guy from Willard’s Green,” she said. “He tried to break in? That’s not good.”
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        * * *

      

      With the help of magical potions and creams, I was back at work after a couple of days. My leg was still stiff and sore, and I limped a bit, but Jolene said it had healed enough I wasn’t going to open the wound.

      Liam had been working the day shift, and Sheila showed up to take him home about the same time I came to work. Sam’s office door was closed, and the bar was about half-full at dinnertime.

      So I was surprised when Sam’s door opened and Frankie Jones emerged. She waved to me and came over to sit at the bar.

      “Menu?” I asked.

      “Yes, please, and a glass of red wine.”

      After she ordered, she told me, “I’ve been working on the money. City Council gave me another million for personnel this year, and I have commitments from twenty-two prominent citizens to fund additional police officers. Want to be a cop?”

      She caught me by surprise, and I laughed, but her expression stayed serious, and that sobered me.

      “Not really.”

      “You know, Erin, you’ll probably live two or three hundred years. Do you really love tending bar that much?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure being a cop is the secret to a long and happy life.” I shrugged. “I like working here, but it’s not what I want to do forever. I’m going to apply at the community college in the fall.”

      “And study what?”

      Images of gothic cathedrals and fantastical skyscrapers in the Middle East flashed through my mind. I had seen the plans for Michaela’s dhampir apartment building, and they were disappointingly unimaginative.

      I sighed. “Hospitality management, probably. I’d like to travel someday. I looked at their other offerings, but accounting sounds boring, and I’m definitely not cut out to be a nurse. I like working with computers, but programming them or fixing them doesn’t sound very exciting, either.”

      “Why the community college? Why not the university? You’re smart. I know you’d do well at anything that interested you.”

      I chuckled. “I’m still waiting for the letter telling me my rich uncle I never knew about left me his estate. I can afford the community college.”

      “Well, if you know someone who wants an opportunity, I’m hiring investigators for my office and additional officers for Blair. All paranormal and supernatural abilities considered.”

      “Investigators for your office?”

      “Yes. I don’t want to eliminate talented people just because they can’t pass the police physical requirements. Please don’t say anything until I have a chance to talk to her, but I’m hoping Jolene Carpenter will take one of those slots. Her finder abilities would be extremely useful.”

      “And a necromancer?”

      “Yes. I have a woman coming in next week from New Hampshire to interview. She’s well over a hundred, and I guess she’s never been physically very strong, but the recommendations I received say she’s one of the best.”

      “I’ll ask around and ask Michaela to pass the word. I’m sure some of the shifters who do bodyguard and security gigs might be interested.”

      Lizzy came in later and ordered dessert.

      “Want to be a cop?” I asked her.

      “Nope. Want to be the first faerie on Mars. Why?”

      I told her about the jobs Frankie was offering.

      “Fae don’t do police,” she said, “it’s a foreign concept. But I’ll let my dad know. He knows a lot of non-coven witches.”

      It occurred to me that if the Hunters knew where I lived, they probably knew where I worked. I grabbed a ride with the cook after work, and he waited until I was inside my building. I still remembered the hunter who got in the building once and left me a present in the form of a vampire head in front of my door, so I stayed shielded and alert until I was safely inside my apartment and reset my wards.
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        * * *

      

      “Have you heard about this crazy scheme Frankie Jones came up with?” Jolene asked as soon as she opened her door. I had gone to her house for my regular Tuesday magic lesson.

      “Uh, you mean hiring more staff?”

      “Yeah. She offered me a hundred grand a year to work for her full time.”

      “Wow. That’s a lot of money.”

      “Like I said, she’s crazy.”

      Jolene led me into the kitchen, where she pulled out a bottle of wine and began removing the cork. Something told me I wasn’t going to get much of a lesson.

      “What did you tell her?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I told her yes, of course. She may be crazy, but I’m not.” She poured us each a glass of wine, then headed back for the living room, where she flopped down on the couch.

      “What about Lost and Found?” I asked.

      “That’s what she’s paying me for, to be a finder. Josh said I’d be nuts not to take it. Hell, he’s talking about becoming a cop and working for Blair. He could still go to law school part time. And you know that job Michaela pulled out of her ass for Trevor? So she could get him on her company’s insurance? She’s serious. She wants him to go work for her. Whole damned town is going bonkers.”

      I laughed. “I think the town is already crazy. Frankie’s just trying to get a handle on things.”

      Jolene regarded me over the rim of her glass. “You know what I think? I think the whole country has gone nuts. A witch I went to school with lives in Atlanta now. What she tells me sounds like Westport but on a larger scale. I called another friend in Seattle, and same thing there. It’s like everything is boiling over. Everyone is scared shitless that humans are going to figure it out. There’s so much chaos going on and they can’t continue to ignore it.”

      “Maybe it’s some kind of celestial alignment or something,” I said.

      I knew witches talked about that sort of thing, but I’d never paid any attention to it. As far as the Illuminati were concerned, astrology was superstitious mumbo-jumbo.

      She froze, staring at me. “Yeah, maybe that’s it. We could be entering a new age or something. An age where paranormals and supes are out of the closet.”

      My turn to roll my eyes. “Just what we need. There would probably be a return to the Inquisition with people running around burning witches.”

      With a shudder, Jo took a deep drink of her wine. “Yeah, probably. I’d like to think I could have a shop and openly sell charms and spells, but that’s just a pipe dream, isn’t it?” She drained her glass and went back in the kitchen to get the bottle.

      “More?” she offered. My glass was still half full, and I shook my head. She refilled her glass and set the bottle on a coaster.

      “Frankie told me she’s trying to hire a necromancer from back east,” I said.

      “Thank the Goddess,” Jolene breathed. “I don’t want to have to visit any more crime scenes like that one.”

      After we killed the bottle of wine, I went by the community college and picked up an application, then went home and spent the rest of the day filling it out. Thankfully, I could skip all the questions about where I went to school and just fill in a different section with my GED information.

      The idea of sitting in a classroom was pretty surreal. I hadn’t done anything like that in almost ten years, and middle school memories were only a blur. I couldn’t even remember what my parents looked like. That sort of thing bothered me, though it never did when I lived with the Illuminati. I wondered sometimes what kind of spells they had laid on me. Maybe Roisin could figure that out for me. There was a lot about my past that I wasn’t sure I wanted to remember, though.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone got super excited when Winter Solstice approached. The various witch covens in the area planned big celebrations outside of the city, with bonfires and dancing followed by debauched drunken revelry.

      Friends of Sam O’Grady’s delivered evergreen boughs and wheat stalks dusted with flour, along with apples and oranges that Sam told me represented the sun. The boughs were supposed to symbolize immortality, the wheat stalks portrayed the harvest, and the flour showed the triumph of light and life. We hung evergreen boughs all over the bar, with holly and ivy between them, and mistletoe branches were placed over all the doorways.

      Around noon, before the festivities started, Sam hauled in a whole freaking barrel—not a keg, a huge barrel—of alcoholic spiced cider, dumped it into a massive iron cauldron, and told us to serve it free using the plastic mugs or steins, which he bought cases of and stacked in one corner behind the bar. He then set some kind of spell on the cauldron, which kept the cider warm.

      The cooks set up a couple of spits in the alley in the back of the kitchen and used magical fires to roast a whole baby pig and a whole lamb. The lady who did all the baking for the bar worked almost non-stop for a week producing cookies and cakes. And all the bartenders had to learn to make a drink Sam called lamb's wool, which included ale, sugar, nutmeg, and mulled roasted apples.

      Lizzy had told me she couldn’t come. She was going with her mom under the fairy mound for the Fae’s celebration of Solstice. I didn’t expect Jolene and most of the witches until after midnight, so the early part of the celebration was attended mostly by mages, non-coven witches, and Michaela’s dhampir.

      The night started out rather sedately, but as the time got closer to midnight, the festivities became louder and wilder. At midnight, Sam led a toast to the Sun King, then an Irish band began playing, and people started dancing. The place was packed, and the floorspace available to dance was limited, but people stacked a few tables out of the way and made room. Seeing Sam dance—all six-foot-eight and three-hundred-plus pounds of him—was an image I knew I would never get out of my head, no matter how much I tried.

      Winter Solstice was also called The Longest Night, and it certainly turned out that way for me. I showed up at noon, and the sun was rising over the mountains when Steve Dworkin dropped me off at my apartment. Alone, in spite of dozens of kisses under the mistletoe as well as good-wishes kisses at midnight. A couple of those kisses caused me to reconsider whether I should get to know a little better the men who delivered them.

      But the most memorable kiss of the night came immediately after Sam’s toast to the Sun King, when Shawna grabbed me and stuck her tongue down my throat. Afterward, I stared at her in shock, and she responded with a gleeful grin.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that since we first met,” she said. Then she whirled away, grabbed a young witch, and pulled him onto the dance floor.

      “I didn’t know you swung that way,” Michaela’s voice broke into my brain’s stunned fog.

      “I don’t,” I said, shaking my head and trying to remember what I was doing before Shawna assaulted me. “She just did that to wind me up.”

      Michaela laughed. “I wonder what she was like before she was turned. I’ve certainly never met another vampire like her.”
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        * * *

      

      The day after Solstice, my leg ached from standing on it so much the night before. I still hadn’t made it to a grocery store, and the weather was nasty, so I lay around my apartment, read a book, and munched on what little food I could find in the cupboards. By evening, though, I was completely out of food and very hungry. I got dressed and took the bus to Rosie’s for dinner.

      I was sitting at the end of the bar near the kitchen and waitress station when someone sat down beside me. A glance at him out of the corner of my eye caused me immediately to pull energy from the ley line and shield myself even as I hopped off the barstool.

      “Good evening, Scorpion,” Fritz Schottner, alias the Bear, said. “You’re looking well.”

      I backed away from him, pulling as much ley magic as I could hold and building the strongest shield I could.

      “Is that any way to act with an old friend? We had such good times together,” he said.

      “Get out!” I screamed. “Everyone out! Nearest exit! Danger! Get out!”

      Josh walked up behind Schottner and calmly said, “I think you’re bothering the lady. Perhaps you should leave.”

      “Josh, shield!”

      Schottner turned his head to look at Josh, giving my friend a look at his face. Josh took a couple of steps back. He had seen Lizzy’s projection at Ronald Winslow’s house of Schottner blowing up the room.

      All around us, people were making for the exits—the front door, the emergency exit from the back room, and the kitchen. One thing about paranormals, they reacted correctly when danger presented itself. Natural selection, maybe. None of the magic users in the room were descended from people who froze like rabbits when the witch burners came calling.

      I inched backwards and around the end of the bar, putting the bar between me and the Bear. People passed behind me into the kitchen, but I never took my eyes off my adversary.

      “Everybody out!” Sam bellowed from behind me. He had heard the commotion from his office. In about three minutes, the place was empty except for Sam, Josh, and me, the Bear, and thirteen mages, holding hands in a circle on the far side of the room. I was holding as much ley energy as I could, but I could feel the circle trying to feed me more.

      “Josh, he has a sword!” I said. “It’s spelled and invisible.”

      Josh took another couple of steps back, and then his shield ignited. Blue and orange flames, flickering no more than a couple of inches from his body, engulfed him. I knew that some pyromancers could augment their shields that way, but I’d never seen it done.

      Schottner slid off the barstool and turned so that he could see all three of us. Sam stood in the entrance of the hallway that led to his office, mumbling an incantation. Josh stood a few feet away, with the main room and the mage circle behind him. I stood behind the bar, sketching runes in my mind.

      I spoke the Word to call the Sword of Uriel. At the same time, I saw swords of flame appear in Josh’s hands. Schottner drew his sword, and it became visible, flashing as it reflected the lights.

      “You’ll never get out of here,” Sam said as the last of our customers disappeared through the front door. “If you kill all of us, you’ll starve to death before you get out. You see, the original wards on this place were cast by a Fae. He took the ley line that passes beneath us and tied it off. Then he gave my mum the spell to renew them, which she passed on to me. But since I didn’t cast the original wards, they won’t dissolve when I die. So, you’re trapped.”

      A cruel smile grew on Schottner’s face. “You assume I’m afraid to die. My only fear is of failure, of disappointing my masters. I’ve lived a full life, and if this is my time, then so be it.”

