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Night Stalker




CHAPTER 1
I was on my way to the bus stop after my shift ended when I heard disturbing noises down a side street—loud growling and banging and shuffling of feet, not normal for two-thirty in the morning.
Five vampires had two shifters surrounded and were toying with them. The werewolves had shifted, but it wasn’t helping them very much. It was dark, and I couldn’t see too well, but at least one of the wolves was bleeding from a wound on his shoulder. The other wolf was smaller and partly blocked from my sight by her companion.
It would have been easy to keep walking—it wasn’t my fight—but I had been attacked repeatedly by young rogue vampires, and other people had stepped up to help me, whether I needed help or not. They just did it because it was the right thing to do.
I didn’t have any showy magic like some of my friends. No fireballs or lightning or mini-tornados that I could throw at the vamps. All I could do was wade in and kick some ass.
Turning down the street, I shouted, “Hey! What the hell is going on? That’s not a fair fight!”
The vamps and the shifters all turned to look at me walking toward them. All they saw was a normal-looking young woman. I wasn’t even armed.
One of the vamps grinned and came to meet me. “Hey, pretty lady. In the mood for a party?” He was trying to get me to lock eyes with him, and his voice oozed persuasion.
He was faster and stronger than I was, but I was immune to his charms. I pulled magic from the nearest ley line and routed it to my hands and feet. When he came within reach, I cooed, “Ooo, come to mama, baby.”
The vamp’s posture relaxed, and his grin widened. I hit him in the face and caved in his skull, then I hit him in the chest, driving my fist past his ribs and dislocating his spine. The damage would have killed most creatures, but I figured he’d be back to his normal undead self in a day or two.
Stepping over his body, I came in range of the others. I grabbed the nearest vamp by the shoulder and threw her across the street, where she hit a brick wall hard enough to break bones. A push of ley line magic blew two more of them, head over heels, away from me. The other vamp and the shifters stared at me with their mouths open.
“You have fifteen seconds to disappear,” I said to the remaining vamp. He took me at my word. I turned to look at the other two who still had the ability to walk. They picked themselves up and ran.
“Can you walk?” I asked the wounded shifter. He yawned, vigorously shook his head, and limped past me. His girlfriend followed him, giving me a wide berth.
I followed them out to the main street, reaching it just as the bus went past. I cursed, knowing the next bus wouldn’t be along for another half hour. The wolves took off in the direction I had just come from, and I let them go. It was late, and I was tired. I figured I’d done my good deed for the night.
It was quicker to walk the half mile to my apartment than to wait for the next bus. Thankfully, it wasn’t raining or snowing, and the night wasn’t too cold. But walking at three o’clock in the morning near an area that had never claimed to be a high-rent district wasn’t terribly comfortable, no matter the weather. A car drove by, and the driver slowed. I avoided looking at him, not wanting to encourage him or make him think I was a hooker, and he continued on his way.
After another car did the same thing, I decided to get off the street and cut across a vacant lot to the narrow riverside park that ran on both sides of Sloman’s Creek. I could walk along the jogging trail that would lead almost directly to my apartment.
I breathed a sigh of relief when I reached my apartment complex, letting the tension flow out of me. I crossed the park to the back door of my building and put my key in the door.
A sound, or maybe just a feeling, caused me to turn. A person stood less than ten feet behind me. I pulled power from the ley line that ran parallel to the creek and through the apartment complex and braced myself for battle.
The dark figure didn’t move or say anything. He—at least six feet tall, so I assumed it was a man—just stood there and watched me. He was shrouded in a black cloak with a peaked hood that shadowed his face. When I also didn’t say anything, or do anything, he slowly backed away, then disappeared into the shadows.
Quickly turning the key, I hurried through the door and pushed it closed behind me. I climbed the first flight of stairs but hesitated at the top, peeking through the window on the second floor. A dark figure stood amongst the trees running along the creek, watching my building.
A few weeks before, a Hunter had watched my apartment from the same copse of trees, repeatedly testing my wards. He had also terrorized not only me but the paranormal and supernatural inhabitants of Westport for months. That man was dead, and very few people knew about him stalking me. I couldn’t imagine that any of them would have talked about me and the Hunter, but one never knew.
The Hunters’ Guild were the enforcers, assassins, and spies for the Order of the Illuminati, a secretive group of mages who first organized in the early fourteenth century. Over time, they amassed wealth and power, and worked their intrigues inside of governments, religions, and corporations, always advancing their agenda to someday rule the world in a magiocracy.
I had been one of them—the Illuminator’s own Hunter—until I betrayed them, delivering an artifact to the Illuminator that revealed the Truth in all things. That artifact had destroyed the Order, burning their City and all of its inhabitants in a magical apocalypse. Only those outside the City had survived that night, and I had run, knowing that if I was ever found, death would be the reward for my treachery.
I went back down the stairs and walked the length of the hall to the stairs at the other end. After climbing to the third floor, I walked back to my apartment overlooking the creek. My wards were intact and showed no alarms, so I entered the apartment but didn’t turn on any lights. I crept to my bedroom window, looked out, and saw the man still standing there.
I didn’t know what to do. I could call the cops, or some of my friends, and try to trap him. But would he stick around and wait to be trapped?
In the end, I checked my wards again, and satisfied that no one would be able to get through them, I undressed in the dark and slipped between the sheets. As tired as I was, it didn’t take long to drift off to sleep. But the dreams about dark shadowy figures weren’t what I would have preferred.
    
I was about an hour into my shift the following evening when a guy I’d never seen before pushed through the doorway, looked around, then came over and sat at the bar.
“What’s your pleasure?” I asked.
He didn’t answer right away, craning his neck to look at the taps, then surveying the bottles displayed behind me. His survey stopped, and his eyes widened slightly. I knew he’d hit one of the posters with the bar’s rules.
Rosie’s Rules
Cash only—no cards, no checks, no promises
No display of weapons
No loud arguments
No fighting
No release of bodily fluids
No conjuring
No bewitching without the subject's permission
No shifting
All artifacts must remain secured
NO POISONS, POTIONS, INHALANTS or EXTRACTS not sold by the bartender
Killing a paying customer will result in a lifetime ban
His eyes slid back to me. I set a menu in front of him and pointed to the beer list.
“Specials tonight are oysters at half price, the soup of the day is beef barley, and the entrée is beef Wellington,” I said. “Get you anything to drink?”
Newcomers often had a difficult time understanding what they’d walked into when they found Rosie’s. I had, so it didn’t bother me to be patient, and it wasn’t very busy yet. He had made it through the door, though, so nothing on the list of rules should have come as too much of a shock.
“A Murphy’s,” he said, “and a shot of Powers.” His voice was harsh, gravelly, and I thought I detected a hint of a brogue.
I sized him up while I poured his drinks. Tall, with broad shoulders, and a weathered face that was crowned with grizzled salt-and-pepper hair. If he wasn’t a magic user, I’d have pegged him as early-to-mid fifties, and the years hadn’t been easy.
I brought his drinks and asked, “Will you be dining with us?”
“Uh, yeah. Can I have a minute?”
“Not a problem. Take as long as you like.”
I started to move away, but he said, “I heard you have a vampire problem around here.”
I shrugged. “Depends on what you call a problem, I guess.” I personally had run into a number of problems with vampires, but most people were luckier.
“Wondered if anyone is paying bounties on them.” It was sort of phrased as a question, and I found the implication disturbing.
“Not that I know of, and the police probably wouldn’t approve. They get all upset when citizens find headless bodies in the morning.”
He grunted.
After a while he ordered dinner, had another couple of drinks, and paid out. I didn’t think anything more about it until later that evening when my favorite cop came in.
“Business or pleasure, Lieutenant?” Jordan Blair was head of the DA’s Paranormal Crimes Unit. He wasn’t a magic user himself, but he was a sensitive. Late thirties, with olive skin and short dark hair, he was good-looking and also entirely average. I often thought he’d be good at undercover work, because people would completely overlook him.
“Seeing you is always a pleasure,” he said, smiling as he sat down.
I shook my head. “I didn’t know Blair was Irish. I think hanging out here has infected you with the blarney. Coffee or alcohol?”
“A Smithwick’s and a shot of Powers,” he said.
I gave him a menu and went off to pour his drinks. When I brought them back, I asked, “Have you ever heard of people offering bounties on vampires?”
His head snapped up from perusing the menu. “Where did you hear that?”
I scowled at him. “It’s not polite to answer a question with a question. Especially when you’re off duty.”
He sighed. “Yes, I’ve heard of it. It’s far more common in Latin America, but there have been reports of it in Atlanta and Dallas. Why?”
“A guy was in here tonight, and I think he thinks he’s a vampire hunter.”
Blair chuckled. “If only he knew who he was talking to. I’ll have the hamburger, medium well, with everything on it.” He tossed back the shot, took a sip of his beer, then said, “And another shot, if you please. It’s been a helluva day.”
    
Sam O’Grady, the owner of the bar, was my boss. He was a mountain of a man, a head taller than six feet, and well over three hundred pounds. With his bald head, mutton chops, and an open vest over a white shirt with bloused sleeves, he looked like the innkeeper in a medieval play.
When I went into work the following day, I told Sam about the guy who mentioned vampire bounties, and what Blair had said later.
“Lieutenant Blair is either ignorant of the true situation or trying to put a best face on it,” Sam said. “Vampire and shifter bounties are far more common than he let on. I don’t know of anyone offering bounties here in Westport, but if the chaos between the various factions continues, I could see it happening. Someone needs to control the young ones, and right now, no one is doing it.”
A member of the Illuminati’s Hunters’ Guild had killed the vampire Master of the City a few months before. Without clear leadership, many of the young vampires had gone rogue, attacking humans and generally terrorizing the city. Four mature vampires were jockeying for position, but until one of them gained unquestioned ascendance, the situation was dangerous and chaotic.
I didn’t think offering bounties and attracting a bunch of vampire hunters would improve the situation. It would probably make it worse.




CHAPTER 2
George Flynn was most women’s dream. Tall, dark, handsome, and wealthy, always immaculately dressed, sophisticated and urbane. The only problem was he didn’t breathe. George was a vampire.
Most vampires don’t drink alcohol because their metabolism doesn’t process it very well. Within a few weeks of being turned, the majority of them figure that out and stick to blood. An exception, I’d found, was with very old vampires who developed a taste for fine spirits before they died.
George had a taste for fine whiskey and came in occasionally to indulge it and pull my chain.
“Good evening, my sweet,” he greeted me. “Have you given any more thought to becoming my queen for all eternity?”
“Oh, was I supposed to think about that? Darn, it slipped my mind.” I smiled at him. “And what are you in the mood for this evening, other than a taste of bartender?”
He gave a dramatic resigned sigh as he scanned the bottles on the top shelf over the back bar. “What is that Suntory?” he asked.
“Japanese Scotch.” I ran through the attributes of the three different versions we carried, and he ordered the twelve-year-old single malt.
“So, what brings you in this evening?” I asked as I set the glass in front of him. “And don’t give me some blarney about how much you missed me.”
He grinned. “I had a little time on my hands and thought I’d drop in and see if you had heard any interesting news. Bartenders hear all the juicy gossip, you know.”
“I would think the kind of gossip you’re interested in would be more readily available at your place,” I said.
Flynn owned a vampire-goth strip club featuring both male and female strippers. The kind of place where college girls who read too many romance novels went to meet vampires. Of course, everyone knew vampires weren’t real, but I always wondered how they explained away their morning-after anemia.
Flynn shook his head. “If I only listen to other vampires, it’s often nothing but an echo chamber. Barclay has a bad habit of wearing that type of blinders. I find what outsiders are saying is usually more enlightening.”
George Flynn and Rodrick Barclay were the two main contenders for supremacy over all the vampires in Westport. Both were close to two hundred years old and were the ‘children’ of the previous Master of the City, Lord Guy Carleton.
“What do you know about vampire hunters and bounties?” I asked.
His face froze, and his eyes became hard red stones. “Here? In Westport?” His voice was harsh and flat, intimidating and totally different from the light, bantering tone I was used to.
“Humor me,” I said. “I’m a curious kind of person, and I’m trying to educate myself. And no, I’m not asking about Westport, but just in general.”
Flynn relaxed a little bit and took a sip of his whisky.
“Throughout history,” he said, “humans have hunted and killed that which they don’t understand. Vampires, witches, those of other colored skin or other religions. At times, someone whips them into a frenzy for his own purposes. We call that a witch hunt, but the hunt can be for anyone convenient. The Jews in Europe in the last century are a prime example.”
He took another sip of his drink, gave me a furrowed-brow expression, and said, “I’m not sure I really like this.”
“Would you like me to get you something else?”
“Yes, please. The Macallan.”
He handed me the Suntory, and I put his glass under the bar out of sight. Vampires didn’t carry any diseases that humans could catch, and I was curious about the whisky. I could never afford a shot of it myself.
I hauled the Macallan twenty-five—our most expensive whisky—down from the top shelf and poured him a glass.
“Thank you,” he said, taking a sip and then smiling. “Much better. The situation here in Westport,” he continued, “is the kind of thing that provides fertile soil for such a witch hunt. Atlanta and Dallas also lost their Masters to the Hunters, with the same kind of resulting chaos you see here. The paranormal councils in those cities have issued bounties. Not only that, but young rogues have also sparked a war with the shifters in Dallas. I pray that doesn’t happen here.”
I thought of the young vamps I had stumbled across who were attacking those two shifters but decided not to mention it. I had heard estimates that the three packs whose range included part of Westport had over two thousand members, whereas there were fewer than a thousand vampires. About even odds.
“Are you any closer to resolving the situation here in Westport?” I asked.
Flynn shook his head.
I knew that eventually either Flynn or Barclay had to die the final death. The vacuum at the top of the vampire hierarchy had to be filled, and that required an undisputed Master. I was told that two other vampires of lesser power were also contenders, but no one took them seriously. The other possibility was that an older vampire might come in from out of town and take them all out.
Flynn and Barclay had both approached me to help them. I wasn’t sure why, but I had attracted a lot more attention than I ever wanted since coming to Westport. My whole agenda was to keep my head down, feed myself, and pay the rent on time. Lieutenant Blair had offered me a job, Barclay had offered me a million dollars to solve all of his problems, and Flynn had offered me an everlasting life as his paramour.
Call me a cynic, but I had a difficult time considering any of their motivations altruistic. Perhaps if they’d spend more time talking to my face instead of my boobs, I might have taken them more seriously.
After the Hunter had died in Westport, along with two known representatives of the Order of the Illuminati, I hoped the attention would decrease. It didn’t.
    
Three of my friends, who I nick-named Three Mouseketeers in my head, had a business called Lost and Found. They found things, and people, for a price. When they came into the bar later that evening, I could tell they hadn’t had a good day. Jolene trudged over to the bar, and it looked as though she used the last of her strength to pull herself up onto the barstool. Trevor and Josh didn’t look much better—dirty and sweaty and dragging their feet from exhaustion. I thought I detected some bruises under the dirt, and Josh definitely had a pair of long scratches on the side of his neck.
Luckily, they always ordered the same drinks, so I poured their favorites without even asking for their orders. Jolene picked up her shot and downed it, then followed it with a deep slug of her Guinness.
“Rough day?” I asked.
She gave me a bleary-eyed look and said, “You don’t know even the half of it.”
“A shifter’s kid went missing,” Trevor said, taking a long pull on his black-and-tan. “His mom was frantic when she called us, and we’ve been out all day looking for him.”
Something in his eyes told me things hadn’t turned out well. I waited.
“Son of a bitch sacrificed the kid and then ate him,” Jolene said, then gulped some more of her beer.
I tried to think of something to say to that, but nothing came. I stood there and blinked at them like an idiot. My stomach did a flip-flop every time I re-ran what she said through my mind. Finally, I managed to ask, “Who?”
“Some asshole who fancies himself a black sorcerer,” Josh said, draining his glass and slamming it down on the bar. I didn’t even ask if he wanted another, and I made it a double. “He was trying to call a demon.”
“You caught him?” I asked.
All three nodded. “Turned him and his vampire buddy over to the pack,” Trevor said. “Their names don’t matter.” In other words, no one was ever going to see them again, and the less I knew, the better off everyone was.
Trevor was an electrokinetic, Josh was a pyromancer, and Jolene was a finder—she had mixed witch-mage magic like me, although our talents were wildly different. I was surprised the sorcerer and vamp survived long enough for the pack to get their paws on them. Josh had a temper, and I could easily imagine him incinerating the miscreants.
I thought about the kid, and then decided I needed a drink, too. A double. It burned all the way down, but seemed to kill the urge to throw up.
“Thank you so much for coming in and telling me about that,” I said.
“No problem,” Trevor answered, “we like to share. Why don’t you pour me some of that, too.” He laid his keys on the bar, signaling that he didn’t plan to drive.
“Have any of you had anything to eat?” I asked.
Jolene shook her head, her long auburn hair swinging back and forth. “This morning. Puked it all up.”
I went back to the kitchen.
“Steve,” I said to Steve Dworkin, the wizard of a cook on the evening shift, “what can you fix up for three queasy stomachs? Josh and Trevor and Jolene are out there trying to get hammered on empty stomachs.”
He blinked at me, cocked his head to the side, and asked, “Huh?”
“They had a job to find a kid, but he was dead when they found him.”
I saw understanding hit him. “Bad, huh? Yeah, I can fix something. There’s also a potion for that.”
He led me back out behind the bar to the small refrigerator that held various potions his witchy-apothecary wife sold through the bar. Pulling out three small vials, he said, “Give them these, and I’ll fix some food for them.”
I set the potions down in front of the three bedraggled heroes and said, “Drink this. I’m adding it to your tab.”
“What is it?” Josh asked, eyeing his vial distrustfully.
“It’s for your stomach, so that you can keep down the food Dworkin is fixing you,” I said.
About that time, raised voices over in the corner near the dart boards caught my attention. A large biker-shifter was standing face-to-face with a smaller guy and they were yelling at each other. I reached under the bar, grabbing the magic-infused sawed-off baseball bat that Sam kept there, and headed toward the trouble.
When I reached them, it became apparent that the smaller guy looked small simply because the shifter was so large. The small guy was several inches taller than I was, and solidly built.
“Hey!” I shouted, trying to get their attention. That didn’t work, so I waved the bat between them. “Hey! Calm down! You’re disturbing the peace!”
The shifter gave me a glance out of the corner of his eye, but the other guy didn’t acknowledge my presence. I knew better than to get between two antagonists in a bar fight, so I just waved the bat more vigorously.
“Hey! Shut it down! What the hell is going on?” I shouted again.
“He’s cheating,” the shifter said, not taking his eyes off his opponent. “He’s using magic to aim his darts.”
I shot a glance at the dart board, and saw five darts in the bullseye. The shifter certainly seemed to have a case.
“Okay,” I said, turning to the other man. “No more darts for you. Return your winnings, and we’ll call it all even.”
That didn’t sit well with either one. The shifter wanted to beat the guy’s brains out, and the cheater didn’t want to return the money. Both turned on me and told me to butt out.
I took a deep breath, pulled in ley line energy, dropped the bat, then grabbed both of them by the belt and lifted them off the floor. Things didn’t work exactly as I planned. For some reason, I thought they’d stay upright, but they didn’t. It was very awkward and unbalanced, and both wheeled in the air, spinning around and hitting the floor with their heads.
Whoops! I felt my face burn with embarrassment.
Voices around me reacted. “Whoa!” “Wow!” “Yikes!” and similar exclamations, not all of them printable—and then the bar grew silent.
Bending down and picking up the bat, I said, “You boys need to listen better. I said to stop, and I mean it. One more damned word from either of you, and I’m banning you. You got it?”
The shifter gave me a dazed look, nodded, and said, “Yes, ma’am.”
I bent closer to the mage. “You understand? Play nice or don’t play. Now cough up the money.”
The guy opened his mouth, but I didn’t like the defiant look on his face. I shoved the bat at him and bumped him in the shoulder. He jumped, and his eyes widened. That was the reaction everyone had the first time they touched that bat. I didn’t know what kind of spell Sam had used, but the damned thing was scary. Sam showed it to me the first time when I asked if he employed a bouncer.
“Yeah. Okay,” the guy said. He edged away from me and managed to sit up, holding himself with one hand on the floor and rubbing his head with his other hand. I waited. It took him about a minute to take the hint, then he reached in his pocket and pulled out a wad of money. He counted off some of it and tossed it at the shifter.
“What about the rest of us?” a voice behind me said. “He’s been winning all night.”
I gave Mr. Big Winner a tight smile, which in my past had signaled that someone was going to die, waved the bat a little, and said, “The rest of it.”
He blanched, obviously understanding the smile, and peeled off most of the rest of his wad. He handed it to me, and I parceled it out to the half-dozen people trying to claim it.
When I finished, I went back behind the bar, put the bat away, and poured myself another shot. It was not a good night. Jenny and Emily, the waitresses working that evening, were standing behind the bar near the kitchen door. That was the safest place to be if a bar fight erupted, and also kept anyone from going behind the bar and pilfering while I was away.
“Thanks,” I told them.
Jenny gave me a wink. “Not a problem.”
“Who is that guy?” I asked Jenny, meaning the darts cheater.
“Dunno. New in town, I think.”
About that time, one of the guys from the kitchen came out and set bowls of rice with some fruit and bread down in front of my friends with the rebellious stomachs. Then Jenny and Emily gave me a couple of drink orders, and the evening returned to as normal as Rosie’s ever got.




CHAPTER 3
The next morning, my friend Lizzy picked me up at my apartment. We had a standing date for Sunday brunch with friends of hers from high school and college. The usual gawkers came out from their apartments to stare at her when she arrived in the parking lot.
Lizzy’s pink Mini-Cooper matched her hair, which she didn’t dye, as well as most of her outfit. Josh called her the ‘pink popsicle’ for her tendency to dress in pink-and-white emo style, and for her hair. Some of the people at the bar called her Dizzy Lizzy, but it was partly an act. She was working on her PhD in astrophysics at the university.
Lizzy was half-Fae, a seer, and I had met her mother once. While Lizzy’s blunt-cut jaw-length hair looked like a pink mop on her head, her mom’s electric-pink butt-length hair formed a dense cloud that followed her around like a cape.
“You look like shit,” she greeted me. “Bad night?”
“Thanks,” I said, scowling at her. “Yeah, bad night. I’m a little hung over, and I didn’t sleep very well.”
I was glad I hadn’t seen what Jolene had. The images my subconscious manufactured were bad enough, and my dreams were anything but restful.
“How are you feeling?” I asked.
Lizzy had been shot and come close to dying only a couple of weeks before. Although her mother was a healer of incredible power and had saved her life, she had suffered major trauma.
“Feeling better,” Lizzy said. “I still get tired quickly, but Mom says that’s normal and that I should be completely healthy by Solstice.”
She tossed me a lump wrapped in a leaf. Unwrapping it, I found a clear crystal about the size of my thumbnail.
“It’s candy,” she said. “My mom makes it. Suck on it and you’ll feel better.”
Lizzy was the gentlest, kindest person I knew, so I popped it in my mouth. It was sweet, but not as sweet as sugar, and it tasted like cherries. As we drove west toward the bay, I did start feeling better, and by the time we reached the restaurant, the candy had completely dissolved, and I felt better than I had in days.
With a bright smile, Lizzy bounced out of the car and said, “Better?”
“Yeah. Much better. Thanks.”
Most of her friends were normal humans, so we didn’t talk about Rosie’s or the shifter kid. I enjoyed the brunches because it was my one contact with the normal world. The girls chatted about men, their jobs, movies they’d seen or books they’d read, and everything was light and happy.
Afterward, Lizzy and I and a girl named Kathy, who was a witch, strolled down to the boardwalk and watched the waves roll in. There was a decided nip in the air, and the leaden skies that would have promised rain earlier in the year made me wonder if it would snow.
Kathy laughed when I mentioned it. “If it snows, you’ll see this city shut down. It snows up in the mountains but very rarely down here on the coast.”
I told them about the shifter kid, and both grew very quiet. After a while, Kathy said, “You hear about things like that sometimes, but it’s always somewhere else. I hate to think about that happening in Westport.”
“Are demons real?” I asked.
Lizzy shrugged. “I guess it depends on how you define a demon. Some of the Fae might qualify if you’re talking about ugly and malevolent. Liches, bain sidhe, boggles, kelpies, that sort of thing. But creatures from Hell? Naw. Angels and demons are religious inventions, and religions aren’t real.”
“Could you summon and capture a Fae?” Kathy asked.
Lizzy laughed. “You mean, could you draw a circle, chant some mumbo-jumbo, and summon my mom? I don’t think so, and if you did, she’d kick your ass.”
Her mom looked a little like a pink Jessica Rabbit from the Disney movie, only about four-and-a-half feet tall. Despite that, she was one of the scariest people I had ever met.
    
Sam O’Grady had inherited the bar from his mother almost seventy years before I met him. Considering that he looked to be around fifty years old, I had no idea of his real age. He was a powerful aeromancer and a knowledgeable spell caster who had taught me some useful magic. He also had contacts in the magical world all over North America.
When I went into work Sunday afternoon, I told him about the shifter kid and asked him about demons.
“Nay, I never heard of anyone actually calling up a demon,” he said. “Heard lots of ugly stories about human sacrifices by people who’ve tried, but never heard of one succeeding. Doesn’t mean idiots don’t keep trying. The interesting thing about your story is that the mage or witch had a vampire helping him.”
“I thought that was strange,” I said, “but Trevor just mentioned the vampire, and then I got distracted.”
Sam chuckled. “I heard about you breaking up a fight. You might find people are walking a little softly around you.”
I felt my face grow warm. “If they follow the rules, I’m sweetness and light.”
“Charlie Watson is six-foot-four and two hundred forty pounds,” Sam said about the shifter. “I heard you picked him up like a feather.”
“Not hardly. Emily could have done better. I misjudged and dropped them.” Emily, one of the waitresses who worked evenings with me, was an aeromancer who often entertained the customers by floating trays of food around the bar.
Sam roared with laughter.
In spite of my ears burning, I said, “The thing about last night was no one I talked to knew who the guy playing darts with Charlie was. Remember the wannabe vampire hunter who came in the other night? It seems like I’m seeing a lot of unfamiliar faces in here.”
He gave me a squinty-eyed look, then leaned on the back bar with a far-away expression. “You know, now that you mention it, business has been up lately. Not really normal for this time of year. The time between Samhain and Thanksgiving is usually pretty slow.”
I hadn’t been in town long enough to know what was normal, but it seemed that in the past two or three weeks I was seeing a lot of faces I hadn’t seen in my first month working at Rosie’s. Of course, I didn’t necessarily see all the people sitting at the tables, especially those with their backs to me.
That evening, I made an effort to pay attention and counted at least a dozen people—all but one of them men—who I was fairly sure I’d never seen before. That didn’t include the dart cheater and the vampire hunter I’d met before, who were also there.
Around ten o’clock, a vampire pushed through the ward on the door, looked around for a minute, then strode directly to the bar. Two of his fellows followed him and took up flanking positions one stool over from him on both sides.
He was around five-ten, with sandy hair that fell over his collar. The tailored suit was probably worth my month’s wages. He was handsome, enough so that I doubted he ever got lonely, but it was his deep emerald-green eyes that captivated me. I wanted to fall into them.
I pushed a menu across the bar to each of them. The two wingmen paid more attention to the other people in the bar, but Mr. Beautiful scanned the top shelf liquors. His eyes fell from the expensive spirits to my face and lingered there, then did a brief dip down my body, and dropped to the menu.
When he looked up again, he said with an Irish accent, “A pint of Murphy’s, if you please, and a shot of Midleton.”
I managed to tear myself away from gazing at his eyes and cocked an eyebrow at his friends, both of whom shook their heads. I poured his drinks and set them in front of him.
“The specials are a baked half chicken with potatoes au gratin and asparagus, and a halibut steak with snow peas and crab risotto,” I said, then caught myself, feeling my face flame. “I guess you’re probably not interested,” I lamely finished.
“No, but it sounds wonderful,” he said. “I’m Harold Gallagher, but my friends call me Harry. Do I have the pleasure of meeting the infamous Mistress Erin McLane?”
The accent combined with the eyes left me speechless, so I just nodded. No man in my entire life had affected me like that. I shuddered, then turned away, and walked to the other end of the bar where Jenny waited on me.
“What do you need?” I asked, relieved for the excuse to get away from him.
She gave me her drink order, then said, “Haven’t seen him in here before.”
“Me neither. Do you know who he is? Harold Gallagher?”
“Oh, aye. One of Lord Carleton’s. Handsome lad, isn’t he?”
I tried not to look back at him. “Incredible green eyes,” I managed to say.
There were four of Carleton’s children—vamps he had turned and held in thrall—and I should have figured out that Gallagher was one of them. He had my head all messed up, and I couldn’t understand why.
Jenny smirked. “He’s Irish. From what I’ve heard, he has a generous portion of the gift of gab, or blarney, as some would say.” She leaned close. “Don’t go thinkin with your hormones, lassie. Remember he’s a vampire.”
While I fixed her drinks, I took deep breaths and tried to calm myself. Jenny was right, and I’d never had that kind of problem with any vampire before. I was normally immune to a vampire’s persuasion.
I wandered back to where Gallagher was sitting, picked up the fifty he had laid on the bar, and then gave him his change.
“So, what brings you in this evening?” I asked.
“Curious about you,” he answered. “George and Rodrick seem enamored with you, so I thought I should see what the fuss is about.”
I shook my head. “They’re both under the mistaken impression I’m a pawn to use against the other.”
Gallagher laughed. “I heard you were straightforward.”
“I think you mean blunt.”
He shrugged.
“So, you’re one of Carleton’s children,” I said.
“Yes,” he said.
“I’ve heard there are four of you. Who’s the fourth?”
“Eileen Montgomery. She runs Necropolis.”
“So, Barclay occupies the castle, and Flynn and Montgomery have their nightclubs. Where do you hang out?”
“Ah. Well, I’m at the low end of the stick, so to speak,” he replied. “I run the company that picks up your garbage. I hang out, as you put it, at company headquarters and have a little apartment downtown. It’s modest, but it suits my needs. I throw parties occasionally. You should stop by sometime.”
Gallagher pulled out a business card and a stylish fountain pen. Flipping the card over, he wrote a phone number and address on the back, then handed it to me. The address meant nothing to me, and I thought I caught a trace of disappointment from him when I didn’t react.
“Thank you,” I said, “but I’m not in the habit of attending blood parties. I only have so much of it, and I like to keep what I have.”
“Such a small-minded attitude,” he said. “You should consider expanding your sensory experiences.”
“I’m just a small-town girl,” I said. “I can’t seem to wrap my mind around all your big-city ways.”
I moved away to check on the other customers sitting at the bar, and while I was occupied, Gallagher got up and left with his buddies. He left the change from the fifty sitting on the bar, along with a small gold disk on a chain and a note on a bar napkin.
Just a little gift so you’ll think of me. Consider it part of the tip.




CHAPTER 4
I had the next three days off, and as I sat around drinking my tea the morning after meeting Harry Gallagher, I thought about Westport’s vampire problems.
Lord Guy Carleton, the former Master of the City, had been an eighteenth-century aristocrat who fell in with the wrong crowd. He had come to Westport in the 1880s with four of his ‘children’—vampires he had personally turned.
Two or three months before I arrived in Westport, he had lost his head while engaged in a deadly dance with a member of the Hunters’ Guild. That created chaos in the city’s vampire society. Vampires, like the Illuminati, had a very structured hierarchy and didn’t do well without someone in authority.
From what everyone had told me, George Flynn and Rodrick Barclay were the two favorites to win out over their peers and take control over all the vampires in the city. My impression was that they were the oldest of Carleton’s children, and therefore, the most powerful. Meeting Gallagher challenged that assumption. Neither Flynn nor Barclay had felt as strong as Gallagher did, and they certainly hadn’t been able to influence me the way he did.
That got me to thinking about Eileen Montgomery. Her nightclub, Necropolis, was a very popular place where vamp groupies went to indulge in their fantasies.
That made me curious about Eileen. Men always assumed that in any competition a man would beat a woman. And of course, if three men and one woman competed to become the vampires’ Master of the City, the woman’s chances weren’t worth considering.
I had killed a lot of men who held that false assumption.
That kind of nightclub had as little appeal for me as Gallagher’s parties, but I wasn’t afraid of it. Vampires and mages tended to avoid each other. A vampire’s sensuality held little attraction for a mage. What mages would purposely weaken themselves by having their blood drained? The world was too dangerous a place to take that kind of chance. And since vampires’ powers of influence were fairly useless against a mage, the vamps didn’t waste their time on us.
Which brought me around to thinking about Gallagher again. Maybe Jenny was right, and it was simply my hormones reacting to a man who ticked off every single box on my attractiveness checklist. If he wasn’t a vamp, all he’d have to do was crook his finger, and I’d be in his bed.
Then it occurred to me that his bed might be pretty crowded. I certainly wasn’t playing in the same league that he was. His groupies were probably all super models. That thought dampened my enthusiasm, and I turned my attention back to Eileen Montgomery.
Going out to a goth bar didn’t require shopping for a new wardrobe. My Hunter’s uniform—skintight black top and pants—would work just fine. I had left the Illuminati with only the clothes on my back, and while I had abandoned my weapons, I had kept the clothes. With my black hair and pale complexion, I would be right in style. I figured a Monday night shouldn’t be too crowded and crazy, so I made plans to hit Necropolis that evening.
With that momentous decision made, I heaved myself off the couch and dressed to go for my morning run.
    
Westport was laid out on both sides of the river that flowed from the Coastal Range to the east and emptied into the bay on the west. The harbor area was a mix of warehouses, restaurants, bars, and apartment buildings. The downtown area was east of that on the north side of the river, and my apartment and Rosie’s were in the far eastern part of the city on the southern bank.
Necropolis was located on the north side of the river on the edge of a warehouse district east of downtown, near both a train station and a bus stop. My first impression of the place recalled the expression I’d once heard a man use, “gussied up like a two-dollar whore.” I had expected dark and sinister, instead I found an impressive array of neon. I was willing to bet that Eileen Montgomery owned stock in the local electric company.
The bouncers were a pair of vamps, who leered at me, checked my ID, and made suggestions about where I should spend the night. Once through the door, I found my dark and sinister. I wasn’t a vamp, and it took a while for my eyes to adjust. Even then, the place was dark, lit only by dim fake gas lamps in either orange or red. A really bad death metal band was on stage, making it clear that conversation wasn’t one of the club’s attractions.
I made my way to the bar and ordered a faux Bloody Mary. The bartender smirked at me, letting me know that he was aware I wasn’t the real thing and I wouldn’t have gotten a drink with the good stuff no matter how I ordered. While on a mission for the Illuminati, I had worked for a couple of weeks in a true vampire club that served the real thing. The low-end mixer was sheep’s blood, while the top-shelf came from the local blood bank.
Sipping my drink—skimpy on the vodka—I looked around and took in the crowd. Probably a third of those mingling, dancing, or making out in the booths were vampires. Most of them were dressed far more normally than the human wannabes. Girls in LBDs with sky-high hemlines and plunging necklines were common. Skintight catsuits—similar to how I was dressed but usually with far less modest necklines—were common. The guys sported a lot of leather. There was also a wide selection of cloaks, corsets, and billowy sleeves.
Two sets of stairs led to a mezzanine overlooking the main floor, with tables arrayed along the balcony. As my eyes finished adjusting, I saw there were also doors along the wall past those tables, and there were couples occasionally going in and out of them. Some of the people coming out didn’t look very steady on their feet. I must not have stood out because it took me twenty minutes to get hit on the first time, and he was human. I wandered around, mingled a bit, and generally watched what was going on.
One table on the mezzanine was set apart from the others with a lot more space around it. A flame-haired beauty sat there alone, dressed in a long black dress trimmed in red, with lots of lace and frills, and a blood-red overbust corset. She watched the scene below her with what seemed to be bored detachment.
Either I had found Eileen Montgomery, or the woman was one of her children. The air of authority was unmistakable.
Making my way across the bar to the stairs nearest her table, I climbed up to the mezzanine. Once there, I could see that her table was surrounded with black velvet ropes strung between stands. I walked up to the rope and stood in front of her. I was sure she was aware of my presence, but she ignored me for a couple of minutes before turning her head.
“I’m Erin McLane,” I said. “Eileen Montgomery?”
She didn’t react, except with her eyes, which scanned me up and down a couple of times and then stopped on my face. I met her eyes, and we stared at each other.
With a slight smile, she motioned to the empty chair across the table from her. I unhooked the rope, passed into her space, and re-hooked it.
I sat down and set my drink on the table. We regarded each other silently. She was about my height and build but bustier. I had noticed before that even centuries-old vampires had a fortunate relationship with gravity. That part of them not changing didn’t seem fair. She had probably been around thirty when she was turned, an age when women reached their full, mature beauty. She was striking, every bit as beautiful a woman as Harry Gallagher was a man.
“And to what do I owe this pleasure, Miss McLane?” she purred, her voice sensual enough to get a reaction from a corpse.
“Harry Gallagher came by to see me last night, and it occurred to me that you were the only one of Lord Carleton’s children I hadn’t met. Curiosity.”
She smiled. A genuine, non-cynical, thousand-watt smile. “Well, I’m pleased to meet you, then,” she said. “And what did dear Harry have on his mind?”
“I think he was curious. That’s what he said, anyway. Wondering why Mr. Flynn and Mr. Barclay had taken an interest in me.”
“And why have they?”
I shrugged. “I’m not sure. Mr. Barclay was the first to approach me, and I have no clue as to his motivation. I think that sparked Mr. Flynn’s curiosity, and now I have more vampires in my life than I ever wanted.”
“I’m not sure any of us have a clue as to what motivates Rodrick,” she said. “You do know he’s not quite right.”
“Mr. Flynn made a similar statement. My impression was that Mr. Barclay is stark, raving mad, but I only had the pleasure of his company once.”
Montgomery threw back her head and laughed, a full, bosom-shaking belly laugh.
When she sobered and turned her eyes back on me, she still had a quirky smile on her face, which I could see echoed in her eyes. She took a drink of her Bloody Mary, then her eyes narrowed.
“Yes, I can see why the boys would find you entertaining. But that’s not what draws them, is it?” She studied me, then said, “You’re really that young, aren’t you?”
“I’m twenty-three.”
“And yet not. You’re a very dangerous young lady, aren’t you? And wise beyond your years.” She leaned forward and put her elbow on the table. “Or maybe not wise. No. Experienced and knowledgeable, but still naïve and hopeful and optimistic. What is it you really want from me?”
I shook my head. “Nothing, really. I might hope the coming war doesn’t happen, but that’s not a possibility, is it? One of you has to win, or the chaos will continue. I guess that’s what I want. Peace and quiet. The end to the chaos. The end of the vampire attacks on humans, shifters, and other vampires. Because I seem to keep getting drawn in, no matter how much I try to avoid it. I want the end of what is bringing vampire hunters to Westport.”
“Are you talking about Hunters or hunters?” The inflection in her voice signaled a distinction that was impossible to miss.
I shook my head. “Not members of the Hunters’ Guild, although if the chaos continues long enough, it might draw their attention again. But there are a number of people who have come here looking for bounties, and once that idea has been planted, some idiot is bound to decide it’s a good idea.” In my mind, I pushed down the image of my black-cloaked stalker, but I couldn’t discount the possibility that a Hunter was already in the city.
She nodded. “Any guesses as to who might be in favor of that and have the means to make it happen?”
“Have you ever heard of the Columbia Club?”
Montgomery bit her lip for a moment, then nodded.
“Or someone similar to their members,” I said.
I stood up. “It was nice meeting you. If you’re ever in the neighborhood, stop by Rosie’s. I’m sure you know my schedule.”
She gave me that quirky smile-grin again. “I might do that. Good evening, Miss McLane. Do drop in again sometime. I’ve enjoyed it.”
    