      He leaped to the top of the bar and swung his sword at me. But I wasn’t one of his usual opponents. I knew his capabilities, and I was expecting that move. His muscles bunched, and he crouched slightly to gain momentum, but I was already moving backward. I met his blow with my Sword, and just as it had done to the swords of other Hunters, it cleaved his sword in two.

      He hesitated, shock showing in his eyes, and I followed my parry with a cut at his legs. Schottner leaped, and my Sword passed beneath him, but as he landed, Josh stabbed at him with his sword of flame. It didn’t breach Schottner’s shield, but he felt the blow and it distracted him, causing him to stumble on landing, fall, and slide away from us down the bar.

      I followed him and chopped at his legs, but he moved, and the Sword cut three feet deep into the bar. He rolled off on the side away from me, landing on his feet and reaching for his main gauche. Josh leaped toward him.

      “Josh, no! He has another blade!”

      Josh pulled up and swung his flaming sword. He had reach on Schottner, being several inches taller, and his sword was longer, but the Bear drew his dagger in time and blocked the blow. The fact that he felt he needed to do that instead of relying on his shield increased my confidence.

      I pushed ley energy at him and knocked him off balance. He staggered back but recovered and sent a strong push of his own energy that hit both Josh and me.

      “Don’t get too close to him,” I said. “His magic is the same as mine, and he’ll siphon the magic from your shield.”

      Josh laughed. “I’d like to see him try.”

      Before I could react, the Bear charged, ducking under Josh’s sword, and their shields merged. A ley line mage, such as Schottner or me, could draw ley magic from another mage as easily as from a ley line. I had often used the same trick to siphon energy from an opponent’s shield, strengthening mine while weakening theirs. Add to that, the spelled dagger Schottner wielded had the ability to negate magic and cut through weak personal shields.

      But Schottner pulled more than raw ley energy from Josh’s shield. Schottner’s shield ignited. He cried out and lurched away, the skin on his face and hands blackened and his clothes smoking. I realized that Josh Carpenter was a lot more lethal than I’d ever imagined.

      Seeing Schottner hurt, I vaulted over the bar and swung low. The Sword took his left leg off halfway between his knee and his hip. Blood gushed from the wound, and he fell.

      Even through his shock, I could see malevolence in his eyes, and his free hand started to sketch a rune. Josh stepped forward and swung his sword of flame, slicing Schottner’s skull in half.

      The silence was broken only by Josh’s and my panting. As the adrenaline flowed out of me, my healing leg let me know that I had abused it. I stumbled to the nearest chair and sat down.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Sam said. “Are you two all right?”

      Josh dissolved his shield, and the flames disappeared. I noted there were scorch marks on the floor where he had stepped. “Yeah, I’m fine. Erin?” He knelt down beside me.

      “Just the leg. It really hurts.”

      “Did you pull any stitches?” Sam asked, coming to join us. “Let me see.”

      My modesty was the last thing I was worried about. “I don’t think so,” I said, as I undid my belt and pulled my jeans down so he could see my leg. He pulled the gauze off, which showed the leg was swollen around the wound and seeping a little, but the stitches held.

      “Let me get something for you,” Sam said, rising and walking around behind the bar.

      Once there, he stopped, hands on hips, and surveyed the damage I had done. “Oh, my. That bar is a hundred and forty years old, and pfft! Gone in an instant.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No problem. At a hundred dollars a week out of your check, you should be able to pay it off by the time you’re a grandmother.”

      The look on my face was evidently priceless, because Sam and Josh broke out laughing.

      Sam came back around the bar holding a little jar of cream and a vial. “Of course, if you can dream up a lie my insurance company will swallow, I’ll let you off the hook.”

      He handed me the vial, and I sucked down its contents as he began dabbing the cream on my leg.

      I motioned toward Schottner’s body. “We’ll blame it on the thief with the big sword.”

      “Aye, that will probably work.”

      “And after he damaged the bar, he cut off his own leg,” Josh said. “Man was deranged.”

      Sam called the police. We covered Schottner’s body with a sheet from upstairs, then Sam let our employees and a few of the customers waiting outside in to collect their belongings. Then he hung a ‘closed’ sign on the front door, the first time he had done that in my four months in Westport.

      “You know, Sam, she didn’t break the rules,” Josh said, pointing to the sign hanging at one end of the bar. “He didn’t order anything, let alone pay.”

      Sam chuckled. “Being the owner, I have some discretion on enforcing the rules, but you’re right, he wasn’t a paying customer.”
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        * * *

      

      Dan Bailey and Cindy Mackle showed up about five minutes after the crowd outside disbursed. Other than the kitchen staff, who were performing the unaccustomed task of turning everything off and putting everything away, only Sam, Josh, and I were left to receive them. Frankie Jones arrived ten minutes later.

      “That’s the guy from Winslow’s,” Bailey said. “The one your friend showed us in her projection. You’re lucky he didn’t bring all his friends.”

      Josh shrugged. “We had it covered. He messed with the wrong people. I had a full circle of mages augmenting my shields, and there was a full circle of witches outside at each exit waiting for him if he escaped.”

      “Wet, cold witches,” Sam said. “Believe me, he got off easy.”

      A search of Schottner’s body turned up a Minnesota driver’s license—not in Fritz Schottner’s name, although the picture was him—a cell phone, a set of keys to a rental car, and a keycard for a local hotel.

      “If all of his buddies are staying there, you might have a fight on your hands if you try to search the place,” I said.

      Frankie looked thoughtful. “I wish your mages and witches had stuck around.”

      “We can put together a force if you need it,” Sam said. “It would be better if we plan it for tomorrow. Have all our ducks in a row and get the right people together.”

      “Just like that?” Frankie asked.

      Steve Dworkin stuck his head out of the kitchen, a scowl on his face. “This is a safe place, and no one screws with that and gets away with it.”

      Josh gave me a ride home. His dhampir girlfriend Arabella had waited around for him, and the three of us walked to the parking lot of the nightclub down the street to get his car.

      “I heard that you might join the police force,” I said as I got in his car.

      “Considering it. Why?”

      “I think you have just what they need. Josh Carpenter, you are a total badass.”

      He beamed. “Coming from you, I’ll take that as a compliment. What about you? Did Frankie tempt you with a truckload of money?”

      I shook my head. “I turned her down. I really don’t want to spend my life fighting and killing people. I want to travel and have a quiet little house with a white picket fence to come home to.”

      “Family? Kids?” Arabella asked, and I thought I detected a wistful note in her voice. Dhampir were genetic mules, and she would never have children. She and Josh had been dating since they first met, and seemed to be very happy with each other. I was still trying to get all the names, faces, and hair colors of the dhampir matched and settled in my mind. Arabella was a redhead, like Josh, and actually looked more likely to be his sister than Jolene did, with her dark auburn hair and short stature.

      The question embarrassed me, and I wasn’t sure why. “I don’t know. Maybe someday. I’ve never really thought about it.” Seeing as how I had zero experience or understanding of what a family was, I didn’t know if I wanted one or not. I’d never even held a baby.

      Josh pulled up in front of my apartment building, “Get some sleep. We’ll call you when we get together to organize things.”
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        * * *

      

      As I got ready for bed, my phone rang. It was Shawna, and I wondered if having a vampire friend was a good thing. She was just getting off work and heading out to have fun when I was going to sleep.

      “Hi,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “Heard you had some excitement at Rosie’s.”

      “Nothing major,” I said. “One of our local Hunters stopped in and tried to cut my head off. How about you? Anything new?”

      I heard her laugh through the phone. “Damn, you have all the luck. The most exciting thing that happens to me at work is when someone actually leaves a tip.”

      That reminded me of Frankie. “Do I hear a note of discouragement with your present lot in life?” I asked. “Interested in finding a more exciting job?”

      “Why? Looking for help at Rosie’s?” she responded. “I’m not sure the clientele would be very welcoming of a bloodsucking waitress.”

      “Naw, more exciting, better pay. Assistant DA Francis Jones is looking for investigators. All paranormals and supernaturals welcome to apply.”

      Her laugh was much louder than before. “A vampire cop? That would be a first.”

      “Give her a call. Probably better in the early evening.” I gave her Frankie’s phone number.

      There was a pause, then, “You’re serious?”

      “Tell her you’re my friend from Willard’s Green. Use Detective Sergeant Dan Bailey as a reference.”

      A longer pause. “You are crazy, you know that?”

      “The possibility has occurred to me.”
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      Expecting to have a busy and dangerous day, I showered, braided my hair, and dressed in my Hunter’s clothes. Instead of a balaclava or a cowl with a veil, I tied a red scarf over my hair and put on a pink belt. I didn’t want to be mistaken for the enemy.

      Lizzy had given me the belt as a joke. I once asked her if she really liked pink, a color I had always avoided.

      “Do you like black?” she asked in response. “If you don’t, you can always pour a gallon of peroxide on your hair, bleach it out, and then color it any color you like. Hair dye rolls off my hair like water from a duck. So, I’m kind of stuck. I can either shoot myself or love pink. And suicide would deprive the world of my talent, my wit, and my joie de vivre.”

      “Gotcha. Pink,” I said.

      “You betcha. Pink.”

      I figured I was guaranteed to be the only person wearing pink, so if I got hit by friendly fire, it would be on purpose.

      But after I finished tucking away my weapons, it wasn’t Josh but Sam who came by to pick me up. He showed up at the door downstairs, and I buzzed him in.

      “Coffee or tea?” I asked when he reached my apartment.

      “Ah, a cuppa tea would be nice. Wanted to talk to you before we launch ourselves into a perilous situation.”

      I fixed us each a cup of tea and brought the cups into the living room.

      “Josh said that the gentleman last night recognized you, that you knew each other.”

      I sat down and said, “Yes. Fritz Schottner, known as Bear. I’ve known him since I was fourteen. He was a ley line mage, like me, like Liam. He was one of my primary trainers when I first came to the Illuminati, teaching me how to control and contain my magic.”

      “But you weren’t friends.” Sam stated that, not as a question.

      “No. Schottner was an old-school Hunter, well over a hundred years old. And I’m just a girl, not suited to be one of his mates. He was an enforcer for Master Rudolf, who was second-in-command of the Hunters’ Guild. And Rudolf never liked me.”

      I stood up and walked to the sliding glass door of the balcony and looked out over the creek and the park below. The next part was hard, something I’d never told anyone, and never really thought about until I left the Illuminati.

      “Fritz was one of the men who took my virginity. I was sixteen, and they told me it was part of my training. He continued to train me in his own unique way until I reached eighteen and could tell him no.”

      “One of the men?” I could hear an incredulous note in Sam’s voice.

      “There were three of them. I don’t know which one was first. It was a long night, and I guess I’ve sort of blocked the memory.”

      I turned around to face him, not knowing what I would find in his face. I saw anger rather than disgust, and I relaxed a bit.

      “Well, I guess that answers the question of why you’re so choosy about men,” Sam said. “I didn’t know if it was because the Illuminati were prudes or something else.”

      He caught me off guard, and I barked out a laugh. “No, they definitely weren’t prudes, and they didn’t have any taboos concerning a girl’s age. Or a boy’s, for that matter. We were expected to accommodate the masters. Trainees were basically servants, and we provided any service they asked. Now, Schottner wasn’t a master, but it would have been dangerous to piss him off. Easier to go along. Training accidents were all too common.”

      Sam shook his head and sipped his tea. I sat back down and sipped mine.

      “You mentioned a Master Rudolf. Is he still alive?”

      “So I’ve been told. I don’t know if he’s here in Westport. When Gabriel Laurent killed Rodrick Barclay, he told me Rudolf was in Washington, D.C. Then David Cunningham said that Rudolf killed his sister in Washington not too long ago, but that was before all these Hunters started showing up in Westport. If we take out the men he sent here…” I shrugged. “There’s too much we don’t know. What I can tell you is that Rudolf is far more dangerous than the rest of them put together.”

      “How so?”