On my way home, I decided that handicapping the race to succeed Lord Carleton as Westport’s Master of the City wasn’t an easy task. Carleton had been young for a Master, a little less than three hundred years old. But Westport wasn’t that important of a place, and he’d set up there in the 1880s, when the west was still wild and he hadn’t had any competition. The four children I was aware of were all about the same age, born in the 1800s as far as I could tell—about two hundred years old, give or take a couple of decades.
They had to know that as soon as word of Carleton’s death got out, any ancient vampire without a seat of power would be making plans to land in Westport. The difference in power between a two-hundred-year-old vamp and a five-hundred or thousand-year-old vamp was vast. None of the Westport contenders I had met would have a chance against such an interloper.
What I did know was that scenes such as the one I’d walked into with the vamps attacking those shifters couldn’t continue. I had been told there were five packs operating in the greater Westport area, including one based in a mountain town twenty miles north of the city, and another one southeast of the national park to the east of the city. One on one, a young vampire and a werewolf were about even, but if the wolves came out in force, it would be a bloody mess on both sides.
Then there was the upcoming war between four vampire factions. I didn’t know what kind of jockeying for advantage was going on between them, but at some point, open hostilities would break out, with the possibility that the human population might notice. Since dead vamps looked a lot like any human who was missing a head or had a stake in the heart, that might cause some panic among the city’s citizens.
When I got to my apartment complex, I stopped. The limousine parked in front of my building wasn’t something I expected, and I couldn’t think of anything good that it might be carrying.
I slowly backed into the shadows and then made my way around the outside of the complex, approaching my building from the rear. Mindful of my stalker in the black cloak, I scouted the area quite thoroughly before sneaking toward the door.
“Ah, Miss McLane. Good evening,” a voice said from behind me.
My heart stopped, and I whirled about to find a vampire in a business suit standing there, a smile on his face, and an envelope in his hand. My heart hammered in my chest, and I wanted to kill him. I knew he’d sneaked up on me like that on purpose just to scare me.
“Mr. Barclay sends his regards,” the vampire said, extending the envelope.
I tried to keep my hand from shaking as I took it but was only partially successful.
“Mr. Barclay should try making an appointment or use the postal service,” I said, whirling away from him and unlocking the door. I slipped inside and pulled the door closed after me.
I ran up the stairs, stopping at each landing and scouting the hallways before proceeding. Finally reaching my apartment, I let myself in and sent extra power into my wards, then turned on the light and fell onto the couch. My heart was still pounding.
After I calmed down a little, I hung up my coat, then went to the kitchen and poured myself a double measure of whiskey. Only then did I open the envelope and pull out the letter inside.
Miss McLane,
I have missed you. It would give me great pleasure to have you join me for dinner at my home on Tuesday, November 16.
I have noted with great interest your meetings with my colleagues and should be fascinated to hear about them. I hope you have thought about the great rewards that could be yours should you reconsider my offer of us joining forces.
With my kindest regards,
Rodrick Barclay
My first thought was that it would be a cold day in hell when I next visited Barclay at his home. He had tried to kidnap me and have me killed, and he also worked with an Illuminati operative trying to silence me. Of course, I was convinced that he was crazy, so he probably didn’t see any contradictions in his behavior.
The problem was in how to tell a homicidal lunatic that you didn’t want to play with him. None of my training covered that sort of thing. I just knew that I felt very lonely and wished an adult would show up to make everything better.




CHAPTER 5
As soon as I got out of bed, I hauled my butt down to Rosie’s to show Sam the note from Rodrick Barclay.
“The man is truly daft,” Sam said, gazing at the letter as I dug into my breakfast. “Does he really think you’d show up there after he tried to kidnap you?”
I took a sip of coffee to wash down a mouthful of omelet, then said, “Note that there’s no way to contact him to say I decline. And how am I supposed to get there? Fly? He just seems to assume that my chauffeur will deposit me on his doorstep. Hell, he doesn’t even give me a time.”
Sam chuckled. “He doesn’t say if he’s going to feed you dinner, or if you’re going to be dinner. If the latter, then I guess it doesn’t matter what time you show up.”
I stared at him, aghast. I hadn’t even considered that.
“Surely, you don’t think Barclay considers a million dollars as a ‘great reward’,” Sam said. “A million is just a pittance. And while we’re on the subject, did that other chap, Gallagher, offer to make you queen of his realm, also?”
Luckily, I wasn’t drinking or chewing on anything when he asked me that.
I sputtered for a moment, then calmed down. “No, he was more straightforward. He just invited me to a party so he could screw me and drink my blood. Said I would enjoy it.”
“An honest bloodsucker,” Sam said in a musing voice. “Who woulda thought?”
“So, what do I do about Barclay?”
Sam shook his head. “I have no idea. You don’t want to ask any of his competitors for help, because in their way of looking at things, that would put you under their protection. And being in debt to a vampire is as bad as a debt to the Fae.” He sighed. “You could go up there and kill him, I suppose. The only problem would be getting out alive. While Lord Carleton was very picky about who he chose to turn, my sources tell me that Barclay is actively building up his forces.”
“You’re joking.”
“Ask your friend Lieutenant Blair if there has been an uptick in missing persons lately.”
“But what do I do about Barclay tonight?” I said. “I mean, I can sit alone in my apartment and hide behind my wards, but that’s a lousy way to spend my night off. And the problem will still be there tomorrow.”
“Come in here tonight,” Sam said. “Go home, get your toothbrush, and you can sleep in the apartment upstairs. I’ll think on it and try to figure out what to do about Barclay.”
I knew there was an apartment on the bar’s second floor—that’s where Sam’s mother Rosie lived when she was alive—but I had never seen it. Sam sometimes spent the night there when he didn’t feel like driving home.
    
When I left the Illuminati, I had taken a hand-written book, The History of the Illuminati. To my knowledge, I had the only copy, and I was the only living person who had ever read it. It mentioned vampire wars at least a dozen times, mostly during ages past in Europe or the Middle East. One of the consistent details about all of those conflicts was that the different factions built up their manpower in preparation for the fight.
A vampire “turned” a human into a vampire by draining their blood to near death, then feeding the human some of the vampire’s blood. After three days, during which the person appeared to be dead, most of the new vampires arose—ravenous, nearly mindless, and absolutely in thrall to their parent. Blood and discipline over several weeks brought the mind back to a functional level. But just like human teenagers were driven by their hormones, new vamps were driven by their predatory instincts and need for blood. That made them highly dangerous, and only their parent could control them.
I wondered if Barclay was the only one building his forces, or if Flynn, Gallagher, and Montgomery were also turning victims as fast as they could. Flynn’s and Montgomery’s nightclubs provided a steady flow of candidates.
Humans often became addicted to a vampire’s bite. The enzyme that prevented coagulation also released endorphins and other pleasure hormones in the victim. As a result, groupies—called “thralls” by the vamps, and often called “blood whores” by outsiders—usually provided older and wealthier vampires with a steady supply of blood. Someone like Flynn certainly didn’t hang out in public parks when he was hungry, hoping a stupid coed happened by, and I doubted he was drinking sheep’s blood.
Normally, vampires avoided turning their bloodstock into new vamps. An overabundance of bloodsuckers tended to overgraze the available food supply, and angry villagers tended to notice when too many of their family members disappeared. Thus, Lord Carleton had only four children senior enough to vie for his seat. But those considerations went out the window when a war threatened and cannon fodder was needed.
    
I hiked back to my place and borrowed the phone in the apartment complex office to call Jordan Blair. It reminded me that I really should check into whether I could afford a phone now that I’d been working long enough and I wasn’t living on my tips from day to day.
“Erin, what a pleasant surprise,” Blair said when I identified myself. “What’s going on?”
“I’m wondering if you’ve seen an increase in missing persons. Say, over the past three months?”
“I don’t know. I can check.” His voice took on a suspicious tone. “Why are you interested?”
“Get me an answer, and then I’ll tell you,” I said. “I’ll even buy you and Frankie a drink on Thursday night if you stop by the bar.”
There was a moment of silence, then he said, “I’ll ask Frankie to find out. Why do I have a feeling neither of us is going to be happy about the answer? See you Thursday.”
Francis “Frankie” Jones was Blair’s boss and the Assistant District Attorney whose responsibility was keeping the supernatural world from public notice. Unlike Blair, Frankie was talented, an aeromancer of considerable strength. I had helped her a couple of times, and we’d developed a kind of friendship.
Feeling restless and unsettled, I took the train downtown all the way to the harbor and walked around, watching the ocean and the gulls and feeling the breeze. I ate fish and chips at a little café, then walked some more.
It had been more than three months since I delivered the artifact to Master Benedict that destroyed the Illuminati, and my life was vastly different than it had been before. I was used to structure, to knowing how I fit into the world, of who I was. A Hunter. A powerful mage. A trusted aide and confidant of one of the most powerful men in the world. His bedmate. He made me feel safe and wanted.
Then all of that changed, and I was cast adrift, making my own decisions, charting my own path. And I had absolutely no training and no experience in doing that. I realized that at twenty-three, I was woefully unprepared to be an adult.
Oh, I could function and act like an adult. Sam said I did a great job running the bar, and people seemed to like me. But that was a structured environment. The bar had rules and standards. I had friends for the first time since I was a little girl. I was still figuring out what that meant, but it felt good. They made me feel good. They made me feel as though I was worth something.
But when I was alone, I felt lost a lot of the time. I read that I should have goals, a plan for my life. By the time I was twenty-three, I should know what I wanted to do, where I wanted to be. I had absolutely no idea. I just lived from day to day. And in the back of my mind, always, was the terror that the Illuminati would find me and find out what I’d done. The Hunters would descend on Westport, and they would kill me, and probably kill anyone they suspected I might have talked to. And my soul would go to whatever hell a murderer and thief deserved.
    
Late in the afternoon, I grabbed a bus to the nearest train station, then took it back to my apartment. I stuffed a change of clothes and some toiletries into my backpack and took the creek-side path back to Rosie’s.
Sam took me up to his mom’s former apartment and showed me a bedroom I could use. I didn’t know what to expect, but the place took me by surprise. It was large—the size of the bar downstairs. Three bedrooms, a kitchen, a dining room, two bathrooms, a laundry room, and a large living room, or parlor, were decorated in nineteenth-century Victorian style. Heavy wood furniture, Persian rugs on the floor, and Tiffany lamps. Rosie had lived in style.
“This where you grew up?” I asked.
“Aye. I was born in that bedroom over there and lived here until I was past thirty. I considered moving back after Mum died, but it always felt like her place and not mine. So, I have it for emergencies, or to put up friends from out of town.”
I put my stuff in an empty wardrobe and went back downstairs. I ate dinner at the bar, then Jolene and Lizzy came in, and we moved to a table. Tuesdays were quiet, so not much was going on. I rarely went into the bar on my days off, but we talked and laughed, and I really enjoyed it.
My friends stayed until about ten o’clock, and I made ready to go upstairs, read for a while, then go to bed.
On my way toward the back stairs, I saw Lieutenant Blair come in. He stood at the entrance and looked around. When he spotted me, he immediately headed in my direction.
“Hi, Lieutenant. What’s up?”
“I stopped by your place, but you weren’t home. Is Sam here?” He looked about half panicked.
I shook my head. “No, he’s been gone for hours.”
“Is there somewhere private we can talk?” he asked.
Taking him up to the apartment didn’t feel right, so I led him back to the room where employees took their breaks.
He looked around, saw that we were alone, then said, “Something crazy’s going on. There was an attack, hell, an all-out assault, on The Devil’s Den by somewhere between fifty and a hundred vampires. We’ve got dead vamps and dead humans, and more casualties than I can count. I was hoping Sam and some of the mages here might be able to help us cordon the area off to keep the press out.”
The Devil’s Den was George Flynn’s strip club. I was suddenly a bit light-headed, put my hand on a table and closed my eyes to steady myself. It had started, and I didn’t feel at all good about being right.
Of course, it had actually started with an assassination attempt on Flynn outside of Rosie’s a few weeks earlier, along with the kidnapping attempt on me, and then Barclay helping the local Illuminati kidnap Frankie Jones. But both Illuminati were dead, along with the Hunter they had brought in, and Barclay was left without any allies. He must have decided it was time to push the issue.
Opening my eyes, I saw that Blair still looked on the verge of panic. “I could block off the road and keep people from coming in,” I said, “but that would block your emergency vehicles as well, and I’m definitely not an illusionist.”
I called Sam, and when he answered, I said, “Lieutenant Blair is here at the bar and wants to speak with you.” I handed the phone to Blair and stepped back.
They spoke for about five minutes, and I could only hear Blair’s side of the conversation. He explained the situation and then evidently answered a series of questions. Then he held out the phone to me.
“Hi, Sam.”
“Erin, see if Jack Crawford or Ruby Meadows are at the bar. If so, tell them I would consider it a personal favor if they can round up any other illusionists or aeromancers they know and meet us at Flynn’s club. And if you could come along, I would appreciate it, too. If any vamps want to get frisky, I think you can probably dissuade them from bothering the illusion casters.”
“Okay. I’ll see you there,” I said.
Both Jack and Ruby were in the bar, and I filled them in on the situation. Then I asked Blair if he could swing by my apartment so I could change clothes. I didn’t think the blouse and skirt I was wearing would hold up very well if I had to kick some vampire ass, and my Hunter boots would definitely serve the purpose better than the flats I had on.
I hadn’t realized Blair’s car was equipped with a siren and lights, but we reached my apartment in record time. I jumped out of the car and ran to the front door. Right into the arms of two vampires who slid out of the shadows and reached to grab me. Barclay and his invitation had completely slipped my mind.
Since I wasn’t shielded, the vamp on my left grabbed my arm in a grip like a steel vise. I threw an elbow into the solar plexus of the vamp on my right, but knocking the breath out of a creature who didn’t breathe didn’t have much effect.
They dragged me away, and I heard Blair shout. Recovering from my shock, I pulled magic from the ley line. The power filled me, and I directed it down, to my feet and my hands. I dug in my heels and brought the three of us to a stop. The vamps were thrown off balance, and I brought my hands together as hard and fast as I could, pulling the vamps into a collision with each other.
Pulling my right hand free, I punched the vamp still holding me in the head, crushing his skull, and he let go of me. A kick to the knee of the other vamp sent him to the ground. And then a mountain fell on me as at least four vampires leaped on me, bearing me to the ground. They immobilized my arms and legs, so I pushed magic at them, trying to push them away and free myself. Their strength was incredible, and their holds on me were painful.
I couldn’t shield with them touching me, and although I was dealing out some punishment, so were they. A punch under my ribs was a lot more effective than one of my blows were to them, and I gasped for air. Fingers curled in my hair and slammed my head against the pavement. But it was the feel of a tongue on the inside of my thigh that spurred me to a renewed effort.
The sound of a gunshot concurrent with one of the vamp’s head exploding caught all of our attention. A second gunshot and another exploding head caused two of my assailants to leap away from me.
As I struggled to beat the remaining vamps with my magic, I heard a third shot and then a muffled cry of pain.
I freed one leg and kicked the vamp holding my other leg. He flew backwards out of my sight. I rolled away, ripping myself out of my captors’ hold. A kick to the head took out one vamp, and a roundhouse kick took out the knees of another.
Without waiting to engage any more of the vamps who had been holding me, I whirled and leaped toward Blair’s car.
A vamp held the cop against his car, one hand in Blair’s hair, and the other pinning his arm. The vamp’s mouth was against Blair’s neck, and I saw the horror in the lieutenant’s eyes.
With a punch to the vampire’s back, I snapped his spine. As he arched his back, I grabbed his head with my hands, twisted it, and broke his neck. I noted the blood on the vamp’s mouth.
Blair’s pistol lay on the ground. I snatched it up and turned. Two vampires leaped at me, and I shot them both, the explosive incendiary rounds blowing both of them backward.
Three of the vampires who attacked me still appeared to be mobile. I aimed carefully and shot one of them in the head. The other two ran toward a black car parked two buildings down from mine.
Rather than try to shoot either of the runners, who really were too fast to track accurately, I aimed at the front-seat window of the car and fired twice. The window shattered, and then a fire sprung up inside the car. A man—a vampire, I assumed—opened the driver’s side door and rolled out onto the pavement. The two vampires running away grabbed him on their way past and carried him off into the darkness.
Turning back to Blair, I saw he was still upright and his eyes were open. He clutched his bleeding neck with one hand.
“Give me another clip,” I said.
He blinked at me, then fumbled at the pocket of his suit coat. I knocked his hand out of the way and reached into the pocket, pulled out an ammunition clip, and traded it with the empty clip in the pistol.
I still held the ley line magic in my hands, so I ripped the sleeve off his coat, folded it, and pressed it against his neck.
“Hold this. Okay?”
He did as I told him, and then slumped, sliding down the side of the car to sit on the ground.
“Are you all right?” I practically screamed at him, frantic with worry. “Talk to me, Blair! Tell me you’re okay!”
“I’ll live,” he said.
Relief flooded through me. I’d gotten to him before the vamp tore either the carotid artery or the jugular vein, either of which would have been fatal.
I looked up and saw lights in Eleanor’s apartment and the office. Assured that she was probably calling someone, I scanned for more trouble, holding Blair’s pistol with both hands and ready to shoot anything that jumped at me.
“You shoot pretty damned good for a girl,” Blair said.
I turned to look at him and saw him trying to smile. My eyes misted a little, and I used one hand to rub them and clear my sight.
“Beginner’s luck,” I told him.
“You’re so full of bullshit sometimes,” he answered. “You don’t expect me to believe that, do you?”
“No, not really.”
He barked a laugh, then flinched with pain.
The sound of sirens in the distance grew louder.




CHAPTER 6
The paramedics dressed Blair’s wound and put him into an ambulance. I sat on the curb watching as cops loaded the vamps into a special paddy wagon converted from an armored car.
An orange-haired witch walked up to me—Detective Mackle, one of Blair’s people.
“You look like shit,” she said.
I surveyed myself. I hurt all over. My blouse was torn, revealing my bra to anyone who looked at me, and my skirt had been ripped completely off, leaving my bottom half clothed only in panties and ripped pantyhose. I had no idea where my shoes were. I mourned that skirt. I had few clothes other than t-shirts, jeans, and the clothes I wore to work. The skirt was only a week old, and that was the first time I’d worn it.
“I’ve been told that before,” I replied, “but at least I don’t have orange hair.”
She laughed and crouched down next to me. Reaching out and grasping my wrist, she held up my arm so she could see it better. I winced at her fingers’ light pressure. My whole forearm was one big bruise.
“I think we should take you in to the emergency room and have you looked at,” Mackle said.
“I’d rather see a healer.”
She nodded. “I copy that, but I don’t happen to have one in my hip pocket. You know anyone I can call?”
I shook my head. “Can I at least get some clothes?” I might not have been much to look at, but a number of male cops were looking anyway.
Mackle glanced around at the men staring at us. “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea. Need some help?”
I stuck out my other hand, and she pulled me to my feet. My purse was lying near the front door of the building, and I found my key. The two flights of stairs seemed to be a lot longer and steeper than I remembered, but eventually I limped down the hall to my apartment. After I unlocked it and lowered my ward, Mackle followed me in.
The pantyhose went in the trash, but I figured the blouse would make a good cleaning rag after it was washed. Looking at myself in the mirror, I had a hard time finding flesh that wasn’t bruised. I pulled on a t-shirt and a pair of my work slacks because they were looser than my jeans. Then we spent what seemed like hours climbing down the stairs to the ground floor.
When I sat in Mackle’s car, I discovered that my bruises and pain included parts of me I couldn’t see. I leaned back in the seat gingerly and found a lump on the back of my head that sent flashes of pain shooting from it when I touched it.
“What happened?” she asked as we pulled out onto the street.
“I asked Blair to take me home to change before we went out to The Devil’s Den. When I got out of his car, the vamps ambushed me and tried to drag me to their car. They grabbed me before I could shield.”
“Any idea why?”
“Rodrick Barclay doesn’t take rejection well.”
“What?” She turned to glance at me, then faced the road again.
“He asked me to dinner tonight, and I stood him up.”
“Well, that wasn’t very friendly of you.”
“I know, but he’s not my type. How big a mess was it at Flynn’s place?”
“Total chaos. At least three humans dead and seventeen in the hospital with various injuries. Dead vamps all over the place.” She sighed. “Maybe some of them aren’t dead, but they would be if they were human. No way for us to even figure out who the two sides are. They weren’t wearing name tags.”
“Is Flynn okay?”
“Yeah, he survived.”
“Then the whole thing was a waste of time. The only purpose for that kind of attack would be to kill him.”
“Not for lack of trying,” Mackle said. “Tried to burn his club. We got the fire put out, but it will be months before he can reopen.”
“I hope he had insurance that covers vampire attacks.”
Mackle laughed. “You’re funny, ya know?”
“It helps with the tips when you’re a bartender. The press show up?”
She sobered. I waited while she took an on-ramp to the freeway. Once she had merged with traffic, she said, “Oh, yeah. TV, radio, newspapers, including helicopters. Then some mages showed up and cast an illusion over the whole thing, turning it into a warehouse fire. The official word is there was a gas explosion. I don’t know what we’re going to do about all the witnesses inside the place.”
“I’m sure there’s a spell that can make them forget it all.”
She shot me a sharp look. “Yeah, probably, but my ethics don’t stretch that far. If Frankie’s do, then I’ll probably have to look for another job.”
I had been raised with the Illuminati’s ethics, and Mackle’s response took me by surprise. The Illuminati would have wiped people’s memories without a second thought.
“Even if it exposes the shadow world to normals?” I asked.
“I took this job to help people, not cause them more harm,” she answered.
That gave me something to think about, and my respect for Detective Mackle went up about a thousand percent. I decided I should spend some time learning about ethics and morality, and examining the differences between what was considered normal and how I was raised.
“So, what do you do?” I asked.
“I’ve no idea,” she said. “That’s above my pay grade. What I can’t figure out is why the vamps would do that. Humans knowing about all of us is probably worse for the vampires than it would be for witches or mages. Normal people might be suspicious of us, but they’ll be scared of the vamps.”
“With good reason. You and I don’t eat them. As to what the vamps are doing, I think it’s all Rodrick Barclay, and he’s crazy,” I said. “He needs to be stopped.”
The doctors at the hospital took a bunch of x-rays, gave me a day’s supply of painkillers and some cream to rub on the bruises, and told me to take an ice bath for two or three days. I resolved to find a real healer. The experience left me convinced that human doctors were descendants of the Inquisition. I was pretty sure a shaman in the third world could have done better.
Mackle waited for me so she could drive me home.
“Can you take me to Rosie’s?” I asked her.
She pursed her lips, then said, “I’m not sure a drink is a good idea with those painkillers.”
I started to shake my head, but it hurt. “Not alcohol. We sell a number of potions and poultices. I trust those a lot more than what those quacks gave me. At least I know who made them. Besides, I’m not staying at my place tonight. I’ve had enough of vampires for one evening.”
The bartender working the night shift was a witch, and she was very familiar with the mini-apothecary shop we hid under the bar. She pulled a selection of potions and poultices for me and marked them on the inventory sheet.
“I don’t have that much money,” I protested, looking at the bagful of stuff she put together.
“You can pay for them as you get the cash,” she said. “If you don’t use them all, bring the unopened ones back. Steve won’t mind.”
I thanked Detective Mackle and bid her a good night, then went upstairs to Sam’s apartment. Following the bartender’s instructions, I downed three of the potions, split one of the poultices into four parts and taped them to the worst of my injuries, then fell into bed. Sleep enveloped me, and I didn’t even dream.
    
The bedroom Sam put me in had one of the few windows in the apartment, and I opened my eyes to bright morning sunlight streaming into the room. I sat up and was pleasantly surprised that I could. I ached, but the debilitating pain of the previous night was gone. Whatever was in those potions was pretty damned effective. The major thing I felt was ravenous. There was a huge hole in my stomach that was screaming to be filled.
I crawled out of bed and took a long hot shower. My bruises weren’t as swollen and had started turning that ugly yellow-purple-black that bruises do as they fade. I put on the clothes I’d brought with me and went downstairs. Sam was behind the bar, and he smiled as I sat down.
“How do ya feel, lassie?” he asked.
“Pretty good, considering how bad I felt last night.”
Sam chuckled. “You mean Wednesday morning. It’s Thursday. You’ve been out for the past thirty hours.”
I blinked at him, then had the presence of mind to shut my mouth.
“Uh, Thursday?” I wondered what in the hell was in those potions.
“Are you hungry?”
“Starving. I think my stomach is ready to divorce me.”
“Full Irish?”
I nodded. “With a large orange juice, please.” Rosie’s full Irish breakfast was about fourteen hundred calories, and that seemed like a good place to start.
While I waited for my food, Sam told me about the festivities I’d missed at The Devil’s Den on Tuesday night. A lot of it I had already heard from Detective Mackle.
“Lieutenant Blair was discharged from the hospital this morning,” Sam said. “Frankie Jones came by last night to see how you were doing and said Blair was fine. The vamp who attacked him only did some superficial damage, but he’ll have a scar to remember it by.”
“Did you see Flynn?” I asked.
“Yes, I had a chance to speak with him. Fit to be tied, he was. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one of the bloodsuckers so angry. Usually, they just get silent and cold when they’re pushed too far, but he was beyond that. I wouldn’t take a bet that both he and Barclay survive past the end of the week.”
A customer came in and leaned on the bar. Sam strolled over and waited on him. While he was gone, one of the kitchen boys brought out my breakfast and I dug in.
“What did I miss while I was asleep?” I asked when Sam came back. “Did The Devil’s Den hit the news? Any word of attacks on either Gallagher or Montgomery?”
“Nay. Now that you mention it, though, it wouldn’t surprise me. The fire was on the news, including television, but Frankie Jones is one helluva liar.”
“If either Gallagher or Montgomery have any brains, they should be considering an alliance and offering fealty to Flynn,” I said. “I can’t imagine having to live under Barclay.”
Sam shrugged. “From what I’ve heard, a lot of the really old vamps are crazy. Barclay just seems to be getting an early start. Something about the vampire personality makes them more comfortable with insanity than with uncertainty. They’d rather have a madman controlling their lives than have no chieftain at all.”
He leaned down with his elbows on the bar. “And keep in mind, lassie, you see only the face Flynn wants you to see. You don’t know how he treats those who are in thrall to him. Vampires are cruel as much to their own kind as they are to their prey.”
I knew that Sam had to be over a hundred, possibly a lot older than that. His mother had come to the U.S. in 1854 as a grown woman and died a hundred years later. The Illuminati had trained me from adolescence to respect and listen to my elders, and Sam was the wisest person I knew. I took his warning and thought hard about it while I finished my meal.




CHAPTER 7
Sam offered me the night off, but I told him I would work. Mackle had told the emergency room to send the bill to the DA’s office, attention Francis Jones, but I didn’t know if they would pay it or I’d still get hit with it. That and the potions would put a serious dent in my bank account.
After discussing those potions with Sam, I went back upstairs and drank half a vial from two of them, then took a nap. When I woke again, Sam drove me over to my apartment, where I packed more clothes in my suitcase and then we went back to the bar so I could change for my shift.
Luckily, the bottoms of my feet were unharmed, and standing was actually more comfortable than sitting down.
About an hour after dark, Harry Gallagher walked in and took a seat at the bar.
“Just couldn’t stay away?” I said in greeting. “I’m flattered. Or is it just our whiskey selection?”
He laughed. “A little bit of both. A glass of Midleton, please.”
I poured him a shot in one of our special glasses Sam kept for top-shelf spirits and set it down. He picked it up and spent a full minute inhaling the scent with his eyes closed.
“Sometimes, one must savor those things that make life worth living,” he said.
He opened his eyes—those incredible deep green eyes—and turned them on me. “How are you doing? I heard you had a bit of a dustup the other night.”
I wasn’t sure whether to be more entranced with his eyes or his accent. I took a deep breath and said, “And where would you be hearing such gossip? Draped over the backyard fence whilst hanging your laundry?” My Irish accent wasn’t that good, but I had spent six months in Ireland on an Illuminati mission, and from listening to Jenny and Sam so much, I thought I had the lilt and cadence down pretty well.
Gallagher must have thought so, too, because he laughed. “Oh, a wee little birdie dropped by and told me.” His face grew serious. “You seem to be all right, save for that spot on your cheek. Were you hurt?”
I shrugged. “Banged up a little bit. Bruised. Nothing that a few potions and some time won’t fix. I am surprised to see you out, though. I would think you’d be hunkered down and staying close to home.”
“Considering some people’s willingness to exceed the bounds of propriety, I’m not sure it matters,” Gallagher said and took a sip of his whiskey. “Obviously Rodrick doesn’t consider an invitation necessary before coming to call.”
“So, it’s not just me who thinks Barclay was responsible,” I said.
Gallagher snorted. “I certainly have nothing to gain by pissing Flynn off, and it’s not Eileen’s style.”
“Oh? What is Miss Montgomery’s style?” I asked.
He smirked at me. “She’d hire someone like you to slip into Rodrick’s bed and stake him at dawn.”
“Why, Mr. Gallagher, I do find that incredibly offensive,” I said in my best Southern drawl—which probably wasn’t very good, but I’d seen Gone with the Wind only once.
He took another sip of his whiskey and winked at me over the rim of the glass. “Miss Scarlett,” he said, “your sense of humor is showing.”
As long as he was in a good mood, I decided to take a chance.
“I read somewhere that when vampires go to war, they increase the number of,” I almost said victims but caught myself, “people that they turn. Is that true?”
Gallagher’s deep green eyes—like pools I could fall into and drown—went flat, and his body stiffened. His lips twitched, as though he was contemplating biting me for my impertinence, and I could almost feel the anger my question had caused rolling off him. Then he relaxed, but his eyes didn’t change.
“What a quaint idea. Now, why would we do that?”
I knew a vampire couldn’t feel mage magic, so I shielded before I said, “Increase the cannon fodder? I doubt seriously that Barclay sent any of his favorites into battle against Flynn.”
Before he could answer, I was distracted by someone entering the club, and he turned to see what I was looking at.
I always felt a brush of magic when people came into the club, an artifact of the magical ward Sam had cast on the door. I glanced over to the door and was surprised to see Frankie Jones and Detective Mackle. Frankie headed straight for the bar but faltered as she saw Gallagher. She recovered quickly, though, and chose a seat that left two empty stools between them. Mackle sat on her far side.
Frankie was the kind of woman who radiated self-confidence. At six feet tall and athletic, with dark-brown skin, she stood out anywhere she went.
“What can I get you, ladies?” I asked.
“A cosmo for me,” Frankie said.
I raised an eyebrow at Mackle. “Margarita.”
As I turned away to mix their drinks, I heard Frankie say, “I would think you’d be staying in, helping your employees stack sandbags.”
“Good evening, Frankie,” Gallagher said in return. “Nice to see you out and about.”
I glanced back toward them and saw Gallagher down his drink, drop some bills on the bar, and walk out.
“Are you and Mr. Gallagher old friends?” I asked as I served the ladies their drinks.
Frankie chuckled. “When I was a prosecutor, I took him to court for bribing city officials to get a waste-hauling contract, and made sure all the court appearances were in the middle of the day. We ended up winning a six-million-dollar settlement, but I didn’t get a criminal conviction. Shall we say, he’s not my biggest fan.”
“Frankie, you’ll never get any dates if you’re mean to the boys,” I said with a grin.
Frankie grinned back and Mackle laughed.
Mackle watched Gallagher until he disappeared through the door, then swung back around and said, “You gotta admit, though, he is top-notch eye candy.”
“Oh,” Frankie said, “I’ve seen other men that good-looking, and without the baggage.”
“Name one,” Mackle said.
Frankie shrugged. “I don’t know. The magazines didn’t name the models in the ads.”
We laughed, and then I asked, “Are you ladies dining with us tonight?” Receiving two nods, I handed them menus and moved down the bar to fill other customers’ orders.
After Frankie and Mackle finished their dinners, I cleared their dishes and asked, “How’s Lieutenant Blair doing?”
“He’s on leave for a week,” Frankie said. “Damned vamp took a chunk out of his neck, and the doctors ordered him to rest. And you? You seem to have recovered rather well, considering what Cindy told me about your injuries.”
“Cindy?”
Mackle grinned and toasted me with her glass. “That’s me.”
“Oh. Well, the potions I took did a pretty good job of healing me, but I’m still rather sore, and it will take a while for all the bruises to fade. But if it wasn’t for Blair, I have no idea where I’d be, or what condition I would be in.”
“Well,” Frankie said, “I got that information on missing persons that you asked Blair about. Starting around four or five months ago, there has been a spike in reports, and it’s not getting better. So, why did you ask about it?”
I told them about my theory that the vampire contenders for control of the city were recruiting and turning new vampires.
“I’m willing to bet that a lot of those people who went missing tended to hang out either at The Devil’s Den or at Necropolis,” I said. “I’m rather curious as to what you do if a person is reported missing, and they later turn up sporting a new set of fangs. Do you arrest the vamp who turned them for murder?”
“I wish,” Mackle said.
Frankie shook her head. “Technically, they aren’t dead, since vampires don’t exist. There isn’t anything in our laws forbidding what they do, unless we can catch them during the first three days. And then the case would fall apart when the new vamp rises. We just hope they don’t go munching on their old family and friends.”
“Does anyone know how many vampires there are in this area?” I asked.
Mackle shook her head. “A year ago, someone estimated about five hundred. I don’t know where he got that number. We had forty or fifty attacks reported last year. But we’ve had over two thousand attacks in the past five months, and you know that most of those were by the newly-turned.”
    
Trevor came in later that night. He said he’d been by the bar a couple of times while I slept, but Sam wouldn’t let anyone disturb me.
He hinted around asking me for a date, as he sometimes did, and I put him off again, as I always did. I liked him a lot, but my attraction for Harry Gallagher had me confused. I had no problem turning down Flynn’s advances, so why did Gallagher affect me so much? The only man I’d actually been on a date with was Lieutenant Blair, but I had held him at arm’s length after that.
But Trevor was funny and interesting, and we sometimes went out for pizza together. He had found out that Jolene was giving me spell-casting lessons, and just happened to drop by her place when I was there. And she kept pushing me to go out with him. But as much as I was drawn to him, in the back of my mind I was afraid. Suppose it didn’t work out with us and I lost him as a friend?
I talked to him about the vampires ‘recruiting’ new members and what Mackle had said about the ramp-up in attacks.
“She’s just talking about attacks on norms,” he said. “There are gangs of vamps giving the shifters a lot of grief, and those don’t get reported. The three major shifter packs here are talking about coordinating and doing something about it.”
“Lizzy told me once that the Fae are concerned about the chaos,” I said. Trevor was one of the few people I could talk to about the Fae. He and Lizzy had been a couple at university, and he knew her family.
His head jerked, and he stared at me. “That’s not good.”
“I know.”
Despite some of the Fae looking like people and the fact that they could even interbreed with people, their thinking was very different. People talked about vampires being immortal, but few were even a thousand years old. A lot of the Fae still held personal grudges against Jesus for starting a new religion that encroached on their sovereignty. They didn’t think the way we did, and their motivations were a complete mystery to most other thinking creatures.




CHAPTER 8
I talked to Sam the following morning, and we decided that until the whole vampire mess settled down, I should just stay at the apartment over the bar. I called Trevor, and he drove over to help me move.
It wasn’t like I had a lot of stuff, but I did have more clothes than when I arrived in Westport with one suitcase, a small backpack, and my purse. I also packed some of my dishes and emptied my refrigerator. The dishes in Sam’s apartment were obviously his mother’s, and I was afraid to touch her fine eighteenth-century Chinese porcelain. My magic couldn’t patch that sort of thing back together.
While I had shed my weapons when I left the Illuminati, I had kept my tool belt, with all its pockets and attachments. When I killed the Hunter who stalked me the month before, I stripped him of his weapons. His sword had broken, but his secondary weapon and dart gun I kept as I thought they might come in handy with all the vampire activity going on. His second blade was an eighteen-inch long knife, or short sword, often called a main gauche or parrying dagger. Spell-forged, it was capable of cutting through a personal shield and decapitating a person if you could get close enough.
The Hunters hadn’t taught me to cook or use a smartphone, but a Hunter in the field had to be her own armorer, and I knew how to sew, both cloth and leather. Using pieces of the Hunter’s tool belt and harness, I had created a sling for the sword’s scabbard and sewed it inside my coat so the sword hung under my left armpit. When I put on the coat and looked at myself in the mirror, I couldn’t tell the sword was there.
While Trevor took a box down to the car, I retrieved the weapons from my closet. He came back as I was finishing, and I turned to face him.
“How do I look?” I asked.
“Beautiful.”
“No, silly, I’m not fishing for compliments. The coat. Does it look natural?”
His brow furrowed, and he watched as I turned one way and then the other.
“I give up,” he said. “What am I supposed to be looking at?”
I opened the coat so he could see the weapons hidden there, and he grinned.
“Nicely done,” he said. “Where did you get that pig sticker?”
Holding my finger to my lips, I whispered, “From the Hunter, but nobody knows I have it.”
“And you trust me?”
I pulled him into a hug and kissed his cheek. “Yes, I trust you.”
When I dropped by the office to tell my landlady what I was doing, Eleanor asked, “Is this a permanent move?”
“Oh, no. Just temporary until things are safe. Sam never mentioned me living there long term. Besides, I don’t want to spend my whole life in a bar.”
She nodded. “Well, that’s good. I will say that before you moved in, the most I had to worry about was tenants not paying their rent and throwing loud parties. You’re the first one who entertains herself with mage battles and exploding cars.”
I felt my face flame, but she had a twinkle in her eye, and one corner of her mouth twitched a little. Eleanor was a witch and a long-time friend of Sam’s. She had barely blinked at having to clean up after the Hunter left a vampire’s head bleeding in the hallway outside my door.
After we loaded my stuff in Trevor’s car, I recast the wards on my apartment. No one was going to get in there without a nuclear bomb.
Trevor and I traipsed down the stairs the final time and stepped out into the parking lot. For November, it was sunny, but there was a cold breeze. Without thinking, I pulled some ley line magic to warm me up.
Then I re-directed that energy into my personal shield when several men with guns appeared from around the side of the building and from behind parked cars.
“You’re right, Erin. This neighborhood has definitely gone downhill,” Trevor said.
“Don’t do anything stupid, and no one will get hurt,” one of the men said. “Now, you, little lady, just walk slowly toward me and keep your hands in sight.”
“Yes, sir,” I said. “Please don’t hurt me. I’ll be good.” I shuffled closer to him, wondering who was stupid enough to send men with guns after me.
Trevor choked, trying to suppress a laugh.
I stopped a couple of feet away from his pistol and said, “Who sent you? You’re not going to ravish me and tarnish my honor, are you?”
My companion lost it, and everyone’s eyes turned to him as he burst out laughing. I took the opportunity to disarm the man in front of me, crushing his wrist and taking his gun. Throwing an arm bar across his neck, I forced him to his knees and slammed the muzzle of the pistol against his head. The move took about two seconds.
“Now, gentlemen, please put down your weapons, or I’ll blow his brains out and then kill the rest of you after I torture you for the information I want,” I said in a conversational tone of voice. They all stared at me.
One guy, either braver or dumber than the others, snapped off a shot, which deflected off my shield. Trevor hit him with a small bolt of lightning, and the guy was blown ten feet through the air. He didn’t move after he landed, and his wide-eyed stare didn’t bode well for his ever moving again.
The rest of them dropped their weapons.
“On the ground, face down, hands clasped behind your head!” I snapped in my best imitation of my trainers. They all complied, including the guy I held, once I let him go.
Eleanor stepped out of the office and shouted, “Who do you want me to call?”
“The cops,” Trevor yelled back, and Eleanor nodded, ducking back inside.
“Now,” I said, putting the pistol against the back of the nearest idiot’s head, “assuming that you want to be still alive when the police arrive, kindly tell me who paid you to kidnap me.”
He shivered, and I could see he was scared, but he didn’t say anything. Grabbing his collar, I ripped off his shirt. Trevor strolled over and stood looking down at us. The bite marks on the guy were obviously recent, and the bruising was probably from old bites. The man was a vampire’s thrall. As I looked around at the six men, I could see that all of them were well under thirty.
“Barclay is getting more insane by the day,” I said. “I can’t imagine why he thought this would work.”
The police showed up and took the thugs and their pistols into custody.
“What happened?” a police sergeant asked.
“These guys tried to hold us up,” Trevor said. “We just came out to get in my car, and they pulled guns on us.”
“And then what happened?” the cop pressed.
“I took the gun away from one of them,” I said. Pointing to the dead guy, I continued, “Then he took a shot at me and missed.”
“Yeah?” the cop nodded. “What happened to him?”
“He was hit by lightning. That’s when the rest of them dropped their guns and got down on their knees to pray.”
He stared at me with his mouth hanging open. “Hit by lightning?”
I nodded, trying to look very sincere.
That’s when Frankie showed up and took charge, saving both the cop and me from continuing our conversation.
“This might help you clear up some of your missing persons’ cases,” I told her.
She gave me a startled look, then said, “Yeah, you might be right. They haven’t been turned, but I doubt their families know what happened to them.”
Trevor and I finally got in the car and headed back to Rosie’s a couple of hours later than we’d planned.
“You’ve had military training,” Trevor commented as we pulled out of the parking lot.
“Uh, well, sort of, but not exactly,” I said. “I was part of a private security force.” That wasn’t a lie. The Hunters’ Guild was the Illuminati’s private army, and it was probably stronger than some countries’ armies. We didn’t have an air force, though, unless you counted what aeromancers could do.
“You never talk about your past,” he said.
“Bad memories I’d rather not revisit.” That was my standard answer. “It’s better to think about the future.”
He didn’t press which was one of the things I liked about Trevor. He was really laid back and sweet, but he also knew how to kick ass when it was necessary. I glanced over at him, and his face was relaxed. He hadn’t taken any offense to my comments. I had an urge to reach over and touch him, but I controlled it. I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. Hell, I wasn’t sure what the right idea was.
    
I treated Trevor to a late lunch at Rosie’s for helping me move. We sat at the table in the corner where I had sat the first night I wandered in off the street. I liked sitting there because I could see the whole main room.
“Have you heard about the bounties?” Trevor asked as we waited for our food.
“No. What bounties?”
He twisted in his seat and nodded to four men sitting at a table. One of them was the first guy who had asked me about vampire bounties.
“Word is that a few wealthy mages have put out bounties on vampires. Two thousand dollars a head,” Trevor said.
“Doesn’t seem worthwhile to put your life on the line,” I said. “How many can you expect to catch before they catch you?”
Trevor shrugged. “You could make a good living killing one a week. I don’t think our intrepid bounty hunters over there are used to fine china and white tablecloths. They’re staying at the Huntsman.”
I chuckled. “That figures.” The Huntsman Hotel was across the alley from Rosie’s. I had stayed there one night, and it wasn’t terrible. Better than the flophouses down the street in the red-light district, and it was clean, if shabby. It was also cheap.
“Still,” I said, “I would hold out for a lot more than two thousand. The people paying the bounties are getting off cheap.”
Trevor raised an eyebrow. “If it was five thousand, would you consider it?”
I shook my head. “No. It’s not right. Attacking innocents isn’t right, either, but vamps are thinking, feeling beings. Unless they’re actively preying on people, they should be left alone.”
He nodded. “Sort of the way I feel. What really worries me is there’s a bounty on shifters as well. Five hundred dollars. Someone is trying to clean up Westport, and I have to ask myself why. It’s not like the vamps and shifters are harming the rich guys putting up the money.”
“Yeah. I can understand being concerned that the war between vampire factions might spill out into public view, but the shifters aren’t causing any trouble that I’ve heard of.”
    
It was close to midnight that evening when George Flynn walked in, looking as dapper as ever. Mr. Tall-Dark-and-Deadly drew the eyes of every woman in the place. He sat at the bar and ordered our most expensive whisky.
“I hear you’ve had some problems recently,” he said when I gave him his change.
“I’ve heard the same about you. How badly was the club damaged?”
Flynn shook his head. “I talked to the insurance agent tonight, and I think we’ll end up razing the place and building from scratch.” He took a sip of his whisky, then his eyes zeroed in on me with an intensity he rarely displayed. “I can’t believe Barclay attacked Jordan Blair. The man truly has gone off the rails.”
“I doubt the young vamps he sent to kidnap me knew who Blair was. It’s not as though Barclay gets his hands dirty.”
“You’ve taken additional precautions, I hope.”
“Yeah, I have.” Considering Gallagher’s reaction to the question I was about to ask, I shielded. “I asked this of Harry Gallagher, and he got upset and didn’t answer me. I read somewhere that vampires build their forces for a war by turning a lot of young people. Is that true? It seems there are a lot of very young vampires running around getting into trouble.”
Flynn’s eyes narrowed, then he heaved a sigh and leaned back in his chair.
“Yes, I’ll bet that did set Harry off. And yes, you are correct. But Harry and Rodrick started adding to their entourages even before Lord Carleton’s unfortunate encounter with the Hunter. They hate each other, you see, and Rodrick was trying to turn Lord Carleton against Harry.”
I perked up my ears. “Why? Do you know?” Outsiders rarely got insights into the vampires’ world, especially the interactions between older vamps.
“Rodrick considers Harry’s breeding program an abomination. And Harry considers some of Rodrick’s predilections indelicate, to say the least. This feud has been building for over a century.”
I tried to wrap my mind around what Flynn had just said. Vampires were sterile.
“Breeding program?”
He took a large sip of his drink, then said, “Yes. When a vampire is first turned, a male vampire may still be fertile for a short time until his sperm die. The resulting child of a union with a human woman is a dhampir. Harry breeds for them, and he had seventeen the last time I checked. The oldest, Michaela, is his daughter.” He took another sip of whisky. “Harry was very much in love with his wife, a truly beautiful girl. Unfortunately, a dhampir’s mother never survives the birth.”
“I thought they were a myth,” I said.
“About as rare as Hunters tending bar, I would say,” he said with a grin.
I snorted. “Now you are talking myths.”




CHAPTER 9
Sam was working behind the bar when I went down for breakfast the following morning. I asked him about dhampir, but he knew less than I did before I talked with Flynn.
When Lizzy came in to ask me if I wanted to join her and Jolene for lunch, she surprised me when I mentioned the subject.
We were driving toward the harbor, and Lizzy said, “Yeah, dhampir are very interesting. People also call them daywalkers. They have the speed and strength of a vampire, but they don’t have the sun allergy, and they only live a few hundred years, at most. They don’t regenerate the way a vampire does, either, though they heal fast.”
“Are they bloodsuckers?” I asked.
“They can live on blood or on normal food.”
“Have you met any?”
“I don’t know. If I have, I didn’t know it. As far as I know, they don’t have anything that really distinguishes them from other people. Which is pretty handy, I guess. Legend says that vampire lords use them as spies and assassins.”
“Can they breed?”
“Ah, now that is an interesting question,” Lizzy said with a laugh. “What I’ve been told is that all dhampir are females and sterile, but I’ve also heard that disputed. Question unresolved at this point.”
We met Jolene at a place on the northern edge of the city, where the coast met the foothills. The view was breathtaking, and I could see the appeal of their outside terrace in the summer. The menu was aimed at an upper-class clientele, and the lunch crowd appeared to be mostly well-dressed women. A case of baked goods we walked by on the way to our table was enough to add pounds simply by proximity.
“Can I afford this place?” I asked before opening my menu.
“Barely,” Lizzy said. “We don’t come here for dinner.”
“Unless someone else is paying,” Jolene said with a laugh.
But the food was great, and the dessert we split three ways was obscenely delicious, so I didn’t mind digging a little deeper than normal to pay the bill.
As we were leaving, a woman drove up in a cherry-red sports car and got out. I stopped in my tracks and stared. Stunning was an often-overused word, but she deserved it. From the top of her immaculately-coifed blonde hair to the thousand-dollar shoes, she was perfect. Tall, blonde, gorgeous, young, and rich.
“Wow. I wonder who that is,” I said. “A movie star in Westport?”
Lizzy shrugged, but Jolene said, “Michaela Gallagher, rich society heiress. Her granddaddy started the largest waste-hauling business in the area, and she inherited it.” Jolene shook her head. “Amazing that you can turn trash into that kind of money.”
I thought she looked damned good for someone a hundred and fifty years old.
    
I asked Lizzy to drop me off at my apartment so I could pick up a couple of things I’d forgotten—like my hairbrush.
“Do you want me to wait on you?” she asked.
I remembered her saying that she tired easily, and she didn’t look like her normal perky self. I checked my watch, and it was only two-thirty.
“No, I’ll be fine. It’s a long time until dark, and I feel like walking.” I laughed. “It’ll help with all those calories from lunch.”
I went upstairs and found my hairbrush, shampoo, some clothes, and also a novel I’d been reading. I checked where I had left off in the book and remembered it was just getting to an interesting part. I didn’t notice time passing until the light began fading. I looked at my watch and discovered it was getting late. The sun had been setting even before my five o’clock shift started. I had just enough time to get to the bus stop and get to work.
Grabbing everything I had gathered, I raced downstairs and out the door.
When I walked out into the parking lot, I realized I had really misjudged the time. Not only had the sun set, but a black limo was parked in front of the building. The only limousines I was familiar with belonged to vampires, and I immediately shielded.
“Miss McLane,” a voice called from the car. The back door of the limo swung open, and Harry Gallagher got out.
I stopped but remained wary.
He approached me and said, “I felt badly about the way we parted the other evening. I apologize.”
“That’s all right. I was busy, and it was a stressful time,” I said, furiously thinking, trying to figure out what he wanted.
He smiled. In the building’s porch light, he was a striking figure. His expression was soft and welcoming, his eyes… Oh, dear gods, his eyes.
“Please,” he said, “I didn’t mean to startle you. Are you all right? Feeling better?”
He came close enough to bump into my shield, and the expression on his face changed.
“Is that necessary? I’m sorry that Rodrick has frightened you, but I wouldn’t harm you, Erin. You have my word on that.”
I dropped the shield, wondering as I did so if I was being stupid. Gallagher stepped closer, and I took an involuntary step back, running into the wall. He took another step and reached out. His fingertips stroked my cheek.
“I don’t know why you affect me the way you do,” he said. “It’s been a very long time since I felt so attracted to a woman.”
“You probably say that to all the girls,” I said, my voice shaky.
“I assure you, I don’t.” He leaned close, and his lips touched mine.
My heart was racing. His lips were soft and warmer than I expected. I had thought a vampire would be cold. He drew back slightly, looking into my eyes. I fell in, unable to look away. He kissed me again, more fully, and I responded. My bag slipped from my fingers, and I wrapped my arms around him.
The kiss deepened, and he parted my lips with his tongue. His hands slid around me, fanning out over my ass, and pulling me to him. I felt his thigh push between my legs, and then I was pressing and rubbing against him. The kiss went on and on and all my thoughts were replaced by the way he felt against me. His hands, his lips, his hard, broad chest.
I wanted him, like I had never wanted a man before. For the first time in my life, I wanted—needed—a man. Not just any man, but him. I wanted to melt into him and feel him inside me.
Warning bells went off. Red lights flashed. I fed ley line energy into my hands, put them on his chest, and gently pushed him away.
“Not like this,” I said. “No.” I was breathing heavily, and I felt as though I had been running a race. I looked into his face, his eyes, then looked away. “Too fast. I can’t do this. Please, let me go. I need to go to work.”
He took a step back. “I’ll give you a ride.”
I shook my head. If he got me in that car, I had no idea what I might do. I had come close to losing control, and had no faith in my ability to say no a second time.
“It’s all right. I have a ride coming,” I lied. Picking up my bag, I slid across the porch, then turned and jogged toward the apartment complex office. Eleanor still hadn’t closed for the night, and I went in.
“Can I borrow the phone?” I asked.
She glanced up. “Sure, go ahead.”
I called the bar and asked Sam if he could come and get me. While we talked, I saw Gallagher’s limo pull away.
“Are ye all right?” Sam asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine. I, I just lost track of time, and it got dark. It gets dark so early nowadays.”
“Okay. I can’t leave Liam here by himself, but I’ll send someone to pick you up.” Liam was a great bartender, but autistic. He did fine in a controlled environment, but was a strong mage and couldn’t be trusted to handle situations that confused him.
Fifteen minutes later, Trevor’s car pulled into the parking lot. Oh, gods, I thought. Of all the people I have to face right now.
As I left the office and crossed to his car, I thought I saw a figure in a cloak with a peaked hood standing at the corner of the building, but when I turned in that direction, no one was there.
I was glad it was dark and Trevor couldn’t see my face, because I knew it was bright red. He tried to make small talk driving to Rosie’s but I could hardly put two words together. I was embarrassed, ashamed, and my body was aching so badly I could almost cry. Aching in places and in ways far different from the pains caused by the beating I received from the vampires.
    
I worked my shift in a daze. All I could think about was Gallagher’s lips on mine, his hands on my ass, and his body pressed against me. I longed for the night to be over so I could go upstairs and curl up in a ball. But what I really wanted to do was crawl in his bed.
Something was going on out in the city. All evening long, people were coming in, talking about fights and police and a lot of other stuff I just couldn’t track.
At about ten o’clock, Cindy Mackle came in, looking harried, and strode over to the bar.
“Detective Mackle?”
“Gimme an Irish coffee,” she said.
“Rough night?” I asked as I pulled the whiskey off the back bar and took it over to where the coffee pot and cups were kept. I glanced back once at her. “Sugar or whipped cream?”
“Whipped cream.”
I took the finished drink over and set it on the bar. She pushed some money toward me and took a sip, coming away with a whipped cream mustache.
“If another cop comes in, this is just coffee,” she said.
“Of course. What’s going on? People have been riled up all night.”
“More damned vampires. Harry Gallagher was driving from this direction toward town with three cars. Someone put a mine—an IED or something—in the damned road and blew the lead car to kingdom come. Then a horde of vampires comes out of the woodwork, and a huge bloody battle ensues.”
The sound of the ocean in my ears made it hard to hear, and Mackle’s voice suddenly seemed to be coming from far away.
“Gallagher?”
“Yeah. Don’t know what happened to him; we didn’t find his body. All the other vamps with him were slaughtered. Cut the heads off of every damned one.”
She turned her cup up and drank about a third of her coffee.
The room wasn’t stable. I put my hand on the bar and used it for guidance, then stumbled into the kitchen and sat down on a chair. I put my head down between my knees and gulped air.
“Hey, are you all right?” Steve asked, putting his hand on my back.
Gone. He was gone. Just like that. A bitchy little voice in the back of my head said, Well, solves that problem. I drew a ragged breath and sat up, feeling tears running down my cheeks. Steve’s worried face swam in and out of focus. He knelt down and put his arm around my shoulders.
“Yeah, sure, I’m fine,” I said. “Why shouldn’t I be?” After all, I barely knew the man.
The next thing I knew, Jenny and Mackle were also standing there.
It took me about fifteen minutes to wash my face and put myself together enough to go back out to the bar. My daze from earlier in the evening was replaced by a new daze.
I managed to make it through my shift, but as soon as Jill came in to relieve me, I went upstairs, locked the door, and curled up on the bed. Eventually, I cried myself to sleep, and I wasn’t even sure why. I had just met Gallagher, and his death shouldn’t have hit me so hard.




CHAPTER 10
When I awoke the following morning, I felt rested and better than I had in days. My mind flashed to the previous day and Gallagher’s death. I couldn’t figure out why I was so upset. Even more, I couldn’t figure out why in the hell I’d been so turned on when he ambushed me at my apartment. And why was he there? How did he know I would be there? Was every damned vampire in town stalking me? I was not flattered.
As I swung my legs out of bed, I felt something brush my chest. The little necklace Gallagher had given me as a tip. A round disk about the size of a nickel with a Celtic knot embossed on it. Gold? I had always thought it was gold, but that morning it seemed dull. I took it off and examined it. It didn’t look like anything special, and for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why I had been wearing it.
After a long hot shower, I traipsed downstairs with my hair still wet. It was mid-morning, but I stopped when I saw Jolene and Lizzy sitting at the bar, their faces turned to me. Concerned faces.
“Hi.” I smiled. “What brings you guys out so early? Drinking before noon?” I ran my hand across Lizzy’s back as I passed her. “You doing okay?”
Lizzy nodded, then her expression turned from concerned to puzzled, and her eyes lost focus as they did when she was Seeing something.
“We heard you weren’t doing well last night,” Jolene said.
I hopped up on the barstool next to her. “Yeah, don’t know what that was about.” I pulled the necklace out of my pocket and handed it to her. “Is there such a thing as a love spell?”
She examined the pendant. “Not really. Compulsion spells, attraction spells, things like that. Not terribly ethical. What is this?”
“Harold Gallagher left it as a tip one night.”
“Cheap bastard, isn’t he? It isn’t even gold, just gold plated,” Jolene said. “There’s a faint trace of residual magic, but that could come from you if you’ve been wearing it.”
Sam came over, and I ordered breakfast. After he walked away, I said, “Suppose it was a charm. Why would it suddenly stop working?”
“Suddenly? Well, the easy answer is that the person it was keyed to might have died.” She eyed me very suspiciously as she said that.
“What in the hell happened last night?” Lizzy blurted out.
So, I told them about Gallagher ambushing me, then about my breakdown after Mackle told me he was probably dead.
“But I feel great this morning, and the idea of Gallagher meeting the final death doesn’t bother me any more than reading an obituary about someone I vaguely knew.”
Jolene shook her head. “I don’t think he was dead last night.” She hefted the necklace in her hand. “But I think he is this morning. That’s why the charm stopped working. But why would he do that to you? It’s not like he had a lack of women.”
Her head jerked up, and she stared wide-eyed at me. “That didn’t come out right. I mean, I don’t mean, that you aren’t desirable.”
I laughed and patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, I knew what you meant.”
One of the girls who worked in the kitchen brought my breakfast out, and I dug in.
“By the way,” I said as I washed the first few bites down with coffee, “I would really appreciate if no one found out about what happened at my apartment last night. Especially Sam or Trevor.”
“Yeah,” Lizzy said, “I don’t think Trevor needs to know about that.”
    
Just before midnight, I felt a strange burst of magic from the front door. To my complete surprise, Michaela Gallagher stood there in a calf-length white fur coat, looking around. When she finally turned toward the bar and saw me, she came my way with long, confident strides.
Her blonde hair was parted on the side and fell across her shoulders down to her breast. The dress under her coat was also white, tight, with a plunging neckline and an asymmetric swallowtail hemline. Three strands of large pearls adorned her neck, and I assumed they were real.
The noise level of the bar dropped to almost nothing as she crossed the distance between the door and the bar.
“Erin McLane?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Do you know who I am?”
“Yes.”
“Well, that makes things easier. Is there a place where we can talk? Privately?”
“I’m working, Ms. Gallagher. I don’t get off until after two, so perhaps sometime tomorrow would be better? We do serve a lovely brunch, and things are much quieter then.” Hell, the place would have to be closed to be quieter than at that moment. Everyone in the place was watching us.
She eyed me speculatively. “Do you live here?”
“I feel safe here.”
She jerked a nod. “I can relate to that. All right, tomorrow, then.”
“May I get you a drink?” I asked.
Her eyes widened a little, and her expression changed from serious with a bit of haughty to surprised. She scanned the bottles on the back bar, then said, “Yes, that would be nice,” and sat down on one of the barstools. “A Mai Tai, please.”
I mixed her drink with top-shelf rum and noticed that the decibel level of the bar increased as people turned back to their conversations. The click of pool balls resumed. But it was still quieter than before she walked in. Lizzy hadn’t known who she was, and Jolene hadn’t identified her as a supernatural. I wondered how many people in Rosie’s recognized her.
“That will be fifteen dollars,” I said, setting her drink down. “Have you heard anything about your father? I was told he’s missing.”
Michaela took a sip of her drink and nodded. “That’s good.” Then she raised her eyes to mine. They were filled with pain. “His head was sitting on Necropolis’s front porch when they opened this evening.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
My mind raced. If Rodrick Barclay personally killed Gallagher, which seemed likely, then all of Gallagher’s children and their children—in other words, all his followers—immediately became Barclay’s. That threw the balance of power in the city heavily to Barclay’s side. The message to Eileen Montgomery was clear. She could no longer sit on the sidelines. She needed to choose either Barclay or Flynn.
But what I didn’t understand was what happened to Michaela and Gallagher’s other dhampir. She was the only one who was actually his child—and in the normal sense. All the others were… I had no idea what their relationships were with any of the vampires. Were they even aware of who their fathers were?
“I was told he was coming back from seeing you when he was ambushed,” she said. “He came to ask for your help and you turned him down.”
“Uh, who told you that?”
“That’s not important.”
“Well, I don’t remember him asking me for help with anything. What I do remember is him attempting to seduce me using a compulsion charm. He didn’t seem to need my help, or my consent. He was perfectly content to just help himself.”
She studied my face, then looked down and shook her head. “That sounds like something he’d do.” She sat there for a while, then suddenly asked, “Are you really a Hunter?”
“Do you really think a Hunter would be working here?” I asked in return.
She looked thoughtful. “My father and George Flynn, and probably Rodrick Barclay, think you are.”
I sighed. “Barclay accused me of that once, and yes, I think Flynn believes it. Ms. Gallagher, I don’t own a sword. Not even a pretend one that people play games with.”
“Call me Michaela, please. I’m not sure using my surname is a good idea at the moment.”
I glanced down the bar and saw Jenny waiting for me to take a drink order, so I went over to her.
“We have some of the strangest people show up since you started working here. What in the hell is she doing in here?” Jenny asked.
“Mourning, I think,” I said, glancing back at Michaela, who was sipping her drink and staring off into space. “They found her father’s head this morning, and Barclay’s taken his followers. I’m not sure she even has a place to go.” I looked Jenny straight in the face and said, “You asked me once where I would have gone if not for Rosie’s.”
Jenny bit her lip. “Aye, I did.” She gave me her drink order, and I loaded up a tray for her.
“You seem much better tonight,” she said.
“I am,” I said with a smile. “It must have been something I ate.”
Michaela finished her drink and ordered another.
“Do you have a place to go?” I asked her when I delivered it.
She gave me a startled look, and then her eyes grew wide. “I haven’t even thought about it.”
I certainly couldn’t offer her a place. Sam’s apartment wasn’t mine to offer, and my apartment was being watched by everyone, except possibly the CIA, and I couldn’t discount their possible interest.
“If you can stay awake,” I said, “you can hang out here until sunrise. Rosie’s doesn’t close.”
“What time do you get off?” she asked.
“Two, but I’ll talk to Jill, my relief. There won’t be any problem.”
“And you’re going home?”
I shook my head. “I have a safe place, but I can’t take you there.”
“You’d be a fool to, anyway. Barclay might have sent me.”
I gave her a small smile. “I’m not afraid of you. In fact, I may be one of the few people who understand what you’re going through. But I would strongly consider where you want to go next. No matter how any of this vampire crap shakes out, you’re never going to be safe in Westport.”
    
When I came down for breakfast the following morning, Michaela was still sitting on the same barstool. She had taken off her coat and was drinking coffee, but other than that, she looked exactly the same, only exhausted. I saw Jill walk over and fill her cup with fresh coffee.
“Michaela, do you have any spare clothes with you?” I asked as I sat down next to her.
She jerked, spun to look at me, then looked down at herself, “No, I don’t. Why?”
“Because you look wildly out of place in the daylight. I can offer you a place to take a shower and a nap now that it’s light outside, but there’s no way any of my clothes will fit you.” She was around six-feet tall, and definitely curvier than I was.
“Thanks for the offer,” she said, “but I should probably go home. I called my sisters, but they’re still worried. We should be safe until nightfall, and we need to figure things out.”
“You would all be better off getting out of town until things settle down.”
“Why haven’t you left?” she countered.
“No place to go, and no money to get there.”
Michaela laughed. “We’ll be all right. Perhaps long term you’re right, but I have a score to settle first.”
She slid off the barstool, picked up her coat, and tossed several hundred-dollar bills on the bar. I thought Jill’s eyes would pop out of her head.
“Thanks to both of you. You’ve been kind, and that’s not something I’m used to.” She headed toward the door, shrugging on her coat.
“Who is she? What is she?” Jill asked. “Besides spectacular, I mean. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone so perfect. Like a movie star or something.”
“Dhampir. That’s Harold Gallagher’s newly-orphaned daughter.”
“Daywalker,” Jill breathed, a tone of awe in her voice.




CHAPTER 11
Thankfully, Sam hadn’t been there to witness my meltdown. I told him about it when he came in, minimizing it as best I could, and showed him the pendant Gallagher had given me.
“And the lesson in this would be?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow.
“Don’t trust vampires bearing gifts?
“Don’t trust vampires. I’d sooner trust the Fae,” he said. “Or a banker.”
He took the top off a salt shaker, poured the contents into a glass, filled it with water, and dropped the necklace into it.
“And don’t trust charms. Even if you think it’s dead, finish killing it.”
After I finished my conversation with Sam, I went out for my morning run, following the jogging path by the creek all the way to downtown. A hotdog stand provided my lunch, then I ran back to Rosie’s. When I went downstairs after my shower, I found Lizzy sitting at the bar playing with her phone.
“Do you have that many friends?” I asked, planting my butt on the stool beside her. “Or are you playing games?”
“Huh?” She looked genuinely puzzled.
“Your phone. You’re always looking at it and tapping on it.”
She turned the screen so I could see it. Mathematical formulae and calculations. She scrolled the screen, and it went on and on. I had no idea what any of it meant.
“Homework,” she said.
“Oh. So, what else is going on?”
“My mom said that you need to stay away from vampires.”
“I’m trying.”
“Try harder.” She got a very earnest expression on her face, and I could see the concern in her eyes. “Seriously, Erin. The Fae are fed up with all the crap going on. Gallagher’s burning car ended up on the TV news.”
That wasn’t good. Mages and witches might have been something that normal humans could understand. Vampires and werewolves were familiar from mythology and literature. The Fae were something else again, many of them being the stuff of nightmares. From what I knew, the Fae were even more fanatical about keeping their existence secret than the rest of us were.
She continued. “A couple of the Fae living here in the city were attacked. That has everyone riled up.”
“Vampires attacked Fae?”
“Well, they were glamoured, so the vamps didn’t know who they were,” Lizzy said. “But still. Some of the Unseelie Court are talking about going hunting.” She leaned closer and whispered, “You know, vampire-skin lamps were all the rage about five hundred years ago.”
I rolled my eyes. “Trevor says some of the rich mages in town already have declared a bounty on them.”
Lizzy snorted. “Good luck to them if they try and outbid the Fae.”
I took her word for it. I had learned more about the Fae from the little bit that Lizzy had told me than I had ever known before, but it still wasn’t much. I just knew they were scary.
“Uh, what happened to the Fae that the vampires attacked?” I asked.
Lizzy shook her head. “I didn’t ask what happened to the vampires, but my mom heard the story directly from her friend who the vampire tried to bite.”
    
As nice as the apartment above the bar was, I didn’t feel comfortable in it. I felt as though I was living in a museum, afraid to touch anything or to get anything dirty. Either Sam, or possibly his friend Eleanor—my landlady—had laid a layer of spells on the place so that it magically cleaned itself. Or maybe they prevented uncleanliness. In spite of the place sitting empty most of the time, I couldn’t find a single cobweb, and there wasn’t any dust. Even on top of the cabinets—I checked. It was sort of eerie.
So, I chafed at having to stay there. I missed my own apartment, bare and ill-furnished as it was. It was mine and the largest space I had ever been able to call my own.
My cell in the Palace of the Illuminati had a narrow cot, a small bathroom with a shower, and a cabinet for my limited wardrobe. All of my personal belongings consisted of my weapons and a single brooch that was the insignia of the Hunters’ Guild.
I was usually provided a larger wardrobe when I was assigned a mission, and I took most of my meals either with one of my Masters or in the Guildhall. At least half of the time I slept in a bed other than my own—in my latter years mostly in Master Benedict’s bed. The bed in my Westport apartment—purchased from Goodwill—had never had a second occupant. It was mine alone, and I could sleep right in the middle if I wanted to.
My apartment was my sanctuary. Almost no one ever came to visit, and when they did, I didn’t encourage them to stay long. When someone else was there, it felt almost like an invasion. It was mine—as long as I paid the rent on time, of course. When I got up in the morning, I didn’t even bother to dress. I could come home from work and take a bath—a newly-found pleasure—and read a book while drinking a glass of wine, and no one knew I was being slothful and self-indulgent.
All of those thoughts ran through my head while I worked my shift that evening, along with worrying about the current turmoil of the vampire war in Westport. But as the night wore on, and the end of my shift neared, I found myself longing for my apartment. And trying to sleep in the over-soft bed in Sam’s place didn’t help matters that night.
But in the middle of that restless night, thinking about Gallagher, and about men in general, I made a decision. I wasn’t sure I had the courage to carry it through, or the intelligence, but one thing Gallagher’s charm had done was unlock some of my feelings.
The following morning, I rose early, grabbed a quick, light breakfast, and ran all the way to the beach near Trevor’s house. I packed a water bottle and a change of clothes, because I had a plan for the day. One that didn’t include Rosie’s. I needed a good workout, and from my map, I figured the run at about 12 miles.
When I finally reached the beach, I walked along the sand for a couple of hundred yards, breathing like a bellows and swearing I would start exercising more regularly. I hated to think how my skill with a sword had probably deteriorated. I wondered if there was a fencing club in town. I would have to learn to fence, of course, since my sword-fighting methods probably wouldn’t be considered very artistic—or very sportsmanlike.
I walked back to Trevor’s house and rang the doorbell. For about the thousandth time, I thought that I should get a phone. His car was in the driveway, but that didn’t mean he was home.
When he answered the door, his face showed surprise.
“Hi. Am I interrupting anything?” I asked, suddenly wondering what I would do if he had a girlfriend I didn’t know about.
He smiled. “Absolutely not,” and pushed open the screen door.
“I’ll trade you a pizza and a pitcher of beer if I can use your shower,” I said.
“Been running? Sure, shower’s in there,” he said, motioning down a hallway. “I’ll get you a towel.”
I realized I should have brought a towel, as well as shampoo. After a twelve-mile run, my hair was a sweaty, stringy mess.
Closing the bathroom door and stripping, I found shampoo and cream rinse in the shower. Considering Trevor’s shoulder-length locks, I should have expected he would have the stuff to take care of his hair. I took a long, hot shower. As I dressed and wrapped my wet hair in the towel, I looked in the mirror and realized I had also forgotten to bring any makeup.
Trevor was in his office, working on the computer. He turned and smiled when I came in the room.
“Hey, are you hungry yet?” I asked. “I’m starving.”
“Let me save this file, and I’m ready,” he said, typing for another minute. Then he pushed away from the desk and stood.
I left the towel in the bathroom, twisting my hair up in a knot on top of my head.
“Not the prettiest or the most sophisticated hairstyle for asking a guy out, is it?” I felt my face warm.
“You look great.”
“And you’re a sweet liar.”
We walked to the pizza restaurant and sat by the window overlooking the cold waves rolling into shore.
“People say that the winters here are brutal,” I said.
“Yes,” he said. “Cold, windy, and wet. The only consolation is we don’t get much snow here in town. The ocean keeps the temperatures above freezing most of the time.”
“Here in town. Does that mean there’s snow outside of town?”
He laughed. “We’re surrounded by mountains on the north and east. Lots of snow there. Have you ever skied?”
“Cross-country. Where I come from, what we called mountains aren’t very big.”
“We’ll have to go,” he said.
“You cross-country ski?”
“Since I was a little boy. My parents taught me.”
When I lived with the Illuminati, the only way you could go out of the City in the winter was with skis, snowshoes, or in a vehicle called a Sno-Cat, with treads like a tank. The area got buried in several feet of snow that didn’t melt between November and April. Inside the City, of course, magic kept weather from ever being a problem.
On our way back to Trevor’s house, my courage bolstered by a couple of beers, I said, “I’ve got a question to ask you.”
“Okay?”
“Is that invitation to dinner still open?”
His smile grew larger. “Yes, it is.”
“I have a second question.” I stopped and faced him, taking a deep breath. “Will you kiss me again?”
He put his arms around me and drew me close. Then he lowered his face to mine and kissed me. His lips were so soft and full, and he smelled so good. I closed my eyes and kissed him back.
It seemed as though we stood there on the sidewalk for a long time. When we finally pulled back from each other, I opened my eyes and looked at him looking at me. He was only a couple of inches taller than I was, and we fit together. He felt good. Holding him and having him hold me felt good.
I turned and started walking down the street, but kept one arm around his waist and leaned against him.
“You know I’m a bit gun shy,” I said. The last time he kissed me, I got scared and backed out on a planned date.
“Yeah, I sorta noticed that.”
“I’ve never had a relationship. I don’t know how. And I’ve spent a very long time living alone in my head. So if that’s what you want, you’re going to have to be patient.”
He put his fingers under my chin and lifted my head so that I had to meet his eyes.
“Is that what you want?” He grinned. “I have plenty of time.”
I couldn’t look at his face, but stared at the ground, feeling my ears burn. “I don’t understand relationships. Maybe I’m not any good at it. I mean, I don’t know how to do a relationship, how it works, or what people really mean when they use that word.”
What I was thinking—but it sounded too pathetic to say out loud was—If you just want sex, then I can handle that, and it’s a lot less complicated. Sex I understand. I won’t have to learn anything new. I won’t have to understand any new emotions, or a new way of relating to you. We can just be friends. But at least I’ll have someone to hold me sometimes when the loneliness gets too bad.
I shook my head free and fixed my eyes on his chest. “I don’t know what I want. I like you a lot. I like you differently than I like my other friends. I really enjoy spending time with you. But I don’t understand my feelings, Trevor. The only feelings I understand are anger, fear, and loneliness. And happiness. I know what being happy is. I never felt lonely before, so that’s a new one. I have other feelings, but I don’t know what they are, or what I should do with them.”
“I’ll tell you what,” he said, “let’s start with dinner and hugging and holding hands, and an occasional kiss, and see what happens.”
I had gone to his house fully expecting that either I would have sex with him, or he would reject me. I hadn’t considered that there might be something in between.
He smiled, then leaned forward and kissed the tip of my nose.
We walked back to his house with our arms around each other. I was confused as hell, but somehow happier than I had been in a long time.
He walked me to the train and kissed me good-bye. The way he kissed me made me want to just melt into him. It obviously didn’t have the same effect on him. I had never had that problem before.




CHAPTER 12
Detective Mackle came in around eight o’clock that evening, and I could tell she was dragging.
“Good evening, Detective. Coffee or a Margarita?”
“How about a double shot of tequila?”
I stuck out my hand. She stared at it, then looked up with a puzzled expression on her face.
“Your keys. If you’re going to get hammered, I’ll call you a cab.”
For a few seconds, I thought she was going to get angry, but then she huffed out her breath, reached into the pocket of her coat, and handed me her keys.
“I’ll need to get my apartment key,” she said.
“I’ll give you your keys when you get in the cab. So, what horrors has Westport dreamed up today?” I asked, setting her drink in front of her.
She took a swallow of the tequila, and I waited while she shook off the effects.
“Dead vamps, dead shifters, dead humans. Bodies all over the damned place. There’s a war going on out there, and we’re short-handed.”
“Blair’s not back at work yet?” I asked.
Mackle shook her head. “Doctors haven’t cleared him yet. But even with him, we need more paranormals on the force. Gods, Erin, they’re slaughtering each other out there. Since Gallagher’s death, things have exploded.” She took another drink. “Frankie’s supposed to meet me here. She said she had some information she wanted to pass by you.”
I reached under the bar and pulled out a menu. “If you’re supposed to meet your boss, you’d better put something in your stomach other than tequila.”
She ordered a vegetarian omelet, and I poured her a glass of orange juice and some coffee.
“Can you tell me a little more?” I asked. “From what you’ve said so far, I’m afraid to let any of my customers step outside.”
“We’re starting to find vamps and shifters without their heads. Then this morning, we found three guys—humans—dead in an alley near Gallagher’s office building. They had been torn apart. We also found two big-ass swords and an axe, and they were carrying a bag of sharp wooden stakes. We assume they bit off more than they could chew, so to speak.”
“Torn apart,” I echoed. “Was there a lot of blood?”
She shook her head. “Not much. Not like the vamps we found the other day. Those guys looked like they’d been shredded. Black vampire blood splashed all over everything.”
I remembered Lizzy’s mom’s friend.
Frankie wandered in almost an hour later, and she didn’t look like she’d had any more sleep than Mackle. She put a folder on the bar and made a show of hauling herself up on the barstool. Considering her height, that couldn’t have been as difficult as she made it seem.
“Have you eaten?” I asked her. She shook her head, and I gave her a menu. “Read this while I fix your cosmo.”
I took her order and dealt with drink orders for other customers. The dinner crowd was starting to transition to the party crowd, and the waitresses were busy. A group of six men I had labeled as bounty hunters were having what appeared to be a celebration at a table back in a corner.
With some food and coffee, Frankie and Cindy relaxed and looked a little better than the beat-down images they presented when they walked in the door.
“Cindy said you wanted to talk to me?” I prompted.
Frankie opened up the folder and turned it so I could read it. The first page had a list of names, most of which I recognized. Trevor and I had investigated a secret gentlemen’s club called the Columbia Club, whose members were wealthy and influential paranormals and supernaturals. Basically the shadow rulers of the city. One of them was Frankie’s father, a lawyer.
I noted the half-dozen names that Trevor and I hadn’t discovered. Of the thirty-two names listed, eight had asterisks next to them.
“The Columbia Club roster,” I said.
“Yes. The names with the asterisks next to them are people we think may be offering bounties on vamps and shifters.”
I glanced at the table where the bounty hunters were sitting.
“Don’t be too obvious about it,” I said, “but there’s a party going on at a table behind your left shoulder. All new in town, and one of them asked me once about bounties.”
Mackle immediately jumped off her barstool and headed to the ladies’ room, but I could tell she was surveying the room. Frankie turned to watch her go, letting her gaze rest on the table with the celebrants.
“They look like they’re celebrating something,” Frankie said.
“Yeah. I noticed. They’re ordering fancy liquor tonight, which isn’t their usual.” I glanced down at her list, then said, “Word is that vamp heads are bringing two grand, with five hundred for shifter heads. Sounds to me as though we didn’t get rid of everyone who was stirring the pot.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Yeah, but I’ve got someone on the inside now. My dad really took what Nava did personally.”
I would hope a father would take a threat to his daughter’s life personally, but then again, I didn’t have much experience with normal families. I had a rather jaundiced view of families after my parents sold me to the Illuminati.
“How are the bounties being paid?” I asked.
“Cash, through a dhampir who recently came to town. It seems as though she is the one who organized the scheme and recruited the money men. The actual payouts to her are three thousand for vamps and a thousand for shifters. She’s making bank.”
“Dhampir? Are you certain?”
“Oh, yeah. We’re sure. We inserted an undercover cop as a bounty hunter. As you might imagine, we have quite a collection of vampire heads down at the morgue.”
“So, you’re on your way to solving this thing,” I said, although the tone in her voice didn’t indicate any such thing.
Frankie shook her head. “Our guy turned up dead this morning. He’d been drained.” She shrugged. “He wasn’t a paranormal. We didn’t think it would make a difference. A lot of the people who we think are involved in the trade are norms. No idea what went wrong.”
I saw Mackle threading her way between tables, and she stopped to talk to a couple of witches who were regulars. Their table happened to be fairly close to the celebrating bounty hunters. She spoke to the witches for a few minutes, then made her way back to the bar.
“Find out anything interesting?” I asked.
She grinned. “Just saying hello to my cousin. Of course, I couldn’t help but overhear the assholes in the corner. They think they’re smart, talking in a sort of code, but anyone with a brain can figure it out. That’s why no one is sitting at the tables next to them. Their conversation is a little too bloodthirsty.”
“Nothing you can do about them?” I asked.
“No proof. Any idiot can talk big, but how do you make a charge stick?” Cindy asked.
“We have to catch them in the act,” Frankie said. “Unfortunately, we need to bust them in the middle of murder or transporting heads.”
I suddenly didn’t care for the way Frankie and Mackle were looking at me.
“I’m not volunteering my head,” I said, and went to take Jenny’s order at the other end of the bar. While I made her drinks and took care of some other customers, I occasionally glanced at the two law enforcement officers. They sat with their heads together, intently discussing something.
When I came back to them about twenty minutes later, Frankie said, “It’s not your head we need. It’s your smarts and your magic.”
“I know people with a lot better magic.”
“Erin, my father and some of his friends have set up a reward fund to help solve this thing. Get me enough evidence to haul these bastards off to jail, and you can make ten grand.”
I backed away from her until my butt hit the back bar, then I folded my arms across my chest and studied her. First, a vampire lord offers me a million dollars to take his side in the war, then the cops offered me ten thousand dollars to work for them. My poverty must have been more obvious than I thought. Of course, Frankie had seen my apartment when the only furniture I had was a bed.
“Do I really look that stupid?” I blurted out. Everyone I knew—from Lizzy’s mom, to Sam, to Trevor—would kick my butt if I agreed to what she was suggesting.
“You have the strongest shields I’ve ever seen,” Frankie said, leaning across the bar with an earnest expression on her face. “All we need is some pictures, faces, names, times. Where this dhampir is located.”
As if I didn’t have enough to worry about with Barclay gunning for me. I started trying to count how many different sides had their fingers in the chaotic pot that was Westport, and my head spun. Barclay, Flynn, Montgomery, Michaela and her sisters, the cops, the Columbia Club—and who knew how many factions were involved there? Then another dhampir, the bounty hunters, the shifters, and probably a bunch of other people I didn’t know about. Possibly the Illuminati, though I didn’t think so, but there were other shadow organizations—the Rosicrucians, the Knights Magica, and others. The Illuminati had infiltrated the Columbia Club. Were they the only ones?
“No,” I said. “Find yourself another sacrificial lamb. I’m just a bartender.” I turned and walked away.
    