      “Rudolf, like most of the other members of the Illuminati Council, is a blood mage. He’s more than three hundred years old and doesn’t look half that age. They extended their lives through rituals involving human sacrifice. I have no idea what it would be like to face a mage that powerful in battle.” I realized what I’d just said and figured I should clarify. “Sam, I didn’t know about the blood magic and the sacrifices. Finding out about that was part of what prompted me to leave.”

      We finished our tea, and I took the cups to the kitchen and washed them. “So, what are we doing?”
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        * * *

      

      Sam, Josh, Jolene and I, along with a dozen witches and mages, joined Dan Bailey and the cops of the Paranormal Crimes Unit for a planning session. I recognized about half of the people from Rosie’s, but they all seemed to know each other.

      The PCU had determined that Fritz Schottner had a room at the Western Star Hotel on the edge of downtown and put the hotel under surveillance.

      “As far as we can tell,” Bailey told us, “no one else who might fit the descriptions of the Hunters we know about is staying at the hotel. Some of the hotel personnel recognized Schottner’s photo, but Cindy talked to several of the maids, and they said his bed wasn’t always slept in.”

      That made sense to me. I’d been trained to avoid patterns of behavior during an active operation that could be used to find me or predict my movements. As I’d told Lizzy, the Illuminati were paranoid.

      In addition to the hotel, they were also watching Harland Hall, Feldman’s residence, and an old country club property a couple of miles from Michaela’s sword and golf club. But the PCU was stretched, and the cops were pleased to have mages volunteering to help with their surveillance.

      We brainstormed ideas for more than three hours. Even Josh, who had a tendency to be a hothead, wasn’t in favor of ending up dead. Once we agreed that we had two things on our side—magic and numbers—a plan started to come together.

      I was impressed with the way Bailey took charge, and how he organized things. He showed everyone a map and the floorplan of the hotel and gave each team a keycard to the hotel’s entrances and Schottner’s room.

      The final plan was something I hadn’t considered when people first started talking about taking the Hunters down. I figured we were going to storm in, fireballs a blazing, and fight them toe to toe. We knew that might still be what would happen, but a smarter, less violent approach appealed to me.

      According to the plan, Sam, Josh, Jolene, and I drew the watch on the hotel later that evening along with a couple of PCU detectives I didn’t know.

      We arrived at the hotel as the sun was setting over the horizon in the west. It was cold and clear with a bone-chilling breeze coming in off the ocean. We went in to talk to the day shift and to relieve them.

      “We just saw a man who resembled one of the photos we were given,” one of the dayshift cops said. “He went in and took the elevator to the tenth floor. We’ve already called Sergeant Bailey.” He showed us some surveillance pictures, and I recognized Gavin Edmundson right away.

      The hotel sat next to a small park, with other tall buildings on the other three sides. The front entrance faced a busy street with a number of office buildings. I had been in it before, when I rescued Jolene from Gabriel Laurent after David kidnapped her, so it was easy for me to visualize the inside of Schottner’s suite when Bailey showed us the layout at the meeting.

      We circled around the hotel, and when we got to the corner of the building below Schottner’s suite, Sam lifted off and drifted upward along the hotel’s outside wall. I didn’t know he could fly. Once again, I found myself envious of other mages having an affinity. I wondered if Frankie could fly, too.

      Josh chuckled. “He looks like a mini blimp.”

      Jolene and I lost it, laughing so hard that it brought tears to my eyes. Sam was a large man, in all directions, and the description was so apt.

      “Isn’t that a sight?” Dan Bailey said. “I wonder if we’ll get any UFO reports?” I turned to see him approaching with a couple of other cops and a couple of civilian witches, one of whom Sam had told me was a healer.

      After ten minutes, Sam settled back to earth and reported to Bailey and the rest of us.

      “Edmundson is in the room on this corner,” Sam said, pointing to the right side of the building. “He’s searching the place and packing things up. My guess is that someone tipped him off that Schottner isn’t coming back.”

      We entered the hotel through a side door and started up the stairs. After we passed, the PCU cops blocked off the stairwells and elevators. By the time we hit the fifth-floor landing, my leg was aching, and I wished Schottner had skipped a room with a view.

      When we arrived on the tenth floor and caught our breaths, Sam reported over a police radio that Edmundson was still in the room. The people in charge discussed things and made the decision to open the room and surprise him.

      Nine years of living with the Illuminati had taught me not only caution but paranoia. As confident as I was in dealing with a vampire, or even other mages, I had a healthy respect for how much damage a Hunter could do in a very short amount of time. Without Josh, I wasn’t sure I could have taken Schottner, and I’d failed to best Edmundson in our previous encounter.

      My shield powered to the max, I nodded to Bailey. He slipped the keycard into its slot, the lock clicked, and I pushed the door open with my foot.

      The room was empty within my line of sight. The shades were drawn back, and through the windows, I could see the sun setting into the ocean in a spectacular light show.

      A mini tornado hit me and blew me backwards through the closed door of the room behind me. Stunned, I lay there on a crushed table amid the door’s splinters and shards. If not for my shield, my bones would have been just as broken.

      There was a lot of noise in the hall, and I heard a crashing sound. When I tried to sit up, my head spun, and the contents of my stomach threatened to come up, so I lay back down. I knew from experience that a shield would protect my body from outward harm, but not from my brain bouncing around inside my skull. It had been a while since I had a concussion, but the symptoms were all too familiar.

      I heard movement in the room I was in, and when I raised my head, I saw the healer crawling toward me, his image blurry and shifting. I slowly let my head fall back and let my shield go.

      He peeled back one of my eyelids, then the other. “Are you conscious?” he asked.

      “Uh-huh. Head.”

      “Do you hurt anywhere else?”

      “No.”

      “Do you feel nauseous?”

      “Yes.”

      He placed his hands on either side of my head, and I felt cool seep into my head. Like the feeling when I walked into an air-conditioned room from outside on a hot day. I hadn’t really noticed that I had a headache. A massive headache. But I did notice it go away.

      After a few minutes, he took his hands away, then put one hand under my head and lifted it.

      “Drink this.” A small vial touched my lips. I opened my mouth, and he poured the contents over my tongue. It tasted sort of minty.

      I started to feel better and opened my eyes. Josh stood staring down at me, and he seemed impossibly big and tall. Like looking up at a skyscraper.

      “You okay?” he asked. “Geez, Erin, I thought for a moment you’d gone all the way out the window. Lucky thing that door was closed.”

      Oh, yeah. I felt lucky. I sat up and twisted around to look at the room. Josh was right. The windows were about twenty feet behind me, and if I had hit the glass the way I hit the door… I decided not to think about that.

      “Edmundson?” I asked.

      “Got away. He flew down the stairwell, and I didn’t have a chance in hell of catching him. Killed a witch on the eighth-floor landing. Killed another guy and wounded a couple of people when he came out of the building, then took off like a big bird.”

      “I guess we know what his affinity is,” I said.

      Josh made a rude sound.

      When we got back to the ground floor, Sam came over and hugged me to him with an arm as big around as my leg.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah. A bit shaky there for a bit, but the healer fixed me up.”

      I looked around and saw a line running across the park where grass and bushes looked as though they were flattened. “What’s that?”

      “Edmundson’s path out of here.”

      My puzzlement must have been obvious, because Sam went on to explain.

      “Aeromancers don’t actually fly,” he said. “We compress air until it’s solid enough to hold us. For me to float ten stories into the sky, it takes a massive amount of energy to compress that much air. Luckily, there are so many ley lines here that energy is never in short supply. But to float and move laterally—to fly—also requires air pushing on you. So, Edmundson compressed air to support himself and conjured a small, fast tornado to push him along. I doubt he could keep it up for long, but that’s how he got away.”

      I tried to process that. “Can you do that over water?”

      Sam laughed. “Nay. Nothing to push against. The water just moves away from the pressure.”

      Although I still felt a little fuzzy, my headache was gone, and I didn’t have any double vision. Physically I felt fine. In fact, my leg felt better than it had before Edmundson made his escape. Josh drove me home and dropped me off, and I took a long, hot bath with a glass of wine.
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      The light coming in through the window of my bedroom woke me up. I rose and opened the blinds, appreciating the view of the mountains to the north. Knowing I would probably have a busy day ahead, I went to the kitchen, put the teapot on the stove and hoped to have some breakfast in quiet and peace.

      Sure enough, Jolene and Josh showed up before my tea was cool enough to drink.

      “Frankie asked me to find that Hunter,” Jolene said. “We’re supposed to meet Sergeant Bailey downtown.”

      “Can I get dressed first?” I had jeans and a t-shirt on but didn’t consider that adequate for a potential battle.

      “Yeah. Hurry up.”

      “How about breakfast?”

      “We’ll stop and grab something on the way.”

      I shook my head as I headed for my bedroom. Josh stayed out in the living room, but Jolene followed me.

      “If you’re planning to feed me that fast-food crap Lizzy eats for breakfast sometimes, the deal’s off,” I said as I started changing clothes. “I didn’t get any dinner last night and went through a healing. Food. Real food. And Dan Bailey can kiss my ass if he bitches that we’re late.”

      Jolene stared at me for a moment, then said, “Well, okay, Miss Grumpy. What do you consider real food?”

      We went to Rosie’s, and I ordered a full-Irish breakfast. Josh ordered the same thing, while Jolene had some fruit and yogurt. Of course, there really wasn’t much of her to feed. I doubted she weighed a hundred pounds.

      I wolfed the food down as fast as Josh did, and then said, “Okay, let’s go catch some bad guys.”

      On our way downtown, I asked, “How’s Trevor doing?”

      “Pretty good,” Josh said. “I talked to him last night and told him about all the fun he’s missing. He’s up in Seattle this week getting measured and stuff. The doctors evidently are still having problems trying to understand how he healed so fast and so clean.”

      “How’s he handling it?”

      “As well as can be expected,” Jolene said. “He’s been playing around with voice software, hoping he can replace typing with it. He’ll be back in town this weekend.”

      “Bring him by the bar if you can pry him away from Heather,” I said.

      She laughed. “We’ll try.”

      “She’s like a barnacle,” Josh grumbled.
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        * * *

      

      In spite of Josh and Jolene’s impatience, we actually arrived fifteen minutes early for our meeting with Sergeant Bailey and Frankie. Frankie had commandeered a large conference room in the courthouse building. In addition to the three of us, there were the other two mages who worked for the PCU, Sam, and twelve more mages, some of whom I had never seen before.

      All of those mages were many decades older than I was. Sam told me they were all strong, experienced magic users who had combat training and experience. I knew from the Illuminati that many paranormals had fought on both sides in World War II, although their roles had always been hidden. A couple of the guys looked old enough to have fought in the first world war, as was Sam.

      “We’ve traced the Hunter, Gavin Edmundson, to Harland Hall, a building on the university campus,” Frankie said after the introductions. “There are at least two mages associated with past Illuminati plots who have offices and laboratories in that building—Thomas Feldman and James Winter—and a Hunter was seen entering the building on more than one occasion. We’ve had it under surveillance for some time, and all the phones and computers have been tapped.”

      That last was a surprise to me, and I glanced at Josh. He smiled and winked. Evidently Trevor had been doing some work for Frankie while he was recuperating.

      “Feldman invited some other mages to a meeting there this afternoon. We’ll surround the place and intercept anyone trying to go in or come out. For anyone already inside, we’ll essentially lay siege to the place and try and get them to surrender. The building was built in the 1920s out of stone and has steel doors, so it wouldn’t be easy to crack it.”

      “And if they won’t surrender?” I asked.

      “Then we do whatever’s necessary to remove them as a threat,” Frankie said. “This has been going on long enough, and the loss of life caused by those people’s activities can’t be ignored. If we have to, we’ll form a circle and pull the place down on their heads.”

      The grim expressions on everyone’s faces showed how seriously they took the matter. I didn’t volunteer that I had training from the Illuminati in breaching castle walls. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

      I raised my hand. “There may be other Hunters. At least one, anyway. We haven’t caught the guy from Willard’s Green.” The one who tried to get into my apartment and who I had seen enter Harland Hall.
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        * * *

      

      The meeting of the Hunters and Columbia Club members at Harland Hall was scheduled for five o’clock, after most of the staff who worked in the building should have left. We arrived at three-thirty, and Bailey positioned the members of our impromptu team so that we had all the doors covered.