In the time I’d been in Westport, I had spent most of it at Rosie’s, and even on my days off, I hadn’t seen very much. Part of that was due to not having a car, but part was also due to the fact that it was hard to motivate myself to go do things alone. Even when I was on Illuminati missions, I usually just sat in my hotel and either read or watched TV when I wasn’t working.
But I was always ready if Lizzy or Jolene asked me to go someplace, and since my kiss with Trevor, I suddenly had someone else to do things with. Before we parted the previous day, we had agreed to go out to lunch. He came by and picked me up at eight o’clock in the morning—the crack of dawn for me—and we drove east.
“Where are we going?” I asked, sipping my take-out coffee and trying to wake up.
“Just a drive in the country, and then we’ve been invited to lunch in Killarney Village,” he replied.
“Really?” Killarney Village was where Lizzy lived—a Fae suburb of Westport, east of the city, near the fairy mound that no one knew about. “Lizzy never invited me out there.”
“She didn’t this time, either,” he said with a wink. “Her mother did.” He chuckled. “I got a call out of the blue, and she said that she wanted to treat us to lunch.”
“When did this happen?”
“Yesterday afternoon. Right after I got home.”
He took the freeway going east, through the suburbs, and then into the forest. The road climbed, and occasionally, I could see the tops of peaks in the distance in front of us. We drove along like that for fifteen or twenty minutes, then he took an exit. At the bottom of the off-ramp, he took a right at the stop sign, and we immediately began to climb into the hills on a two-lane road.
“I’ll bet this is pretty in the summer,” I said. The evergreen forest reminded me of home—the area around where the City of the Illuminati had been.
“This is where we come cross-country skiing,” Trevor said. “There’s no snow this low yet, so we’ll be able to drive.” He winked. “There’s a surprise I think you’ll like.”
Twenty minutes later, he slowed and then took the turn onto a narrow dirt road. It was steeper and winding, and a small stream ran by the road on our right.
“This is where we come to ski,” he said. “We park down at the paved road, and this first part is really a bitch, but it levels out before too long.”
True to his word, we topped out at a broad, open valley. The road ended in a large circle at a fence. He pulled over and stopped next to two other cars.
“We walk from here. I was hoping we’d be here alone, but it looks like we’ll have some company.” He grabbed a small backpack from the back seat, locked the car, and we started up a narrow trail along the stream.
We walked for about twenty minutes. The trail was rather steep as we climbed the side of the valley. Looking down, I could imagine the valley both white in winter and green in summer. Miles ahead of us, the white peaks of the mountains could be seen past the valley.
And then we topped a hill, and he stopped, looking down. Below us was a pool of water about ten feet across surrounded by rocks. Three young men and two women around my age or a little younger sat in the water—talking, laughing, and drinking beer. The water was crystal clear. No one was wearing any clothes, but it didn’t seem to bother anyone that we were looking at them.
“Hot springs,” Trevor said with a grin, and began the descent into the little ravine below us.
Although it was a sunny day, the temperature was about forty degrees Fahrenheit. I could see steam rising from the pool as well as the small stream below where the water spilled over the edge. As we drew closer, the people called out greetings to us.
Trevor dropped the backpack on a large rock, sat down, and started taking off his shoes.
“I forgot to ask if you’re bashful.”
I laughed as I sat down and began to unlace my boots. “No, you didn’t. This is just a transparent ploy to get me naked, isn’t it?”
He leaned closer. “It’s going to work, too. Isn’t it?”
I kissed him. “Absolutely. The good part is that I get to leer at you, too.” I was disappointed that we weren’t alone, but resolved that we would go there again.
And leer I did. Trevor was hot, but with his clothes off, he was scorching. The word Adonis came to mind. He had the build of a swordsman rather than a weightlifter. Slender and lean with broad shoulders. He obviously worked out, and I wondered if that was something else we might do together.
The water was above body temperature, and the air over the water was warm and comfortable. There was a slight smell of sulfur. It was like slipping into the largest bathtub I’d ever seen, but with a sandy bottom. Rocks stuck up here and there, especially around the edge, and that’s what people were sitting on. I felt all the tension flow out of my body. Tension I didn’t even know was there.
“The mountains here are all volcanic in origin,” Trevor explained. “There are hot springs all over the place. Some of them have been commercialized, but this is in a national park, and it’s hard to get to.”
We sat in the water for a couple of hours, chatting with the university students who were playing hooky from their classes, telling stories and jokes, and enjoying the day. Although I was a little embarrassed at first, I kind of liked the way the guys looked at me, and I really liked the way Trevor looked at me.
When Trevor reminded me that we had a date for lunch, I reluctantly climbed out—grateful for the towel he pulled out of his pack—and got dressed. We bid our new friends goodbye and hiked back to the car.
When we got there, I backed him up against it, put my arms around his neck, and said, “If this is part of having a relationship, I approve.”
I liked the kiss that followed a lot, too.




CHAPTER 13
I didn’t know what I expected to find at Killarney Village, but the reality was completely unlike anything I’d ever seen before. I was able to discern three different architectural types. The first were white asymmetric dome-like structures—like large rocks—the sort of thing that reminded me of hobbits for some reason. The second type was a cross between a large stump and a mound of dirt, and the third was a weird composite of English Tudor, Swiss Alpine, and Japanese pagoda.
All of these structures were nestled in what appeared to be undisturbed forest. Streets wandered through it all without any pretense of having straight lines, stop signs, or traffic lights. The closest thing to normal were the traffic circles.
There wasn’t much need for directing traffic, though. There were few cars on the street besides ours, and most of the people we saw were walking. A dark opening—a tunnel covered in foliage and vines—appeared on our right. Trevor drove in and parked the car along with a couple of hundred other cars, then we climbed up a stepped path and out onto the street.
The feel of magic was so strong I couldn’t believe it. In late November, flowers bloomed everywhere. Although, on closer inspection, none of them were flowers I recognized. Beautiful? Yes. Unearthly? The absolute definition of the word.
Trevor took my hand and led me along until we came to a door hanging in the air between two trees. As far as I could see, there wasn’t a building, just the door. He opened it and ushered me through.
I found myself inside a quaint bistro with red-and-white checked table cloths. A little man with a long white beard appeared out of nowhere.
“This way, if you please,” he said in a voice that sounded as though he had inhaled helium. He led us around a corner, and we walked through twisting tunnels, past numerous little alcoves, inside of what looked like a living tree. And then the little man disappeared.
Lizzy’s mother sat at a table in one of the alcoves. She smiled, revealing very pointy teeth that a vamp or a shifter would have envied. Her thick pink hair surrounded her like a cloak, spilling down her back and over her shoulders to her waist. Large, strongly slanted, slit-pupiled golden eyes above sharp cheekbones gave her an alien look. Her mouth was shaped like a valentine, and her chin was pointed. I knew that she was at least a foot shorter than I was.
“Thank you so much for coming. Please sit.” Her voice sounded like silver bells.
As soon as we did, goblets filled with golden liquid appeared on the table. She lifted hers. Following Trevor’s lead, I lifted mine also, and we clinked the glasses together.
After a sip of what tasted like sunshine—I had never tasted sunshine before, but really, that was the only way I could describe it—the pink-haired Fae said, “I am Roisin,” she pronounced it roe-sheen, “and I believe you are Erin.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She stared at me long enough that I started to get uncomfortable. Lizzy did that sometimes when she Saw things.
“Shall we eat?” she finally said, and without any warning, food appeared on the table. Small cakes covered in fresh berries and thick cream, fishcakes, and some kind of cooked grain with butter and honey. I made the mistake of tasting it and realized I was ruined for human food forever. We ate in silence but for the faint music of pipes coming from the walls and ceiling.
When we finished, Roisin said, “I told Elizabeth to warn you away from the vampires. That is still probably good advice, and you should seriously consider it. But the reason I asked you here is to urge you to be unwise. For your soul’s sake. A black woman has offered you a chance to make a difference. It is a difference only you can make, because the difference will occur within you.”
All I could do is stare at her.
“You see,” she continued, “it will be safer to walk away. One path is to go with Trevor. Far away. Leave this place and never look back.”
I saw shock register on Trevor’s face.
“Or you can do nothing. Pretend that the world doesn’t affect you. Hide. Continue to dwell in your own private hell.” She leaned forward then. “Or you can claim redemption. Fully embrace who you are, face your Light as well as your Dark, cast off the chains of your past, and become fully human for the first time in your life. You were given your Gifts for a reason, and that reason has nothing to do with what you were, only with what you might still become.”
If she had hit me in the head with a hammer, I doubted the effect would have been much different.
“Wh-why are you telling me this?”
“You saved my daughter’s life. I am trying to save yours.” She smiled, showing those teeth again. “I shall never forget what you did. You can call on me any time for the rest of your days. But you can live those days happily, or you can be forever ashamed and fearful, loathing yourself for a life that you didn’t choose.”
She took a drink, then said, “Now, you have a choice. You are not using your Gifts. The Goddess intended them to be used for the Light.”
I don’t know what happened after that. The next thing I was cognizant of was walking down the street with Trevor.
“H-h-how d-did we get here?”
He stopped and looked around, wonder in his face. Then he chuckled. “Remember when you asked if teleportation was possible?”
I remembered and laughed. “I don’t know if you can feel magic, but the Fae’s magic feels completely alien to me. They really aren’t human.”
“I would agree with that,” he said.
We resumed walking toward the underground garage where we’d left the car, but I continued to gawk at everything around me. The temperature was far warmer than it had been at the hot springs, and I was hot wearing my coat.
“When you were with Lizzy, did you come here often?” I asked.
“A few times. This is the place where the Fae and humans touch. Her mom lives here because her dad can’t go into the mound. But it really isn’t a place for humans, and they don’t encourage tourists.”
“Do you miss being with Lizzy?”
He shook his head. “That was years ago, Erin. We had a good time, learned a lot from each other, and she’s still one of my closest friends. But you have to understand, to the Fae, Lizzy’s still a baby. Even as a halfling, she’ll probably live five or six hundred years. I’ll be dead before she’s mature and ready to settle down.”
“Are you ready to settle down?”
He grinned. “If you asked me that last week, I would have said no. But the right girl could convince me.”
We walked on for a while.
“I don’t think I’m ready to settle down,” I said. To me, that meant babies, and by all the gods, I had no concept of what it required to be a mother. “Can we just have a good time and learn a lot from each other and leave settling down for later?”
Trevor laughed, grabbing me into a hug and swinging me around so that my feet flew out from under me. Then he set me back on the ground and kissed me.
“Sounds like a plan to me.”
On our way back to the city, Trevor asked, “So, what is it that Frankie Jones wants you to do?”
“I told her no.”
He didn’t say anything. After a couple of minutes, I said, “She wants me to go undercover to find out who’s buying heads. She offered me a lot of money.” More money than I would be able to save in a year. More than I had ever had. Enough that I could afford a phone.
“Well, if you decide to take her up on it, I’ll cover your back. Josh also.”
That took me by surprise. “You think I should?”
“If Roisin gave me that kind of advice, I would have to seriously consider it. Look, I don’t know what your life was like before you came to Westport, and I don’t need to know, but there’s a cloud I can see in your eyes. If she thinks you can purge your past, then maybe you should think about it.”
“Frankie’s last undercover guy got killed.”
Trevor licked his lips. “Hell, the way things are going in this town, we’ll all be dead in a couple of months. If we can stop what’s going on, or at least slow things down, I’m willing to chance it.”
I called Frankie that night. When she answered, I said, “I’ll do it, but I need more money. I’m supplying my own backup, and I can’t ask them to risk their lives for free.”
“I’ll see what I can do. I’ll call you tomorrow,” she said.




CHAPTER 14
“Frankie’s dad and his friends have thrown twenty thousand into a pot if we can stop the bounty hunting,” I said.
I had asked Trevor to invite his business partners, Josh and Jolene, over to his house. I laid out the plan I had formulated, and then asked if they would help.
“And how do we split the money?” Josh asked.
“Evenly. Four ways.”
They all nodded.
I grinned. “I get a bonus, though. I talked Frankie into buying me a phone.”
“About damned time,” Jolene said. “You’ve got your priorities all wrong, girl. Buying food instead of a phone.”
“When do we start this operation?” Josh asked.
“As soon as I make sure we don’t get ambushed by any of the people who should be our allies,” I said. “Barclay’s just plain crazy, so who knows what he might do. But I want to let Flynn, Montgomery, and Michaela Gallagher know what we’re doing so they don’t think we’ve really turned into bounty hunters.”
“And Sam,” Trevor said. “You need to tell him what you’re doing.”
Sam was the one I was most concerned about. I really liked my job, and I didn’t want him feeling that I didn’t trust him. Other people might suspect things about my past, but Sam was the only one I had told about my working for the Illuminati.
I went into Rosie’s that afternoon and found Sam in his office. I shut the door and sat down. He watched me, and waited.
“Is it possible for me to take a week off?” I asked.
He raised an eyebrow. “Of course. What week do you want?”
“Uh, this week?”
“Rather short notice. You going somewhere?”
“No. Frankie Jones offered me a boatload of money to go undercover and catch whoever is offering bounties on vamps and shifters.”
“Oh. Of course you can have the time off. Why would I need a bartender who has lost her bloody fucking mind?” His voice started in a normal conversational tone and built into a deafening bellow by the end.
“I kinda thought you’d see it that way,” I said. “Can I explain before you have me hauled off to the loony bin?”
“Sure. I’ve been tending bar in this place for a hundred years, but I’m constantly surprised at what kind of lunatic explanations come out of people’s mouths. I’m betting this is a doozy.”
I told him what Roisin had said. I could repeat it verbatim, because it was branded on my brain. Not since I killed William Strickland had anything affected me so powerfully.
When I finished, Sam asked quietly, “Do you think she’s right? Do you think doing this will purge your demons?”
I shook my head. “No, not all of them. But I think it’s a start. I don’t think Roisin meant that I could simply help Frankie this one time and I’d suddenly feel like Miss Merry Sunshine. I’ve been thinking about it, and I don’t think redemption is a place, but rather a road. I can hide behind the bar and pretend I’m not part of the world. But, I mean, I’m not sure there are gods, or the Fae’s Goddess, but doesn’t there have to be some kind of reason for the world? Is it just some kind of cosmic accident that I have this much power? Or was I given it for a reason?”
I felt a tear slip, and wiped it away. “Sam, I know I’m capable of evil. Can’t I at least try to do something good?”
He stood up and walked around the desk. Pulling me to my feet, he drew me into a hug.
“Yeah, I have to admit, this is one lunatic explanation I haven’t heard before,” he said. “But I’ve never met anyone at all like you, Erin McLane, so I shouldn’t be surprised.” He put his hands on my shoulders and held me at arm’s length. “Be careful, and don’t be afraid to ask for help. Put my number on speed dial on that new phone, okay?”
I nodded, too choked up to speak. Finally, I managed, “Lizzy said she’d set it up for me and teach me how to use it.”
“You don’t know how to use a phone?”
“Not one of those smartphones. I had a flip phone once, and the Hunters carried private-frequency satellite phones.”
He shook his head. “Get out of here, and be damned careful, you hear me?”
“Thanks, Sam.”
    
Eileen Montgomery was the only one of the vampire community I knew how to contact, so I went to my apartment, dressed in my Hunter’s clothing, and took the bus to Necropolis. Since I did all of that during the daytime, I wasn’t too worried about being followed by Barclay’s men. I had dinner in a diner nearby and waited until after dark.
The bouncer at the door licked his lips when he let me in. If he knew I was carrying a spelled sword that could take his head, I bet he wouldn’t have been so eager to get me alone and taste my blood.
I climbed the stairs to the mezzanine and Eileen’s table.
“Well, Miss McLane. This is a surprise. I heard you were hiding in Rosie’s and didn’t go out at night.”
“It’s primarily for the safety of the vampire population,” I said and watched the grin slide off her face. “I would hate for any unsuspecting bloodsuckers to target me by mistake. May I sit down?”
She motioned to the chair across the table from her.
“You may already know this,” I said, “but there’s a dhampir from out of town who is paying a bounty for vampire and werewolf heads. Supposedly, a group of wealthy paranormals is bankrolling the operation.”
“A dhampir?”
“So I’m told. I haven’t had the pleasure, but my source is convinced. Anyway, I’ve contracted to shut the whole thing down.”
Eileen studied me for some time. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because I don’t want you thinking that I, or any of my associates, have decided to join in the hunt. Stay out of our way, and we’ll leave your people alone.”
“I wondered when you would come out of the closet,” she said.
“Pardon me?”
Eileen grinned. “I had a Hunter lover once. Oh, probably ninety or a hundred years ago. You move the same way she did.”
“I don’t swing that way,” I said.
“No, you probably don’t. I’m not sure she did, either. Unfortunately, she didn’t make it until dawn. I used the stake on her instead.”
“You know what they say. Picking up strange people in bars is risky.”
“Who else are you warning, or am I special?”
I grinned. “You are very special. You may be my favorite vampire. I want to warn George and Michaela as well. Like I said, I try to stay neutral in this sort of thing. None of you have given me any reason to consider you an enemy. But I have a bit of a problem I was hoping you could help me with. I don’t know how to contact Michaela, and when I tried the number I had for Flynn, it’s been disconnected.”
She pulled out a business card, turned it over, and wrote on it.
“These are private numbers. Considering the circumstances, I don’t think they’ll mind my giving them to you.” She passed me the card. “In exchange, perhaps you wouldn’t mind answering a question for me. How did you manage to escape the Illuminati?”
I took a deep breath, considering how to answer that. “While there are still people who were members of the Illuminati, and the Hunters’ Guild, they are scattered and unorganized. The main Order has been destroyed. As far as I know, no one knows I’m alive, therefore no one has any reason to look for me. Plus, all of the other survivors probably have their own problems to worry about.”
She stared at me for a long moment, then jerked her head in a nod. “Fair enough, and a lot more information than I would have expected. I’ve noticed that you have a habit of telling people the truth, don’t you?”
I grinned at her. “It’s a lot easier to keep my stories straight, and it gives me the right to expect truth in return. But I would ask you to please keep that information to yourself. I really don’t need any more speculation about my past.”
“I rarely divulge my sources,” she said, “and I don’t see as how the Order of the Illuminati has any bearing on our current situation, do you? They certainly aren’t anyone I plan to do business with.”
“None whatsoever. Thank you, Ms. Montgomery.”
“Call me Eileen. Have a good night, Erin, and be careful. It’s a jungle out there.”
    
I trekked back to the diner and used the payphone in their entranceway. First, I called Michaela.
“Hello?”
“Michaela, this is Erin McLane. We need to meet. Lunch tomorrow?”
Silence. “How did you get this number?”
“Eileen Montgomery. She thought you should hear what I have to say.”
I heard a deep intake of breath, then, “Where?”
“Do you remember where you had lunch the day your father died?” I asked.
“You were there?”
“I was leaving as you arrived. Someone I was with knew who you were.”
More silence, then, “Yes, that is a good spot. Eleven-thirty.” There was a click, and the line went dead.
Next, I called George Flynn.
“Yes?”
“George, it’s Erin McLane. I need to see you.”
“Be still my heart.”
I laughed. “Come on. You always knew I couldn’t stay away.”
He joined in the laughter.
“Seriously, I have a lead on the vampire hunters.”
Silence, then he said, “Not at Rosie’s. Barclay has that place covered like a blanket.”
“My apartment, too. Name a place. I don’t have a car, but anyplace close to a bus or train line.”
“Can you make it to The Dorchester?”
“Where is it?” I had never heard of the place.
“Downtown, near the courthouse.”
“Yeah, give me an hour,” I said.
“Tell them at the door that you’re with Guy Carleton’s party.”
I grabbed a bus to the nearest train station, then rode the train into downtown. After asking a couple of people, I found The Dorchester. It turned out to be an upscale steakhouse. Very upscale. The maître d’ gave me the fisheye. Evidently my all-black, skin-tight attire wasn’t what he considered appropriate.
“I’m with Guy Carleton’s party,” I said.
His eyebrows went up almost to his non-existent hairline. Then he smirked, pulled out a menu, and said, “Right this way, Miss.”
I wondered if the smirk meant that he thought Flynn had placed me on his menu. I followed him through the dining room, noting that all the men were dressed in suits, or at least a sports coat and tie, and the women were dolled up in their finest. I wondered if I could afford water if I ever decided to eat there. Black leather upholstery complimented the black-with-white-trim walls. The pictures were all night scenes.
We passed through another, smaller dining room, and then my tour guide opened a door at the back and stood aside so I could enter. I briefly wondered if I would be in the alley when I passed through the door, but instead I found myself in a room with a single table. George Flynn, another male vampire, and a female vampire sat there. The maître d’ pulled out the single empty chair for me and set the menu in front of me.
“Did you have any problem finding the place?” George asked.
“I had to ask directions, but it wasn’t difficult.”
“These are my children,” he said. “Edward and Matilda. I asked them to join us. They were curious to meet you.”
Both of the other vampires were considerably younger than Flynn, but I judged them to have probably passed their century mark. The man had been turned in his mid-thirties, the woman probably in her late twenties. Both were beautiful.
Edward and George were dressed in black suits, while Matilda wore a sapphire-blue satin evening dress that I wanted to rip off her body and take home with me. It would have fit, too. Considering her black hair, pale complexion, green eyes, and the contours of her face, I suddenly realized that Flynn’s attraction to me might be real. Matilda could be my older sister, or at least a close cousin.
“Pleased to meet you,” I said, minding my manners. I glanced down at the menu and noted that it didn’t have any prices.
“We haven’t dined yet this evening,” George said. “I would be pleased if you joined us, but if our diet offends you, then we can wait until later.”
I took a deep breath. “Are you eating prepared dishes?” I meant previously-prepared. Blood had already been drained from either humans or animals. Fresh dishes would have had the thralls actually at the table for the vampires to munch on at their leisure.
All three gave me smiles. It was disconcerting to have that many fangs glittering at me.
“Prepared,” George said. “Have you dined with vampires before?”
“Not exactly. I worked in a restaurant that served prepared dinners and drinks. I have catered a fresh banquet, but I must admit, it was a bit unnerving.”
“I have always thought you knew a lot more about us than is common,” he said.
“We have an excellent chef,” Matilda said.
The restaurant I had worked in served raw blood as a drink, but also dishes—some actually cooked, or maybe I should say warmed—made with blood. 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 and enjoy nostalgic memories of when they were alive.
George motioned to the menu. “Please.”
I read down the menu. It had been about four hours since my meal at the diner, and the smell of cooked steaks when I walked through the dining room had made my mouth water. Figuring I would probably never be able to afford the place, I ordered the filet mignon, medium rare, to the disappointment of my hosts, with sides and a tomato juice Bloody Mary.
“Is this one of your holdings?” I asked.
“Yes,” George said, “although not widely known. I’ve always used The Devil’s Den as my public face. Actually, you’re the first outsider I’ve ever invited here.”
I dipped my head. “I’m honored.”
“Are you really a renegade Hunter?” Matilda suddenly blurted out.
I chuckled. “There isn’t such a thing. There are live Hunters, and dead Hunters. And since I am not a member of the Order of the Illuminati, and I am still breathing, that would be a no. I am just a bartender who has known a lot of interesting people. You know how it is. It’s amazing what people will confide in their bartender.”
“And what kind of amazing information have you gleaned about the vampire hunters?” Edward asked.
“I am informed that a group of wealthy and influential men here in town have contracted with a dhampir to offer bounties. Two thousand for vampires and five hundred for shifters,” I replied.
They all glanced at each other, shifting in their seats. The news was obviously something they hadn’t heard.
“Any clue as to the identity of the dhampir?” George asked.
I shook my head. “Supposedly someone new in town. Frankie Jones has contracted me to find out, as well as finding out who the money men behind her are.”
“And you want our help?”
“I want you to stay out of my way. Leave me and the people working with me alone. Pass the word to your minions that I am not harvesting heads. Frankie has assured me that she already has more than enough on hand to provide me with a cover story.”
“You’re awfully confident,” Matilda said, her expression stopping just short of a sneer.
I smiled at her. “Yes, I am.”
“How much is she paying you?” George asked.
“Enough that I can take time off from work for a few days. George, if money was my motivation, Barclay offered me a million dollars to take you out, and I told him no.”
“As if you could,” Edward said, gracing me with a full-blown patrician sneer.
“I could take all three of you out between the main course and dessert,” I said, invoking my shield. “Try to touch me.”
He reached out, but his hand stopped six inches away from me.
“I don’t have to be stronger, faster, or harder to kill if you can’t lay a hand on me,” I said. “I’m sure all of you are smarter and far wiser than I am, but I have magic that you can’t equal.”
George gave me a lop-sided grin. “Atonement?”
I met his eyes. “Perhaps. One must start somewhere. Do vampires ever think about atonement?”
He nodded. “I think some of us do.”
After dinner—which was incredible, the steak cut with a butter knife—George led me to the basement and then through a tunnel to a building on another street.
“If you need any help, you have my number,” he said as he let me out a side door into an alley.




CHAPTER 15
I spent the night in Jolene’s spare bedroom. I would have rather gone to Trevor’s but I was afraid he would reject me again. I was missing something, but I didn’t know what, and I was too embarrassed to ask Jolene. Or Lizzy. He had slept with her. How do you ask someone’s ex-girlfriend why he continued to pull me to him and then push me away?
The following morning, I watched Jolene cast a finding spell, but without anything that was personal to the dhampir we were searching for, she came up empty. As a fallback plan, she created half a dozen tracking chips that could be planted on a person or an object. If the bounties were being paid based on heads, we assumed that whoever was paying wanted to see the heads.
She pulled a small pendant on a chain out of a drawer and stuck one of the chips on the back of it, then put it in a little silk bag.
“The bag will dampen the charm, but when we need to track you, put it on,” she said.
Jolene and I drove together to the restaurant to meet Michaela, while Trevor and Josh took Trevor’s car. She dropped me off at the nearest bus stop and went on to the restaurant alone. The plan was that Jolene would go in first and get a table, and Josh would join her after Michaela showed up.
It wasn’t that we didn’t trust Michaela, it was that we didn’t know her, and I wanted backup. It also seemed a rather suspicious coincidence that the conduit for the bounties was a dhampir, and the only dhampir anyone in Westport knew about were the Gallagher girls.
I arrived five minutes early for my appointment with Michaela, and looking around, didn’t see her. I didn’t know if she had made reservations, or if she had, whether had she made them in her own name. I wouldn’t have. So, I stood around and waited. I did think it was interesting that two tables each had two young women almost as spectacular as Michaela was. That was four tall, gorgeous, athletic-looking dhampir, and try as they would, they couldn’t seem to stop staring at me. My Masters would have failed all four as spies.
They hadn’t escaped Jolene’s notice, either. She had chosen to sit where she could keep both of their tables and the front door in sight.
Michaela showed up right on time. I had to stifle a laugh when I saw it was Josh holding the door for her. He wasn’t noted for being a gentleman.
“Have you been waiting long?” she asked me, then turned to the hostess without waiting for an answer. “Reservations for Anna Carleton. Can we please have that table over by the window?”
I revised my opinion of why Michaela’s ‘sisters’ were there as we walked past them to a table in the corner. Perhaps her backups’ job was to watch the door instead of me. In any case, if anyone came through the door, they would have to get past four dhampir, a pyromancer, and a witch to interrupt our conversation.
We sat down, and a waitress appeared almost at once to take our orders. I asked for iced tea, Michaela preferred lemonade. Neither of us was drinking alcohol. She silently studied my face, then turned and stared out the window. Fair enough. I was the one who asked for the meeting.
“I’ve been contracted to find the people who are paying bounties for vampire and shifter heads,” I said.
She turned back to face me. “Pretty exciting stuff for a bartender.”
“Yeah. I need the money.”
“So, what does that have to do with me?”
“I’ll have a few friends working with me. The redheads over there? Yeah, and another guy. Stay out of our way, and we’ll stay out of yours.”
Michaela shrugged. “As long as you’re not hunting dhampir, I could care less. I would just as soon the bounties continue, if they are targeting Rodrick Barclay.”
“They’re targeting all vamps, plus shifters. But now that you mention it, I’ve been told the person brokering the bounties for the money men is a dhampir.”
That got her attention.
“It wouldn’t happen to be anyone you know, would it?”
Her eyes involuntarily shifted toward the tables where her ‘sisters’ sat. It was a tiny tell, but one I was trained to spot. She shook her head slightly.
“No. None of us.”
“I hope not. I truly like you, and if you or any of your sisters were involved with this, I think now would be a good time to get out.”
She gave me a wry grin. “If I was involved, it would all be aimed in one direction.”
“Kind of what I thought. You’re the only dhampir I’ve ever met. Anything I should be cautious of?”
“Do you have to kill her?” Michaela asked. “We’re sort of an endangered species.”
“I would be just as happy if she simply left town and I didn’t have to kill anyone. Michaela, believe me, I am sick of death.”
“So, why did you take the contract?”
“I’m an idealist. I think I can put a stop to the killing.”
She threw back her head and laughed.
The waitress showed up with our food, and Michaela stared out the window until we were alone again.
“How old are you?” she asked.
“Twenty-three.”
“Dear God. I can’t even remember what it felt like to be twenty-three. I wonder if I was that naïve and idealistic.” She shook her head and took a bite of her quiche.
We ate in silence for a while, then she said, “I was hoping you were going to offer to help me take down Rodrick.”
“I certainly won’t stand in your way,” I said, “and if I happened across you and Barclay mixing it up, I would definitely help you take his head. But I’m trying to stay out of the middle of the vampire succession. I prefer to keep as far away from vampires as I can.”
My words brought a slight smile to her face that quickly faded. “I’ll try and lure him in someplace you hang out.”
“Michaela, you’ve been around vampires far longer than I have. Do you really think any of the current contenders can hang on to their position if one of them wins?”
She looked thoughtful, then said, “Probably not. I hadn’t thought about it, but you’re right. An old one will probably find his or her way here sooner or later, and even Flynn wouldn’t have a chance.”
“And you?”
She shook her head. “We would probably have to leave. A dhampir has to either swear fealty or the Master would try to have us killed. Daywalkers are valuable, but only if you own them. Too much risk to let them wander around free.”
That was what I thought, but she confirmed it.
We finished our lunch, and the waitress brought the check. I reached for my purse, but Michaela said, “No. I’ll get it. You know, the waste disposal business is actually in my name, for legal purposes. I’m rich.” Her face didn’t express any joy about it.
“As for what you asked me earlier, she’ll be quick, fast and strong. I daresay, if I got my hands on you, I could break you in half. We have some entrancement magic, more than a new vampire but not as much as an old one. We don’t heal the same way, and the same kind of damage that would kill you will kill me. She may be trained in weapons. I’m an excellent fencer, as well as a black belt and a crack marksman. I’ve been told that my life expectancy is around three hundred years, but I’ll start to decline after two hundred. So, if she’s old, she may be slower.”
I chuckled. “But craftier and meaner.”
“Probably. Erin, if we both come out of all this alive, I could use a mage, and I’ll pay a lot better than bartending.” She held up her hand. “Think about it. No hurry. And I did hear you when you said you were sick of death. That isn’t what I would hire you for.”
As she turned away, I brushed her coat and stuck one of Jolene’s tracking chips on it.
I noticed that her sisters had also called for their checks. Two of them preceded her out the door, and the other two fell in behind her as she passed. They didn’t all look alike, but they were all about the same height and had the same body type. I wondered if that was a result of who Gallagher chose for his breeding program, or if it was somehow inherent in what made a dhampir.
    
“So, are we all clear with her?” Jolene asked when we gathered outside.
“Yeah, we are.”
“Good. Josh desperately wants an introduction to any of those women, if you can swing it.”
He smirked.
“Some of them might enjoy bloodsucking,” I said.
“I’ll take my chances.”
“What’s next?” Trevor asked.
“I want to hit Rosie’s before it gets dark and those bounty hunters set out for the night. I need one of them to provide an introduction for me,” I said.
We still had a few hours, so Josh and Jolene took off to do other things, and Trevor took me back to his house, where he led me into the room with all the computers.
“I did a little snooping around, checking on those eight Columbia Club members Frankie identified,” he said. “Five of them show some unusual banking activity.”
“You hacked into a bank?” I was shocked.
“No, into the Federal Reserve system. Much easier than trying to figure out which banks to hit. And as long as I don’t touch anything, they’ll never know. There are too many transactions going on for them to pay attention to a low-profile intrusion.”
We studied the transactions—the amounts and the frequencies—for about an hour.
“That one,” I pointed. “I don’t think that has anything to do with bounties. Too regular and the same amount every week, always going into the same account. Plus, it’s been going on for over a year.”
Trevor’s brow furrowed as he concentrated on the transactions. “What do you think he’s doing with the money?”
“Paying his mistress.”
“Oh. Yeah, that would make sense.” He tapped on the keys for a while, then an image of a young woman popped up on another monitor. “Good guess. He’s transferring the money into her bank account.”
She looked younger than me. “Out of curiosity, who is she?”
“Student at the university. There was one larger transfer in late August, and another one in January. They appear to be tuition payments.”
I looked at the numbers and shrugged. “Sounds safer than chasing bounty hunters. Maybe I should go to school and get a sugar daddy.”
Trevor swiveled around in his chair, put his hands on my waist, and pulled me down on his lap. “I would be very disappointed.”
“Why? I—” I didn’t finish the sentence because he pulled my head down and covered my mouth with a kiss.
When he let me up for air, he said, “We’re taking this slowly because you don’t understand relationships, and I don’t want a broken heart. Now, everyone else got lunch except me. Walk with me down to the pizza place, okay?”
The idea of being with Trevor made me happy. Break his heart? I knew I would be disappointed if he didn’t want to be with me. But if that happened, wouldn’t we both try to find someone else—not that I had anyone else in mind. Wasn’t that the way it worked? Most single people I knew had dated more than one person. It seemed that most people eventually found someone to live with. What I thought should be pretty straightforward was turning out to be more confusing by the day.
    
After we calmed Trevor’s stomach, we drove back downtown where we met Lizzy at a phone store. Frankie had set me up with a phone billed to her office. Once I got the phone, Trevor and I took Lizzy to lunch, and she programmed the phone and showed me how to use it.
We got to Rosie’s around four o’clock—an hour before I normally started my shift. I said hello to Sam and Liam, ordered a beer, and went to the ladies’ room. When I came back, I snagged my beer off the bar and walked over to where my target and his partner were eating.
Luke Comstock had been flirting with me since he got to town. He wasn’t overly pushy, or rude, and he made me laugh, so although I hadn’t encouraged him, I hadn’t exactly discouraged him either. A bit over six feet, with brown hair and eyes, he wasn’t hard to look at, even if he was almost twenty years older than I was. I knew he had magic, or he wouldn’t be in Rosie’s.
His partner, Cory Bradshaw, was another matter. He was short and thin, wiry, with long dark hair and a perpetual two-day beard. I had never seen him smile. He was about the same age as Luke, and one of the waitresses told me that he spent more of his time at the strip bars down the street than he did at Rosie’s.
“Hey, how are you guys doing?” I said.
Luke looked up and smiled. “Pretty good. Aren’t you working tonight?”
“Nope. Got the night off. Hoping I might find a little action.”
His grin spread across his face, and I realized that I might have given him the wrong impression.
“Uh, what I mean is, I heard there might be opportunities to earn a little money. You know, using my magic.”
“We ain’t lookin to take on any partners,” Cory said around a mouthful of steak.
I shuffled my feet and tried to look hurt. “Well, I can understand that. I was just hoping that maybe you could help me out a little. Tell me where I needed to go to talk to the people with the money. I mean, it’s not like this town is going to run out of vamps anytime soon. One girl isn’t going to be much competition. I just need some cash to get my car fixed.”
“And you think you could take down a vamp?” Luke asked. Corey made a sound and glared at him.
“Taken one down before. Threw one out of here one night. They don’t scare me none.” I shrugged. “Sorry to bother you.”
I trudged off and took a table near the restrooms. I had a backup guy in mind if Luke didn’t work out, but he hadn’t shown up yet. Most of the bounty hunters who hung out at Rosie’s stayed at the Huntsman Hotel across the street, so I figured he would be in at some point. Pretty soon, Cory paid his tab and left.
Shortly thereafter, Luke dropped into the empty chair at my table.
“Don’t mind Corey,” he said. “He don’t mean nothin by it. It’s just his nature to be a little sour.”
“That’s okay.” I smiled at him. “He doesn’t want to split the money. I understand that.”
Luke passed me a piece of paper with a name and an address on it.
“Thanks, but you know that isn’t going to do me any good. I need an introduction.”
He was thinking about it, and thinking wasn’t his strong suit. My take was that Corey handled that part of their partnership.
I turned on the charm. Thrusting my chest out and looking up at him through my eyelashes, I purred, “I could make it worth your while.”
He licked his lips. “Okay. We weren’t going out tonight. We scored big the last couple of nights, and Corey’s going down to the strip bar after a while. When he does, I’ll come back and get you and take you to meet her. Okay?”
“Sure. That sounds great. I really appreciate it.” The smile I gave him had worked on every man I ever tried to seduce except for one.
After Luke left, Trevor brought his drink from the bar and joined me.
“Any luck?”
I showed him the piece of paper. “He’s going to come back later and take me to meet her.” I winked. “I sort of promised to show him a good time. Don’t you think he and Cindy Mackle would make a good couple?”
It took Trevor a minute to catch on, but the boy wasn’t slow. He grinned. “That’s evil.”
“And he’s killing sentient beings for money. I don’t feel guilty at all.”
“What about his partner?”
“He’s off to the strip shows and probably a hooker. Luke doesn’t want him to know that he’s going with me. So if he disappears, no one will have a clue as to what happened to him. Give Cindy a call and tell her the address, then the two of you figure out where I should take Lukey-boy for his good time after I get my introduction.”
The name on the paper was Constance Gardner. I would have bet my sword it wasn’t her real name. The big question in my mind was who her partner or partners were. I had a difficult time wrapping my head around a single dhampir, no matter how smart, showing up in a strange city and setting up such a complicated scheme.
Luke came back an hour later to find me still sitting at the same table, still nursing the same beer, but he didn’t need to know that.
“Ready to go?”
“Yep. Lead on,” I said with a big smile.
I slipped my arm through his when we got out to the alley, and he never looked back to see Trevor following us. His transportation was a ten-year-old SUV. The back of it was lined with plastic tarps—I assumed so they could hose off the blood after delivering the heads of their victims.
“You’re a mage, right?” Luke asked as he started the car.
“Yeah. A ley line mage.”
“What are you going to use to cut off their heads?” he asked. “I mean, she wants proof, but she don’t want the whole body. Besides, ya gotta cut off their heads or they don’t die.”
“I have a short sword,” I said. “It will do the job.”
That appeared to satisfy him. I kept him talking, asking where he was from, and where before that, what kind of things he liked to do. As with most men, he liked to hear himself talk. Then he started telling me about how to go about hunting vampires. I liked it better when he talked about growing up on the farm in Oklahoma.
We drove to a warehouse on the north side of the river about a mile from Necropolis. He took me around to a loading dock in the back and punched a code into the keypad there. It was too dark for me to see, but the door didn’t open. From Luke’s reaction, he didn’t expect it to. We stood around for a few minutes, and then the door opened.
I checked my shield, and fed ley line energy to my hands and feet in case I needed to fight my way out of the place. We walked in to find a very large man with a pistol on his hip and the largest Bowie knife I’d ever seen.
“Who’s she?” the guy asked.
“A friend who wants in on the deal,” Luke said. “Brought her to meet the boss lady.”
The thug looked me over and sneered. “You ain’t hardly big enough to see over a steering wheel. What makes you think you can kill a vampire?”
I smiled and batted my eyes as I moved closer to him. “Why, sugar, who told you someone had to be big to kill bloodsuckers? All you have to do is talk sweet to lure them in, wait until they try to bite your neck, and then punch them in the chest with a stake.” I pulled my punch, an upper cut below his ribs, but still hit him in the diaphragm hard enough to lift him off the ground and drive the air from his lungs.
While he sat on the floor moaning and wheezing, I bent over him and said, “And then you just cut off their heads. Sugar, you don’t have to be very big to control a whole lot of magic.”
He glared at me, but when I extended a hand, he took it. I pulled him to his feet. “No hard feelings, sugar? I sure don’t have any.”
I received a grudging grin, then he turned and led us into the building.
The warehouse was being used for something besides grisly trophies because I saw that pallets of boxes filled about half the space. A forklift was parked near the loading dock. We wound our way between the pallets until we came to an office door with a light showing under it. Big-dumb-and-ugly opened the door and ushered us in.
The dhampir was sitting, but I guessed she was as tall as Michaela. Definitely as busty, and almost as pretty, with red hair and pale, flawless skin. She looked a bit like a slightly-older and larger version of Eileen Montgomery. The dhampir made me feel almost as though my magic was a consolation prize. I wondered what it would be like to have every man and woman you passed on the street stare at you.
“Miz Gardner,” Luke said in a tone that I was sure he used with his teachers in grammar school, “this is Erin McLane. She asked for an introduction.”
“Oh, she did? And how did you meet her?” The accent was cultured British. I wondered who her mother had been.
“She’s the bartender at Rosie O’Grady’s.”
“A lot of the hunters hang out there,” I said. “I need money, and this seemed like a good way to get some fast.”
She studied me. “What kind of mage are you?” she asked. She wanted to know my affinity—what my talent was for twisting reality.
I shook my head. “I’m just a ley-line mage. I don’t convert energy. I just use it the way it comes to me.” I knew that to a lot of people, my inability to turn ley line energy into a physical manifestation was viewed either as a lack of training or a lack of talent—or both. But I lacked for neither training nor power. Master Benedict thought it was due to my being half witch.
“And that’s how you knocked Hugo down?”
I glanced at a TV in the corner that showed a split screen. The cameras were aimed outside and inside the dock. “Yes, ma’am. I had to pull my punch though. I didn’t figure you’d be too happy if I killed him.”
She spent the next fifteen minutes grilling me. I must have said the right things, because then she explained the deal—when I could bring her the heads, how to do it, and a whole lot of what not to do. Then she gave me a code to use when I visited and told us to get lost and not to bother her again unless we came to do business.
I caught most of what she told me, but didn’t worry too much about what I missed. Lizzy had drilled me on how to set my new phone to record a conversation, and I had been practicing all day. I had my conversations with Luke recorded, too.
What captured most of my attention was a long, black cloak with a peaked hood that hung on a coat rack in the corner next to a second door.
Hugo showed us out, and we got back in Luke’s truck. We made it to the end of the road and turned the corner when lights from a cop car went off behind us.
“Shit,” Luke said. “What the hell is this for? I wasn’t speeding or anything.”
He pulled over, and I reached out. “Don’t get upset, sugar. I’m sure it’s nothing.” I placed my hand on the side of his head and drained his life energy until he passed out, slumping against the steering wheel. Mackle walked up and opened his door.
“What did you do to him?”
“Just drained his energy a little. He’ll be fine when he wakes up in the morning, but he’ll be hungry as hell.”
I got out of the truck and walked around to help her pull Luke out.
“How about his partner?” I asked.
“We have a couple of cops waiting for him back at his hotel,” Mackle said.
Frankie walked up and looked down at the unconscious man lying on the ground.
“I have a full confession recorded,” I said. “He bragged rather freely. I also have a recording of everything the dhampir told me. But I don’t know what good that will do you. You said you can’t prosecute them for killing vampires.”
“Not in a normal court,” Frankie said. “There’s a prison in northern Canada that is financed by various paranormal councils, and we’ll send them there. What we need now is to identify all of the people involved in this screwed-up business and round them up. We need this Constance Gardner’s ledger that shows who she paid.”
What makes you think she has one?” I asked.
“Because the people who are financing her want records. It’s the way they’re used to doing business.”