      Since Jolene and I looked the most like students, we were assigned to watch the front door from the steps of another building about thirty yards away. She even had a small backpack like students used to carry their books.

      “It’s full of spells, potions, and charms,” she told me, “along with a first-aid kit. I’m not going to try and play battlemage with all of you, but I have a few spells that will make someone think twice about attacking me.” Her grin made me very curious, but she wouldn’t tell me any more.

      About four-thirty, a well-dressed man with graying hair appeared from the direction of Willard’s Green. He walked along the sidewalk toward Harland Hall, but Bailey and Frankie intercepted him long before he reached the building. They stood talking for about ten minutes, and he became more agitated as time went on. Then, without warning, Bailey grabbed him by the shoulder, spun him around, pulled his hands behind him and handcuffed him. Frankie slipped a black bag over his head, and they led him away.

      “One down,” Jolene said.

      “What are those black bags?” I asked. I knew the handcuffs were a spell-forged alloy of cold iron and silver designed to block magic.

      “They’re charmed,” Jolene said. “They block access to the ley lines. The handcuffs are effective in themselves to hold vampires and shifters. They use them and a gag to hold witches, but mages require more restraint.”

      “Charmed? A witch spell?”

      “Yeah. I’ll show you how to do it. It takes a lot of preparation and a specially woven cloth.”

      Things didn’t go as smoothly when the next attendee showed up ten minutes later. I recognized Florence Turcotte from a picture we were shown at Bailey’s briefing. She was a short, squat woman with poorly-dyed dark hair and a face like a bulldog. As soon as Bailey approached her, she hit him with a fireball. To my mind, that was pretty rude, but luckily, he was shielded. I took off running toward them.

      Bailey stopped, sketched a complex rune in the air using both hands and said a Word that I couldn’t hear. Then he started walking toward Turcotte again. Her next fireball barely left her hand when it hit an invisible barrier very close to her—a barrier which her fireball lit up like a candle in a glass until she snuffed the fire out.

      When I got close, I heard Bailey saying, “Florence Turcotte, you are under arrest for assaulting a police officer. Anything you say may be held in evidence against you…”

      I stopped listening as he rambled on. Watching Turcotte get increasingly red in the face was much more entertaining. I found myself wondering if her head would pop like a cartoon thermometer. She was also doing a magnificent job of exercising her vocabulary. She called Bailey some things I had never heard before.

      “Miss McLane? Erin?” Bailey’s voice broke through my reverie.

      “Huh? Sorry, I wasn’t listening.”

      “If I tie off the spell holding Miss Turcotte, do you think you could carry her out of sight? I’ll have an officer take charge of her, but I don’t think her standing out here cursing at the top of her lungs is helping us to keep things low key.”

      “Oh, yeah. Sure. What do I do? Just pick her up?”

      Bailey nodded. “Just pick her up.”

      “She can’t bite or anything, right?”

      His stern countenance almost cracked. “No, she can’t bite, but if she tries, you have my permission to slap her. Lightly.”

      I pulled energy from the ley line, walked over, and grabbed Turcotte around the waist. My arms didn’t touch her, so I guess I actually grabbed the barrier in which Bailey had encased her. I tossed her over my shoulder, her head hanging down behind me. She shrieked and redirected her vitriol at me instead of the sergeant.

      “Where should I take her?”

      Bailey pointed at the far corner of the building where Jolene was sitting waiting for me. “Take her around the corner. There’s a couple of cops waiting for her.”

      I did as I was told, dumped her on the ground when I reached the police officers, and went back around to rejoin Jolene on the building’s steps.

      “That was entertaining,” Jolene said.

      “I didn’t know a mage could cast a spell like that,” I responded. “I wonder if I could learn to do that. I can cast some mage spells.”

      “Like the one that blows up vampire brains? Josh was really impressed with that one.”

      Another man approached Harland Hall and went to one of the side doors. He used a keycard, but when the door wouldn’t open, he pulled out a cell phone. Three mages from our team emerged from the nearby bushes and headed toward him.

      As soon as he noticed the mages converging on him, he dropped the cell phone in his coat pocket. As they drew nearer, he turned and started walking fast away from them. When he got closer to Jolene and me, I recognized him as the Hunter who tried to get into my apartment.

      “Hunter,” I said, leaping to my feet. I readied two spells as I strode forward to meet him. Jolene had reminded me of one spell, which I had never tried to use on a shielded mage—my masters with the Illuminati had discouraged me practicing lethal spells on other Hunters and trainees.

      He saw me walking toward him and altered his course, his new path taking him toward where Bailey waited. I wondered about the spell Bailey had used to capture Turcotte. Was it a projected shield or something entirely different? Would a Hunter’s sword cut through it?

      The man must have caught sight of Bailey, who was walking parallel to me on my left, because he suddenly stopped, looked around, and saw that he was surrounded. Most people would have tried to go in my direction, since I was the smallest of the people pursuing him. But with Schottner’s appearance at Rosie’s, I knew my cover was blown. Surely all the conspirators knew who I was.

      He pulled his sword from its sheath, and it became visible as it left the glamoured scabbard. Taking a stance, he waited.

      “Hunter!” I shouted. “Beware the sword!”

      I kept walking toward him, and when I got to about thirty feet away, I pointed at him and said a Word. His head didn’t explode, and I was so disappointed. I kept walking, though, and readied the second spell as I drew my dagger.

      “You’re trapped,” I said. “Lay down your sword and surrender. Otherwise, I’ll have no choice but to kill you.”

      He laughed. “You can certainly try. It will be a cold day in hell when a little slut like you can dance with me.”

      I sighed. “I thought you might see things that way. Fritz Schottner had that same delusion, and he’s freezing his ass off waiting for you.”

      I transferred my main gauche to my left hand, then spoke the Word, and the Sword of Uriel blossomed from my right hand.

      The Hunter sneered at me. A fireball and a white globe of energy hit his shield almost simultaneously. The mages following him had fanned out to block his escape and began attacking his shield. A jagged bolt of lightning flashed between the third mage and the Hunter.

      With all three of them assaulting him, I stopped eight feet away from him.

      “Last chance,” I said, unleashing a ley missile to add to the barrage pounding his shield.

      “Come dance, little girl,” he said. “You have a very elevated opinion of your skills if you think you can.”

      I swung the Sword as I stepped closer to him—forward and back, then forward again. It wasn’t a very elegant series of moves, but I was becoming more familiar with the capabilities of the Sword as opposed to a sword. My opponent sneered at my amateurish swordsmanship.

      One more step, one more swing, and I was close enough that the Hunter extended his sword to block me, intending to slide past my guard and deliver a blow to my neck or shoulder. Instead, I changed my strike and cut his sword in half. The end of his blade flew past me, over my shoulder. Then I executed the same move he had planned. He tried a two-handed block with his main gauche and the stub he still held. Stepping inside his guard, I shoved my dagger into his belly.

      He slashed back at me with his own dagger, and I barely jumped out of his reach but had to let go of my knife. With a snarl, he came after me. I swung my sword, and it met the junction of his shoulder and neck. Blood exploded from his chest as I cut his heart in two, and he crumpled to the ground.

      “I will be damned,” one of the mages to my right said in an awed voice. I turned my head to look at him. “The Sword of Uriel?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “I thought that spell was lost.”

      I let the Sword go and shrugged. “I guess not.”

      I took a good look at the guy. It was interesting to have someone I’d never met, who supposedly wasn’t connected to the Illuminati, recognize the spell and say essentially what the Illuminati had told me.

      Bailey came over and began searching the dead man. He pulled the Hunter’s phone out of his jacket pocket, and I saw his expression change. Bailey held it up so we could see the display, and it was obvious that the phone call was still active.

      Dan held the phone to his ear and said, “This is Detective Sergeant Daniel Bailey of the Paranormal Crimes Unit, Westport District Attorney’s Office. Please come to the front door of the building. Bring no weapons.”

      There wasn’t any answer, not even a disconnect. Bailey disconnected from our end.

      “Well, I think we’ve lost any element of surprise,” he said. “I’m open to suggestions as to how we proceed.”

      He, Frankie, Sam, and several of the older mages got together and discussed our next steps. I sat with Jolene, and we shared an apple and some cheese that she had brought.

      “If it were you trapped in that building, what would you do?” Jo asked me.

      “Dunno. Probably try to hide, shield myself, hope that they didn’t find me when they finally got brave enough to go inside.”

      “Think that’s what the Hunters will do?”

      I shrugged. “They’re pretty cocky. One of the things we don’t know is their affinities. You asked what I would do? I don’t have any fancy magic, or any experience working with fancy magic. They might dream up something that I can’t even imagine.”

      While the older mages discussed things, one of the women walked up and interrupted them. She appeared to be in her mid-thirties, attractive, with long brown hair, wearing a long dress and lots of jewelry like a hippie earth mama.

      “Someone is digging a tunnel,” she announced. Everyone turned to stare at her. She shrugged. “I assume it’s a tunnel. What else would they be digging?”

      The wards we had set covered only the doors and ground-floor windows. Trying to ward the entire building would have taken too long. Even with a smaller building, warding down into the earth or up into the sky to cut off all means of escape would take a huge amount of energy.

      “Can you figure out where they might come out?” Sam asked.

      The earth mage nodded. “As soon as I can get a direction. Right now, I just know the earth is being disturbed by magic.”

      Bailey tried to call using the Hunter’s phone, but it just rang. Not even voice mail.
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      As darkness fell, we spread out again, surrounding Harland Hall. Where Jolene and I sat, we were blocked from the wind, but the temperature fell significantly as the sun set. The lights around the buildings and along the sidewalks came on, drowning out the pale light from the rising crescent moon.

      “Are you cold?” I asked Jolene. I could always use ley magic for warmth, but she couldn’t tap the ley lines.

      “Naw,” she said. “I grew up here and I’m a skier. Long thermal undies and a wool sweater, so I’m fine.”

      “What did I miss?” Shawna’s voice asked.

      I tried not to jump, but I had just looked in that direction a few seconds before, and no one was there.

      “You’re going to die doing that,” I said.

      She laughed and stuck out her hand to Jolene. “Hi, I’m Shawna.”

      Jo shook her hand, but I could tell she was a little reluctant.

      Shawna grinned, showing her fangs. “I’m safe. Look!” She held out a laminated card with her picture on it. It said ‘Investigator’ at the top, right under the City of Westport crest and ‘Office of the District Attorney.’

      “I’m officially a defender of the law, protector of the innocent, keeper of the peace.”

      I stared at the identification card, trying to read it in the faint light. “You’re kidding.”

      “If you remember, that’s what I said when you told me about the job. This is my first night. You shoulda seen the look on Eileen’s face when I quit and told her about my new position. Where’s Ms. Jones? I need to report. What’s going on? Why so many sweetbloods hanging around staring at an old building?” It was obvious she was excited, her speech rapid-fire, and not waiting for answers.

      “Sweetbloods?” Jolene squeaked.

      “Yeah, all that magic,” Shawna said. “And it’s been the ruin of many a poor girl, but Lord, I ain’t gonna be one,” she sang in a clear, sweet soprano.

      “Frankie’s around the other side of the building,” Jolene said, pointing.

      “Gotcha. Catch ya later.” And with that, Shawna was gone.

      “A vampire?” Jolene asked.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “I’m going to be working with a vampire?”

      “You took the job.” I shrugged. “You won’t be working with her if you’re on the day shift.”

      A couple of minutes later my phone buzzed.

      “Looks like they’re tunneling toward the northwest,” Bailey said when I answered. “I’m putting most of our people out in that direction. I need you to stay where you are in case that’s a diversion and they try to break out another way. I’m sending Investigator Kincaid over for another set of eyes.”

      As quickly as she left, Shawna was back. The university had a lot of lights, and the crescent moon was out, but I knew the vampire could see far better than Jolene and I could.

      “Ms. Jones gave me a quick rundown,” she said, “and said you’d fill in the details. I take it that I’m here for my night vision?”

      “And because you can’t shield,” I said. “There’s likely to be some pyrotechnics going on pretty quick.”

      “Here,” Jolene said, holding out her hands. “It’s not as good as a shield, but it should provide some protection.” I couldn’t see what she held, but Shawna took something and seemed to put it around her neck.