CHAPTER 16
I woke to Trevor’s voice, and at first had a difficult time figuring out where I was. A knock came on the door.
“Yes?” I called.
The door opened, and he stuck his head in. “Get up and I’ll take you ladies to brunch.”
All I could do was blink at him. How could someone be so cheerful so early in the morning?
“What time is it?” I managed to ask.
“Ten o’clock. Come on, I’m starving.”
I hadn’t gotten to bed at Jolene’s until four-thirty in the morning. Ten o’clock was far too early from my perspective.
“I need a shower,” I finally said.
“So get up.”
The door pushed wider, and Jolene padded in holding a steaming mug. She was still wearing pajamas.
“Here, drink some of this,” she said. “I’ll go take my shower while you wake up.”
Gratefully, I sat up and took the mug. Her eyes widened a bit, and I realized the covers had slid down to my waist.
“You didn’t grow up bashful, did you?” she asked.
“Nothing he hasn’t seen before, but he doesn’t seem to get too excited about it,” I grumbled.
She laughed and headed out of the room, taking Trevor with her and pulling the door closed.
After I managed to sort myself out and get dressed, Trevor drove us north of downtown and then out to the coast. I thought at first, he might be taking us to the place where I met with Michaela, but he drove past there and almost to the foothills.
“That’s the university,” Jolene pointed when we parked.
A street separated the restaurant’s parking lot from a large brick building covered with ivy and nestled in the trees. I scanned the area and saw more and more buildings with young people walking along sidewalks between them. On our side of the street, there were a lot of shops with a few taverns sprinkled in.
“This is where all of you went to school? Where Lizzy still goes?” I asked.
“Yep,” Trevor said. “We can go walk around if you like after we eat.”
“Sounds good. Where do the sugar daddies hang out?”
“Online,” Jolene said with a laugh. “You need a computer to go trolling for those guys.”
“If I could afford a computer, I wouldn’t need a sugar daddy.”
Trevor winked at me. “Life just isn’t fair sometimes.”
We sat by the windows at the back of the restaurant, overlooking the ocean and a lot of little islands just off the coast.
“That’s where the sugar daddies live,” Jolene jokingly told me. From the size of the one house I could see, the guy who owned it could have hidden an entire harem without his wife knowing about it.
After brunch, Jolene and Trevor gave me a tour of the campus. It was a revelation for me to see so many people of my age in one place. We saw almost no one over thirty. In my years with the Illuminati, after I finished my training at nineteen, I had almost always been the youngest in any gathering.
We sat on a wall that ringed the university, looking down over the cliffs above the ocean and discussing our next steps in taking down the bounty ring. We called Frankie, who assured us that she had two fresh vampire heads acquired the previous evening from a bounty hunter the cops had busted.
“I only saw Gardner and an ogre she called Hugo,” I told my friends, “but that doesn’t mean they were the only ones there. I didn’t see any heads, and there were five vehicles parked at the warehouse.”
“An ogre?” Trevor asked.
“Figuratively speaking. Big, fat, ugly, and not too bright.”
“So, you take her the heads, what then?” Jolene asked.
“I record it for Frankie, get paid, and establish my bona fides. The following night I’ll take Gardner some more heads. She should be feeling rather comfortable with me at that point, and maybe I can make a move on her.”
“Frankie told me last night that Blair is coming back to work today,” Trevor said. “She has the warehouse staked out, and said they were going to follow Gardner anytime she left the place. The bounty business is going to dry up because the cops will be stopping every car headed toward the warehouse after dark.”
“Frankie should let a few bounty hunters slide through,” I said. “Gardner’s liable to get suspicious if I’m the only one delivering heads.”
“Good point,” he said and pulled out his phone. Jolene and I watched the scenery while he talked to Frankie. When he hung up, he gave an emphatic nod. “Frankie said they already thought of that. They’re letting one of every four vehicles through.”
    
We met Frankie, Mackle, and Blair around midnight, and they handed me two garbage bags, each containing a freshly confiscated vampire head. I felt compelled to look, then wished I hadn’t. Both of the deceased vamps had been turned when they were about my age, and I was willing to bet they hadn’t been vampires very long.
They say that vampires don’t change after they’re turned, but they do in a way. They become hardened, and it shows in their faces. The girl who died the final death and donated her head that night still looked fresh-faced and innocent. Although I didn’t want to touch her, I reached into the bag, lifted one of her eyelids, and slipped one of Jolene’s tracking chips under it.
People often told me that I looked older than I was. I didn’t, really, but I could see that same hardness in my face. Killing takes a toll. I puked my guts out the first time I killed a person, but I had learned to shut off my feelings, my emotions. I was always drawn to pictures of soldiers. Nineteen or twenty years old, and after coming back from war, they were different. Although survivors quickly learned to kill those trying to kill them, a little bit of a person’s soul blackened each time they took a life. I figured my soul was as black as pitch.
I had never thought about it until I came to Westport, made friends, and really saw what a normal life looked like. The shadow world that paranormals and supernaturals lived in was violent, but most magical beings lived most of their lives just like everyone else. I struggled with the new emotions I was feeling, especially my feelings for Trevor. And the re-awakened feelings about killing and death.
Jolene handed one of the little mirrors for the tracking chips to Detective Mackle, and gave her the spell to make it work. The cops would be able to track the vampire girl’s head. They hoped they would find where the heads were being taken.
“Good evening, Lieutenant,” I greeted Blair. “Good to see you out and about again.” He still had a dressing on his neck, which I thought was odd.
“Feels good to be out. I was going crazy sitting around doing nothing.”
I reached out and lightly touched the bandage. “Is that healing all right?”
He frowned. “They grafted some skin from my shoulder blade. Damned vamp took a chunk out of me that would have left a truly ugly scar.”
“Dodge better next time.” I winked at him. “But, hell, think of the stories you can tell the girls. You’re a hero. Saved a girl’s life.”
Blair barked out a laugh. “Girl saved mine.”
I gave him a quick hug. “We’re even. Without you, Barclay probably would have had me.”
I had inherited Luke’s old SUV after the cops confiscated it. It was a gas hog, but Frankie had given me a credit card, along with a stern lecture about what I could and couldn’t use it for. I tossed the heads in the back of the SUV and drove to the warehouse to dance with Constance Gardner.
When I punched in the code she had given me, I didn’t have to wait nearly as long for Hugo to open the door as Luke did the night before. I held up the garbage bags, and he nodded for me to come in.
We threaded our way through the stacks of pallets and boxes back to the office. When I met Gardner there the previous evening, she wore a white blouse and black trousers, but the yellow dress and pearls she had on that night made me wonder if she had a hot date planned for later. The black cloak was again draped over the coat rack in the corner.
I showed her the heads and was glad Frankie provided me with fresh samples, because Gardner reached into each of the bags and touched the neck stumps, checking to see if the blood was fresh. Evidently satisfied, she nodded to Hugo, who took the bags and left.
Gardner went back around her desk, sat down, and opened one of the desk drawers. She pulled out two bundles of twenty-dollar bills and placed them on the desk. The violet currency straps were still on them. Someone was supplying her with a lot of cash straight from a bank.
“Where did you find them?” she asked me.
“Hanging around the red-light district down on West Twenty-Fourth Street,” I said. “Easy pickings down there with the hookers and johns.”
She nodded. “The people financing the bounties would prefer if you hunted closer to downtown, and in the suburbs north of the river. They really don’t care if the vamps chew on a few hookers.”
“I’ll remember that.”
Gardner pushed the money across the desk to me. I flipped through the bills to count them, then tucked them into my pocket.
“Thank you,” I said and turned to go.
“I asked around about you,” she said. “You sound like a smart girl. If you’re interested in making some real money, we might have some jobs you could do for us.”
Turning back to her, I said, “I would be interested in listening.”
She nodded. “Goodnight, Miss McLane.”
When I passed Trevor’s car parked on the street just outside the warehouse complex, he turned on his lights and followed me. We drove to where Frankie and Blair waited for us, and I handed her the money.
“Original currency bands?” Frankie said in surprise as she inspected the money. “And crisp new bills in serial number sequence. Damn, we should be able to identify the bank fairly easily.”
I must have looked puzzled, because she explained. “If a bank is involved in any way with funding a criminal enterprise, we can open up their books and find all the transactions tied to the account. That gives us the money men, all tied up neatly in a bundle, and we can shut this thing down.”
I chalked it up to being above my pay grade.
Trevor and I dropped the SUV at Jolene’s and went to Rosie’s for a drink. It was the only bar either of us knew that stayed open after hours. When I got there, I went to the ladies’ room and scrubbed my hands. Even though I had barely touched one of the heads, I felt dirty, as though something had stuck to me.
“Are you doing okay?” he asked me after the waitress took our drink orders.
“No. I feel really creepy walking around with someone’s head in a garbage bag.”
He seemed to study me for a minute, then nodded. “It’s a nasty business. Some of the things we get involved in—Jo and Josh and I—I just try to think about why I’m doing it and sort of put my feelings on hold while I’m doing it.”
I shook my head. “Like that shifter kid you guys found?”
“Uh-huh. At least it wasn’t my job to execute the monster who sacrificed that kid.”
We had a couple of drinks, then he took me back to Jolene’s, where I planned to spend the night.
He walked me to her door and put his arms around me. One kiss turned into several, and just as I was about to lose myself, he pulled back.
“I’ll see you tomorrow. Okay?”
I could take a hint with the best of them, so I bid him good night.




CHAPTER 17
I called Lieutenant Blair the following morning and asked if I could come by to see him. Jolene lived fairly close to downtown, and it wasn’t raining, so I walked.
Detective Mackle came to get me when I buzzed at the door to their suite of basement offices and led me through the cubicles back to Blair’s office.
“How did your hunting go last night?” I asked her as we threaded our way through the room full of cubicles.
“This job really sucks sometimes,” she answered. “I can’t believe how sick some people are. We busted seventeen people last night and confiscated a total of thirty-one vampire heads and four wolves. The body counts were lower when the vamps were running out of control. At least they didn’t kill all their victims.”
“And all of the people you busted will go to that prison in Canada that Frankie told me about?”
“The paranormals, yes. The norms we’ll send to a prison in Greenland,” Mackle said. “The paranormal councils in North America and Europe jointly run that one. If it was up to me, we’d haul their asses out in the ocean and sink the boat.”
She left me at Blair’s open door. He was sitting behind his desk working on the computer and didn’t seem to notice me. I tapped on the door jamb, and he looked up, then smiled.
“Erin! Come in.” He shoved the keyboard away from him and motioned to the chair in front of his desk. “Would you like some coffee?”
“I’ve heard rumors that cop-shop coffee is terrible,” I said with a smile.
He chuckled. “Normally it is, but as you can see, I grind and brew my own.”
Getting up from his desk, he poured me a mug from a pot sitting in one of those drip coffee makers on the sideboard and warmed up his own cup. It smelled good, and when I took a sip, I discovered it was good.
“So, what brings you down here?” he asked, resuming his seat behind the desk.
“I was hoping you could explain in a little more detail what exactly I’ve gotten myself into. Frankie’s a nice lady, but she’s a lawyer, and I don’t feel like I’m getting the full picture.”
Actually, playing on Blair’s attraction to me, I was hoping to get a little more truth from him. Manipulative? A little bit. The Illuminati trained me to use whatever tools were necessary, and this game with the vampires was definitely life or death.
“Okay,” he said, “what’s not clear?”
“I understand that vampires are people, except when they’re not, and you guys define that according to whatever serves your purpose at the moment,” I said. “I also understand that you want this bounty frenzy to end so that you don’t have headless bodies littering the streets for citizens to trip over. I also understand that you want to take care of the problem before the vampire lords decide to take care of it themselves, and before the shifters turn out in force to hunt the hunters.”
Blair nodded at each of my points.
Taking a deep breath, I continued. “Frankie wants me to try and steal Constance Gardner’s ledger. She also got excited about the bank bands on the money Gardner paid me. In some way, she plans to use that information to identify the money men behind all of this.”
He nodded again.
“What I can’t seem to make the connection on is how she’s going to take down the money men. She can’t haul them into court and accuse them of paying bounties to kill vampires because vampires don’t exist. I doubt seriously that she has the power to haul a bunch of prominent citizens off to her paranormal-run prisons, either. So, what is she going to do to make them stop?”
It was Blair’s turn to take a deep breath. He turned his face up to the ceiling and was quiet. I sipped my coffee and let him sort out what to tell me.
“Someday,” he finally said, “I hope to learn what kind of training you’ve had. You’d make a damned good cop. You know that Frankie thinks the money men are part of the Columbia Club, right?”
I nodded.
“Her father and some of the other members aren’t happy about what’s going on. Frankie’s father has told her that if she gets him proof, he and the others who think like he does will pressure the bounty payers to stop.”
“And that’s it?”
“Erin, you’re a mage. You live in that world and I don’t. But I know there are questions that are better left unasked, so I assume you do, too. How do paranormals deal with rogues? Especially those who endanger the secret of your existence?”
I gave a slight shrug. He was right. There were questions you didn’t ask, and there were also answers that you didn’t voice. If Frankie’s dad and his friends were powerful enough, they could impose their will, or just kill those who stepped out of line. And if not, they had the funds to hire assassins—people like I used to be, people who could create accidents. It was rare in the paranormal world for an assassination to look like murder.
“Okay. Thanks,” I said. “That’s kind of what I thought. It kind of grates to let mass murderers get away with it, especially since the grunts on the ground will get punished. But I understand.”
There was another matter I was interested in. “Lieutenant, Frankie said that your team would be following Gardner twenty-four seven. And did the tracking chip work?”
“Jordan, please,” he said. “According to Mackle, the head never left the warehouse. As to Gardner, yes, we followed her. She was at the warehouse from nine in the evening until nine the next morning. From there, she went to a luxury hotel downtown. She’s driving a rented blue Mercedes.”
“License plate?” I asked.
He gave it to me. I hesitated, but I had to confide in someone. Blair and I had come close to death together, and as much as I liked him before, that created a special bond, and someone needed to know.
“Someone has been stalking me,” I said. “I’ve seen them several times, once as close as we are right now. I assumed it was a man, but now I’m not so sure.”
Blair sat up in his chair and leaned forward with his elbows on the desk.
“I’ve only seen this person at night, and they wear a long, black cloak with a peaked hood. It started long before all this bounty-hunter stuff.” I took a deep breath. Blair was listening, his eyes riveted on me. “Constance Gardner had a cloak like that hanging in her office both times I was there.”
I stood up and put my coffee cup on the sideboard.
“See you tomorrow night, Lieutenant.”
“Erin. I have tickets to Carmen in two weeks. Interested?”
The lieutenant and I shared a love of opera, and he had season tickets. My first impulse was to leap at the ticket, but I thought about Trevor. Would he understand me going out with someone else? Even if I had no intention of sleeping with Blair, it might be taken the wrong way.
“Can I give you an answer in a couple of days?” I asked. “What night is it?”
“Saturday.”
I shook my head. “I’m already taking a week off to work this case for you. I’ll have to talk to Sam.” And to Trevor.
“Sure. Let me know.” He looked happy, and I realized it was because I hadn’t said no.




CHAPTER 18
The following evening, we met the cops at the same place as we had before. Jolene, Josh, and Trevor planned to park near the warehouse so they could track me and so I would have close backup if I needed it.
We waited for some of the hunters to drive down the road toward the warehouse, and the cops let them through. Three guys in a pickup truck. Five minutes later, I drove in the same direction. Their truck was still parked by the loading dock when I arrived.
Hugo let me in but didn’t take me back to the office immediately. I took the opportunity to try and get some information from him.
“So, who do you sell these things to?” I casually asked, as though I was just making conversation. “Head hunters in New Guinea?”
He thought that was funny and guffawed.
“No, seriously,” I pressed. “You have to dispose of them somehow. This one’s fresh, and it already stinks.”
The big oaf shook his head. “Got a witch that spells them. Don’t rot, don’t stink.”
“Well, that’s certainly handy,” I said. “I know a couple of witches. So, why does the witch want them? I never saw anyone do a spell using a vampire head. Or does she just use the teeth?”
“She don’t use them.”
“Then why does she pay for them?”
“She don’t. Someone else does.”
“Why do they want them? I mean, what good are they? You can’t eat them, can you?”
His eyes bulged a little. “Just want the vamps dead.”
I shook my head. “I’m confused. They’re already dead.”
His pocket squawked, and he pulled a little walkie-talkie thing out of it. “Yeah?”
“Bring the next one back,” Constance’s voice said, “and escort these gentlemen out.”
Thankfully, the three bounty hunters waiting in her office to be escorted out didn’t include anyone I recognized. If they hung out at Rosie’s, it wasn’t on my shift.
“Ah, Miss McLane,” Gardner said after Hugo and the others left. “Back again.”
I nodded and hefted the garbage bag onto her desk.
“Don’t put that thing on my desk,” she said with a sneer, waving her hand. “Put it over there by the door. Hugo will take it away.”
Without even inspecting the contents of the bag, she pulled money out of her desk and handed it to me.
“The vamps are getting harder to find,” I said. “They’re staying off the street.”
Gardner nodded. “Yes, I’ve seen business fall significantly this week.”
“You may have to think about paying more,” I said. “If I have to go dig them out of their holes, it will be a lot more work.”
“That’s not my problem. If you’re not interested, others will be. Where else can you make two thousand dollars in a night? You can’t sell yourself for that kind of money, and those thugs who just left can’t even do that.”
That was a little offensive. Even though I wasn’t a supermodel, I liked to think I was worth a whole lot more than two thousand dollars. Of course, I had never tried to determine my fair-market price.
I let my eyes travel toward the cloak hanging in the corner. She noted the direction of my attention and started to glance that way. As soon as she was distracted, I moved toward the cloak.
“This is a wonderful cloak,” I said, lightly brushing it with my fingertips and planting one of Jolene’s trackers on it. “Where did you get it?”
“I’ve had it for a very long time,” she said, an edge of irritation in her voice. “I’m a little old-fashioned.”
I had noticed that her wardrobe looked rather mid-twentieth century. Considering her age, she was probably comfortable in Victorian gowns.
“Oh. Too bad. I’d love to have something like it. It’s probably really good in a wet climate like this.”
“Yes, it is.”
From my place next to the cloak, I could see behind her desk. Two drawers on either side of the space for her legs. The one on the bottom right held the money. Depending on whether she was left- or right-handed, one of the top drawers probably held a pistol. Would she keep her ledger at the office? I was willing to bet that she kept her accounts current as the night progressed. Less work that way, and probably a lot of downtime between dealing with the hunters.
I was torn about whether I should take her then, but couldn’t figure out how much more I would learn by continuing the game I was playing. I certainly didn’t want to transport any more heads, and besides, if she wasn’t providing a market, maybe the bounty hunters would stop harvesting heads.
My hesitation alarmed her.
“Is there anything else, Miss McLane?”
I pushed ley line energy at her, knocking her chair over and spilling her on the floor. Springing forward, I grabbed her arms and pinned them to her sides, using magic to contain her strength.
“Hugo!” she screamed.
The door opened almost immediately.
“Kill her!”
“Aw, that’s so extreme,” I said. “I’m not hurting you.”
Hugo lunged forward, reaching for me. I kicked out and caught him in the thigh. He spun off balance and fell.
Scrambling to my feet, I used ley line energy to pull Gardner upright with me. Unfortunately, I could either control her or shield myself, but not both at the same time. She stomped my foot, a move I would have made in the same situation, and one I should have been prepared for. The pain was excruciating as bones broke. If I hadn’t been wearing my Hunter’s boots, the foot would have been totally shattered.
Unfortunately for her, the pain caused me to clench my fists, one of which was clasped around her right upper arm. I felt the bone break and she screamed.
Hugo wasn’t fast, but he was big, and while I was distracted, he struggled to his feet and took a swing at me. The glancing blow he delivered to my head knocked me off balance, and Gardner managed to get away. She didn’t waste any time on me, but grabbed her cloak on her way through the office’s back door.
I started to follow, but one step with my right foot showed me that I wouldn’t be running anywhere that night. Then Hugo grabbed me from behind in a bear hug and squeezed. My ribs creaked, and all the air was pushed from my lungs. In a panic, I pushed a burst of ley energy upwards, and he let go of me. Grabbing onto the desk for stability, I whirled around to face him. He lay on the floor, the unnatural angle of his head and his wide-staring eyes proving he was no longer a threat.
My foot felt as though it was on fire. I managed to pull Gardner’s chair upright and sat down, then fished in my coat pocket for my phone.
“Trevor? She got away. She’s on the move and I can’t follow her. I did manage to plant one of the trackers on her cloak.”
“Got it. Jolene?” I heard him say, and then Jolene’s voice, faintly, “Yeah, I’ve got her.”
“Trevor?”
“Yeah, we’ve got her. Are you coming out?”
“I don’t think so. Send in the cops. Tell them to watch out, there may be a witch and some other people here.”
“Okay. Are you all right?”
“Just peachy, but I think my foot is broken,” I said through gritted teeth. “Just catch the bitch.”
I made a mental note to spend some of the money I was earning on pain and healing potions. For the time being, I relied on the mental exercises taught by the Hunters’ Guild. One had to overcome pain sometimes in order to stay alive, and the techniques were designed to shut off the pain and clear my head so I could adequately defend myself. I sighed in relief as the pain receded—not gone, but no longer blinding agony.
Hugo’s corpse and I waited for what seemed like forever. I spent the time going through the desk. A hundred thousand in twenty-dollar bills was awfully tempting, and I argued with myself whether taking a few bundles would be stealing. I had sworn off that sort of thing. Eventually, though, I realized that the cops would confiscate it, and whoever it truly belonged to would never get it back. Five of the little bundles went into the inside pockets of my coat. If Westport got any crazier, I might need running money.
The pistol was in the top left-hand drawer. I called Trevor again.
“Yeah?” he answered.
“Watch her left hand. Her right arm is broken, but she’s left-handed.”
“Got it, thanks.”
I hung up and continued searching. The ledger was in the top right-hand drawer. In a tight, neat hand Gardner had detailed how many heads she had received, on what days, from whom, and how much she paid. In a second ledger book she had a duplicate set of transactions, but the money was different. After looking at it for a minute or so, I realized those were the amounts she kept as brokerage fees. She had made almost a quarter of a million dollars in blood money since setting up her little operation. The bounty hunters had been paid for two hundred and thirty-five vampires and sixty werewolves.
Any sympathy I might have had for her evaporated as I looked at the numbers. Although she might not have killed them personally, she exceeded even me as a mass murderer.
Sounds of voices and banging came from the warehouse. I assumed the cops had finally arrived.
My phone rang. “Yeah?”
“Where are you?” Frankie’s voice.
“In the office, about halfway between the front door and the loading dock on the west side.”
“Are you in trouble?”
“I don’t think so, but I’m hurt. I can’t walk.”
“Hang on.” The phone went dead.
A short time later, I heard a gunshot—loud in the near-silence—that made me jump. There was a lot of yelling and then a bang on the office door.
“Erin? Are you in there?” Lieutenant Blair called.
“Yeah,” I shouted back. “I don’t think the door is locked.”
The door swung open violently, hitting the wall with a bang and bouncing back. Someone’s foot kept it from closing, and then Blair and another cop I knew, Sergeant Bailey, came through the door with guns in their hands.
I held my hands in the air. “Don’t shoot!”
They looked around, Bailey checked Hugo, and then Blair came around the desk.
“How are you hurt?” he asked.
I pointed to the pistol in the open drawer. “You probably want to secure that. It’s loaded.” I took a deep breath. “I think my right foot is broken.”
Bailey stood up from where he was crouched by Hugo and walked to the door. “Hey!” he shouted. “Need the paramedics in here.”
A couple of guys carrying little suitcases came in and started examining me. One of them pulled out a large pair of weird-looking scissors.
“What are those for?” I asked.
“I’m going to cut off the boot.”
I smiled at him. “Do you have a special tool for extracting that thing from your ass?”
He froze.
“All you have to do is ask me to take the boot off,” I said. “But no one is going to cut that boot.”
I didn’t tell him that scissors wouldn’t do the job. They might damage the leather, but they would never make a dent in the Kevlar lining. I bent over and started unlacing the boot. When I was finished, I locked my teeth together and pushed it off my foot. Hurt like crazy, but I wasn’t about to ask them for a painkiller. I didn’t trust human doctors enough to let them work on me when I was unconscious.
I allowed them to pull the sock off. My foot was red, turning weird colors, and definitely swollen. The guy with the scissors held my foot in his hands and pressed on it a few times. I reconsidered my aversion to painkillers.
“Yep, it’s broken,” he said, almost cheerfully. I briefly thought about whether strangling him would be worth the consequences and decided the pleasure would be too brief.
Pretty soon they wheeled a gurney in and strapped me onto it. As they were wheeling me out, I spotted Detective Mackle.
“Yo! Cindy! Hey, you guys, stop for a minute.”
She came over. “Hey, Erin, tough break. We’ll catch her, though. Found the heads and busted the witch you told us about.”
I reached out and grabbed her hand, pulling her close. “Tell Trevor to get hold of Lizzy and ask if her mom will fix my foot.”
“She’s a healer?” Cindy asked.
“Yeah. The one with the pink hair.” I knew that Mackle had seen Roisin at least once.
“Oh, sure. Tell Trevor to tell Lizzy that you’re hurt. Got it.”
I had never been in an ambulance before, so I checked that off my bucket list with a ‘do not repeat’ tag. The emergency room was crazy, and I had to tell them repeatedly that I didn’t want a shot. Then some doctor, looking at my x-ray, started talking about surgery. I refused to sign the consent forms and prayed that Roisin would come and save me.
    
After I spent a pain-filled and sleepless night, Trevor stuck his head in the door of my hospital room around sunrise.
“Gods, am I glad to see you,” I said.
He slipped into the room with Lizzy and Roisin trailing behind him.
Lizzy came to the head of the bed, grinned, and said, “Open wide.”
I opened my mouth, and she popped a ball of something in my mouth. I sucked on it and felt the pain diminish almost immediately. At the other end of the bed, Roisin lifted the covers and inspected my foot.
After about five minutes of poking and prodding, she walked up to where I could see her and asked, “Are you injured anywhere else?”
“No. She just stomped on my foot.”
“A vampire?”
“A dhampir.”
Roisin nodded. She placed a hand on my forehead and slid her other hand under the hospital gown and placed it above my heart. Appearing satisfied, she went back to my foot and took it in both of her tiny hands.
The jolt of magic was unlike anything I had ever felt in my life. I had been treated by healers before, but they were using either mage or witch magic. The magic of the Fae was so different as to feel alien. The pain faded, and the pulsing, swollen feeling in my foot faded along with it.
I felt Roisin’s hands on my head and chest again, so I opened my eyes and found her staring at me. Her eyes were about twice the size of a human’s and seemed huge in her small face.
“You must stay off it for a week,” she said. “No walking, no jumping, no running, no being stupid. No weight at all. You must give it time to heal. Promise me.”
“I promise, and th—.” I remembered almost too late that the Fae did not like the words ‘thank you.’ They considered it extremely rude.
She gave me a crooked grin. “I shudder to think what these charlatans would have done to you.” Her smile softened. “Trevor tells me that you did a good thing. It’s a start.”
With a pat on my head, she turned and headed for the door. Lizzy bent down and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, then followed her.
“Are you going, too?” I asked Trevor.
“Nope. I’m going to stay.”
I closed my eyes.




CHAPTER 19
The doctors weren’t happy when I checked myself out of the hospital, telling me that if they didn’t fix my foot, I would be crippled for life. But one thing I didn’t want them doing was taking another x-ray and seeing the bones magically restored. I did accept a pair of crutches from them, even though I cringed as they added them to my bill.
I managed to escape without paying said bill, but I knew they would find me and take all the money Frankie had promised to pay me.
Trevor drove me to Rosie’s, where I would convalesce in Sam’s apartment. I wasn’t sure how that was going to work with the crutches, but at least that was only one flight of stairs. It would be four flights at my apartment, not to mention how would I eat?
“So, what happened after I checked out the other night?” I asked Trevor after I managed to get myself and my crutches into his car. “Did you catch Gardner?”
“Nope. We lost her. The tracker you planted worked fine, but she didn’t take a car. Instead, she headed for the river on foot. We tracked her, but we weren’t able to follow her. She was too damned fast. She doubled back around the cops’ road block, crossed the bridge, got picked up by someone in a car, and went to ground somewhere downtown.”
“What do you mean, ‘went to ground’?”
“The tracker abruptly stopped working. Whether someone negated the spell, or destroyed it, or she went someplace that was warded, Jolene said she can’t tell. We do know where she was when the tracker went dead.” He glanced over at me, then said, “Well, within about a six-block area. We were too far away at the time to pinpoint it closer than that.”
“Considering that she was working with a bunch of mages, that doesn’t completely surprise me,” I said. “I’m sure they aren’t happy with her, though.” I looked down at my foot. “She’s going to need a healer. I don’t care if dhampir heal faster than ordinary humans, that arm isn’t going to heal right on its own, and I’ll bet it’s painful as hell.”
“She left a hell of a lot of money when she ran,” Trevor said. “Her backers can’t be very happy about that. As to the arm, that’s easier to fix than having six or eight breaks like your foot.”
Josh was waiting for us when we got to Rosie’s. He and I had a problematic relationship, but he had acted a lot nicer since I got nasty about him grabbing my ass. He was Jolene’s brother and Trevor’s best friend, so we tried to get along with each other. He had also cut down on his drinking, which helped.
As I crawled out of the car, he stepped forward and swept me off my feet. Caught off guard, I wrapped my arms around his neck and found his grin less than a foot from my face. Josh was a big boy—over six feet tall and muscled from weight lifting and working in a nursery.
“I knew you’d fall into my arms someday,” he smirked. “Trev, grab the crutches and open the door.”
“Put me down!”
“Don’t worry, I will.”
He carried me into Rosie’s, across the main dining room, behind the bar, and up the stairs to Sam’s apartment, Trevor leading the way and opening doors for us.
When we got to the apartment, Josh asked, “Bed or sofa?”
“Sofa, you big oaf. I’m not getting anywhere near a bed with you around.”
“Aw, I’ll bet you say that to all the boys.” He grinned and winked at me, then deposited me on the sofa.
I had to laugh. “All but one.”
“Yeah, and he’s a fool,” Josh said, pointedly looking at Trevor.
Trevor set my crutches next to me, then went downstairs and brought me back a full Irish breakfast, handed me the TV remote, and kissed me on the forehead.
“Gotta go move the car, and we’ve got a meeting with Frankie and Blair at noon. I’ll stop by later to see how you’re doing. And no weight on that foot, right?”
    
After two days and a night of lying around the apartment and learning that I wasn’t missing anything by not owning a TV, I was going stir crazy. There were only so many push-ups, sit-ups, and other exercises I could do without putting weight on my foot. I was used to a run almost every morning, and that was out.
Jolene brought me some books, but I normally read for an hour before going to bed, and spending all day just sitting got old fast.
George Flynn called me one day, ostensibly concerned about my health. I still wasn’t used to having a phone, and the ringing startled me. I had learned how to save a contact, and not many people knew the number, so I was puzzled when no one’s name flashed on the screen.
“Hello?”
“Hello, Erin. This is George Flynn. How are you doing? The foot healing up okay?”
“Uh, yes. It’s fine.” My understanding was that my visit to the hospital was confidential, both for patient privacy reasons and because the DA had slapped an ‘ongoing investigation’ notice on my records.
“How did you know about my foot?” I asked.
Flynn chuckled. “I have my sources. Shall we say that I have a particular interest in hospitals, blood banks, and you know, that sort of thing.”
In other words, he either had paid informants or actual thralls inside. That he had my phone number spoke to him having information sources in other places as well.
“I have heard an interesting rumor and have been wondering if you had any information that might clarify things for me,” Flynn continued. “A little bird whispered that a dhampir is seeking Rodrick’s head. Of course, Rodrick uses it so little that it wouldn’t be a tragic loss.”
“I’m sure you know far more than me about the news in vampireland,” I said.
“Vampireland? Oh, I like that. Perhaps I should build a theme park next to The Devil’s Den.”
“You should probably talk to your old girlfriends more often,” I said. “You know that Gallagher’s dhampir wouldn’t automatically owe fealty to Barclay.”
A moment of silence, then, “That is true. I’m sure she isn’t feeling particularly fond of dear Rodrick. I also heard a rumor that another dhampir was responsible for the recent carnage here in the city and that you had met her.”
“You know how rumors are,” I said. “You can’t rely on them. Even if they have a kernel of truth, they get so distorted in the re-telling.”
“Assuming that there is such a kernel, how would I know if I met her?”
“How long does it take a dhampir to heal a broken humerus?” I asked.
“Right or left?”
“Oh, let’s say the right arm for a left-handed person with red hair.”
“Yes, the red hair would probably hinder the healing process.” I could hear the suppressed laughter in his voice. “A couple of weeks before she could use the arm at all, I should imagine, assuming proper medical care. They heal fast, but such an injury is rather significant.”
“Is there anything else?” I asked. “You wouldn’t happen to know of any major assaults planned on Carleton House, would you? I would hate to be visiting and get caught in the crossfire.”
“Not at the moment, but you might ask your shifter friends. Their information might be more current. Well, I’m glad to hear you’re doing well. I’ll have to stop by for a spot of Macallan sometime when things are less hectic. It’s always a pleasure, Miss McLane.”
“Yes, I do enjoy our little chats,” I said.
He hung up, and I stared at the phone. Shifters attacking vampires?
I always enjoyed bantering with Flynn. Not for the first time, I wondered if he would survive the current upheaval in Westport’s vampire community. A few weeks before, I would have bet he came out on top. I wasn’t so sure anymore, and I didn’t think he was quite as confident, either. Gallagher’s death at Rodrick Barclay’s hand had changed the balance of power.
On Saturday evening, I managed to make it down the stairs without killing myself. Jenny put me at a table out of the main traffic patterns, with a pillow on a chair for my foot. My friends showed up, I ate dinner, and it felt like I’d been let out of prison.
The gossip had spread about our work on taking down the bounty hunters, and the regulars stopped by our table all evening to ask how I was doing, buy me a drink, and leave some gossip of their own.
The bar was hopping. A four-piece traditional Irish group had set up in one corner and had everyone bouncing to their music. Occasional cheers came from the people in the back room who were watching a basketball game on the big screen.
A pair of shifters was shooting pool with a pair of witches. The shifters looked like they were hoping to get lucky, but I could have told them those two witches always went home with each other.
A small crowd gathered around the other pool table, where two aeromancers were playing eight-ball without using cue sticks.
Blair showed up about ten, looked around the room, then spotted us. He made his way across the room, and Josh grabbed an unused chair from the table next to us.
“How are you doing?” Blair asked.
“Fine,” I said, “but if people don’t quit buying me drinks, I’m going to be hammered pretty soon.”
“How’s the foot? The doctors were quite upset that you didn’t stay in the hospital.”
I smiled. “Foot’s fine but itches like crazy.”
He frowned. “Itches?”
“Yeah, inside, where the bones are healing. I’ve never had bones itch before. It’s really weird.” Lizzy had explained to me that her mom turned all the bones in my foot to liquid, lined everything up the way it was supposed to be, then let the bones harden. But for them to completely finish ossifying and strengthen took about a week.
Blair obviously didn’t understand but didn’t ask anything else. He pulled an envelope out of his coat pocket and handed it to me. Inside was a check for twenty thousand dollars from Franklin K. Jones.
I must have looked puzzled, because Blair said, “That’s from Frankie’s father.”
“Great. At least I can pay my hospital bill.”
Blair shook his head. “The DA’s office took care of that. You’re free and clear.”
Trevor leaned over to look at the check, then grinned.
“But, have we finished the job?” I asked.
Jenny came over to the table and asked Blair what he wanted to drink. He ordered a beer and then turned back to me.
“It’s done,” he said. “The ledger books and the bank transactions nailed down who was running the operation. Franklin and his friends had a meeting with the people funding the bounties, and there won’t be any more of that garbage going on in Westport.”
He paused while Jenny set his beer down and took his money, then he took a deep drink.
“We’ve rounded up most of the bounty hunters,” he continued, “and they’re being shipped off to Canada and Greenland, so we don’t have to worry about them.”
“But you still haven’t caught Gardner,” Jolene said.
“No, but unless she sticks her nose out in public, I don’t expect we will,” Blair said. “She’ll probably find another city where things aren’t as hot. But Franklin has sent word to contacts of his around the country, so the various paranormal councils are aware of her.”
“That’s the second time I’ve heard the term ‘paranormal council’,” I said. “What are these councils?”
“Well, I didn’t know about them myself until recently,” Blair said. “They informally oversee the activities of paranormals and supernaturals, and communicate with similar organizations across the world. The one here in Westport is called the Columbia Club.” He grinned at Trevor and me. “Normally, they are very secretive, and very few people even know they exist. Frankie didn’t even know until you prompted her to asking questions, and her dad had to tell her in order to shut her up.”
I thought back to William Strickland and his private gentlemen’s club, all of whom I assassinated, and wondered how many of those groups the Illuminati had targeted. The amount of damage I had done in my short life was going to require a lot more good deeds than just shutting down Gardner’s operation for me to feel that I was making any progress toward redeeming myself.
“You okay? Your foot bothering you?” Lizzy asked.
“I’m fine. Why?”
“You just looked really sad for a moment.”
I turned to look at my friend, a seer who Saw so much more than other people. “Just a thought about the past. What I was before I met you.” She had been the first person who reached out to me to offer friendship. It had taken me completely by surprise.
Her eyes kind of teared up a bit, and she leaned forward and hugged me.
True to my prediction, I ended up getting drunk as a lord. Josh wasn’t much better, so I didn’t trust him to carry me upstairs. But Emily used her aeromancy to float me up the stairs and into bed. That was the second-weirdest thing that happened to me that week, and that wasn’t even counting someone handing me a twenty-thousand-dollar check.