      “A charm?” Shawna asked.

      “Yeah. It’s an aversion charm. People will love you even less than they do now,” Jo said.

      Shawna laughed. “Spoken like a girl who loves vampires. Okay, you protect me from magic users, and I’ll protect you from bloodsuckers. I’m not real fond of them either.”

      Jolene and I told Shawna about the events of the afternoon, and also about the hotel experience the previous day.

      Suddenly, we were interrupted by yelling and flashes of light from the other side of Harland Hall. Shawna’s phone rang, and when she answered, I heard Frankie’s voice.

      “They’re breaking out!” then, “Holy shit! There’s, oh, my God, six, seven, no, nine Hunters!”

      Mage wars are pretty quiet in comparison with humans’ conventional warfare. But if you liked fireworks, mage wars are bright and colorful. No machineguns and very few explosions, just the crackle of lightning, the whoosh of fireballs, and the whisper of wind, with occasional thunder and sounds of things breaking. I saw a tree fall off to the side and behind the building.

      “Nine Hunters? We weren’t prepared for that at all,” Jolene breathed.

      And that didn’t make any sense to me at all. Hell, there were only five hundred Hunters in the whole world before the City of the Illuminati melted down, probably killing at least half of them.

      I grabbed Shawna’s phone and said, “Frankie, this is Erin. We have an illusionist, don’t we? I think they do, too.”

      I heard an intake of breath on the other end, then Frankie disconnected.

      “Illusions?” Shawna asked.

      “Magic to project copies of the men you have and confuse your enemy. Make us think they have double or triple their manpower, and we have to guess as to which ones are real,” I said. “While you’re fighting an illusion, the real thing cuts you down.” I had trained extensively with and against teams using illusions.

      “Here, wear this,” Jolene said, holding out charms to each of us. “Dispel-illusion charms.”

      “You came prepared tonight,” I said as I slipped the chord over my head.

      “New job. Figured I should put my best foot forward and show how valuable I am,” Jo answered.

      It was driving me crazy seeing the flashes of fire and light but not being able to see the fight. I knew I could make a difference if I was there, but if I was right about illusions playing a part in the battle, it was even more important to hold my assigned spot and look for the enemy using a diversion to sneak away.

      “There,” Shawna said, pointing.

      I wasn’t sure what she was seeing at first, then I noticed a man sticking his head out of a second-floor window. The rest of his body followed, and he drifted to the ground. Another head appeared at the window.

      “Stay here, and call Frankie,” I told my companions as I took off running toward the building.

      The second man drifted to the ground, and a third head appeared in the window. I drew my short sword and shifted it to my left hand while I readied the spell for the Sword.

      I was almost in range for my ley missiles when the second man on the ground spotted me.

      “Hey! Over there,” he called out.

      I loosed a ley missile at him. Because of the distance, I knew it wouldn’t have much power in it when it reached him, but he staggered. The first man, the aeromancer who was lowering the third man, whirled about. Even in the darkness, I recognized Gavin Edmundson.

      I pushed ley line magic ahead of me and saw Edmundson’s mini tornado burst apart yards short of reaching me. I loosed another ley missile in his direction. It didn’t penetrate his shield, but the man he was lowering to the ground suddenly dropped the last fifteen feet.

      The ground I was running across turned into deep mud at the same time as it started raining. The rain was coming not from the sky but from the grass and trees around me, driven by a cyclonic wind.

      I hunched down, trying to keep myself from being blown over, and let loose ley missiles, one after another. The rain slacked off, and then the wind diminished. When I was able to stand and get my bearings, I saw Edmundson and one of the others running. Of the third man, there wasn’t any sign, but there were two six-foot holes in the side of Harland Hall as a result of my ley missiles. I might have gotten lucky and nailed the third guy. As I pulled my feet out of the mud and started off in pursuit of the two mages, I wondered how I would explain those holes.

      The man running with Edmundson was thin, with gray hair, and shorter than the Hunter. He tripped, stumbled, arms wind-milling as he tried to keep his balance, then he lurched to the side and went down.

      Edmundson changed course to go around the other side of the building toward where Frankie and Bailey had been directing operations. As he cleared the corner, he stumbled, then suddenly flew backwards, head over heels.

      The older guy tried to stand up again, and now that I was closer, I could see why he was having such difficulty. He got to one knee and tried to stand, but Shawna came up behind him and kicked him in the head. Even a shielded mage was vulnerable to the speed and jumping ability of a vampire.

      The guy tried to rise again, but I leaned over and put the point of my dagger on his throat.

      “You won’t be the first man I’ve killed tonight,” I said. “Drop your shield.”

      I saw the whites of his eyes and could make out his expression.

      “Don’t even think about it,” I said. “You won’t make it through my shield, and I’m holding a Hunter’s spelled blade.”

      The fight went out of him, and he dropped his shield.

      “Did they give you a pair of those fancy handcuffs yet?” I asked Shawna.

      “A couple of pairs,” she replied, stepping forward and quickly rolling the man onto his stomach. She pulled his arms behind his back and shackled him. Then she reached in her pocket, and her hand came out with a piece of black cloth. “And some of these nifty head bags.” Grabbing the man by the hair, she pulled his head back and slipped the bag over his head. Standing straight, she grinned at me. “As soon as I pass my firearms test, they’re going to give me a gun, and then I’ll have all the neat toys.”

      “Talk to a detective named Cindy Mackle,” I said. “She has some neat toys that aren’t official issue.”

      Shawna threw the guy over her shoulder, and we went to see what happened with Edmundson. He was nowhere to be seen, but a healer was working on Bailey, who was bleeding from his left shoulder.

      “I didn’t see what happened to the third guy who came through the window,” Shawna told Frankie. “Do you want me to try and find him?”

      “That’s not necessary,” I said, “I don’t think that he’s a problem anymore. What about the Hunters who came through the tunnel?”

      Shawna and Frankie gave me a rather strange look, then Frankie said, “You were right, some of those people were illusions, but by the time we figured out who was real, three Hunters escaped. We captured one man in that mess, but he’s not a Hunter. He’s another member of the Columbia Club.”

      “What happened to Edmundson?” I asked Frankie.

      “He escaped.” She glanced over at Bailey. “Dan tried to stop him but got stabbed with one of those long knives like yours. Edmundson took off in that direction.” She pointed southwest.
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      “Which way did they go?” Shawna asked about the Hunters who escaped the Harland Hall trap.

      “They split up,” Dan Bailey said.

      “We tried to follow them,” Frankie said, “but we lost them. They’re long gone by now.”

      “How’s the shoulder?” I asked Bailey. “Not too bad.” He glanced up at the healer who was bending over him. “A lot better than it was.”

      Shawna drew me aside. “Maybe humans can’t find them, but I’m a lot faster, and I can track them by scent. Magic users are pretty distinctive.”

      The idea was intriguing, and at first, I was excited, but there was a problem. “I can’t keep up with you,” I said, “and you really don’t want to confront them alone because you can’t shield.”

      The vampire shrugged. “If I can find them, I’ll just keep watching until you catch up. I saw what that guy did at Willard’s Green, and I’m not in a hurry to be a twice-dead hero.”

      Jolene was close enough to overhear our conversation, and she moved in between us, putting a hand on each of our shoulders.

      “Josh and Erin and I will follow in the car,” she said. “If you find one or more of them, just send Erin a text.”

      Shawna’s brow furrowed as she looked down at the diminutive witch.

      “She just placed a tracker on both of us,” I said. “If you can find one of them, we’ll find you.”

      After a brief conversation with Bailey and Frankie, Shawna told us, “One of them is headed south, toward the city. I think that will be the easiest one for you to follow in a car.”

      “Following that logic, can you pick up the scent of the guy who stabbed Sergeant Bailey?” I asked.

      “Dunno.” She wandered over to where the healer was still working on Bailey, then sort of aimlessly walked around. When she stopped, she grinned at me. “Got him.” She turned and took off at a lope across the campus.

      Frankie was chuckling as we passed her on our way to Josh’s van. “It never occurred to me that we could use a vampire as a bloodhound. This may work out even better than I hoped.”

      “As long as you can keep her from munching on the rest of the help,” Josh grumbled.

      I punched him in the shoulder. “C’mon, you’re not afraid of a girl, are you?”

      He laughed. “The girls I hang around with are pretty scary.”

      As we got into the van, with Josh driving and Jo sitting in front, she said, “She’s on the move.” Jo started giving him directions. Since they had lived in Westport their whole lives and I had barely been there a few months, I sat back to enjoy the ride.

      We left the university and wound our way down the hill through a residential district. I leaned over the back of Jolene’s seat so I could see the little mirror she held. A red dot showed Shawna, and a green dot showed our location. It was all relative. There wasn’t any map, of course, and I wouldn’t have stood a chance of giving Josh any directions.

      The method wasn’t fool proof. “Take the next right,” Jo said.

      “It’s a dead end,” Josh replied. “I have to go two more blocks to find a through street.”

      “Do it,” Jo said. “Then keep heading west. It looks like she’s heading for the coast.”

      Josh laughed as he took the corner. “Coast Road is only four blocks in front of us.”

      Almost an hour later, after many twists and turns, Josh pulled into a parking lot overlooking the ocean. A sign at the back of the parking lot indicated a trail that looked like it simply led off a cliff, but when I got out of the car and approached where Shawna sat on the fence, I could see the trail sort of zig-zagged down the steep embankment.

      “I don’t know what’s down there,” Shawna said. “Vampires don’t hang out at the beach much. I scouted around a bit, and I don’t think there’s another way out.”

      “There’s an overlook with a kind of gazebo thing,” Josh said. “Big rocks down there and the waves hitting them are pretty impressive. Lots of tourists taking pictures on summer days.”

      “Shelter out of the wind,” Jolene added.

      I looked at Josh. “Let’s hope he’s not also a hydromancer.” Air and water were closely associated, and some mages could work with both. I didn’t know who had conjured that mini-storm that bogged me down at Harland Hall.

      He nodded. “Yeah.” Turning to his sister, he said, “A ley line’s running right under our feet. Not a big one, but plenty of energy to power a storm.”

      “Shawna, does he know you followed him?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I rarely had him in sight. No need to get close. He reeks of mage magic, so his trail was easy to follow.”

      “You two stay here,” I told Shawna and Jo. “Ready?” I asked Josh.

      “I can’t go watch?” Shawna pushed her lower lip out, pretending to pout.

      “I’d rather have you alive to haul my broken and bleeding body back up to the ambulance,” Josh said. “Jo’s a little light for that sort of thing.” Turning to me, he said, “Yeah, let’s do it.”

      There was enough moonlight for us to see the trail, although occasionally the light was blanked out by clouds. Rock walls bordered the way—sometimes only knee high, at other places waist high—so I wasn’t worried about missing the trail and falling off the cliff. Josh followed about fifteen or twenty feet behind me, far enough that an ambush wouldn’t catch us both. The ley line allowed both of us to enhance our shields with plenty of power in reserve for our weapons.

      I was about halfway down to the water when I first caught sight of the gazebo below me and off to my left. The waves pounding the rocks and the shore made more than enough noise, so I didn’t worry about making any sounds, but we would be easy to ambush for the same reason.

      And then I saw him—leaning against one of the roof supports, gazing out at the waves, as though quietly contemplating the meaning of life. Considering how far Shawna had chased him, I wondered if he was tired and catching his breath, or if he thought that was a place to hide out until we gave up searching for him.

      The sound of the waves drowned out all other sounds, so he couldn’t have heard us drive up. I waited for Josh to catch up with me. He leaned down so I could shout into his ear.

      “Stay out of sight until I have his attention. I’ll try to maneuver him so he turns his back to you.”

      “Got it.”

      I picked my way down the trail until I got to a broad, sandy area. The trail became a wooden boardwalk at that point, leading to the gazebo, which was a white, thirty-foot octagonal platform with a pitched roof held up by eight square posts. Half of it hung out over the cliff, which fell about fifteen or twenty feet to the water.

      The Hunter had his back to me, still facing out toward the ocean. I prepared the Sword spell, and as I stepped onto the platform, I hurled a ley line missile at him. My hope that he wasn’t shielded turned out to be false. He whirled around, and his sword whispered from its sheath as he spotted me.