CHAPTER 20
The morning my convalescence ended, I swung my legs over the side of the bed and gingerly put my foot on the floor. Nothing hurt or felt unstable, so I stood up. The foot felt fine. The maddening itching had finally ended the previous day.
My confidence increased as I walked to the bathroom and took a shower, then dressed and cautiously navigated the stairs to the dining room below. Other than my uncertainty, everything felt normal.
After breakfast, I walked to my apartment, luxuriating in being outside, even though the day was cold and cloudy, threatening rain. That wasn’t unusual—it rained most days as we approached winter.
With my wards in place, the apartment was just the way I had left it. I sat in the living room for a while, then went back to the bedroom and sat on the bed. I think I just wanted to reassure myself that it was still mine. I stashed my weapons and Constance Gardner’s money in the spelled box in the closet. It felt weird carrying the sword around. Quite a change for a girl who once considered ‘properly dressed’ to include a three-foot sword strapped to her back.
Franklin Jones’s check had cleared and I had paid off the Mouseketeers. I dropped by the apartment office and paid my next month’s rent, then took the bus and went shopping. I bought a few clothes, a drip coffee maker, and a cookbook. I was determined to learn to cook. I also picked up four framed pictures. Nothing expensive—four pictures for eighty-five dollars. I assumed that since they had multiple copies of each, the same artwork adorned many college dorm rooms, but I liked them. After hauling my loot back to the apartment, I realized that I didn’t have any nails or hooks to hang the pictures, and even if I did, I didn’t have a hammer. I took the cookbook and walked back to Rosie’s.
That evening was my first day back at work after two weeks off. A feeling of familiarity soon settled over me as I poured beers and fixed drinks.
Late in the dinner hour, Charlie Watson, a werewolf biker, came into the bar. I caught his attention and waved him over.
“Hi, Erin. What’s up?”
“Charlie, I heard a rumor that some shifters are planning a raid on the vampires. Have you heard anything about that?”
His body stiffened, as did his face, and he looked distinctly uncomfortable.
“That’s kind of a wild rumor,” he said.
“Yeah, I thought so, too. I know there were some vampires going around harassing shifters. I saw it happen one night when I was going home after work. Is that still happening?”
He looked around, then leaned forward with his elbows on the bar. “Yeah, it’s still happening. Not as much lately. Both the vamps and my folks are sticking close to home. But with the bounty hunters gone, everyone will start getting out a little more. Look, why are you asking?”
“Well, if I heard about it, then you can bet other people have, too. I don’t get out much, you know. Nothing like spending a lot of time planning a big operation only to walk into an ambush.”
Charlie looked thoughtful. “You’ve got a point there.”
I poured him a beer and pushed it across the bar. “On me,” I said.
He gave a short nod and took a sip. “Thanks. None of the people I know are planning anything like that, but I’ll ask around and pass the warning. Wish the damned vamps would get their shit together. This town has been crazy since their old man kicked it.”
The rest of the evening was pretty uneventful until well after midnight when a woman I didn’t know walked in. My first thought was that I had dhampir on the brain, because that’s what she looked like to me. Tall, well-built, and beautiful, with sandy-blonde hair in a high ponytail. The clothes she was wearing weren’t cheap, either.
She stood at the door, looking around, then she headed straight toward me. Flouncing down on the barstool in front of me, she said, “A dirty martini, please. And do you have any appetizers or anything? I’m starving.”
I gave her a menu and moved away to fix her drink. By the time I came back, she had set the menu aside.
“A burger. Rare, no veggies,” she said. “And can I get some fried cheese instead of the fries?”
Deciding that my first impression was correct, I asked, “Do you want the bread?”
“Yeah. Sure.”
I turned her order into the kitchen, and then wandered back in her direction.
“I’m Sarah Gallagher,” she abruptly said. “Someone just tried to kill me, and I’m not sure what to do.”
“Call the cops?”
She laughed. “They wouldn’t believe me.”
“And you think I will?”
“Michaela said that I should go to Rosie O’Grady’s and ask for Erin McLane. That’s you, isn’t it?”
No good deed goes unpunished, I thought.
“Yeah. Do I have a sign on my forehead?”
She shook her head. “You just look like the girl she described.”
“Okay, who tried to kill you?”
“Some of Rodrick’s vamps. I called Michaela, and she said I could probably stay here until dawn, but I’m not sure that’s going to be safe. They had some thralls with them. Guys with guns.”
I could imagine Sam’s reaction if he knew I was attracting a vampire war to the bar.
“Is Michaela going to come get you after sunrise?” I asked.
“I don’t know. I guess I’ll have to call her again.”
It was pretty late, and the crowd had thinned out. Jill came in at two and liked the quiet. She was working on a degree at the university and was able to study most nights.
“Are you driving?” I asked Sarah.
“Yeah. I parked across the street.”
I knew she meant the street, not the alley where Rosie’s entrance was. There was barely room to drive a car in the alley.
“Okay,” I said. “Stick around, and when morning comes, we’ll see if we can get you safely home.”
Her face fell. “We don’t have a home anymore.”
“Where are you staying?”
“Hotels. A different one every night. I’ll have to find out where to go tomorrow.”
She ate her bloody burger and ordered another martini, then played with her phone. One thing I knew for certain was that she wasn’t Michaela’s smartest sister. It was obvious from what I’d seen that Gallagher bred his dhampir for looks, and while I had met some very smart vampires, I had also met a lot of idiots. Just like I’d met idiot mages. The problem, I decided, was the raw material. Humans. I wondered if there were idiot Fae.
    
Sarah was still there when I came down for breakfast the following morning. I sat down beside her, and Liam walked over.
“Black coffee, Liam, please,” I said. He then did something that was so totally out of character that I stared with my mouth open.
“Would you like more coffee, Miss Sarah?” he asked. Liam was a great bartender, but his customer service—hell, his interpersonal interactions as a whole—left a lot to be desired. I had never seen him ask a customer what they wanted. Never. He just waited for them to order.
She smiled at him. “Yes, please. And could I get a side order of black pudding? Just the pudding, please.”
He smiled back at her. “Yes.”
I knew she hadn’t phrased her question properly. Due to the nature of his autism, Liam hadn’t registered that she was actually ordering.
“Liam,” I said. “Please bring a plate of black pudding for Sarah along with our coffee.”
He moved away, and I said, “You and Liam seem to have struck up a friendship.”
“He’s sweet,” she said. She glanced at him, then leaned closer to me and lowered her voice. “Do you know if he has a girlfriend?”
“Uh, no, I don’t think so, but I don’t know for sure.”
“I think he’s hot.”
I had never thought of Liam that way. One thing he did have was height. I didn’t think Sarah met many men who were half-a-foot taller than she was. But as I studied him, I realized that he wasn’t hard to look at. Tall and very thin, with black hair and a pale complexion. I had been asked a few times if we were related.
“Have you talked to Michaela?” I asked.
“Oh, yes. She said she was coming to get me, but she has some things to organize first.”
When Liam came back with our coffee, I ordered a mini Irish breakfast. While I ate, Sarah happily munched on her black pudding—a type of Irish sausage made from blood, suet, and oats—that she liberally drowned in maple syrup. I couldn’t tell how old she was, of course, but I was sure she was very young. Her mannerisms and speech struck me as similar to a teenager or a college student.
As I was finishing my meal, Sam came out of the office to check on things. It wasn’t wise to leave Liam alone for too long, and he always worked with another bartender, usually either Sam or me.
Sam came over and said, “When you finish, I’d like a word.”
I nodded. After scanning the bar again, he spoke with Liam, then went back to the office.
I finished eating, picked up my dishes, carried them around the bar, and deposited them in a bus tray. I poured myself some more coffee, then went to the office.
“What’s up?” I asked as I settled into the chair across from him.
“That’s my question. Is she who I think she is?”
“Sarah Gallagher. Yeah, she’s another of Gallagher’s dhampir. She was attacked last night by some of Rodrick Barclay’s thugs, and Michaela told her to come here and find me.”
Sam rolled his eyes. “Mother Mary and Jesus. What have I gotten myself into?”
I tried to make light of the situation, giving him a bright smile. “Admit it, Sam, you always wanted a daughter, and now you have me!”
He stared at me in horror for a moment, then burst out laughing. When the laughter wound down to a chuckle, he said, “Can’t you just bring home stray puppies or something? Why dhampir?”
“I guess I empathize with them. It’s not easy to have your whole life turned upside down, with no place to go and everyone you ever knew turned against you.”
He nodded. “Looking at it that way, I guess you would sympathize with them. So, what have we gotten ourselves into?”
“Are you mad at me?”
Sam shook his head. “Irritated about the situation, but I’m not upset with you. At least the strange people you attract aren’t shy about spending money. Flynn is one of only three customers who order that Macallan regularly.”
I told Sam about the hints I was getting about shifters striking back at the vampires, and that I thought Michaela was planning a strike against Rodrick Barclay.
“Those two things would seem to be entirely unrelated,” Sam said when I finished, “but for a little piece of gossip I heard several years ago. At one time, Michaela Gallagher dated Alberto Garcia, son of the alpha in one of the largest werewolf packs here. Whether that has anything to do with anything, I don’t know. There also was a rumor that one of her sisters worked as a dancer at The Shaggy Gentleman when she was in college. That would have been, oh, about twenty years ago. So, it appears those girls don’t have any prejudice against shifters.”
An involuntary shiver ran through me. The Shaggy Gentleman was a shifter strip bar. I had always thought the strippers there would all be shifters themselves.
I’d never been there, but the idea of taking my clothes off and dancing around while a bunch of horny werewolves watched was enough to give me nightmares.
Sam chuckled. “As you can imagine, Harold Gallagher wasn’t an overly protective parent. Of course, considering what you’ve told me, only one of those girls is actually his daughter. But he always maintained that fiction for the public here in Westport.”
Having been raised away from modern civilization, some of the things that seemed normal to everyone I knew were mysteries to me.
“Sam, how does someone like Gallagher or Flynn, who have lived in this city for over a hundred years, manage to keep people from noticing that they haven’t aged? And how did Gallagher make people believe he had seventeen daughters who all look about the same age, especially when at least one of them moved here with him in the eighteen hundreds?”
Sam smiled. “And how do I manage to maintain a low profile when I’ve been the proprietor here since 1954? We bribe people to issue birth and death certificates. We plant fake stories and obituaries in the newspaper. When you get to your fifties, you’ll have to think about that. People will notice that you still look like a fresh-faced kid. So, sometime in the next few years, you need to get a birth certificate for your daughter. Then about twenty-five years later, you go on holiday and die. Your daughter, who was raised by her father in another city, inherits everything and takes over your life. The transition is a little rough the first couple of times, but you’ll get the hang of it.”
I stared at him, thinking he was making a joke, but his face was completely serious.
“Inside the shadow society, of course,” Sam said, “everyone is in on the scheme. Everyone knows that I’m still the same Sam O’Grady that’s been standing behind that bar since 1917. Good Lord, Erin, don’t look so shocked. You think Jenny’s good at her job? She should be. She’s worked here for fifty years.”
Realizing my mouth was hanging open, I shut it. Thinking about it, what he said made sense. But…
“I would think it would be easier to just move someplace else.”
“It would be. That’s what a lot of people do. My sister, for example, has been a vagabond all her life. She lives in one place for a few years, then moves somewhere new. She still has to change identities so she can get passports. But some of us like our lives. We’re comfortable and aren’t all that interested in exploring and starting over. I got my fill of travel when I was young.”
“The world’s changed a lot since Queen Victoria died,” I said.
“Yeah, and I’m not sure for the better.”




CHAPTER 21
I was getting ready to go for a run and had just come back downstairs when Michaela blew in around noon, accompanied by four of her sisters. Unfortunately, she was carrying a pistol in a shoulder holster under her coat, which didn’t conceal it very well.
“Michaela,” I said, stepping up beside her where she stood waiting for Sarah to say goodbye to Liam. I pointed to Rosie’s Rules posted over the bar. “You can’t come in here armed. One, it’s against the law, and two, Sam will ban you. It’s for your safety as well.”
She glanced at the sign, then opened her mouth to say something.
“Don’t,” I said, holding up my hand.
We stared at each other for a few seconds, then she said, “Won’t happen again.”
I nodded.
“Are you going out?” she asked.
“Yeah. Going for a run.”
“It’s not safe out there. A lotta shit going down right now.”
“Thanks for the warning. Will it be safer tonight?” I thought the odds of that were close to zero.
She barked a laugh. “Not hardly. Things are just warming up.” She leaned down and dropped her voice. “Tonight will be a bonfire.”
“Are our customers going to be safe? You know, getting here, getting home?” I asked.
“No one in this town is going to be safe.”
She grabbed Sarah’s arm, pulling her away from Liam. “He’ll still be here next week,” Michaela said. “Let’s go.”
I watched Michaela drag her sister out the door with Sarah looking back over her shoulder. I looked over at Liam, and the distress in his face was obvious. I had rarely ever seen Liam show any emotion. For the first time in my life, I wondered if love at first sight might really be a thing.
Spinning on my heel, I marched back to Sam’s office to tell him the latest news.
Sam’s opinion of the situation was succinct. “Shit!” He reached for the phone, but with the receiver halfway to his ear, he paused.
“You going to call Blair?”
For some reason, that hadn’t occurred to me. “You think I should?”
“I think he’d appreciate the warning. His people are going to be in the middle of things, one way or another. If he has a head’s up, it might save lives.”
I pulled out my phone and went out into the hallway, leaving Sam to make his calls. He was already punching buttons.
“Lieutenant?” I said when Blair answered. “I just received a rather pointed warning that someone is going to light the city on fire tonight.”
After a moment, he said, “I don’t suppose the arsonist has a name?”
“Not really. Here’s what I know, and a lot of it is vague rumor or unsubstantiated guessing. Still want to hear?”
“Yeah.”
“Okay. Someone opposed to Barclay was attacked last night. The group included both vampires and humans with guns. I’ve been hearing rumors of werewolves planning an attack on vampires. That makes sense because some of the young vamps have been harassing the shifters for a couple of months. Then I was warned today that it won’t be safe for our customers to be out and about tonight. And yes, I realize I’m not giving you anything to go on, but Sam thought I should warn you.”
I waited for him to say something. When he finally spoke, he asked, “Exactly what did your source say about the city burning.”
“Well, I sort of exaggerated that, I guess. What I was told was, ‘a lot going on, not safe to be outside.’ I asked if it would be safer tonight, and the answer was that things were just warming up, and tonight would be a bonfire.”
“Thanks. Any idea where the center of the action will be?”
“None. I mean, Flynn is hiding out downtown, Barclay is at Carleton House, there’s Necropolis, and I wouldn’t discount the Westport Waste Disposal offices. That’s where Gallagher had his base of operations, and even though Barclay has taken that over, Gallagher’s people are still there running the business. Rosie’s is a long way from any of those.”
“Hell, that’s all over town. No way I can martial enough cops to cover all those locations.”
“Yeah, well, I’m going to be at Rosie’s working tonight.”
After I finished talking to Blair, I called Trevor, Jolene, and Lizzy to give them a head’s up, then got some little nails from Sam, borrowed a hammer, and took off for my run.
Rather than run along the road, where both Harry and Sarah had been ambushed, I cut over to the river. The jogging and bicycle paths there ran behind the old flour mill and beyond to my apartment. It was cold and windy, with the threat of rain, so I didn’t encounter anyone along the way.
But when I got within sight of the apartment complex, I thought I saw movement near the back door of my building. Slowing my pace, I proceeded cautiously. Sure enough, something was there. I left the path and snuck through the trees.
A dark shape, no taller than my waist, was crouched by the back door. I pulled the hammer out of my pocket and tip-toed around a fallen trunk to come up behind the lurker. I emerged from the trees and crept across the path and the lawn.
Whether I made a noise, or whomever I was stalking sensed my presence, the person stood and whirled to face me—taller than I was and heavier, wearing a black cloak with a peaked hood that hid their face. I called energy from the ley line, shielded myself, and prepared for an attack.
We faced each other, neither of us moving. Then, cloak billowing, the person spun around and leaped over a hedge, across the lawn to the jogging path, and took off running at a speed I couldn’t hope to match. Vampire or dhampir—impossible to tell without seeing his or her face.
I watched the dark figure recede into the distance, then turned my attention to my door. I tried the knob and found the door was open. Since it locked automatically when it closed, that was disturbing. Playing with the knob a little, I discovered that it didn’t latch or lock at all. The lock was broken.
Walking around the building, I went to the office.
“Hi Eleanor,” I said to my landlady, who was sitting at her computer behind the front desk. “I just caught someone trying to break into my building. I don’t know what they did, but the outside door in the back doesn’t lock anymore.”
She gave me an unhappy look, then picked up the phone and called the police.
Two hours later, after waiting for the police, then giving them a statement, I climbed the stairs to my apartment while Eleanor oversaw the locksmith.
My wards were intact, and no one had tried to breach them. If the prowler had gotten into the building, assuming they were after me, it wouldn’t have done them any good.
I hung my pictures, two in the living room and two in my bedroom. Like a miracle, the place was transformed, suddenly looking like someone actually lived there. Unreasonably pleased with myself, I made a cup of tea and sat back to think and evaluate the situation.
The burglar was larger than Constance Gardner, both taller and bulkier. He or she also was right-handed, and seemed to use that hand without any clumsiness. I had to consider the possibility that I was dealing with an organized group—The Black Cloak Cult, I named them in my mind—rather than with a single dhampir. And if my burglar was female, she was a lot larger than any of the dhampirs I had encountered so far.
I thought back to Lizzy telling me that the existence of male dhampirs was undecided. She was a seer, probably the most skeptically viewed of the magical talents. I had heard someone scoff at one of her Tarot readings, calling it ‘hocus-pocus stuff’, but as a mathematician, Lizzy was the most empirical person I knew. If you wanted her to believe something, she required proof.
Remembering the beating I had taken from a group of vampires, and considering the warnings of hell yet to come that night, I made a decision.
Finishing my tea, I went into my closet and opened the magically sealed and invisible box I had created. Inside was a large black book with gold trim and lettering, along with the Hunter’s weapons and Constance Gardner’s money. I took the short sword and the three knives, then re-sealed the box.
Two of the knives would go into the empty sheaths in my boots, and the other knife I slipped inside my waistband. Satisfied that I was armed as well as I could be, I reset my wards and ran back to Rosie’s.




CHAPTER 22
Although I usually worked in my running shoes, I changed into my boots so I had a place for the daggers. I also took my coat with the sword inside it downstairs and hung it behind the bar, the way I did normally when I lived at home and came into work from outside. With Sam’s magically-infused bat, I felt sufficiently armed to take on anything that came through the door.
The first thing I noticed as I started my shift was that a lot of Rosie’s employees who worked other shifts were there that night as customers. Some were sprinkled throughout the dining room, but a large group had commandeered a few tables in the back and were merrily eating, drinking, and socializing.
“Party I wasn’t invited to? I mean, I couldn’t go because I’m working, but gee, you’d hope they would at least think of me,” I said to Jenny in a mock-aggrieved tone.
She laughed. “Sam called around and told everyone to be careful tonight. A lot of us trust his wards more than our own. If I wasn’t on duty, I might be sitting with them. Besides, it’s kind of nice to have twenty or thirty people you can trust at your back.”
I couldn’t argue with that. An army regiment would be in trouble if they attacked Rosie’s.
As dark fell, the stream of people coming in the door dropped off to a trickle, but the bar got fuller. No one was leaving. Someone had tuned the TV in the back room to a news station instead of the usual basketball or football game. I was surprised that people had taken my warning so seriously, and wondered what people would think if morning came and the night had been peaceful.
Sam had called Liam in to work even though he was supposed to have the night off. Sam was there, also, helping out behind the bar and in the kitchen, and wandering around talking to people.
Detective Sergeant Bailey, one of Blair’s men, came in around nine o’clock.
“Everything quiet around here?” he asked.
About that time, I heard shouts coming from the back room.
“It was until you showed up,” I told him. Pointing to the back, I said, “You might want to go see what they’re yelling about. They’re watching the news channel, not sports.”
I drifted down to that end of the bar. Emily came out of the back room with an empty tray and came over to meet me. I raised an eyebrow in question.
“It looks like something’s going on at the garbage company,” she said. “Reports of gunfire and some kind of a riot going on. Cops have the area blocked off, so the news cameras can’t get too close. The talking heads are complaining that the cops grounded their helicopter.” She laughed. “Censorship! Freedom of the press! Oh, you should hear them whine.”
“The cops probably don’t want a rerun of the problems at The Devil’s Den,” I said.
“You got it, sister. Two Harps, a Guinness, two Smithwick’s, and a Kilkenny. All that yelling is thirsty work.”
I chuckled as I poured her beers, and she entered her food orders in the computer. My guess about Gallagher’s business appeared to be correct. Although Barclay had taken control of the buildings and the people, Michaela still owned the business, and she knew the place like the back of her hand. She had helped her father build it and run it for Lord Carleton.
Lizzy came through the front door and sat down at the bar, then pulled her laptop out of her bag. I automatically made her a sloe gin fizz and took it over to her.
“I figured you’d be heading for Killarney Village,” I said. “I’m sure it’s safer there.”
She shrugged. “Plenty safe here, and I can’t get wi-fi in the village. Fae magic creates too much interference.” She turned the computer so I could see the screen.
The video must have been taken before the cops shut the area off. It was only about a fifteen-second clip, shaky and probably taken from a cell phone. Two wolves leaped on a dark-haired woman with pale skin, bore her to the ground, and ravaged her. One of the wolves suddenly flew through the air toward the camera, and that was the end.
“Holy shit!”
“Yeah,” Lizzy said. “Pretty weird stuff.”
She showed me a couple of other clips, one with a blonde woman—seen only from the rear—aiming a pistol and shooting a man in the head from about thirty feet away. His head exploded like a pumpkin. I might have had an overactive imagination, but the woman’s clothes were exactly like those Michaela Gallagher wore when I saw her earlier in the day.
Sam wandered over, and Lizzy showed him the clips.
“Damn,” he said. “Anything going on in other parts of town?”
She tapped on the keys for a while, then turned the screen around so we could see it.
“This is one of the indie news stations,” she said. “Internet only. It’s run by a bunch of activists who started it at the university.”
The video showed a roadblock. The cops were turning everyone around and sending them back down the road. It sort of looked familiar, but I couldn’t figure out why.
“Well, if something’s going on up there, then the shit has really hit the fan,” Sam said.
“Where is that?” I asked.
“The road to Carleton House,” Lizzy said. “A couple of the reporters who work for this station evidently circumvented the roadblock on foot. That was a couple of hours ago. About an hour ago, they stopped communicating.”
“Our buddy Rodrick probably had them for dinner,” Sam said.
“That may be,” Lizzy said, “but before the cops set up a second roadblock farther down the hill, the reporters interviewed a couple of local residents. They said the problem was a pack of wolves had been reported in the neighborhood.”
Bailey came from the back room and said hello to Sam. They chatted for a few minutes, then the cop headed for the door.
“Be careful out there,” I called.
He turned and winked at me, then gave me a thumb’s up. “I’m keeping my shield in place all night, but thanks for the good wishes.”
I couldn’t believe it when Jolene, Josh, and Trevor came in fifteen minutes later.
“What are you doing here?” I asked as they sat down next to Lizzy at the bar. “I thought I told you to hunker down behind your wards and stay safe.”
Josh laughed. “Too boring. Boy, you should see the light show out there. The cops are running lights and sirens all over the city.”
“A little scary driving,” Trevor said, absolutely dead pan. “There’s some awfully large dogs out there, and they aren’t paying much attention to traffic.”
“Wolves?” Lizzy asked, handing him her laptop and keying the indie report again.
Trevor and the others watched it, then he said, “Yeah, but we weren’t anywhere near there. When we picked Jo up, we saw two packs running in downtown. They didn’t even seem to care if anyone saw them.”
I kept hoping some shifters would come in. Rosie’s wasn’t a shifter hang out, but we had half-a-dozen who were regulars. But that night there were no shifters, no vamps, no dhampir.
A guy came in while I was busy at the far end of the bar and took a two-top near the door. I didn’t notice him until Jenny brought his drink order.
“A snifter of Remy Martin XO,” she said, filling a mug with coffee.
“Who?” I liked to keep track of those ordering top-shelf liquor.
She pointed him out. Tall, athletic build, and exceptionally good-looking, with light brown hair falling in curls over his collar. His piercing blue eyes were remarkable even at a distance.
“Did you ask to see his credit report?” I asked as I pulled the little ladder into place so I could reach the bottle. Jenny laughed.
I watched as she took him the cognac and coffee. He paid with a hundred-dollar bill.
It was an unusual night to see someone new. He didn’t seem to be waiting for anyone, just casually observing the other customers. But as time went on, I caught him watching me more than the single women customers. Considering that a lot of them were giving him a lot of attention, it seemed he could probably strike up a new friendship fairly easily. But he preferred to watch me. Red flags went up.
Noise erupted from the TV watchers in the back room. I tried to see what they were shouting about, but too many people were standing in the way. Josh hopped off his stool and wandered back there, at first standing on his tip toes, then with his typical lack of manners, simply elbowing people out of the way.
He came back about ten minutes later.
“The people on TV don’t know shit,” he announced, “but they showed some film that looks like a vampire battle downtown. Cops are calling it a riot. They interviewed Frankie, and she said a few university students had too much to drink.”
We all snorted at that. But downtown was where Flynn was hiding out.
I rang the bell behind the bar, and when the room quieted a little, I shouted, “Has anyone heard anything about Necropolis?”
No one volunteered anything, and I saw a lot of people shaking their heads.
“What are you thinking?” Lizzy asked me.
“Well, it’s kinda hard to piece things together sitting behind this bar,” I answered her, “but, it looks like Michaela Gallagher is trying to retake the Waste Disposal business, and she’s enlisted some shifters to help. Now, she also has a major beef with Rodrick Barclay, and there are reports of wolves up by Carleton House. If vamps are attacking George Flynn downtown, they are probably Barclay’s, but you guys said you saw wolves down there. To my knowledge, Flynn isn’t friendly with the shifters, and Michaela doesn’t control any vamps. So, the wild card in all this is Eileen Montgomery.”
My friends all stared at me, waiting for me to go on. When I didn’t say anything more, Jolene prompted me. “And?”
“I have no bloody idea,” I said, putting my hand to my head and grimacing. “I think I hurt myself. None of this makes any sense.”
Amidst the laughter, Trevor tossed a twenty on the bar and winked at me. I poured myself a double shot of good Irish whiskey, and we all toasted each other. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Mr. Mystery was watching me more intensely than before.
At midnight, Sam recruited Trevor and Josh to go with him and pick up the morning shift—Jill, my relief, at the university, Roberta, the morning cook, and the wait staff. The trains weren’t running at all, and the buses weren’t running downtown. I worried a little about them, but figured an aeromancer, a pyromancer, and an electrokinetic should be able to handle any problem they ran into.
From what the TV said, the riot downtown was getting worse, and the TV was no longer reporting on what was happening out at Waste Disposal. No further word from Carleton House, either, although Lizzy said the roadblock was still in place and the reporters were still missing.
Occasionally someone would walk in off the street, and they were immediately barraged with questions. Where did you come from? What did you see? Were you near such and such place?
Bailey stopped in every couple of hours and gave me an update from the cops’ perspective, but they didn’t have any better idea of what was going on than those of us cooped up in Rosie’s.
I wondered if everyone just should have stayed home, but the tips were good, so I didn’t complain.




CHAPTER 23
Sam and the guys returned with the morning shift, and everyone in the place wanted to hear first-hand about what was going on out in the city.
Jolene took one look at the crowd converging on Josh and Trevor and announced, “I don’t need to watch my little brother preen and act important.” She hopped off her stool and took off in the direction of the ladies’ room.
Jill slipped behind the bar to hang up her coat, so I got her to myself.
“From what I saw on TV, it’s crazy in some parts of town,” she told me, “but Sam stayed away from areas with reported problems, and it was quiet. Almost no traffic on the streets, and even the bars around the university were dead. What’s been happening here?”
I grinned and waved my hand to indicate the packed dining room. “Tips are great. People come, but they don’t leave. I’m sure the fire marshal would have a fit.”
“I think the fire marshal has other worries tonight,” Jill said. “We could see the glow from a fire downtown, and the radio said the area around Civic Plaza was closed.”
The area where Flynn had a restaurant. I felt a momentary twinge, hoping the restaurant survived. I’d probably never have the money to eat there again, but it was just the idea of losing a place with such wonderful food.
Of course, the excitement made everyone thirsty, so Jill, Liam, and I were plenty busy for the next half hour. When I got a chance to catch my breath, I found Josh pushing his way close to the bar.
“Have you seen Jolene?” he asked. “I can’t find her.”
“She went to the head,” Lizzy told him.
“When?”
I thought, then said, “About the time you came back with Sam. Maybe she’s in the TV room.”
He shook his head. “Seriously, Erin, I can’t find her anywhere, and no one has seen her in a while. She wouldn’t have gone outside, would she?”
Lizzy said, “Maybe with a guy?”
“Tonight?” Josh asked.
I walked down to the waitress station and asked Jenny, “Have you seen Jolene Carpenter lately?”
“About twenty minutes ago. She was talking to that guy who was sitting by the door.”
I glanced back in that direction and saw someone else had taken his table.
“Did he leave?”
“Yes, he gathered up his cloak, went to the loo, and then I saw him talking to Jolene right over here.”
“His cloak?”
“Aye, he had a beautiful long, black woolen cloak. Folded it up and set it on the chair beside him. I asked him where he got it, and he said in Europe.”
The entrance to the hallway with the restrooms was right by the kitchen door. I pushed through and found Steve Dworkin, the cook on my shift, and Roberta chatting by the grill.
“Steve, have you seen Jolene Carpenter? Short, pretty woman with auburn hair?”
“Yeah. She was talking to some guy. Tall.”
“Drop-dead gorgeous,” Roberta sighed. “They were right next to the door over there.”
“They didn’t come in here?”
Steve’s brow furrowed. “I don’t think so. Unless they went out the back door.” He strode over to that door, then whirled around with something white in his hand. Holding it out to me, he said, “It was closed in the door.”
A white paper napkin with a phone number and my name written on it. I got a really bad feeling. Rushing out to the bar area, I told Jill and Liam I was taking a break, then pounded up the stairs to the apartment.
My hand was shaking a little as I punched the number into my phone.
“Allo?”
“This is Erin McLane.”
“Ah, Miss McLane.” The male voice had a trace of a French accent. “I’m here with a friend of yours, and she’s hoping you can join us.”
“And if I do?”
“Then your friend can go home.”
“Where?”
“I shall send a car to your apartment. How soon can you be there?”
“An hour.”
The phone clicked.
I went downstairs and found Jenny. “Did that guy with the cloak have an accent?”
“Maybe a bit, English, maybe, or just back east. New England, possibly. Very refined, educated.”
“Not French?”
“Oh, no. Not at all. I speak French, Erin. I would have noticed.”
I managed to find Sam and drag him away from the people he was talking to.
“I need to talk to you. Can you meet me upstairs in five minutes?”
He scrutinized me, then said, “Yes.”
Next, I gathered Trevor, Josh, and Lizzy and dragged them upstairs. When everyone was seated in the parlor, I tossed the napkin on the coffee table.
“There was a guy in here tonight, and I think he’s been stalking me. I also think he may be connected to Constance Gardner, the woman who was running the bounty hunters. The last time anyone saw Jolene, she was talking to him by the kitchen door. Then we found this on the back door. When I called, a different man answered and said that if I agree to meet him, he’ll let Jolene go.”
“Where does he want to meet?”
“He said he would send a car to my apartment in an hour.”
“Call me paranoid,” Trevor said, “but something tells me that isn’t a good idea.”
“Got a better one?” Sam asked. “We can cover her. I can call in at least a dozen mages. We’ll put two in each car, and blanket her.”
“Trevor, do you know how to use those tracking mirrors Jolene created?” I asked.
He shook his head. “Witch magic.”
“I can,” Lizzy said.
We all looked at her in surprise.
“I’m half witch. Jolene showed me how they work, and it’s easy. Do you have any of the chips?”
I nodded. “I still have two or three of them.”
Lizzy nodded. “Give me one and I’ll plant it inside your cheek. That way, if they take your clothes, we’ll still be able to track you.”
“Will it work when it’s wet?” Sam asked.
With a big smile, Lizzy said, “I didn’t say inside her mouth. I’ll put it under the skin. It won’t get wet. Either your cheek, or your neck if that’s better. It’s no big deal.”
I couldn’t help it. I blurted out, “Is there anything you can’t do?”
She shrugged. “Find a boyfriend? I don’t know. I’m young, but Mom says I have potential.”
“I still don’t think having some backup is a bad idea,” Sam said. “I’ll check with some people who are getting cabin fever downstairs.” He got up and started for the door. As he walked past me, he laid a hand on my head. “You be damned careful. Losing Jolene would be a tragedy. Losing both of you would be worse.”
    
Trevor drove me to my apartment, and I opened the door to get out of the car.
“We’ll be with you every step of the way,” he said, reaching out to pull me into a hug. “You be careful, okay?” Then he kissed me and let me go.
Lizzy held up the little tracking mirror and gave me a thumb’s up sign. She had held the tracking chip on my skin next to my left ear, then sketched a rune and said a Word. I felt a little buzzy-itchy tingle, and then nothing. When I looked in the mirror, my skin looked untouched.
As soon as Trevor pulled out of the parking lot, a car parked in front of one of the other buildings started its engine and rolled toward me with its lights out. It stopped in front of me, and the back door opened. I bent down and looked inside to see Constance Gardner sitting in the back seat, her right arm in a sling.
“Get in, Miss McLane.”
So, I did. The driver was the guy from the bar, the one we suspected of kidnapping Jolene.
“We must blindfold you,” Gardner said. “If you don’t allow it, Miss Carpenter will die.”
I allowed her to slip a black bag over my head. There was a cutout for my nose and mouth so I could breathe, but I couldn’t see.
They didn’t say anything, so the trip was a quiet one. Judging by the time we spent traveling, I assumed that we drove downtown. The driver eventually turned the car down a steep hill with quick, sharp turns. It felt like we were entering an underground parking garage. He parked, and Gardner leaned over and pulled the hood off my head, then we got out of the car. I followed her, and they led me to a nondescript door set in the wall. As we passed through it, I felt a buzz of magic. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that I had probably disappeared from Lizzy’s tracking mirror.
They led me down a long concrete corridor with occasional doors in the right wall. We stopped at the fourth one, where the driver punched in a code on a little box on the wall, then he pulled the door open.
So far, no one had said anything about me being shielded, nor had they attempted to search me for weapons. Of course, dhampir didn’t have magic themselves, and I assumed that was what both of my captors were.
Another corridor led to another door, which led to another corridor. I counted my steps and the number of doors, and calculated that we were under a different building than the one with the parking garage.
The next doorway we entered again gave me a magical buzz and led to stairs going upward. Every two flights, we passed a door. My guides finally took me through a door on the thirteenth-level landing, even though the stairs continued going up. We stepped into a hallway with carpet and muted lighting. It looked like either a hotel or an apartment building. Halfway down the hallway, we entered another door, number 1345.
The lights in the room were red, and the room was dim, but I could make out features, including the furniture and the exits from the room. Jolene sat curled in a large overstuffed chair, looking pale and tiny. The man by the window turned to face me.
“Welcome, Miss McLane,” he said, the French accent a little more pronounced than it had been on the phone.
I ignored him, crossing the room to Jolene.
“Are you all right?” I asked as I bent over her.
She turned her head to the side and languidly pushed her hair out of the way so I could see the bite mark on her neck. “Yeah, I’m okay.” She took a deep, ragged breath. “He didn’t feed very long.”
I spun around. “You said she wouldn’t be harmed.”
“And she hasn’t been. I took very little. One must be careful when drinking from magic users. A little bit of a high is fine, but routine intoxication leads to madness, you know. Witch blood is different from mage blood. Did you know that? Like the difference between fine wine and strong spirits. Mage blood is very dangerous, but it seems that some in this city are unconcerned by that.” His voice had a compelling resonant timber. I couldn’t see his face, except the glow of his eyes, which seemed to look into my soul. He was very old, and very used to getting his way. I reached out to pull more energy from the ley line, and was relieved when I was able to do so.
“I’m here. Let her go.”
“In due time. I assure you she will be set free before dawn.” I thought I heard a note of humor in his voice. He hadn’t expected me to push back. It was about four o’clock, and sunrise would be around seven, so I only had to hold out against him for a few hours.
“So, what do you want?” I asked.
“Come with me. We have private business to discuss.” He left the room and I followed. His dhampir stayed with Jolene.
The rooms reminded me of a hotel suite, but being new in the city, I didn’t have any idea which one it might be. I remembered that Blair said the cops had traced Gardner to a luxury hotel downtown. Heavy curtains were drawn back in the room the vampire led me to, as they had been in the room I first entered, and I could see the city outside.
The room we were in was a bedroom. A small table and a desk sat on the side near the windows. He passed the bed, and turned on a small desk lamp.
“Do you remember me?” he asked, turning to face me.
“Vienna, three years ago, but I’m afraid I never caught your name,” I said. He was an old vampire. Very old and very powerful. He had been a minion of Vienna’s Master of the City, Karl von Altmann. Von Altmann and most of his senior followers had found the final death, but a few had escaped. This one had run quickly, not even pretending to put up a fight, immediately after Von Altmann fell.
“And I never caught yours,” he replied. “We only knew you as the Scorpion.”
“What do you want?”
He smiled, but without showing his teeth. “Westport.”
“None of my business. I try to stay out of vampire affairs.”
He shook his head. “You’re not doing a very good job of that. But you have done a fairly good job of maintaining your neutrality, and for that I have to commend you. Why do you think Lord Carleton’s children treat you so courteously?”
“I try to be polite to them, and they are polite in return. Manners are the lubrication for social interactions, or so I was taught.”
He barked out a laugh. “Yes, your masters taught you well. I think it’s because the vampires here are afraid of you, and rightly so. Carleton seems to have been selective in his choices, at least as far as intelligence goes.”
I couldn’t argue with that, Barclay’s madness aside.
“Do you know how order is established out of the kind of chaos that currently reigns in Westport?” he asked me.
“Those who have followers will kill each other off until only one is left.”
He nodded. “That is one method. If I were to go to a city with an established master, that is how things would happen. But the leaders of the various factions here are so young. None of them would have a chance of standing against me. I think that is why they are so enamored with you. I am virtually certain that Flynn thinks you could not only help him seize power, but that you could protect him once he did. They are youngsters, ambitious and intelligent, but also very aware of their limitations, and so they fear.”
He hadn’t given up on trying to compel me, his voice an audible lure of attraction. I realized it was a mark of Gallagher’s insecurity that he had used a magical charm instead of his own vampire compulsion.
The vampire walked over to a small refrigerator and opened it. Bending down, he pulled out a pitcher and poured a dark red liquid into a glass, then put the pitcher back. Turning to face me, he took a drink, all the while watching me.
“You are also very young,” he said, “and very intelligent. But you are not afraid. Why is that? I think that you believe you’re living on borrowed time. That every day the Illuminati don’t find you is a gift. But I have the power to take that gift away.”
He crossed to the little table, pulled out one of the chairs and sat down. Gesturing to a chair across the table, he said, “Please.”
I pulled out the chair and sat, allowing my coat to fall open. The short sword was still hidden by the folds, but I knew I could draw it in an instant. And although the old vampire would be invisibly fast, he couldn’t get through my shield, and that gave me the advantage.
“You know my name,” I said, “may I have the courtesy of yours?”
He gave me another of those tight smiles. “Gabriel Laurent. I was a knight, owing fealty to Phillip the Fourth, when I was turned in 1290.”
“Phillip the Fair, destroyer of the Knights Templar,” I said.
“Ah, you know your history.”
“The Illuminati were founded in the wake of that catastrophe,” I said. “Mages felt the need to band together to protect themselves from Phillip and also from the Inquisition.”
“Just so. Too bad their original purpose became so corrupted through the centuries. It is a pleasure to converse with an educated woman. We shall have to spend more time with each other. But I was telling you about vampire successions, wasn’t I?”
He took another sip of blood, his eyes watching me over the rim of his glass.
“There is a way for one man to take charge,” he continued, “without any more deaths. Flynn, Montgomery, and Barclay would have to swear fealty to me. The ceremony is very similar to the turning. I would feed on them until almost death, then they would feed on my blood. As I’m sure you know, that stops the heart of a living person, and then they arise after three days. It works the same for a vampire. It would kill them, but it wouldn’t be the final death.”
I was learning something new every day. I thought about a billboard the university had on the road near my apartment building. Make a commitment to life-long learning.
“That’s very interesting,” I said, “but what has that got to do with me?”
“I want you to convince them to make the intelligent choice. End the senseless slaughter. Do what’s right by their followers.”
“Why don’t you do that yourself? As you said, they’re intelligent. I’m sure they would listen to reason.”
Laurent shook his head. “That’s not the way it works. You will never see two Masters in the same room. I’m afraid we’re governed by our bloodlust, no matter how old and wise we pretend to be. If I met with Flynn, one of us would die. If he did not pledge fealty, I would kill him. It’s not a matter of choice, you see. I’m weary of wandering. You deprived me of my home, and I’m really a homebody. I don’t like change.”
“And if I don’t agree to help you?”
“Then I will let your secret be known. How do you think sweet little Jolene would react if she knew you were a vicious serial killer? Senators, congressmen, bishops, rabbis. Both the innocent and the guilty, whoever stood in the Illuminati’s way. I’m also sure the Columbia Club would be interested, and would spread the word of your identity and location to other paranormal councils around the country. The Scorpion’s trail of death is absolutely remarkable for how short a time you operated, and a number of those councils would probably like a word with you.”
I allowed myself a tight smile. “And then again, I could just kill you, and solve all my problems.”
“You probably could. I watched you kill Von Altmann and seven of my brothers, old and powerful vampires all. You are incredibly good at killing. Does the name Rudolf Heine mean anything to you?”
Of course it did. Master Rudolf was the second-in-command of the Hunters’ Guild and a member of the Illuminati Council. I tried to keep my face impassive and didn’t answer him.
“I don’t know what disaster befell the Illuminati,” Laurent said, “but my understanding is that it wiped out the entire council, save for one. Heine was in Washington at the time. I have a third dhampir, Miss McLane, who is currently in Washington, and she has instructions to tell Heine about you if she fails to hear from me every week. I’m not going to tell you whether I last spoke to her yesterday, or six days ago. The choice is yours. Act as my messenger, facilitate my plan, or I will expose you.”
“Is that all? Can I take my friend and go now?”
He nodded. “I shall give instructions for you to be delivered back to Rosie O’Grady’s. You have my number, and please, Miss McLane, do no violence to my thralls. I would take it very badly.”