      “Ah, the little girl with the glowing sword,” he said. “Master Benedict’s whore. Did you come to dance with me in the moonlight, Tian? Which of my swords is your preference? We can dance upright or horizontally.”

      “Hello, Gavin, if that’s really your name,” I said. “I think I prefer upright. I doubt that your little sword is large enough that a girl could find much use for it.”

      He snarled an ugly laugh. “We’ll see. I look forward to hearing you beg, Tian. Master Rudolf has offered a fine reward for your head, but I’ll let you negotiate whether you’re still alive when I deliver it.”

      Tian was my middle name, the name my mother called me and what the Illuminati had called me prior to giving me my battle name. I hadn’t heard it in years. It was the name Fritz Schottner and the other bullies had used when they teased and assaulted me. That had pretty much stopped after I finally got tired of the abuse and beat the hell out of one of them when I was seventeen.

      “And where is dear Master Rudolf?” I asked. “Since you won’t live to do so, I would be more than happy to deliver my head to him personally.”

      “Travelling at the moment, but he’ll be here soon enough.”

      I filed that away. Rudolf was notorious for his hatred of airplanes. Sidestepping to my right, I slid around the inside of the gazebo, forcing Edmundson to turn to face me, or slide around himself if he wished to maintain our distance. I drew the spelled main gauche dagger out from under my coat and shifted it into my left hand.

      “Where’s your sword?” he asked.

      “Oh, I don’t need a Hunter’s sword for this dance,” I replied. “It wouldn’t be fair.” I hurled another ley missile at him. “I think magic will be enough.”

      He conjured a mini tornado and hurled it at me. I was braced and ready for it and used ley energy to push it out of the gazebo and over the water. I then hit him with a push of ley energy that blew him back against the guardrail behind him. While he was off balance, I used the time to move farther around the platform. Again, he moved to maintain the distance between us, putting his back to where Josh was waiting.

      I smiled to myself. I had maneuvered Edmundson into a crossfire situation between Josh and me.

      I loosed three ley missiles, one right after the other. After the first one, Josh started hitting him from behind with a series of fireballs. I hoped that Josh didn’t set the gazebo on fire while I was standing on a portion that hung in the air above rocks and pounding surf.

      “Surrender, Gavin,” I called. “You can’t defeat both of us. As soon as you engage one of us, the other will stab you in the back.” With that, I said the Word that called the Sword and light sprang from my hand.

      He chuckled. “I’ve danced with better men than you.”

      “I don’t pretend to be a man. I’ll leave that to you.”

      I advanced on him and saw Josh leap onto the boardwalk and stomp along it. I knew it must be nerve-wracking for Edmundson to face one foe while hearing another coming at his back. I started forward, one slow step, and then another, loosing a ley missile with each step. Josh continued to hit him with fireballs, and Edmundson started looking nervous.

      The thing about depending on a personal shield and a spelled sword was that a shield could be beaten down, even when standing on a ley line. And that same ley line made it less likely that the sword would penetrate the opponent’s shield.

      I thrust my Sword at his chest before I got within reach. He should have realized what I was doing since he had at least six inches of reach on me, but he moved to block the thrust anyway. I took two quick steps toward him, and my Sword slid down his sword to its guard. The spelled dagger in my left hand penetrated his right side under his ribs.

      His eyes seemed to bulge, his sword dropped from his hand, and he staggered away from me into the railing. He clutched at the wound, staring in disbelief at the blood seeping through his fingers.

      “You aren’t very bright, are you? Where is Rudolf? I can call a healer and save your life, but you don’t have much time.”

      Edmundson’s legs gave out, and he slid down to sit with his legs splayed out in front of him, his back up against one of the roof supports. I was fairly certain that I had stabbed him in the liver, which wasn’t an immediately fatal wound. But the gurgling sound I heard when he breathed and the frothy blood spilling out of his mouth led me to believe I had also penetrated his lung.

      Josh approached Edmundson and kicked his sword away. Reaching down, he took Edmundson’s main gauche from his belt, then pulled one of the PCU’s black bags over his head, blocking his access to the ley line. I let go of the Sword spell, and the night got much darker.

      “Should I call an ambulance, or just let him bleed to death?” Josh asked in a conversational tone. He already had his phone out of his pocket and put it to his ear.

      “I don’t know,” I answered. “I’d like to know where his boss is. Maybe we should let him bleed a while longer.”

      Our captive moaned. Josh moved off a ways and spoke quietly into his phone. Then he stuck it in his pocket and walked back toward me.

      In a voice that sounded like he was trying to be quiet but was loud enough for Edmundson to hear, Josh said, “They caught the others. One is dead, but one is talking.”

      “Oh, well then, we don’t need this one, do we?”

      “Train,” Edmundson almost screamed, though weakly. “End of the week.” Obviously, Edmundson wasn’t as fanatic as Schottner had been.

      “Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” I said.

      Josh pulled out a set of handcuffs and immobilized the Hunter’s hands.

      “Did they really catch them?” I whispered into Josh’s ear.

      He shook his head. “I lied.”

      We waited about twenty minutes, but an ambulance did arrive, and after the EMTs stabilized him, Edmundson was hauled up the cliff and taken to the hospital.
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      I went into work early so I could talk to Sam and get the whole story as to what had gone down at Harland Hall.

      “Three men, we assume they were Hunters, got away, in addition to that Edmundson guy you tracked down,” Sam said as I settled into a chair in his office. “We captured four Columbia Club members in total. Someone said they saw Winter escape the building along with Edmundson and Feldman, but we didn’t capture him or find his body.”

      I shook my head. “You won’t. You know those holes in the side of the building?”

      Sam nodded. “Yeah. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like that. It looked like the stone simply vaporized—there wasn’t even any dust.”

      “I call them ley missiles. I grab a handful of raw ley energy and shoot it at a target. I can’t throw it very far, but it’s pretty nasty. As far as I can tell, it reduces whatever it hits to its molecular state. I can probably teach Liam to do that.”

      Sam gave me a rabbit-in-the-headlights look. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

      I shrugged. “Winter was standing there when I let loose on them. I assume he wasn’t shielded, or I hit him with two in a row and the first one took out his shield.” I sipped my coffee while I mulled over the situation. “So, we have at least three Hunters on the loose, and according to the guy Josh and I captured last night, their boss is on a train headed this way. I doubt he’s coming alone.”

      Sam pursed his mouth and rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. After about a minute, he said, “But their local support is broken. Feldman talked, and the cops took five more Columbia Club members, plus four of their friends and family members, into custody early this morning. And from what you’ve told me, the remaining Hunters are essentially vagabonds. Reduced to acting as mercenaries.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. They can’t have much in the way of resources to draw on, other than their personal bank accounts and holdings,” I said. “A lot of them, like me, probably don’t even have that. Especially the young ones.”

      Only one person held the keys to the Illuminati’s wealth, and I wasn’t about to tell anyone I was that person.
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      When I got off work that evening, I found David Cunningham leaning against the wall of the hotel across the alley from Rosie’s.

      “Is stalking your favorite hobby?” I asked as he fell in beside me.

      “I can’t go in and have a drink and talk to you, and you won’t answer my calls, so stalking is the only choice I have.”

      He had a point. I took a right at the corner and headed for the bus stop.

      “I understand that Rudolf Heine is coming to Westport,” David said.

      “News travels fast.”

      “Master Laurent has his sources. If he comes here, I want a crack at him.”

      “He’s all yours,” I answered. “Make out your will.”

      We walked along in silence for a block, then David said, “You think that little of me.”

      I stopped and turned to face him. “David, Rudolf Heine is a blood mage, over three hundred years old, incredibly powerful, and one of the finest swordsmen in the world. I wouldn’t bet against him no matter who the opponent was. Michaela’s vampire sword master wouldn’t stand a chance of defeating him because, like you, he can’t shield.”

      David stood there, looking down at me, and I could tell he was skeptical. I realized that he really was as young as Michaela had told me he was. I didn’t know what kind of training Gabriel Laurent had provided him, but it couldn’t have been as extensive as what I had gone through to enter the Hunters’ Guild.

      “Look,” I said, “the only way anyone is going to take him out is to convince him to eat a meal in front of a window. Then you could shoot him through the glass. The only times he’s vulnerable is when he’s eating, bathing, taking a dump, or having sex. Otherwise, he’s going to be shielded.”

      I turned and continued toward the bus stop. David matched my strides.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked. “He’ll be looking for you.”

      “Maybe. You and I, along with Constance and Gabriel, are the only ones who can identify him. Right? Or maybe he won’t come to Westport at all, considering the disaster his men suffered here. The Illuminati are patient. If I were him, I’d back off and look for another place to set up a base of operations. At the very least, wait a few months or years and re-develop a support structure. The Columbia Club members who the Illuminati subverted are all either dead or in custody. There are easier places for him to go and rebuild his strength.”

      The bus came, and David got on with me but didn’t move to get off when we reached the stop by my apartment complex. He did watch me from the window as the bus pulled away. Shaking my head, I watched the bus dwindle in the darkness. Gods, he was handsome. If he wasn’t so damned dumb, not to mention being an ancient vampire’s thrall, I could be tempted. I didn’t blame Jolene for wanting to go home with him the night he kidnapped her.
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      Westport wasn’t on the main train line between San Francisco and Portland. The train came in from Portland twice a day, and although Frankie had people posted with the description of Heine that I had given them, no one reported any mages disembarking at either the train or the bus station. Of course, it was impossible to guard all the roads, and I assumed Master Rudolf knew how to drive.

      When the weekend passed, I began to relax. There hadn’t been any incidents that might be ascribed to the Hunters who escaped, and Westport seemed to settle back into its normal mode. In fact, things were quieter than I had ever seen them.

      Trevor was back from Seattle, and he was speaking to me again. He dropped by the bar occasionally, and we developed a comfort with each other that hadn’t been there since we started dating. That wasn’t on the table anymore, and Jolene reported that his relationship with Heather was still going strong.

      I didn’t see much of Jolene or Josh as they settled into training for their new jobs, but Shawna stopped by more often late at night. Lizzy was working on some enormous project at the university, so other than meeting for Sunday brunch, I didn’t see much of her either.

      Feeling restless on a Tuesday evening, I got dolled up and headed out to the Nighthawk Tavern near the campus. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t hoping to run into a handsome young archeology graduate student. I always smiled every time I remembered Cindy asking if he was interested in exploring my hidden treasures.

      The band was pretty good, and I danced with a couple of guys but declined their offers to go back to their tables with them. I felt a little more comfortable sitting at the bar by myself.

      My patience was rewarded around eleven o’clock.

      “Is this seat taken?”

      I looked up to see the archeologist. A bit over six feet, tanned, with hazel eyes and light brown hair spilling over his collar.

      “I was saving it just for you,” I said with a smile.

      He settled onto the barstool. “I haven’t seen you for a while,” he said. “It’s Erin, right?”

      “Yes. And you’re Lucas. I’ve been pretty busy.”

      We talked and danced a couple of times, and the next thing I knew the bartender came by and said, “Last call.”

      “Another?” Lucas asked.

      “No, I’ve had enough.”

      “I’ll walk you to your car.”

      “That’s chivalrous of you, but I’m not driving. I won’t turn down an escort to the train station, though.”

      We strolled down the street. I wasn’t in a hurry, and he didn’t seem to be either.

      “I would enjoy seeing you again,” he said.

      “I would like that.” I stopped and turned to face him. He took the hint, put his arms around me, and drew me in for a kiss.

      “Do you have a phone number?”

      “I do. What’s yours?” I punched in the numbers he gave me, and heard a jingle playing in his pocket. He pulled out his phone, tapped on it, then put it away and pulled me in for another kiss.

      “I work Thursday through Sunday nights,” I told him. “So, I’m free most days and Monday through Wednesday evenings.”

      We walked on to the train station where I discovered I had missed the last train. A bus would be coming in about five minutes, and Lucas waited with me. He gave me a last kiss, and I boarded and found a seat. It was almost empty, with only a few other college-age people.

      Just as the driver started to pull away from the curb, someone pounded on the door. A man boarded the bus and paid, then turned to walk down the aisle toward me. It was Rudolf Heine. A chill passed through me, and I shielded immediately. He looked directly into my eyes as he approached, and I froze.

      He sat in the seat across the aisle from me.

      “Good evening, Tian. It’s been a long time. Almost a year, yes? You look to be in good health.”

      I reached in my pocket for my phone, but he held his hand up.

      “Unless you want to see a massacre on this bus,” he said, “please don’t do anything silly. You know I couldn’t leave any witnesses.” His smile would have frozen a flame.

      “I’ve wanted to talk with you ever since I heard you were alive,” he continued. “Tell me, where were you when the City disappeared? Master Benedict was worried about you and sent me to Washington to find you. You weren’t there, but the targets you were sent to kill were all dead. And then shortly after I arrived there, all communication with the City ceased. I sent Bear to see what was going on, and when I received his report, I traveled there myself and discovered it was gone. As though it never existed. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

      “I was sent to recover an artifact from a man in Washington named William Strickland,” I said. “I took the artifact back to Master Benedict. He sent me on another short mission, and when I came home, as you said, the City was gone. I couldn’t even find the road. I walked for three days along a game trail and found the mountain. I don’t know anything other than that. I didn’t know what to do. As far as I knew, I was the only one left.”

      Rudolf nodded. “And you ended up here. In the middle of nowhere.”

      “It seemed like a good place to hide.”

      “There are protocols for when you’re cut off,” he said.

      “Protocols for the City ceasing to exist? All communications down? Everyone you know completely disappears? Not that anyone ever told me. Where would I even start to look for anyone? I am not at your level, Master. I don’t know the secrets you know. How would I know who to trust even if I managed to contact anyone?”

      “That is true, I suppose. Well, now you’ve found me, although I am disturbed by the reports I’ve received. Is it true that you’ve been hunting Hunters?”

      “I’ve protected myself. I haven’t been hunting anyone.”

      “I see. Well, shall we get off at the next stop? I think we should continue this conversation in a more private setting.”

      He reached up and pulled the cable to alert the driver, who soon pulled over to a stop. We were a couple of miles from my apartment and even farther from Rosie’s.

      Rudolf stood and stepped back to allow me to get up and exit the bus before him. As I walked forward, I felt his presence looming behind me. My face must have betrayed the terror I felt because the bus driver turned to look at us.

      “Is everything okay, miss?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      “Do you know this gentleman?”

      “Yeah. He’s my uncle Rudolf. It’s okay.” Maybe when they found my body in a ditch, the bus driver would remember Rudolf’s name. At that moment, that was about the only hope I had. Even if Heine believed what I had told him so far, I still expected him to kill me. I was going to die. I started shaking, and it made it hard to manage the steps. I had to hang onto the safety bar like an old lady.

      I climbed down from the bus and moved away from it as quickly as I could, then whirled around to face him. Thankfully, it being winter, I was wearing pants and not a skirt. The driver had let us off at a corner. A closed gas station was behind me, a vacant lot was across the street, and a small strip mall was in the other direction, its stores also closed.

      I tried to sketch the runes to call the Sword, but Rudolf had me so shaken that I didn’t do it correctly.

      “You look quite nice,” Rudolf said as the bus pulled away. “But you always were good at tempting men. I’m told you no longer carry your sword. Is that because you’re trying to hide what you are, or because you no longer have it?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have it.”

      “Pity. I would have enjoyed the dance.” With a motion as smooth as glass, he slid his sword from its sheath.

      I hit him with a ley missile and again tried to sketch the runes I needed to call the Sword but failed again. Reaching inside my coat, I drew my main gauche.

      He spoke a Word, and his blade rippled with white and blue light. I backed away, continuing to hurl ley missiles at him. As each hit him, he jerked but then came ahead.

      When he drew even with one of the gas pumps, I hurled a ley missile at it, vaporizing it. He didn’t notice, but the fountain of gasoline that erupted did get his attention, bathing his shield and flooding the ground around him. A mage’s shield has to allow air to pass through it, and since I could smell the gas, I was sure the fumes he was breathing must have been overpowering.

      I didn’t have an affinity for fire, but any mage could kindle a flame. Lighting a candle was one of the first exercises we learned. I sparked a small flame in my palm and tossed it away from me as I turned to run. I heard the whoosh of the gasoline igniting, and a few seconds later, there was an incredible explosion as the fire reached the underground holding tank. The force of the blast blew me off my feet, and I skidded along the pavement past the building to the back of the lot and crashed into a wall surrounding the property.

      Scrambling to my feet and peering through the flames, I saw Rudolf lying out in the middle of the street. His sword lay twenty feet away from him. To my astonishment, a young girl with shoulder-length hair walked up to him and reached down. His body jerked, and when she stood, she held her hand out away from her body. She walked wide around the fire and then approached me.

      “Damn! That’s as spectacular as anything I’ve ever seen in a movie,” Shawna said. “Girl, you don’t half-ass things, do you?”

      Sirens screamed, both nearby and in the distance. Cars seemed to come from all directions, screeching to a stop and spilling their occupants out into the night. The blazing gas station threw flames high into the air, giving the entire scene a surreal, apocalyptic quality.

      “What’s that?” I asked, gesturing to her hand. It looked like something was dripping from whatever she was holding.

      She held it out. A human heart sat on her open palm, still beating. My stomach seemed to jump, and I had to swallow hard to keep from throwing up.

      I looked away from her grisly trophy and recognized some of the people who had seemingly appeared out of nowhere.

      Michaela Gallagher strode up, pistol in her hand. “Are you all right?”

      I managed to nod, and saw Dan Bailey, Cindy Mackle, and Josh Carpenter running toward me.

      Nothing made much sense. A million questions ran through my mind, but what came out of my mouth was, “How?”

      Shawna shrugged. “I’ve been following you all night. When I saw that guy hanging around the bar, and then follow you to the bus, I figured something was off. So I hitched a ride on the back bumper of the bus until you got off. Made a couple of phone calls along the way and called in some backup. You want this?” She gestured with the heart.

      “Not really.”

      With a laugh, she said, “I guess it’s more of a vampire thing. You don’t mind if I keep it, do you?”

      “Be my guest.”

      Michaela said, “Shawna, that’s gross. Get rid of it before one of the humans sees it and you lose your job.”

      I watched her tuck it into a fanny pack and shuddered. “Was he still alive?”

      “Oh, yeah. Singed. Stunned,” Shawna said. “The explosion blew him thirty feet in the air. It was pretty rad. But he dropped his shield, and I figured I should do something before he recovered. I didn’t have a stake handy. Maybe I should start carrying a couple.”
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      I wasn’t sure what to expect for New Year’s Eve, never having been out in the world for that event. It was one of the only occasions the Illuminati celebrated, and the entire City threw a party. At the Illuminati Palace, we had a large banquet with barrels of ale and casks of wine. Whole roasted deer, pigs, and fowl graced the tables, and the scene looked very similar to pictures of royal feasts from the Middle Ages I had seen in books.

      At midnight, everyone toasted to our good fortune in the year past, then toasted to our continued success in the year to come. I had read in the History of the Illuminati that at one time, the New Year was celebrated as “a time of revelings, drinking bouts, and orgies.” But by the twenty-first century, midnight was the time when the Masters and Mistresses chose their bedmates to accompany them into the new year and everyone went to bed. In Master Benedict’s case, it was usually plural bedmates.

      I told all that to Lizzy when she came by to see my finished costume, and she gave me a lopsided grin.

      “That’s pretty much what happens here,” she said. “Sam won’t have all the roasted animals, and there will probably be a lot more drinking, but otherwise, it sounds about the same.”

      I stared at her, then managed to stammer, “You mean I have to go to bed with whoever chooses me?” Some of the regulars were all-too-regular about hitting on me, and I couldn’t imagine how any amount of alcohol could make some of them appealing.

      Lizzy’s peals of laughter told me that I’d said something stupid, again, and my ears heated up.

      “You don’t have to,” she finally gasped. “And you can do the choosing. It’s nothing formal, and it’s not required. People just get in a partying mood, and a little too much booze makes everyone extra friendly.”

      “And how is that different from a normal Saturday night at Rosie’s?”

      “Sort of like the difference between a match and a forest fire.”

      “More than Solstice?”

      “For a lot of people,” she said, “Solstice is as much a religious or spiritual thing as a party, at least from what I’ve heard. I’ve never been to a human Solstice celebration. New Year is just a party. The biggest party of the year for everyone—humans, paranormals, and supernaturals. There isn’t a cop in town who’s allowed time off that night.”

      “What about the Fae?” I asked.

      Lizzy chuckled. “They’ll keep their heads down and avoid humans as much as possible. They’re still recovering from the Longest Night. The Fae know how to party. What time are you going to work on New Year’s Eve?”

      “Probably around four. Why?”

      “I’ll come by and drive you.” She held up the dress on its hanger and twirled it around. “I don’t think that’s very appropriate to wear on the bus.”

      I had to chuckle. “Hell, it’s no weirder than what half of the people at Rosie’s wear every day.”
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        * * *

      

      Lizzy came to pick me up, and I buzzed her into the building. When I opened the door, her face lit up in a huge smile.

      “Spectacular! Oh, that did turn out nicely.” She walked around me and then said, “You took a number of liberties with twelfth-century style, didn’t you?” She winked at me. “I did a little research on the styles, both twelfth and fourteenth centuries.”

      “A few.” The bliaut was radically cut, the neckline wide and deep, the sleeves and torso very tight and form-fitting. Master Benedict’s verdict on the dress I had sewn the previous New Year was, ‘tantalizingly immodest.’ The skirt of the current dress fell to ankle length so I could walk and work in it. My hair was brushed out and constrained only by a circlet made from a scrap of the velvet.

      “What costume are you doing?” I asked.

      She laughed. “I considered two different ones. What do you think about this?”

      In the blink of an eye, Lizzy morphed into me, wearing the same dress, straight black hair falling down her back, and with a grin that I immediately recognized from the mirror. I gasped.

      “Or, if that’s a little too much,” she said, “then I could be your lady in waiting.” As I watched, she transformed into Lizzy, but with blonde hair and wearing a traditional red bliaut with flowing trumpet sleeves over a white chemise.

      “I hate you a lot. Do you know how many hours I put into sewing this outfit?”

      Lizzy shrugged. “Yeah, and you don’t have pink hair, either. Life just isn’t fair, but I’m resigned to suffering the envy of others. Shall we go?”

      On the way over to Rosie’s, I said, “I think going as twins is awesome.”

      She grinned and morphed into me. “Twins it is, although if people ask me what my costume is, I’m going to tell them I’m a mirror.” Her laughter put me in the best mood I’d felt in weeks.

      She parked the car, and we made our way down the alley to Rosie’s. At that time of the year, the sun was already sitting on the horizon at four o’clock in the afternoon. We walked through the door and stopped, surveying the scene.

      Liam had been filling balloons with confetti and hanging them from the ceiling all day. Evergreen boughs hung on the walls, and across the entrance to the back room was an illusion of a huge fireplace with a Yule log burning in it. As we watched, Sam walked through the illusion into the front room. He looked around with a satisfied smile on his face until his eyes fell on Lizzy and me.

      “Mother Mary and Jesus,” he breathed. We smiled at him.

      We ate a quick dinner before I had to start my shift, then as I gathered our dishes and prepared to go to work, Lizzy said, “By the way, any men I pick up wearing this costume, I’m keeping.”

      I damned near dropped everything I was carrying, and everyone turned to look as her laughter pealed out over the room.
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        * * *

      

      The back room had been reserved for two large parties. My first surprise of the evening came when Michaela Gallagher and her fifteen dhampir ‘sisters’ came in at seven and I discovered they were one of those reservations. A witches coven of twenty had the other reservation.

      The evening started out slow but picked up the pace as people started filtering in from eating dinner elsewhere. By ten o’clock, things were really swinging. I had been doubtful about all the champagne Sam had laid in—some of it pretty pricey—but as I popped the last hundred-dollar bottle from one case, I was glad there were two more cases of the same brand stacked beneath it. I had also poured more top-shelf liquor in an evening than I normally did in a month.