CHAPTER 24
I drew on ley line energy, then picked Jolene up in my arms and carried her out the door. The nameless male dhampir held doors for me through the halls and the stairways as I carried her back to the car. I tried to be stoic, but the tears came anyway.
“Don’t cry, Erin,” Jolene said. “I’ll be okay.” I couldn’t believe she was trying to comfort me after the harm I had caused her.
Later, halfway down the stairs, she asked, “What did he want?”
“My soul.”
She was quiet for a minute or two, then asked, “Did you have to fuck him?”
I froze and looked down at her face. “Did he rape you?” It still wasn’t too late to go back upstairs and kill him. He didn’t have the power to stop me.
Tears ran down her face, and she buried her face in my shoulder. “No, but he made me want him to. I would have let him.”
I closed my eyes, but couldn’t stop the tears.
“That’s part of their power,” I finally managed to say. “It’s not your fault. I barely was able to resist him. We’ll make sure he never touches you again, and you’ll heal.”
I opened my eyes and saw her looking up at me.
“I needed to hear you say that. That it’s not my fault,” she said, squeezing me. “I knew you’d come, though. I prayed, but I never doubted it. Lizzy says you’re the best person she’s ever met, and I believe it.”
I had to stop again, my sight so blurred that I couldn’t see the stairs in front of me. I used my sleeve to try and wipe my eyes.
“No, I’m not a good person,” I managed to say. My throat felt as though it was swollen shut. “I’m a terrible person, a killer. And I’m so, so sorry I hurt you.”
“You didn’t hurt me. You love me, and love heals.”
I had to stop again. When my eyes finally cleared enough to see ahead of me, I saw the dhampir standing patiently on the landing below me. I continued, and when I caught up with him, I said, “Thank you.”
He turned away and started down the next flight of stairs. I barely heard him say, “No matter what you think, I’m human, too.”
He held the door of the car for me, and I deposited Jolene in the back seat, then crawled in after her. He handed me two of the black hoods, and I fitted one over Jolene’s head, then pulled the other over mine. I heard the door close, then the car start.
We held each other tight, the only noise in the car the sound of the engine. Eventually, the car stopped. I heard him get out, and then the door next to me opened. I felt a hand touch my head, and he pulled the hood off. I turned to Jolene and pulled hers off and threw it out the door.
He stood aside and let me get her out of the car. We were parked on the street across from the Huntsman Hotel, and I could see Rosie’s sign down the side alley. The eastern horizon showed the first faint glow of dawn.
“We aren’t monsters,” the dhampir said as he closed the door, then he walked around the car to get in the driver’s seat.
“It doesn’t require a monster to do monstrous things,” I said. He froze, a fleeting moment of anguish showing in his face, staring at me. “There is a price to pay when you harm other people,” I said, “even if you do it to save your own life. We have choices, but all of them have consequences.”
I didn’t wait for a response, picking Jolene up and carrying her toward Rosie’s. Just as I reached the entrance to the alley, a vampire jumped out from the shadows. I wasn’t in the mood, and without missing a step, I sent a ley missile that vaporized him. Behind me I heard a car’s engine start.
    
I didn’t want to set Jolene down, so I kicked the door a couple of times, then stepped back. Sure enough, the door swung open, and Sam stood there with his bat and a pissed-off look on his face. His expression softened when he saw us, and I walked past him.
“Thank you,” I said.
Everyone near the door was looking at us, and like a wave, those farther away turned in our direction, and all sound in the place died except for the TV in the back room. I headed for the stairs, and Sam trotted to get in front of me. I climbed after him. He opened the door to the apartment and stood aside, pointing to one of the bedrooms.
As soon as I set her down, Sam crouched in front of her. “Are you all right, baby girl?” he asked.
She gave him a brave smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. Walk in the park.” She tossed back her hair and showed him her neck. “One more thing I can cross off my bucket list.”
Sam’s face seemed to swell as it turned red, and I reached over to grab his shoulder.
“You think you could get her a potion?”
I managed to get him out of the room. “She needs something to sleep, and to help mentally with the trauma,” I said. “Not an amnesiac, but just something to create a little distance, you know?”
He nodded. “Yeah. I keep it up here rather than under the bar.” He went to the refrigerator and brought back a small vial with ‘PTS’ on the label in Steve Dworkin’s wife’s neat handwriting.
“Was she—” he started, but I shook my head.
“He just took a little sip of her. But I know how terrifying that can be.” I walked back into the bedroom, where she still sat on the edge of the bed where I had left her.
“Drink this.”
“Does it taste bad?”
“Horrible. Kills taste buds for days.” I had no idea what it tasted like, but I wasn’t going to make false promises.
She crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue at me, then popped the stopper and sucked the contents.
“Liar. It tastes like peaches,” she said, handing me the empty vial.
“Do you want to take a shower, or just go to sleep?” I asked.
“In the morning?”
“Yeah. That’s fine.” I took and folded her clothes as she handed them to me, then set them on a chair. She crawled under the covers, and I turned off the light when I closed the door.
No sooner had I done that than Josh and Lizzy burst into the apartment. I put a finger to my lips.
“She’s fine,” I said, shooing them back out. “I’ll tell you about it later, okay?”
“Are you okay?” Lizzy asked. “We saw you go into that parking garage, but then we lost you until you came out again.”
I nodded. “I’ll tell you about it. But first I need to talk to Sam.”
Trevor stepped forward from the doorway and pulled me into a hug that seemed to last a long time, then he kissed me on the forehead and left.
After the door closed, I dropped onto the couch.
“So, what did happen?” Sam asked. “Jenny didn’t say anything about that guy who took Jolene being a vampire.”
“Dhampir. They drink blood, too, sometimes. But that wasn’t who bit her.”
I went on to tell Sam about meeting Laurent and our conversation. Sam was the only person I had ever told about my being a member of the Illuminati and the Hunters’ Guild. The only person who knew about my life as a murderer directed by power-mad mages trying to take over the world. My secret that Laurent threatened to expose.
As I talked, the prospect of losing my new life grew larger and larger. Normally, I could compartmentalize my past. But if I allowed myself to think about it, I started seeing the faces of the innocents I had slaughtered. On bad nights, they haunted my dreams.
The look of shock and total confusion on the face of a young woman, clutching her abdomen as her intestines spilled out, rose out of my memory. I couldn’t remember why the Illuminati told me to kill her. I couldn’t remember if I had even asked. In mid-sentence, I leaped up and raced to the bathroom. Sam came in while I was throwing up, and when I finished and sat back on the floor, he handed me a damp washcloth.
“You know, I never had a daughter,” he said. “I am glad that I got to skip your teenage angst stage.”
“I didn’t have one. I postponed it to now.”
“I was afraid of that. I think your friends would understand, Erin. You’re not that person anymore.”
I shook my head. “No. No, no, no. I couldn’t face them. Oh, God, Sam. I’m ashamed to face you sometimes. I don’t know how you put up with me.” I imagined Trevor backing away from me with a look of horror on his face. Lizzy, gentle Lizzy, suspected I had a violent past, but what would she say if she knew the whole truth? I leaned over and threw up again, but discovered there wasn’t much left in my stomach.
I wiped my lips clean and rinsed my mouth with water from the glass Sam handed me. I just sat there on the bathroom floor, feeling miserable.
“But that’s not the worst of it,” I said. “Rudolf Heine will hunt me down and kill me if he finds out I’m still alive. I don’t know if I could take him. I know I couldn’t take a dozen Hunters, and he is the one person left in the world who probably knows who they all are, and where they all are. Sam, he might not be able to put the Illuminati back together, but he could organize a new Hunters’ Guild.”
“All right, so what are your options?” Sam asked.
We spent the next hour brainstorming, then we went downstairs. Sam went around and thanked the people who had chased me for nothing and bought them a few drinks. I bought drinks for Trevor, Lizzy, and Josh, and joined them at their table.
“She’s sleeping,” I told them as I set the drink tray on the table. “She’s okay, Josh. She took a small bite on the neck from a vampire, but nothing else. No bumps, bruises, breaks, or assault.”
He searched my face, then I saw him deflate. His lips quivered, and his eyes teared up.
“She’s my sister. I’m supposed to protect her.”
I reached out and put my hand on his arm. “We all try to protect each other, but it’s a nasty world,” I said. “We’re only human, and sometimes we just can’t get the job done. We learn, and we try harder the next time.”
“So, you were in that place a long time,” Trevor said. “What’s going on? Why was your name on that note?”
I thought about how much I should say, then decided to go with part of the truth.
“Remember Constance Gardner? She has a partner, a male dhampir, and he’s the one who kidnapped Jo.”
Lizzy grinned at me like a Cheshire Cat.
“They’re working for an ancient vampire. Eight hundred years old.”
“And that’s who bit my sister?” Josh asked.
I nodded. “He said that he couldn’t resist a little taste of witch blood now and then, even though he knew it was bad for him.” It was common knowledge that witch and mage blood intoxicated vampires. But like most intoxicating substances, it was both toxic and addicting to them.
“So,” Trevor said, “they wanted to get back at you for busting up their bounty operation?”
I took a deep drink of my beer. “Not exactly. He and I met a few years ago, and when he came to Westport, he recognized me.” I sighed. “It seems I’ve been appointed the vampire whisperer of Westport. He thinks I can talk Flynn, Montgomery, and Barclay into handing him their heads.”
Lizzy’s eyes were large as saucers. Trevor fell back in his chair and stared at me. Josh looked at me as though I’d stopped speaking English. Then they all burst out laughing.
“Is he crazy?” Trevor asked.
“They’re all crazy,” I answered, “and they get crazier with age.”
“What are you going to do?” Lizzy asked.
I drained my beer. “I’m going to go upstairs and get some sleep. I’ll worry about it in the morning.”
I looked at Trevor, needing someone to hold me, but he looked away. That situation hadn’t changed. I carried all the empty glasses back to the bar and went upstairs by myself.




CHAPTER 25
I woke up around noon and looked in on Jolene. She was still sleeping. The bed in the master bedroom looked like it had been used, but Sam was already gone. I showered, washed my hair, and went downstairs trying to remember if I had eaten dinner the night before. My stomach was sure I hadn’t. Then I remembered throwing up what I did eat the day before.
When I stuck my head in the office, Sam was at his desk working on the computer.
“Busy?” I asked.
“Reading the news about last night. Can’t put a coherent picture together. Can’t even find two descriptions of the same event that match.”
“Is that good or bad?”
“Hell, I have no idea. Even the cops can’t keep their stories straight.”
I found a table in a corner of the dining room, and after my second cup of coffee, my head started to clear. Obviously, I couldn’t contact any of the vampires during the day time, so there wasn’t any urgency to follow Laurent’s directive. That gave me the day to think. But I felt like I needed a sounding board. Someone who might think out of the box and see an angle I didn’t. I picked up the phone and dialed the smartest person I knew.
“Lizzy? Yeah, it’s me, Erin. Hey, are you busy this afternoon? Have you had lunch yet? Oh. How about I buy you a piece of banana cream pie or pineapple upside-down cake? Yeah, I’m at Rosie’s.”
I always thought it was funny that the Fae had a thing about sweets with tropical fruits. You would think that with all their magic, they would have discovered bananas, mangos, and pineapples without the help of humans.
    
Lizzy showed up and ordered pineapple cheesecake with chocolate syrup. Just looking at the thing made my teeth hurt. I passed her the sugar bowl, but she didn’t react.
“Wiseass,” she said between bites.
She finished her treat and pushed the plate away, then took a sip of her tea and looked up.
“What’s going on? You met this ancient vamp three years ago? Like through an online dating agency? At a gallery opening? Mutual acquaintances at work? What’s this thing with you and vampires?”
“Well, not exactly. Met isn’t exactly the right word. He was there when I killed his master, but we didn’t formally introduce ourselves until last night.”
“Oh, well, now that that’s settled, you going to start dating?”
“You’re not being very helpful.”
“You’re not giving me much to work with. You want my advice, but I have to play twenty questions to get any information.”
I took a deep breath and said, “You know that I’m running from something.”
“I think that’s fairly well established. Either that or you sprung fully-formed from the mind of Zeus at the age of twenty-three. Now, I’m half Fae, so I’m willing to believe a lot of strange things humans would find incredible, but that one’s a little far-fetched.”
“You don’t believe that I’m Athena in disguise?”
Lizzy snorted. “The goddess of wisdom and intelligence? I love you a lot, but let’s stick with your strong points and not veer off into flights of fancy.”
“Bitch.”
She grinned at me. It was always rather unsettling to have a little pink-haired emo doll show that her teeth were rather pointier than the human norm.
I sighed. “Okay. There are people who think I’m dead. I would prefer to stay alive, and letting them continue to believe that is a good idea. With me so far?”
She put her elbow on the table and cradled her chin in her hand. “Absolutely.”
“The vampire, Gabriel Laurent, knows where the most important person who would like to talk to me is, and he’s threatened to expose me.”
“Sounds French, especially the way you pronounce it. Do you speak French?”
“Yes.”
“And how many other languages?”
“Can we get back to my problem?”
“In a minute.”
I glared at her, but she didn’t flinch.
“German and Spanish. A smattering of other things. Languages come easy for me, but I don’t consider myself truly fluent in any of them.” I didn’t mention the language of the Illuminati, which was a dialect of thirteenth-century Middle High German.
“Go on.”
I told her most of what Laurent told me the night before, leaving out only his threat to expose me to my friends and the Columbia Club.
“Sounds fairly straightforward to me,” she said when I finished. “Play messenger, and your role is done.” She shook her head. “Not that simple, is it? He expects results.”
“Exactly.”
“You’re screwed. None of them are going to go willingly to the slaughter, and Barclay—hell, who knows what Barclay will do from one moment to the next. He’s magic drunk, isn’t he?”
“Yeah, I think so. It’s the logical explanation. Flynn, Gallagher, and Montgomery all hinted at it.”
“So, he wants to bed you, with a little blood cocktail to spice things up and make him crazier.”
“Ewww. If you don’t mind, I try to stay away from that thought. You haven’t met him, have you? He’s even creepier than most vampires.”
I felt a tiny rush of magic that was starting to be familiar, and looked toward the door. Michaela Gallagher walked in, looked around, then started toward our table. Suddenly, she pulled up short, turned, and went back outside. A minute later, she walked back in.
She stopped at our table, pulled her coat open to show an empty shoulder holster, then pulled a chair over and sat down.
“Almost forgot,” she said.
“Have fun last night?” I asked.
She grinned. Not a happy kind of grin but more feral. Her teeth weren’t as pointed as a vampire’s, or even Lizzy’s, but they were still intimidating.
“It had its moments,” Michaela said. “Look, I need—” she broke off, suddenly noticing Lizzy. “You’re not human.”
Lizzy grinned at her. “Not entirely.”
To my surprise, Michaela blanched.
“Glad you could drop in,” I said. “We were just discussing a little problem, and I’d be interested in your insights.” Without going into too much detail, I told her about Laurent.
Michaela sat back in her chair, looking a little stunned. “Well, that changes everything, doesn’t it?”
“What do you think they will do if I approach them with his offer?” I asked, referring to the Westport masters. “Would your dad have considered it?”
Michaela slowly shook her head. “I’m not sure. You know, my father and Eileen are younger than Flynn and Barclay. Eileen is American, and Lord Carleton turned her after we came here. She’s chronologically only a little older than I am. Upper-crust Boston family. Carleton became infatuated with her and seduced her away from her husband, then turned her.”
The waitress came and warmed up my coffee and Michaela’s, and brought Lizzy some fresh hot water and another tea bag.
When we were alone again, Michaela continued. “Dad might have considered it. I think he knew he wouldn’t be able to stand against Flynn. Eileen is sly. She’s likely to take the certain chance rather than risk the final death. Barclay’s nuts, so he’ll either fight or flee. Flynn…” she shook her head, “I don’t know. We had a thing, on and off, for about a hundred years, and we’ve always been good friends, but I’ve never really felt that I know him or how he thinks.”
“On and off?” Lizzy prompted.
Michaela blushed. “I was in love with him, but vampires don’t do love. I finally figured it out.”
“Why did you come to see me?” I asked.
“Oh. Not sure it’s relevant anymore. We retook the Waste Disposal offices and the truck depot last night, and we have Carleton House surrounded. I was planning to try and induce you into helping me lure Barclay out.”
Something she said puzzled me. “Who is this we?”
“The South Bay Pack,” Michaela said. “I struck a deal with them.”
Lizzy and I exchanged glances. That explained all the werewolf activity up by Carleton House.
“There were reports of vampires fighting each other downtown,” Lizzy said.
“Barclay launched an attack on Flynn,” Michaela answered. “We knew about it ahead of time and timed our attacks to take advantage of the distraction. They set Flynn’s restaurant and the adjacent apartment building on fire. I assume Flynn survived because his minions didn’t stop fighting. It went on until almost dawn. Worked in our favor because it reduced Barclay’s forces at the mansion, and then we ambushed his men coming home and wiped them out.”
I tried not to appear over eager as I asked my next question. “What do you think about Laurent’s plan? Do you think it’s better to have a strong master rather than all this feuding?”
Michaela sat back in her chair and looked up at the ceiling for a long while. Lizzy and I shared a look between ourselves and waited.
With a gust of breath, Michaela finally said, “Yeah, it’s probably better.”
“But what happens if you kill Barclay instead of Laurent?” Lizzy asked.
“It blows my whole plan,” Michaela said. “Dammit! I wanted to see that bastard’s head on the end of my sword. But look, we know Barclay is the major hitch in this whole scheme. We still need to lure him out to some place where Laurent can confront him. Unless Laurent has a large entourage, I don’t care how old and powerful he is, he’s not going to fight his way through five hundred vampires to invade Carleton house.”
“So, what are we doing?”
Michaela’s face twisted for a moment, as though in pain, then relaxed.
“Okay, I’m in, but with conditions. I want to meet with Laurent and get assurances. I want a deal. I’m not just giving him the city unless I come out of this intact.” She shook her head. “Some vampires hate dhampir with the fury the old Confederates hated freed slaves. If he’s one of them, then I’m pulling my sisters and my bank accounts and going somewhere else, and all of you can go to hell.”
“I forgot to tell you that the three thralls Laurent is traveling with are dhampir. One of them is male.”
Shock registered on her face, then she covered it. “Well, let’s see how he feels about dhampir who aren’t thralls.”




CHAPTER 26
I showed up at Necropolis about an hour after sundown. A glance at Eileen Montgomery’s normal perch showed that it was vacant. I hit the bar and got a drink.
While I was waiting on the bartender, a man walked up beside me and said, “I haven’t seen you in here before, and I would have noticed.”
Since I wasn’t wearing a tag that said ‘bartender’, he couldn’t have known that any line he tried would have to be incredibly original to be new to me.
He was tall and good-looking, with dark hair lightly dusted with gray at the temples. Someone I would have found attractive if he used oxygen to stay alive instead of just to make conversation.
“I come in occasionally,” I responded.
“Only when you’re looking for a good time?”
“Pretty much. I have a certain fantasy I like to play out.”
“Oh? And what would that be?”
“I like to stake men at the moment they climax. You know, the ultimate send off. Leaving this plane of existence in ecstasy.”
His face froze. “That isn’t very funny.”
“I think it’s hilarious, and a lot of fun, but we probably have different views toward men who prey on vulnerable young women.”
He abruptly turned and walked away. No sense of humor.
Taking my drink, I climbed the stairs to the mezzanine and took a table near Eileen’s normal roped-off table. I watched the people in the main room below me, their actions and interactions. The club was barely a quarter full, but it was early. We hadn’t heard of any violence there the night before, and Michaela told me it wasn’t a target for her forces. But I was sure business would be off as those in the know kept their heads down.
One of the staff—a vampire woman who looked about fifty—came to me after about half an hour.
“May I help you with anything?” she asked.
“Oh, no. I’m just waiting for Eileen.”
“Miss Montgomery isn’t expected this evening.”
“Okay. I’ll wait until you close, then come back tomorrow. I have time.”
Her face showed that she was wrestling with what to do with me. “Are you expected?”
I gave her a smile. “I try not to be. Surprises are so much fun, don’t you think?”
“May I have your name?”
“Erin McLane.”
She went away. I nursed my drink, not wanting to buy another weak, over-priced, poorly-mixed concoction. Sam would fire me if I ever put something like it in the hands of a customer. Hell, considering our customers, he wouldn’t have to. The customer would probably light me on fire.
I waited for another forty-five minutes before Eileen showed up. Instead of taking her preferred seat where she could survey her domain, she sat down across from me. Her face betrayed amusement.
“You unsettle my staff,” she said.
I held up my drink. “I would like to do more than that to your bartender. This is terrible.”
Eileen laughed. “Most of my customers don’t have refined palates.”
“They won’t have any palate at all after drinking a few of these. Are you distilling the booze in your back room?”
“Shhh. The Liquor Control Board might take you seriously.” She grinned. “No, but it is the cheapest vodka on the market. I think their main market is university fraternities. And to what do I owe this pleasure?”
“You didn’t have any trouble here last night?” I asked.
“No, thank God and the devil. I heard about the mess downtown. Poor George is probably having to stay in a hotel. Both his restaurant and his apartment building are total disasters.”
“There’s an ancient one in town.” I had been running different ways of breaking it to her around in my head, and finally decided that short and sweet was best. There was no way to sugarcoat the news.
Eileen stared at me, her expression frozen. Finally, she blinked.
“You’re sure.”
I nodded. “I’ve met him. Unfortunately, he’s decided that I should be his messenger girl. He says he wants to end the bloodshed and stabilize Westport. He also says it is your choice as to whether you die the final death.” I shrugged. “I guess you do have the option to leave.”
“Such a sweet-looking girl, but you say some of the vilest things.”
“I know. I find it distasteful as well. If it was up to me, I wouldn’t be here at all. He has me boxed in as badly as he has you.” I handed her a piece of paper with Laurent’s name and phone number. “Do you know where I can find George? I tried his cell phone, and it goes to voice mail.”
“Gabriel Laurent? French?”
“Yes, but he’s been living in Austria the past seven hundred years or so. The Europeans are rather cosmopolitan. Lately, he’s been on the Grand Tour, but he says he’s tired of traveling and wants to settle down.”
“I’m not sure where George is,” she said. “I can give you a few possibilities to try.”
“I would appreciate that.” I pulled a restaurant order pad and pen out of my pocket and pushed them across the table.
“Are you in touch with Gallagher’s dhampir?” Eileen asked.
“I spoke with Michaela earlier today. She’s made an alliance with one of the wolf packs and taken back control of her business.”
“Tell her I said hello, and that I wish her luck. If we all survive this dreadful business, we shall all have to get together for a girls’ night out.”
She took the pen and pad and wrote for a few minutes.
“A couple of these may be dangerous to approach,” she said, “depending on whether Rodrick is covering them. I put a star by the place I think is most likely, but past there, it’s anyone’s guess. I assume you plan to offer the same option to George?”
“Yes. Also to Rodrick, but I have no idea how to do that. I may be good, but walking into Carleton House strikes me as a particularly bad idea.”
“That’s because you’re not a complete idiot. Rodrick invited me to dinner earlier this week, but I had to wash my hair.”
I laughed.
“Good luck, Miss McLane,” she said as she stood and made her exit.
    
I used the GPS on my fancy new smartphone and discovered the first place Montgomery had suggested I look for Flynn was nowhere near public transportation. So I used the other neat function on the phone and placed a call.
“Trevor? Busy tonight?”
“For you, never too busy.”
“If only that was true.” I sighed. “I need a ride to someplace off the beaten track, and possibly incredibly dangerous. I’ll be glad to pay with a pizza, or something else.”
“Sure. Where should I pick you up?”
I gave him the name of the diner a couple of blocks away, then hiked over there, ordered a cup of coffee and a piece of pie, and waited.
When he arrived, I showed him the address Eileen had given me.
“That is a very strange address,” Trevor said.
“How so?”
He expanded the map on my smartphone. “It doesn’t show it here, of course, but that is right on the north edge of Killarney Village. You jump over the fence, and you’re in Fae territory, I think.”
“That might make it a good place to hide from a vamp,” I said.
“I would agree, if the person hiding wasn’t a vamp. Dangerous.”
We drove out there. At one point, the road we followed actually bordered the village. Past that point, there weren’t any lights, either street lights or from buildings. We were out in the country.
The GPS announced that we had arrived, and Trevor pulled off the road in front of a gate on our right. A mailbox had the right number on it, and a dirt road past the gate disappeared in the darkness.
Trevor turned off the car and got out.
“You don’t have to come with me,” I said.
“I think it’s a good idea to have someone watch your back. My shields may not be as awesome as yours, but I can protect myself from a vampire.”
As we got ready to climb the fence, I pulled him into a hug. “Thank you.” I was glad to have him with me. Always lurking in the back of my mind were a couple of missives from my teachers. No matter how good you are, there’s probably someone better was one. The other was, Carelessness and luck are the great levelers in any battle. I had had an incredible run of good luck ever since I first became a Hunter, but I always wondered when it would run out.
We crossed the fence and walked up the road. If Flynn was there, I didn’t want him mistaking us for Barclay’s men sneaking up on him. Trevor created a tiny spark of electricity on the end of his finger and held it out like a small lantern so we could see our footing. About a hundred yards along, that turned out to be a good thing.
“Is that a tripwire?” Trevor asked, pointing to a thin shiny wire about a foot off the ground.
I traced it across the road on both sides, then pointed to an even less visible wire strung five-and-a-half feet high a foot farther along.
“Nasty. The first one is attached to some plastic explosive, and the second one is intended to decapitate anyone leaping over the first one. At a vampire’s speed, it would work like a charm.”
As we made our way farther down the road, he asked, “You know about things like plastic explosives?”
“I’ve seen them, never used them. Magic is much cleaner.” Seen, trained on, but the statement was true. I had used hand grenades, Molotov cocktails, and gasoline bombs, though. As George Flynn could testify, fire was a great way to clean out a nest of vampires.
We walked four or five hundred yards until a large dark house became visible. At the same time, several people appeared in front of us, and I heard noises behind us.
“I’m Erin McLane. I’m looking for George Flynn,” I announced.
A vampire I recognized from my night at the restaurant stepped forward into the circle of Trevor’s light.
“How did you find this place?” he asked.
“I’m resourceful. And no, Rodrick Barclay did not send me, and hopefully doesn’t know where I am. We don’t think we were followed.”
He chuckled. “Come this way, Miss McLane. And if you would, please ask your companion to douse the light.”
They led us up to the house and through the front door. It looked like a hunting lodge, built out of logs and stone. Vampires have excellent night vision, but I found it irritating to bump into furniture and walls. I reached out to Trevor, and he took my hand. Neither of us wanted to be separated from the other.
We finally found light after descending a long staircase. Flynn’s thralls also needed light, and we found them in the basement. We passed a room filled with beds and humans who appeared to be injured. A pair of humans, possibly doctors or nurses, were working on a girl who was badly burned on one side of her body.
Our guide pushed a door open and stood aside. We entered a cozy parlor and found George Flynn standing at a sideboard. His children, Edward and Matilda, sat in chairs across from each other. Three empty chairs—one of which at the far end of the room faced the doorway—provided a hint of where Trevor and I were expected to sit.
“Miss McLane,” Flynn said, “it has been far too long. Please come in. A drink? I promise I won’t charge you.” I was sure the joviality and smiles were an act, but Flynn and I had always enjoyed our banter.
“If you please,” I said, craning my neck to see his selection. “The Glenmorangie twenty-five for me,” I said. Trevor’s eyes were a little wide and wild, so I said, “And I think the same for my friend.” I had never had the twenty-five-year whisky, but he didn’t have the ten year that I knew I liked. Why not take the opportunity to compare the difference?
Flynn poured the drinks, then walked over and handed them to us. Heavy lead-crystal glasses, of course.
“Please, have a seat,” he said. He took the chair facing the door, while we seated ourselves in the two with their backs to the door.
I inhaled the aroma of the liquor, then took a tiny sip and rolled it around my tongue. I savored it, knowing my chances of ever tasting it again were slim. A bottle at Sam’s wholesale price ran over a thousand dollars.
“So, what brings you out this evening?” George asked.
“Before we get to that, I’d like to extend my condolences on your losses last night,” I said.
He bowed his head slightly. “Thank you. It was a very distressing evening.”
“I’m afraid that the news I bring won’t relieve any of that distress,” I said. George didn’t react, but I saw Edward and Matilda tense. “An ancient one has come to Westport.”
Flynn’s eyes went flat black, no iris or white at all. It was very eerie.
“Do go on,” he said.
I leaned forward. “Please understand. I do not work for him, nor am I his thrall, but he has asked me—coerced me—to act as his messenger. That message is that he plans to be seated in Westport, but he is open to you either leaving or pledging fealty.”
The room was quiet for what seemed an awfully long time.
“What do you consider ancient?” he finally asked.
“Born in 1250, turned in 1290.” Laurent was nobly born, and I had been able to find his birthdate online.
Flynn nodded. “And how, may I ask, did you happen to meet this gentleman? Did he just wander into Rosie O’Grady’s for a drink?”
“He’s been here for a while. One of his thralls, a dhampir, was the one running the bounty scheme. I think he was trying to diminish the size of the opposition, but also build up his finances. A vampire without a home tends to still have expenses but no income.”
“That is true, but you didn’t answer my question.”
“We met in Europe, three years ago. I didn’t know his name, or he mine. But when he came to Westport, he recognized me, or maybe one of his dhampir did. Last night, he kidnapped a friend of mine in order to get me to agree to meet with him.”
“I see. Is your friend all right?”
“A bit traumatized, but she’ll recover.”
He gazed off into space for some time, then asked, “Am I the only one he asked you to speak with?”
I shook my head. “I met with Eileen Montgomery earlier this evening. She gave me this address. He wants me to talk with Rodrick Barclay as well, but I’m not sure how I’m going to do that.”
Flynn nodded. “Your killing Rodrick would really upset the apple cart, now wouldn’t it? I take it that this ancient one—what is his name?”
“Gabriel Laurent.” I used the French pronunciation, just as Laurent did.
“Yes, Monsieur Laurent. I take it he isn’t aware of Rodrick’s condition?”
“I think he may be. He made a reference to the dangers of mage blood.”
“Then perhaps he’s hoping you and Rodrick will take care of two problems for him. I would be wary of trusting Monsieur Laurent.”
I watched Trevor out of the corner of my eye as I replied. “I don’t really have a choice.”
“Ah, yes. You said you had met before. May I assume it wasn’t a social occasion?”
“Actually, it was a banquet. An acquaintance of mine was one of the guests of honor.” Three of us had been sent to Vienna. I was the only one who made it home.
He opened his mouth to ask another question, but I stood to forestall him.
“Thank you for your hospitality, Mr. Flynn. We really need to be going.” I swallowed half of the whisky in my glass, then passed Flynn the piece of paper I had prepared with Laurent’s name and number. “He should be expecting your call. Trevor? Are you ready?”
“That is too bad,” Flynn said. “I was enjoying our conversation.”
“Perhaps we can continue it sometime,” I said. “Assuming we both survive the immediate future.” I held my glass up. “I wish you luck and good fortune, George Flynn. But even more, I wish you that most precious of all commodities. Wisdom.”
Flynn stood, and then his children stood. He held out his glass and said, “Luck and good fortune to you, Erin McLane. If anyone survives this filthy business, I hope it is you. You’re a woman of remarkable courage.”
We drank, and I set my glass on my chair. My eyes met Trevor’s, and together we turned and walked out of the room. On the other side of the door we found the vampire who had guided us in.
“I shall conduct you to your car,” he said. “Please, no light. We would rather that no one knew we were home.”
On the way down the driveway, I asked, “Were your losses bad last night?”
“Other than our home and our remaining business, we lost forty of our brothers and sisters and half of our thralls. It was bad.”
“I spoke with Michaela Gallagher earlier today.” I said.
“Oh? And how is sweet Michaela doing?”
“She said that her sisters and her werewolf allies intercepted Barclay’s forces on their way home from doing business with you. I believe the term she used to describe the encounter was ‘wiped them out’.”
In spite of the dark, his grin was very apparent. “Did you convey that information to the Master?”
“No, we discussed other things. But feel free to let him know.”
    
“Thank you for having my back,” I said when we got in the car.”
“No problem.”
But that was the last thing he said as we drove back to town. I tried to talk to him, but he either didn’t answer or just grunted. He took me to Rosie’s and stopped across the street instead of finding a parking place.
“Trevor,” I started, but his face was closed, cold. “I don’t understand, Trevor. What’s wrong?”
“Yeah, well, I don’t know. I don’t know anything about you. You won’t tell me anything. Europe? Banquets with vampires? Who are you? Why are you so closed off? You expect me to trust you?”
“You said it was okay to leave the past behind. Can’t we just look forward? Don’t you know how I feel about you? You’re tearing me apart.”
“I’m not sure I can. Sometimes you come off as a naïve little country girl, and other times it’s more like poor little rich girl, raised in a palace and on the run from daddy. Is that who you are? The daughter of a mob boss?”
He twisted in his seat to face me.
“Look at you. You’re dressed like a Hunter. Playing power broker for the whole city. But that’s not who you say you are. I think you need to trust me. If I don’t know about your past, how do I know if you’re the kind of girl who will make me happy. I mean, for all I know, you’re some kind of serial killer or something.”
A chill ran through me, and then I lost it.
“Trust you? You want to know all about me, about my past? You want me to tell you things that could get me killed? Me and everyone I know? Why should I trust a commitaphobe with that kind of information? I tell you my life history, and then you’ll decide if I’m qualified to be your girlfriend? I have to meet your requirements, check off all the boxes before you’ll let me into your life? Before you’ll at least give me a chance? Obviously, I’m not someone you care about. Fuck you. I hope you die lonely.”
I jumped out of the car and started across the street. A car horn, very close, caused me to stop and hop backward. The car swerved around me and continued down the street. I looked both ways, then ran toward Rosie’s, tears blinding me. But when I reached the entrance, I couldn’t bring myself to go in. Instead, I continued down the alley and on toward the river.
I couldn’t believe I had said those things to Trevor. As much as it hurt, he was right. I was asking him to accept me blindly, without knowing the risks. Master Rudolf could show up at the door and kill him just for knowing me, and Trevor would never know why. Because that was the way the Illuminati operated. Leave no witnesses, make sure no one even suspected their existence.
Using every trick I knew, I made sure no one followed me to my apartment and no one was watching it, then I snuck in. I didn’t turn on any lights, just curled up in my bed. So many things were running through my mind, but somehow, I drifted off to sleep.