      About a third of the customers were dressed in period costumes according to the theme. I estimated that another third came in various other kinds of costumes, and a third wore normal twenty-first century clothes, ranging from formal evening dresses to blue jeans.

      Lizzy barely sat down, as a seemingly endless line of men asked her to dance. The confusion over the dancing Erin and the bartender Erin was pretty funny.

      Eleanor Radzinski, my landlady, was dancing with Sam, and the way they looked at each other sparked suspicions, which I tried to shove out of my mind. Michaela was on the dance floor almost as much as Lizzy, and all of her sisters seemed determined to bewitch and befuddle as many men as they possibly could. Josh spent most of the evening talking and dancing with Arabella. The change in him from when I first met him was nothing short of amazing.

      Overall, there was a madcap, frenzied air in Rosie’s that night that I had never experienced before.

      Sam was with me behind the bar when we heard a cheer from the direction of the pool tables. I looked up to see that one of our regulars, an aeromancer known for juggling full glasses of beer, was juggling three witches. Considering that they were all different sizes and shapes, I was pretty impressed. The witches themselves were giggling and shrieking like schoolgirls as they tumbled through the air.

      “I’d better go spot him,” Sam said.

      “Don’t you mean stop him?” I gasped.

      “Oh, hell, no. I just don’t want to get sued if he drops one of them.” I stood and watched as he hustled around the bar and made his way across the room.

      Jolene also spent most of the night dancing, but she came back to her seat at the bar and shoved an empty champagne flute at me. Lizzy slid onto her seat about that time, too. Then a man sidled up to Jolene and said something in her ear. She smiled, set the flute down, jumped off her barstool, and followed him out on the dance floor.

      “Are you still down about Trevor?” Lizzy said.

      What Lizzy saw sometimes was definitely unsettling. I had been thinking about Josh and his girlfriend and wondering what went wrong between me and Trevor.

      “Not really,” I said. “But I wonder sometimes about why I haven’t found anyone.”

      “It’s not you,” Lizzy continued. “He has a thing about needing to be the dominant one in a relationship. The wise older man who’s showing the world to a naïve young girl. And when the girl grows up, or wants to think for herself, he goes looking for a fresh, new girl to impress.”

      “Is that what happened to you?” I asked.

      “Yeah. He was my first boyfriend, and I’d lived all my life in the Village or under the mound. But when I started to figure out how the outside world worked, and I didn’t need him as a mentor, he flew the coop. Just like what he did with you. Naïve young farmgirl comes to the big city. But as soon as he figured out that you had a lot more experience than he thought you did, he manufactured an excuse to bail.”

      That made more sense than I wished it did, but it fit what had happened between us.

      At eleven-thirty, Sam and Liam started hauling the cheap champagne and plastic flutes up from the basement. That was the champagne we were giving away. One thing I always loved about Sam’s Victorian chauvinism was that, while my magic gave me the strength to carry kegs and cases around, he never asked me to.

      A friend of his who was an illusionist stepped into the center of the main room and cast the most incredible illusion I had ever seen. Suddenly, the roof disappeared. Two hundred feet above us, a huge glittering ball appeared against a backdrop of stars. It hung there, twirling and sparkling.

      At eleven-forty-five, the five of us behind the bar started popping corks and filling plastic flutes set out on serving trays, and ten minutes later the waitresses began circulating, passing out the champagne.

      “Can we get a couple of those?” a familiar voice said from across the bar. I looked up to see Frankie Jones and Cindy Mackle standing there between Lizzy and Jolene.

      “Of course. Hang on a second.” I pulled out five glass flutes and set them on the bar. Then I pulled out one of the two bottles of the expensive French champagne I had hidden away and popped the cork. Filling the five flutes, I set one in front of each of my friends and kept one for myself.

      Leaning across the bar, I said to Frankie, “There’s still another bottle of this stuff I saved for Jordan. Stop by before you leave and pick it up.”

      Frankie smiled and gave me a ‘thumbs up’ sign. Blair was still recuperating at an undisclosed location, and no one had been able to visit him, although I called to wish him a happy New Year earlier in the day.

      “Wait for it,” Jolene cautioned, looking up. The next thing I knew, people started counting backwards, “Ten, nine, eight…” When they got to zero, everyone shouted, “Happy New Year!” and the ball dropped from the sky like a meteor, growing larger and larger. It hit the floor of the bar like a feather landing, filling all of the space and lighting the entire room with prismatic colors. All of Liam’s balloons burst at once, showering everyone with confetti.

      The five of us toasted each other and drank. I was about half-lit already—what with people buying me shots all evening—but I was still able to appreciate the smooth taste of the champagne.

      The ball illusion gradually faded away, and then Sam came over and stood by the bar, then turned to face the room.

      “Thank you all so much for coming,” he shouted. “And now, I want to announce the winner of the costume contest. The first prize of one hundred dollars goes to,” he paused for dramatic effect, “Miss Erin McLane. Both of her.”

      Lizzy barked out a laugh. I stood there stupidly blinking at him, feeling my face go from warm to burning.

      Jill urged me out from behind the bar, where Lizzy and I stood together while everyone cheered. Then Sam handed each of us a hundred-dollar bill and said, “Absolutely incredible.”

      The party continued until dawn. First Lizzy, and later Jolene, approached me and told me good night, then each left with a man they had picked up. I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about Lizzy still wearing the glamour in my image.

      Around sunrise, I was sitting at the bar having breakfast and a mimosa when Michaela sat down beside me.

      “Need a ride home?” she asked.

      I looked around and saw that her sisters were all gone. Only a few stragglers were left, and the breakfast crowd had yet to arrive.

      “Everyone got lucky but you?” I asked.

      She chuckled. “And you. I imagine you had your chances, the same as I did. I find I’m getting pickier in my old age.”

      “Yeah, I can relate to that. Sure, if you can wait for me to finish eating.”

      “Take your time. Helluva party. I think I might like living among the living.”
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      I had always known there was a back stairway outside that led to the apartment on the second floor over the bar, but I had never known anyone to use it. My first day back at work after New Year, Sam came downstairs and told me to come with him and led me back up the stairs. I had no idea what was going on or that anyone else would be there.

      I walked into the parlor and found it full of people sitting around, looking expectantly at me. Franklin Jones and two other members of the Columbia Club; the alpha of the South Bay Pack; Eileen Montgomery; Michaela; the leaders of the two largest covens in Westport; a witch I didn’t recognize—a man with white hair and a clerical collar who was introduced as Reverend White; and another witch—a man—sitting with Roisin and holding her hand. It was possibly the most unusual a gathering as I could have ever imagined.

      “We wanted to talk to you about the problems we’ve encountered the last few months,” Sam said as he gestured for me to sit in a chair that completed the circle. He sat down beside me.

      I suddenly felt like a trainee in front of an Illuminati tribunal, a supplicant awaiting judgement.

      “As I’m sure you’ve figured out,” Franklin said, “Westport is fairly isolated from the rest of the country’s paranormal and supernatural communities, although the number of residents of the Otherworld who reside here is larger than normal. That left us vulnerable to the plots of outsiders coming in to impose their own ideas of what our future should be.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Yeah, that was my assessment of the situation in the city, but other than tell people in power what I thought, I wasn’t in a position to do much about it. Were they going to blame me? Hell, I was only the messenger. They were all hundreds—in Roisin’s case, a thousand or more—of years older than me. I didn’t bring the Hunters to Westport; they just took advantage of the situation.

      “What we’ve learned,” the Reverend White said, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, “is that we need a true Otherworld Council to govern the non-humans who live here. A council that has some bite, some enforcement power. So, we’ve come together to create that council.”

      “What we’ve done,” Sam said, “is agreed to create, and fund, a true governing body, with an enforcement arm—a paranormal-supernormal police force, if you will—to keep the peace and investigate crimes in Westport. It’s overdue, but we’ve all been stuck in the past, and it took a threat from outside to show us that we need to deal with modern realities. You’ve really helped with that. Most of us rarely see or talk to each other, but you seem to create bridges between different kinds of people, and we’d like to thank you.”

      I was confused when I walked into the room, and nothing anyone had said clarified things.

      “I don’t understand. I thought the Columbia Club acted as the paranormal council for this area.”

      Several of the people in the room chuckled.

      Franklin leaned closer and said, “No, though I’m sure many of our members thought we did. The club is all mages. We got together sometimes and pontificated, sometimes put some money together to pay someone to solve an immediate problem, but outside of our little circle, no one paid attention to us, or even knew we existed. Then you showed up and exposed us as a bunch of rich, blowhard busybodies.”

      “We’re formalizing the council and setting up the funding to create an Otherworld police force,” one of the witches said. “Frankie’s unit at the DA’s office will act as a liaison for us to the norms, but we’ll be recruiting enforcers and investigators from all the Otherworld communities to staff a true Otherworld enforcement arm. Along with that, we’ll set up a court to enforce our decisions. A clear set of rules for behavior will tell everyone what is expected of them. We can’t afford the kind of recent issues that have exposed us to humans.”

      “Okay,” I said. “That’s good, I guess?”

      There was a titter of laughter around the room.

      Franklin leaned forward and said, “We want to say thank you for giving so many of us a kick in the pants. I’m not sure if we would have ever figured it out and come together except for your indignant self-righteousness at our failure to see and take appropriate action on things that were right in front of our noses.”

      I felt my ears burn. I didn’t realize I sounded self-righteous.

      “I understand that you have a goal to go to college,” the witch with Roisin said. I suddenly realized that he must be Lizzy’s father. I glanced at Sam, and he nodded.

      “Uh, yeah. I’m going to try and start at the community college in the fall.”

      “And what do you plan to study?” one of the witches asked.

      “Hospitality management. It seems like the best choice.”

      Sam looked down at me and asked, “Is that what you want to do? Run a bar all your life? Hell, you don’t need a degree to do that.”

      Roisin shook her head. “What do you really want to study? What is your dream?”

      I looked into her eyes, and she pulled the truth out of me.

      “I looked into studying architecture at the university,” I said, “but I can’t afford the tuition. It would be crazy to borrow that much money.”

      Franklin stuck out his hand with a piece of paper in it. I took the paper and unfolded it. At the top was a logo for the Westport Metropolitan Communal Council, whatever that was. I read down, and the letter said,

      

      
        
        The Westport Metropolitan Communal Council affirms that for services rendered, the Council pledges to provide a scholarship, including:

      

      

      

      
        
        Full tuition, fees, books, and supplies for an academic program leading to a Bachelor’s degree for

      

      

      

      
        
        Erin McLane

      

      

      

      
        
        The scholarship is dependent upon acceptance to an academic program at a recognized accredited United States institution of higher learning.

      

      

      

      
        
        All invoices to be submitted to the Council in care of Jones, Carmody, and Wagner, LLP. Payment for each academic term shall be contingent on evidence of successful completion of all courses paid for in the preceding term.

      

      

      

      
        
        Samuel Patrick O’Grady

        Council Chairman

      

      

      

      I stared at it, reading it over and over. Finally, I raised my eyes and said, “I don’t understand.”

      Sam took my hand in his and said, “We’ll pay for you to go to the university.”

      “But, that’s thousands, hell, hundreds of thousands of dollars to get a degree.”

      “Yes, it is,” Roisin said. “And we expect you to take it as seriously as you take everything else we’ve seen you do.”

      “It’s about as sure a bet as I’ve ever placed,” Sam said.

      The tears blurred my vision, and I tried to hold them back, but they spilled down my cheeks in spite of all my efforts.

      “You’ll note that we’re not including your living expenses,” Sam pointed out, “so you’ll have to work. If you go to the university here in Westport, and we’re all hoping you stay here, you’ll have a job here at Rosie’s. I’ll make allowances for your school schedule, but you’ll have to show up on time and work your shifts, something you’re pretty good about when you’re not busy saving the world.”

      I looked up into his face—his kind, smiling face—and realized that I had found a home.
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        * * *

      

      If you enjoyed Dark Dancer, I hope you will take a few moments to leave a brief review on the site where you purchased your copy. It helps to share your experience with other readers. Potential readers depend on comments from people like you to help guide their purchasing decisions. Thank you for your time!
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