CHAPTER 27
Sunshine through the window woke me. I was still dressed, lying on top of the covers. I took a shower and made myself a cup of tea, thinking about the night before. But my time machine was broken and the damage was done.
My stomach sent signals asking if my mouth and throat were broken, too. The piece of pie for dinner hadn’t filled me until morning. There wasn’t anything to eat in my apartment, so I got dressed and headed to the diner nearby.
Along the way, I called Michaela.
“What time is your operation scheduled for?”
“When will you be available?” she replied.
“About an hour, but I’m not at Rosie’s.” I gave her the location of the diner.
One thing about vampires was their punctuality. I guessed if you always needed to know the exact time of sunrise, it gave you some incentive to be on time. And having spent her life living with them, I wasn’t surprised when Michaela’s sports car pulled into a parking space at the diner exactly one hour after I spoke to her.
I had already paid my bill, so I went out and got in the car.
“How did it go last night?” she asked as we drove toward the nearest bridge.
“Eileen listened. I’m not sure what she’ll do, but I’m pretty sure she’ll call him. Flynn has an ego. I think the idea of pledging fealty after the freedom he’s enjoyed these past few months sticks in his craw.”
“Yeah,” she said, “I assumed that would be the case. With George you never know if his intelligence will override his pride. Barclay has been kicking his ass, and he’s lost almost everything. I’m sure George is angry as hell because he has such a low opinion of Rodrick.”
“Michaela, is Barclay mage-blood crazy?”
She licked her lips, glanced in her rear-view mirror, then passed the car in front of us.
“Yeah. Mage blood and witch blood. My dad tried to make Lord Carleton aware of the problem, but Barclay denied it, and Carleton couldn’t believe one of his children would lie to him.” She barked a brief laugh. “Hell, they all lied to him. He had an eighteenth-century arrogance of nobility. But Flynn and Barclay were younger sons, and Dad was mercantile, not noble at all. None of them had a deep affinity for the truth when a lie served their purpose better. And Eileen? He expected truth from an adulteress?”
“I take it you don’t care much for Eileen.”
Michaela turned a rather enigmatic smile on me. “She’s my best friend, but that doesn’t mean I’m blind. She’s an opportunist and manipulator. She’d sell me out in a minute, but she’d feel bad about doing it. I do trust her not to poison me or stick a knife in my back herself, but that’s about all.”
We drove toward Carleton House, but before we reached the police roadblock, Michaela took a side dirt road that turned after a hundred yards and paralleled the main road. We passed a few large houses and several much smaller ones. After a few miles, we encountered cars and pickups parked on both sides, and then the road dead-ended.
“End of the line,” Michaela said. “This is our staging area. The house up ahead is owned by the beta from the North Bay Pack. They aren’t involved, but they aren’t against what we’re doing. Their alpha wished me luck, but he isn’t sticking his neck out if we fail. They live too close to Carleton House.”
Michaela’s ‘sisters’ were there—sixteen dhampir—and a huge crowd of shifters. Some were in their wolf form, more in human form, and most unusual were those who were half-shifted—wolfmen from a horror movie who walked on two legs. I was aware they could do that, but I had never seen it. One guy walked past carrying a double-barreled shotgun in a clawed hand, a bandoleer of shells hanging over one shoulder and across his chest. A machete hung from his belt. I looked around and saw almost all of those in human or wolfman form were armed with shotguns, assault rifles, and machetes or long knives.
Michaela saw me staring and said, “That is their battle form. They’re as strong as vampires but much slower. Fully shifted, they’re much quicker but no match for a vampire. We’ll use some of the wolves as our scouts, and all the rest will half-shift when we make the assault.”
“You know, I don’t mind the hike, but I can’t keep up with you and the shifters,” I said.
“Don’t worry about it.” Michaela looked beyond me, over my head, and waved at someone.
The amazon who came over was truly awe-inspiring. I could easily see her cast as the badass in a fantasy movie or as a professional basketball player. I estimated she was at least six-feet-four, athletic, and super-model beautiful. She wore a semi-automatic pistol on her left hip and a saber on her right.
“Donna,” Michaela said, “this is Erin, our mage. Erin, Donna has volunteered to carry you so you don’t fall behind.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Donna said with a big smile, sticking out her hand. I shook it, my hand looking small and dainty next to hers.
“Are you left-handed?” I asked.
“Yes, why?”
I returned her smile and pulled back my coat to show her my short sword. “I prefer my right hand, so we just need to make sure we line up in the right place.”
“Gotcha.”
Everyone had been waiting for us, so Donna knelt down, and I crawled on her back. Michaela used a couple of leather straps to support my legs around her sister’s waist, leaving Donna’s hands free.
“These have quick-releases,” Michaela said, showing me the clasps.
“It looks like you’ve done this sort of thing before,” I said.
“Naw,” Donna said. “Those are from Carlotta’s bondage gear; we just adapted them. We figured you might need a little lift.”
She took off at a lope, me bouncing around on her back with my hands holding onto her shoulders. The group was moving at what looked like an easy pace, but I knew I would have been running full speed. Climbing the hill the way we were, I couldn’t have kept up the pace for more than a few minutes.
We passed through forest, then into open grassland, crossed a paved road, then back into the forest. At that point, Donna stopped, her hands on her knees and panting like she was done. Although the day was cool, she was sweating profusely.
One of the wolfmen, larger than Donna, walked over and unclipped my legs from the straps, then motioned I should climb on his back. A while later, we passed another paved road, and soon after that, the group slowed. Wolves fanned out and disappeared. We soon encountered a number of wolves that Donna told me had been keeping an eye on the Carleton estate for the past couple of days.
I released the straps holding my legs and slid off the wolfman’s back. The shifters who remained did a half-shift, some from wolf to wolfman, the others from human to wolfman. It was fascinating to watch.
“Is that painful?” I asked. “It looks painful.”
“I’m told that it is when they’re young,” Donna said. “I’m not sure if it is when they’re older, or if they just get used to it.”
We crept through the forest until we came to an old carriage house, half tumbled down. The last time I had been there, a member of the Illuminati—an earth mage—had caused a small earthquake that destabilized it.
“Obviously, the only ones awake are thralls,” Michaela said. “The scouts report that a lot of them are armed. Pistols and submachineguns. Anything you can do to save lives when we assault the place is welcome.”
“I can’t cast a shield that covers more than me,” I said. “But if you can point out the guards, I can go in first and try to take them out.”
“That we can do,” she said. She turned and called to a wolf lying in the grass.
“Tommy, if you can show Erin where the men with guns are,” she said to the wolf, “she’s offered to go in and disable them. She’s a mage.”
The wolf was huge—his back was even with my waist, and his head was almost high enough for him to look me straight in the eyes. He yawned, then extended his neck and sniffed me. I scratched him behind his ears, and he leaned into my hand.
“Okay, Tommy,” I said. “Let’s go play the catch-a-vampire game.”
He gave me a wolfish grin, then sprang away from me, stopped, bowed down with his butt in the air, tail wagging, and woofed. Then he jumped up and started off toward the mansion.
“Wish me luck,” I said, drawing my sword and casting my shield around me.
I trotted after Tommy, who ranged ahead, nose to the ground. Every so often, he would stop and wait for me, and when I caught up, he would turn and head out again.
When we reached the gardens surrounding the mansion, he crouched down and slunk ahead, his belly skimming the ground. I got down on my hands and knees and crawled after him. He stopped at the end of a hedge, turning his head to look at me.
I peeked around the hedge and saw two men sitting in a small gazebo. Both carried submachineguns. I drew back and gave Tommy a thumb’s up, then dropped to my belly, and inched around the corner of the hedge.
Guard duty was one of the most boring activities humans ever invented. During my training as a young Hunter, I and my fellow trainees had served many shifts on guard duty. Lapses in attention had invariably resulted in very painful punishments. It taught us focus, blocking out everything but the task at hand. It also taught us a host of techniques for sneaking up on people, as the Masters were very inventive.
I managed to get within fifteen feet before one of the guards noticed me. Before he even opened his mouth, I hit both of them with a push of ley line energy that blew them off their feet and sent them crashing against the far wall inside the gazebo. Before either of them could recover, I leapt to my feet and sprinted inside.
I hit the first one I encountered in the side of the head with the pommel of my sword, then lashed out with my foot, catching the other one in the face. Both slumped to the floor unconscious.
I tucked the guards’ ammunition in my pockets and used my spelled sword to chop their guns in half. Placing my hand on each of their heads in turn, I cast a spell that would put them out for hours. I signaled to Tommy, who crept forward and joined me. He stuck his nose in the air, sniffing, then started out toward another target.
Two hours later, I was tired and a little sore. I had taken care of eighteen guards, and only had to kill two. Tommy assured me there weren’t any more on the outside of the house, so I sent him back to Michaela. I took a drink from the last guard’s canteen and chewed on one of their granola bars and an apple while I waited. The half-eaten bag of chips and the braunschweiger sandwich didn’t hold any appeal. I kept one of the submachineguns, and when I unloaded my pockets, I figured I had enough ammunition to hold off a small army.
The plan was that I would lead a contingent through a side door closest to Barclay’s living quarters. Since I didn’t have to worry about bullets as long as my shield was intact, the dhampir and shifters could come in behind me, using me as protection against Barclay’s thralls.
Michaela was sure she knew where he hibernated during the day, and we would wrap him up and spirit him away. Then I would contact Laurent and arrange to give him Barclay. At that point, I could consider my job done.
The one niggling little detail that bothered me was where Barclay was getting his mage blood. I would have heard if he was waylaying people in the alley outside of Rosie’s. If he had enthralled several mages, their combined power might be enough to penetrate my shield. And if, all the gods forbid, he had managed to gather thirteen witches or thirteen mages who could close a circle, my butt would be toast. They wouldn’t even have to be very powerful individually.
My mind kept trying to drift back to Trevor, but I schooled myself. Distractions get people killed. Even such simple acts as crossing the street can be deadly.
A wolf crept into the space between the row of rose bushes and the wall where I sat. I watched as he changed, fascinated by the process, until a large, naked man about forty years old sat in front of me. He wasn’t bad-looking, though it was a little hard to tell with a full beard that covered his face and neck, and shoulder-length hair that fell across his face.
“Tommy?”
“Good day, to ya,” he said. “Yep, it’s me. Sorry about the clothes thing. Michaela and the rest are right behind me. You ready to go?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be. I was in there once, but we came in the front door. You going in with us?”
“Nope. No weapons. I’ll just stay out here, shift back to my fur coat, and bite anyone I see who I don’t recognize. Kinda cold, ya know?”
I laughed. “Yes, I can see how it would be. Not exactly sun-tanning weather.”
He glanced up at the overcast sky. “Don’t get much sun here in Westport. Hard to tell normal people from the vamps by the end of the winter. Well, you take care of yourself. I have to say, what you’ve done here was impressive.”
“Thanks. Stop by Rosie’s sometime, and I’ll buy you a drink. Thursday through Sunday on the evening shift.”
“Well, I just might take you up on that. See ya later.”
He shifted back and trotted off. About ten minutes later, Michaela and forty wolfmen showed up on the other side of the wall from me. She peered over and down on me, and asked, “Ready to go?”
“Yeah. Tired of sitting.”
“Well, don’t get up quite yet,” she said, her eyes shifting toward the building. I looked over there and saw two naked men doing something with the door.
“Former U.S. special forces,” Michaela said.
The men finished what they were doing and ran toward where I was hidden. They came around the edge of the row of roses and threw themselves face down on the ground. Following their lead, I flopped over on my belly and fed a little more power to my shield. Good thing I did, too, because I was a little too close to the explosion. The shifters had been a bit overzealous with the amount of plastic explosive they used, but the opening in the wall was large enough for two wolfmen to walk through side by side.




CHAPTER 28
I leaped up and charged the hole in the wall of Carleton House. It was impossible to tell there had been a door there a minute before. But when I crossed the threshold, I chuckled to myself. The shifters should have saved some of their explosives, because the hole led to a short hallway and another door. Two of the wolfmen would fit in the outside opening shoulder to shoulder, but then they would have to go single file down the hall.
I pushed with ley line magic and blew the door in front of me off its hinges. It took out several men on the other side of it on its journey to the wall beyond.
“Damn,” I heard Michaela’s voice behind me. “If I knew you could do that, we wouldn’t have blown the door. You’re a lot quieter.”
“You didn’t ask,” I said.
I rushed to the end of the hall and emerged into a wide corridor. A man came at me from my left, and I punched him in the chest. He flew through the air, and the plaster on the wall he hit showed cracks as he slid to the floor. I made a note to dial it back. He was human and wouldn’t just rejuvenate overnight like a vampire would.
The chances of us meeting a vampire at two o’clock in the afternoon were slim, which is why we timed the assault the way we did. Michaela had also assured me that while there were several hundred thralls on the estate, most of them would also be sleeping, and only a small number of those who were awake were used as guards.
Michaela directed me down the corridor and around a corner. There we found a few more guards. They got off a couple of shots that bounced off my shield. I didn’t slow down, and when I got within range, I pushed with ley energy, knocking them down like bowling pins.
Even with all that going on, I couldn’t help but admire the décor. Carleton was an eighteenth-century aristocrat and brought a number of master craftsmen from Europe when he built the mansion in the late nineteenth century. Hand-painted silk wallpaper, polished hardwood, parquet floors, cast plaster moldings, and very expensive artworks decorated the interior. I allowed myself a fleeting hope that we didn’t damage things too badly.
But as much as the Georgian-style mansion resembled those in Europe, Carleton House had been built by a vampire. Instead of the household’s bedrooms being on the upper floors, a wide staircase took us down.
On the basement levels, the opulence stepped it up a notch.
“You’ve been down here?” I asked.
“You don’t say no to the Master,” was Michaela’s clipped response. I assumed she meant Carleton. I doubted she had been in the house since Barclay took control of it after Carleton met the final death at the hands of the Hunter.
Contrary to popular literature, I had never heard of or seen a vampire sleeping in a coffin. Also contrary to legend, they didn’t turn into torches at the touch of the sun. Photosensitive, yes, and fifteen minutes in direct sunlight caused a sunburn bad enough to have inspired the legend. It was the one non-lethal injury they were slow to recover from.
Depending on age, they could also stay awake during the day. None of the Westport vampires would be able to manage that feat. Laurent might be old enough to do it.
Michaela stopped in front of a pair of massive ornate doors. She tried the handle, but it was locked.
“Can you open this?” she asked me.
I waved her to the side. I didn’t want to damage the doors, so I pushed against where they met with a narrow beam of ley line energy, steadily increasing the pressure until they burst open. Since they were hung to open outward, that sent them crashing to the floor as the hinges broke, but the doors themselves were undamaged, and I felt a little proud of myself.
Barclay lay in the middle of a huge four-poster canopy bed. He looked rather innocent in sleep.
“I dreamed of this moment,” Michaela said. “Of standing over him like this, and then cutting his head off like he did to my father.” She took a deep breath and let it out, then raised her head to look at me. She shook her head. “Taking him to Laurent is the right thing to do, isn’t it?”
With a shrug, I said, “I don’t know. Best of a set of bad choices, I suppose. Killing him turns all his minions loose on the city without any supervision. Your shifter allies wouldn’t like that any more than the paranormals or humans would. Letting him win and become Master is an even worse choice. The man is insane.”
She nodded. “Let’s roll him up and get the hell out of here before something goes wrong. I’ve got an itch between my shoulder blades that this whole thing has been too easy.”
Michaela and her sisters rolled him up in the bed clothes and tied the bundle. Two of the dhampir hoisted him to their shoulders, and we headed out.
We made it to the stairway going up, and then the roof caved in. Literally.
When I felt the magic, I cried a warning, then leaped to the side and curled in a ball where the wall met the floor. The roof came down—plaster, beams, and beautiful cast-plaster crown molding. The sound was deafening, the dust choking, and I tightened my shield to prevent breathing the dust.
Using ley energy, I pushed debris off me and rose to my knees. Three mages stood at the top of the stairs, a man and two women.
Most of my party had escaped the fall, but those immediately behind me who weren’t quick enough got caught. I saw the broken bodies of a dhampir and three wolfmen who weren’t going to see the sunset.
Michaela had followed my lead, and she stirred behind me. Her sisters who were carrying Barclay had gone the other way and found some shelter partially under the staircase across the corridor from me.
A fireball flew downward, hitting the debris, and a wolfman howled. I used ley energy to push the next one to the side, and it hit the wall above the stairs, leaving a long, smoldering black scorch mark.
I wasn’t keen on tackling three mages, but they had us penned down.
“Michaela!”
“Uh, what the hell?”
“Focus! Is there another way out of here?”
Hesitation, during which I deflected another fireball. Two of the mages were pyromancers, which was a fairly common affinity, along with air and water. The third mage hadn’t revealed her affinity yet, but the ceiling collapse made me suspect she might have been an earth mage. There were other ways to bring down a structure, however. I hoped she wasn’t a ley line mage like me.
“Yeah, there probably is, but I don’t know where it is. Carleton would have an escape tunnel somewhere. Who the hell are those people?”
“Barclay’s mage thralls,” I said. “Probably as crazy as he is.”
A gun went off, firing several times, joined by a volley of fire from the wolfmen. I deflected two more fireballs, one of which set the ruined ceiling on fire. Great.
“Save your ammunition,” I said, rising to my feet and shedding my coat. With my sword in my right hand, I picked my way through the debris on the floor. When I felt like I had solid footing, I charged ahead, mounting the stairs at a run. A fireball hit my shield, and as it poured around me, I saw the carpet catch fire.
My range wasn’t as great as the mages’, but when I got close enough, I pushed with ley energy and saw all three rock on their heels. I followed that with a concentrated burst of energy aimed at the one who hadn’t thrown a fireball yet. Whether I was right or wrong, I judged her the most dangerous threat. The burst hit her and sent her flying backward. I then sent bursts at the two pyromancers. One spun around and fell, the other ducked, and I evidently missed him because he stood upright and threw another fireball at me.
It exploded in the short space between our two shields, then I was on him. The spells used to forge my sword included a negate-magic spell, designed for penetrating personal shields. My first cut didn’t make it through his shield but weakened it. Our shields collided, and I sucked the energy from his shield into my own. I thrust with my blade, and my opponent’s eyes widened in shock as the sword penetrated below his breast bone and sank to the hilt.
I raised my foot and kicked him in the chest with ley line force, wrenching my blade free.
The mage farthest from me, the non-pyromancer, raised her arms. Casting a spell didn’t require anything other than will, as my teachers had pounded into me, but many spellcasters developed dramatic habits. Taking her motions as a tipoff that she was preparing a spell, I hurled a ley missile—a small, green ball of pure ley energy—at her. She staggered as her shield failed, and the second missile vaporized her.
Whirling toward the other pyromancer, I found myself enveloped in flame. Rather than a fireball, she had cast a sword of fire, four feet long and a foot in diameter. Sort of a short-range flamethrower.
I could feel the heat even through my shield, and as I backed away from her, I tightened the shield until it was airtight. The problem with that was that I needed oxygen to breath.
She probably thought she had me on the run, so she advanced, swiping at me with her flaming club. I hit her with a ley missile. The flames died, and she staggered, then stood still, her head bowed and shoulders slumped.
“Yield!” I said.
“Yes.” Her voice was faint and weary. “I yield.” She fell to her knees. “No more.”
I approached her warily, but when I grabbed her hair and pulled her face up, the pain and exhaustion I saw tore at my heart. She had bite marks on both sides of her neck, both wrists, and the insides of both elbows. Barclay had been feeding on her far too much.
“Can you walk?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“You’re coming with me. If you attempt to escape or harm me or my comrades, I’ll kill you.”
“I understand.”
I reached under her arm and pulled her to her feet. Turning to the stairs, I yelled, “Let’s go!”
Dhampir and wolfmen poured up the stairs, which were engulfed in flames, some carrying their dead or wounded fellows. Many had cloth soaked with water wrapped around their faces. The two dhampir carrying Barclay passed me, and then Michaela was there, her shirt soaked with water from somewhere and wrapped around her head with only her hair and eyes showing. The building was filling with smoke. She looked at the dead mage, then looked around.
“Where’s the other one?”
“Dead. This one’s coming with us.”
Michaela nodded and slipped her arm through that of the mage. We pulled her along, through corridors choked with smoke and then out of the building. We ran across the lawn away from the mansion, and when we stopped and looked back, I saw smoke billowing out of the door we had exited. By the time we crawled over the estate wall, the fire had spread to the upper stories, and smoke rose high above the house.
“All of Barclay’s children,” Michaela said softly. I knew she was thinking of all her father’s children that Barclay inherited. Many of them she had known most of her life.
I could see thralls escaping. My heart cried out for those who were asleep or got trapped. Unlike Michaela, I couldn’t spare any sympathy for the vampires hibernating in the basement.




CHAPTER 29
There was a frantic rush down the hill to where all the cars were parked. The smoke rising from the mansion behind us grew, and by the time we crossed the main road that ran toward the coast below the Carleton estate, we could hear sirens in the distance.
Although I had to shepherd the dazed mage along, Michaela and Donna stayed with me. The shifters and the other dhampir quickly outpaced us and disappeared.
After we crossed the main road and the grasslands it ran through, Donna said, “Let me carry her. If they block off the road before we can get out, we’re screwed.”
Michaela and I lifted the mage onto Donna’s back and strapped her in place.
“Hold onto her shoulders,” I told the mage. “Don’t let go, and don’t put your arms around her neck. Do you understand me?”
She nodded. “I understand just fine.” Her eyes were bleak. “What’s going to happen to me?”
“I’m going to get you help,” I said. I wondered if there was a twelve-step program for people addicted to vampires. Blood Whores Anonymous or something.
She closed her eyes and clamped her hands onto Donna’s shoulder. The dhampir took off at a pace that soon took them out of sight.
“Go on,” I told Michaela. “If I angle up the road, I won’t have as far to go, and you can pick me up on the way out.”
She nodded and took off running at a pace I couldn’t hope to match.
The road we had followed into the area trended southwest. I figured that if I ran straight east, I would intersect the road and have to run only half the distance.
As I ran, I watched the smoke plume grow to the north. The sirens grew closer, and then receded as they turned north toward the mansion. Donna was right, soon the area would be swarming with cops as well as firefighters.
A helicopter from a TV station flew overhead a few hundred yards in front of me, and I cringed. The whole vampire fiasco had drawn far too much attention from the human press and local authorities. I knew that Frankie and Blair must be living their worst nightmare, and we had just added to it.
I reached the grasslands and saw a steady caravan of vehicles heading east toward town on the road below me. As I got closer, the traffic thinned out, and by the time I reached the road, the only vehicle there was a red sports car, stopped with its engine running.
I jumped in, and Michaela took off before I could get my seatbelt fastened. She held up her phone and said, “The cops are setting up a roadblock on this road where it meets the main road. Most of us got out, thankfully including those carrying the bodies and the wounded.”
“How many bodies?” I asked. “I know some people got caught when the ceiling fell in.”
She nodded, her face grim. “Doris didn’t make it, and four of the shifters died. If it wasn’t for you, it would have been a hell of a lot worse.”
A dozen or so vehicles were backed up when we reached the pavement. Cops in uniform were talking to the people in the first car in line. Michaela, with complete indifference to precedence, drove around all of them until she reached the front. A couple of cops came running toward us, yelling and waving their arms.
“Hey, lady, you have to wait your turn!” one of the cops said as he approached the car.
“Like hell,” she returned. “There’s a fire back over there, and I have no intention of waiting for it to reach here. What’s the matter with you? Why are you stopping people trying to evacuate? Look officer,” she leaned out her window and pointed to the smoke, “the fire is over there, and this road leads down there. Two entirely different directions. Therefore, logic should tell you that nobody driving up this road had anything to do with starting the forest on fire up there.”
She gave him an angry, pissed-off-rich-bitch expression that I was sure had served her well many times.
“Uh-oh,” I said, as I saw Lieutenant Blair walking toward us. Michaela cast a glance away from the cop she was trying to intimidate and said a single word under her breath.
Blair leaned down and looked in the car. He just stared at us for at least a full minute, then asked, “What are you two doing here?”
I had no idea what the dhampir and shifters had been telling the cops, but never one to keep my mouth shut when I could put my foot in it, I said, “Michaela was telling me about a great place to watch the sunset.”
Blair rolled his eyes.
“Yeah, the clouds aren’t very cooperative today,” I said.
“We, my sisters and I, invited Erin for a picnic,” Michaela said. “Unfortunately, when we got here, we found a bunch of bikers were throwing a keg party. Then we saw the smoke up the hill, and nobody wants to get trapped by a forest fire, something Officer Bumble-Fumble here doesn’t seem to grasp, so we are trying to get back to town.”
Blair shook his head. “I’m not going to get a straight answer out of either of you, am I?”
“Probably not,” I said, watching a steady stream of fire trucks and ambulances coming up the hill from the city. I wondered what they would tell the press when they found hundreds of bodies in the rubble.
Blair stood and surveyed the other cars waiting. “Bikers, huh?”
“Yes,” Michaela said. “A very rough crowd.” She let a little disgust creep into her voice. “Very hairy. I don’t think a lot of them ever heard of a razor.”
Blair turned to the uniformed cop. “Sergeant, let them all go, just make sure they head back to town and don’t interfere with any of our or the fire department’s operations.”
Michaela smiled and batted her eyes at him. “Thank you, Jordan,” she purred, then put the car in gear and floored it, throwing gravel behind us as we jumped out ahead of the other vehicles.
As we drove toward town, I said, “Do you like opera?”
“Yeah, I do. I go with Jordan, Lieutenant Blair, sometimes. That made it extra fun to tease him back there. Why do you ask?”
    
Michaela drove fast, ignoring traffic and yellow lights. Sunset came early to Westport in the late autumn, and the low-hanging clouds made it seem like twilight already.
“Who owns Carleton House?” I asked as we drove.
“Huh?”
“I mean, you told me that Harry put the waste business in your name. But Lord Carleton is dead, like really dead. So who owns the estate? Do vampires make wills?”
“You know,” Michaela said, “that is a very good question. Rodrick happened to be there when Guy died, and just assumed control of the place, but I have no idea who the legal owner is.”
“Yeah, well, whoever becomes master of this city is going to have to find another place to live. And you know something? Inheritance of Barclay’s followers just got a lot less complicated.”
“Yeah. Crispy critters.”
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“The Waste Disposal offices. You wouldn’t happen to have any magic that will keep Rodrick asleep, do you? Or immobilize him when he wakes up?”
“I can set wards on a room. He won’t be able to break those.”
“Fantastic! Do you need anything? Any tools or ingredients or anything like that?”
“No, I have everything I need.”
We zoomed through the outer gate of a compound with several buildings and came to a screeching halt in front of one of them.
“Let’s go!” Michaela said, leaping out of the car while the engine was still winding down to a halt.
I followed her as she punched a code into a keypad by the door, then sprinted through the corridors, skidding around corners. I was at least fifty feet behind her when she finally slid to a stop by a wide steel door with a metal wheel. Several of her sisters were gathered there.
“This is the room,” Michaela announced when I joined them.
I reached for the wheel to open the door, but she stopped me. “Where are you going?”
“Inside. You want a room that is closed on all sides, right? That means I need to set wards in all the corners. Unless this place is built like a fortress, he’ll just break through the walls if all I do is ward the doors.”
All of the dhampir looked uneasy, and several glanced at their watches.
“I’ll be quick.” I pulled open the door to find a storage room with blackened concrete walls. The roll of bed covers we had carried out of Carleton House was lying on the floor in the center of the room, and it was moving. I shut the door.
“This isn’t good,” I said. At least the room didn’t have any windows.
I quickly sketched a rune at each corner of the door frame, then cast the warding spell. I couldn’t hear anything from inside the room, but the dhampir with their enhanced abilities were becoming increasingly agitated. I understood. A two-hundred-year-old vamp was nothing to toy with. He could probably punch his way through a brick wall. I had seen Flynn twist a younger vamp’s head off one night, just like opening a bottle.
“He’s not coming through the door,” I said. “Can you show me or sketch me a floor plan? Is there a room above this one or below it? And by the way, how thick are these walls?”
“It’s an incineration chamber,” Donna said. “It’s where we burn certain kinds of biological waste we don’t want to take to the landfill.”
“Like bodies, ya know?” Sarah, Liam’s heartthrob, helpfully chimed in.
Her sisters all glowered at her, but Donna said, “The walls are about eighteen inches thick. Heat-resistant concrete, firebrick, and steel.”
“Oh, well, that should keep him in,” I said. I doubted I could get through those walls without expending a hell of a lot of magic.
“That’s what we were hoping.” Donna was still casting side-eyed glances at the door.
“What’s next?” Michaela asked.
“Give me your phone.” She handed it to me. “You said that you wanted to negotiate conditions with Monsieur Laurent. I’m going to call him, tell him you have Rodrick, and you want to barter. Then I’m going to give you the phone.”
Michaela grinned. “Assuming we reach an agreement, where should we make the delivery?”
“There’s an old flour mill off West Twenty-Fourth Street,” I said. “A good place for an ambush if you get there first.”
“I know the place. When?”
“When do you want to take Barclay there?”
“Tomorrow, in the daylight,” Donna said. I totally agreed with her and gave her a thumb’s up.
As soon as the sun was completely down, I dialed the number I had for Laurent.
“Allo?”
“Monsieur Laurent, c’est Erin McLane.” I continued in French. “I am with someone who holds Rodrick Barclay captive and wants to discuss terms to deliver him to you.”
I handed the phone to Michaela, then turned to Donna, who seemed to be next in charge. “You don’t suppose I could get a ride to Rosie’s, do you? I’m tired, I’m hungry, and I need a shower.”
“I think we can do that for you,” she said. “Sarah, could you please run Erin over to Rosie O’Grady’s?”
Sarah bounced up like we’d offered her a trip to Disneyland. “Sure!”
    
When we walked into Rosie’s, Sarah forgot all about me and made a beeline straight for Liam. He smiled. A real smile. Before that, I was sure he didn’t know how.
I headed for the stairs. Although I was hungry, the mage I skewered had bled all over my right hand and arm. I wasn’t sure if I might have other evidence of unladylike activities in my hair or on my clothing, but I knew I smelled of smoke. Blair had to have smelled us.
As my feet hit the stairs, Sam came out of his office.
“Where the hell have you been?”
It took me a moment to remember that I didn’t come back to Rosie’s the previous night.
“Oh, I stayed at my apartment last night. I had a lot to think about.”
“And didn’t bother to let me know? I’ve been worried bloody sick.”
“Sorry, Dad.”
He swelled up, his face turned red, and I figured out that I shouldn’t have said that. Then he leaned toward me, sniffing.
“You smell like smoke.”
“Yeah. I was just going to take a shower.”
He looked me over, head to toe and back again a couple of times. His gaze locked on my right arm.
“Any of that yours?”
“I don’t think so. Sam, I’m sorry. When I go into operational mode, I focus. I block out everything except what I need to do to stay alive.”
“Upstairs.”
I turned and obediently climbed the stairs, listening to his footsteps behind me. When we got inside the apartment, he said, “Reports are that Carleton House burned down this afternoon. Blair was in here about half-an-hour ago asking if I had seen you or Michaela Gallagher.”
I rolled my eyes. “I knew we didn’t fool him.”
“So, what happened?”
“Sam, I’m tired, I’m sore, and I smell worse than I can ever remember. I’m going the take a shower, then I need something to eat. Want to have dinner with me and I’ll tell you all about it?”
He scrutinized me, and I could tell he was thinking about it. “All right. What do you want? I’ll put in your order.”
I shook my head, then sat down and started pulling off my boots. “A Smithwick’s and a shot of Redbreast first, then I’ll figure out what I want to eat. Any specials tonight?”
I started shedding my bloody bodysuit. Neither blood nor anything else stained the slick fabric, but I wanted to throw it in the washing machine. It wasn’t just the smoke, either. I had been wearing it for the past two strenuous days.
“What are you doing?”
“Getting undressed so I can shower.”
He shook his head. “I may be old, and you’re too young for me, but I’m not dead yet. I think I should spare my heart the strain. I’ll see you downstairs.”
I pondered that for a moment. Jolene also had a problem with nudity. In the Hunter barracks, we trained together, ate together, showered together, slept together. TV and the internet were filled with nudity. No one at the hot springs wore any clothes. From my point of view, clothes served two purposes, to look pretty and stay warm. I wondered why people thought being naked was okay sometimes but not others. Maybe Lizzy could explain it to me.
Thankfully, that apartment never ran out of hot water. The boiler in the basement was enormous because the restaurant couldn’t afford to run out of hot water. I stood under the shower for half an hour and washed my hair three times. I finally figured out the smoke smell was in my nostrils. I checked the clean clothes I had in the closet and decided to look like a girl instead of some avenging ninja for a change. So, when I finally descended the stairs, I was wearing a skirt and a sleeveless blouse.
Sam was sitting at a table off in one corner, and I noticed none of the tables around him were occupied. A beer and a glass of whiskey sat on the table across from him.
I sat down and sipped the whiskey, rolling it around my mouth, then took a pull on my beer.
“The special is roast duck breast with a pan sauce, stewed apples, and wild rice,” Sam said.
“Sold.”
He smiled and signaled Jenny to come over. He ordered my meal and a steak for himself, along with a bottle of pinot noir.
“Start at the beginning,” he said.
I told him about visiting Flynn and Montgomery, but left out my argument with Trevor.
“And how does Michaela Gallagher fit into all this?” he asked.
“She had inside information that Barclay was going to launch a raid on Flynn. She’s forged an alliance with the South Bay shifters, who are sick of the vampire predations and truly pissed that the chaos brought in the bounty hunters. And oh, by the way, they have put a bounty on bounty hunters.”
Sam chuckled.
“Anyway, using the attack on Flynn as a distraction, she and the shifters attacked the trash hauling company offices and the truck facility, and took them back. She knew Barclay wouldn’t be able to reinforce the vamps he had stationed there. Then another force of shifters laid an ambush for the vamps returning to Carleton House from downtown. Her goal was Barclay’s head, but when I told her about Laurent, she realized that she had a chance to work a deal that would allow her to stay in Westport but remain independent of the Master of the City.”
“Smart girl.”
“Yeah, she is. And ruthless. Anyway, she gave me the best opportunity to get to Barclay and satisfy Laurent. Today we assaulted Carleton House. We snatched Barclay while he was hibernating, but some of his mages attacked us on the way out. Sam, I know vampires go crazy from drinking mage blood, but I’m convinced it turns the mages crazy, too. They started flinging fireballs at us inside the house.”
“And the place caught on fire.”
“Yep.”
“What happened to the mages?”
“One of them survived. Sam, do you know of anyone who could treat a mage who’s been enthralled?”
He shook his head. “Ask your Fae friends. They might be able to do something with him.”
“Her.”
“Ah. That’s why she’s not dead.”
“She surrendered. I would have been happy if they all surrendered. God, Sam, he damned near drank her to death. I counted almost a dozen half-healed puncture sites.”
“And now what?”
“We eat,” I said, as Jenny showed up at our table with two steaming platters.
As we ate, I told him the rest.
“I left while Michaela was negotiating with Laurent. She plans on setting up the handover tomorrow right after sundown at the old flour mill. We’ll take him over there during the daytime and find a place where I can set wards to hold him. When Laurent shows up, I’ll release him and those two can decide what they want to do.”
“What about Flynn and Montgomery?”
“I don’t know, Sam. Michaela and I talked about it, but it’s just speculation. Both of us think Eileen might take the deal. Swear fealty and go about her business. I told Flynn he should consider striking out for greener pastures. He has his bank accounts and investments, I assume, and he should get a rich payout from his insurance for all his burned businesses. Michaela knows him a lot better than I do, and she isn’t sure what he’ll do, either.”
Sam was quiet for a while, chewing on a bite of steak. “He’s been in Westport for a long time. Almost a hundred and thirty years. Big fish in a small pond. I wonder if he’s ever met an ancient vampire.”
“Him going against Laurent would be like you arm-wrestling Jolene.” Sam’s forearms were about as thick as Jolene’s thighs. “Speaking of whom, how is she doing?”
“She’s fine. Josh came and got her earlier today while you were out saving the world. Lizzy told me that she didn’t think there would be any lasting trauma, and I tend to trust Lizzy’s judgement.”
“So do I.” I shook my head and grinned. “If only the people who call her Dizzy Lizzy knew what was going on under that pink mop, they would freak out.”
I pointed with my fork at where Sarah sat at the bar talking to Liam. “But if you want a dizzy chick, that one fills the bill.”




CHAPTER 30
The phone rang at four o’clock in the morning. I picked it up from the nightstand and tried to figure out how to make it shut up. Then I saw a name in the display and came awake.
“This is Erin.”
I thought I’d let you know that I’ve made a decision,” George Flynn’s voice said. “Common sense says that I should get the hell out of Westport, and I’ve always considered myself to have at least a little intelligence. So, I called to say goodbye.”
“Where are you going? Or is that a secret?”
“Of all people, I think I can trust you to keep a secret. You probably have more of them than the rest of Westport combined. Salt Lake City. Very few lone vampires there, but no nest, and no master.”
“They have strip clubs in Utah?”
“Yes, and they even serve alcohol. Things have loosened up in the past few years. But I think at first, I’ll re-establish the restaurant. Stay low key.”
“Good luck to you,” I said.
“And to you. Consider yourself always welcome, no strings attached.”
Before I could overcome my surprise, there was a click, and the line went dead.
I lay back in the bed and wondered if saving vampire lives was a plus or a minus toward my redemption.
    
I got up a few hours later and went for a run, then back to Rosie’s for a shower and a late breakfast. While I was eating, Lieutenant Blair and Detective Cindy Mackle walked in and sat down at my table. She had changed her hair color to teal, which I liked and thought it suited her better. They both looked tired, but he looked exhausted and he hadn’t shaved in a day or two.
“I thought you worked the night shift,” I said.
“I wish I worked a shift,” Blair said.
“He made me go home and get a few hours’ sleep,” Mackle said. “Frankie’s given me strict orders that he isn’t to drive.”
“And who’s driving Frankie?” I asked.
She winked at me. “Sergeant Bailey.”
“Have you eaten?”
Blair’s brow furrowed, and he said, “Yeah, but I can’t remember when or what.”
I signaled the waitress, who came over.
“A full Irish for the Lieutenant,” I said, “and coffee. Cindy?”
“A vegetarian omelet with fruit on the side,” Mackle said. “Whole wheat toast and three pots of coffee.”
The waitress cracked up. “I’ll have that right away. Would you like a cup, or an IV?”
Cindy gave her a lopsided grin. “The IV sounds lovely. Can I get cream with that?”
Blair leaned forward with his elbows on the table. “Off the record, who started that fire at Carleton House?”
“One of the mages Barclay enslaved,” I said.
“I’ve never seen anything that bad,” Blair said. “Not even in Afghanistan.”
I shrugged. “Most of them were dead already. At least, that’s what I’ve been telling myself. But any bodies you found on the above-ground floors were probably human. Thralls.”
He nodded. “There were a fair number of those who didn’t make it out. But the bodies in the basement that didn’t burn—that was a bloody mess when they started waking up. The forensics people freaked out.”
“We don’t have any way of identifying the vampire bodies,” Cindy said. “Do you know if Rodrick Barclay was in there?”
“No, he wasn’t. He was taken out before it burned, but he’s no longer a problem. I think after tonight you will see a significant change in vampire and shifter activity. No more wars. You’ll still have a rogue vampire problem for a while, but that will quiet down over time.”
“So, who won?” Blair asked. “Flynn?”
I shook my head. “There’s a new master in town.”
Blair looked puzzled. Cindy looked alarmed. I thought both reactions were appropriate. We were entering a brand new world.
    
I dressed in my battle-ready finest, including my sword, and met Michaela and her sisters at the flour mill late in the afternoon. I walked from Rosie’s, taking the river trail. I saw plenty of wolf tracks and glimpsed a few furry bodies as I neared the mill. Even a very old vampire could be taken down by numbers, and thirty or forty wolfmen could probably pull it off. From what I saw, I figured several hundred shifters had the mill surrounded.
I ducked through a hole someone had cut in the chain-link fence long before. Picking my way through piles of debris and rusted machinery, I found the place where the exchange was scheduled to take place—a wide-open area near the center of the property, surrounded by low buildings on one side and tall silos and the processing plant on the other. Originally, the mill was built right on Sloman’s Creek and was water powered. Later, they used the creek to generate electricity. It was shut down after World War II when the creek was dammed upstream and the mill was abandoned to rust away.
One of the dhampir—I didn’t know her name, but she had short, dark brown hair—fell in beside me as I walked.
“Where did you put him?” I asked.
“One of the small silos,” she said. “It’s brick and crumbling. If he tries to go through the wall, it’ll probably fall down on top of him.” She grinned at me. “Chances are his head will still be attached to his body, and that’s all that matters.”
So, I watched the sunset over the abandoned buildings with a dozen movie-star-worthy dhampir women. I felt like a skinny midget standing amongst them. But I also felt a kinship. Like me, they had been raised and trained to do awful things at the bidding of a powerful older man. Their minds and their bodies had never been their own, until Harry Gallagher lost his head. Cast adrift, they were trying to make new lives, create a new reality for themselves.
Unlike me, they had each other. I had no one, but a few people—Sam, Lizzy, and Jolene foremost among them—had opened their arms and their hearts to me. Something I would have never imagined a few months before. I gave a fleeting thought to Trevor—and his demands that I open myself completely to him before he would consider opening himself to me—and Lieutenant Blair, who seemed sincere about wanting a relationship.
“Michaela, do you still date Jordan Blair?” I asked.
“Occasionally. I mean, we were never in a relationship, but I think he’s fun, sophisticated, and really good in bed.” She shrugged. “Why? Thinking about going out with him?”
“He asked me to the opera,” I said.
“Go, if you like opera. He won’t be crushed if you say no, though. He doesn’t have a problem finding women.”
An hour after dark, Gabriel Laurent and his two dhampir walked into the open space where we waited.
“Michaela Gallagher?” Laurent called.
Michaela stepped forward, and he walked toward her. His dhampir stayed where they were, keeping watch on us as well as scanning the surrounding buildings searching for threats.
“Gabriel Laurent?” Michaela asked, and when he nodded, she dipped her head in respect, then looked up to his face. “We have Rodrick Barclay. He is awake, but imprisoned. He is yours. I ask simply that you confirm our deal, on your honor.”
One corner of Laurent’s mouth quirked up. “I pledge that you, and the other dhampir who you call sisters, shall be considered free and independent human beings. I do not expect, nor will I coerce, any of you to pledge fealty to me. In exchange, you will all acknowledge me as Master of the City, and consider me the sole voice for the vampires in Westport. In addition, you will provide me with twenty-five percent of the net profit generated by the Westport Waste Disposal Company. I shall be accorded the right to examine the books at any time I wish, upon one week’s written notice. I shall not be eligible to buy any part of the business, nor will I have any rights regarding any other businesses you may purchase or start.”
He stuck out his hand, and Michaela shook it.
“I must say, you drive a hard bargain, Mademoiselle,” he said. “But that gives me hope that the business will be well-run and I will be well compensated.”
“Thank you, Monsieur.” Michaela turned and pointed to the small silo. “Rodrick Barclay is in there. I hope you don’t mind if we don’t stick around for the ceremony. I’m afraid he’s unhappy with me at the moment, and I would rather be elsewhere if by chance he might get away from you.”
Laurent laughed. “Good night, Miss Gallagher.”
He turned toward the silo even as Michaela and her sisters began moving toward the mill’s front gate.
“Monsieur Laurent,” I called. Speaking in French, I said, “I believe I have done everything you asked of me. Can I have your assurances that my private business will stay private? Will you recall your dhampir in Washington?”
He turned back toward me. “Ah, Mademoiselle McLane. As far as those here in Westport, yes, I give you my word that your secrets are safe with me. Neither your friends nor the Columbia Club, nor anyone else, will ever hear of your past due to my efforts.”
I immediately sensed something was wrong.
“Unfortunately,” he continued, “communication with Stephanie, my thrall in Washington, seems to have ceased. Her cell phone goes straight to voice mail. Either it is turned off, needs charging, or is broken. But that isn’t the whole of the problem. She has my number, and as you have seen, I do answer my phone. But she hasn’t attempted to call me. I have to assume that either she is dead, or captive, or perhaps she was separated from me for too long and has acquired Mademoiselle Gallagher’s taste for freedom.”
“How long since you last talked to her?”
“Oh, it’s been two, two-and-a-half weeks.”
“So when I met with you the other night, you knew you couldn’t keep your end of the bargain.”
“Not so. If I manage to restore our communications, I will tell her directly that Monsieur Heine should not be told about you under any circumstances. I am sorry I cannot give you any more assurances. Good night, Mademoiselle.”
He turned and strode off toward the silo for his confrontation with Barclay. I was tempted to kill him on the spot, but that wouldn’t solve anything. Sam’s voice echoed in my head, Never trust a vampire.
Whirling around, I followed Michaela and her sisters.
As I passed the male dhampir, he spoke in a low voice. “There is another possibility you should be aware of. Stephanie was assigned to seduce Rudolf Heine. If he has subverted her in some way, he may already know you are here.”
I gave him a single nod, having already considered that. Laurent might be eight hundred years old, but in a game of cat-and-mouse played in the shadows, I would put my money on Master Rudolf. The Illuminati should never be underestimated.
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