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        Saint Dominigue—1677

      

    
    
      The rain had been a light mist all day, but as night fell it grew brash and insistent, like the beat of a drum. Teleola heard it against the ground outside and the leaves overhead, marching in time with the pangs of her labor.

      Smart child to have waited until nightfall to awaken, even if it meant taking his first breath in the damp air. If he had arrived during the day when she was in the fields he would have most likely died, and quite possibly her too.

      Her little boy who walks in the night. She was sure the baby was a boy. She’d been sure since the first movement in her womb. And he was going to live. Teleola looked off through the rain at the black smoke winding its way around the trees and ground. He’d survive. Against all that gods and fate might throw against him, he’d survive. She’d make sure of that.

      The pain came again, quick fast waves pounding against her. She was alone except for the rain and the smoke—alone in a makeshift shelter under a thick canopy of leaves giving birth to a baby she had no time to care for or food to feed. She would rise at dawn and return to the fields carrying this boy of hers, sheltering him from the sun with what rags she could find and her own shadow. For the first time in months, she saw the bleak future for both herself and her boy. He’d been the hope she’d clung to these months, the one thing that brought her out of this nightmare to dream of a life where people had full bellies, where people laughed and loved. But now, with the storm coming on and the pain increasing, she wondered if it had all been a foolish illusion. Again she looked to the smoke, thicker and darker than before. To lose hope was to lose everything, and Teleola wasn’t ready to lose everything.

      The wind picked up, howling as it beat the rain sideways into her shelter, dotting her face with warm, wet drops. She felt a sharp pinch, then the flow of waters. The waves of pain merged into one long deluge of agony. If she hadn’t seen so many children awaken at her home across the waters, she would have believed her death was at hand.

      “I’m here, my friend. I’m here to help you in this foolishness.”

      Teleola looked up into the eyes of Yala. The woman stood over her, hands soothing her sides and lower back.

      “It is time,” she whispered, easing her hands down the tree trunk for balance as she hunched deep into a squat to push.

      “This is a bad place for a child.” Yala’s voice was sorrowful, but her hands continued their pressure on Teleola’s back.

      “He’s a fighter,” she gasped in reply. “He will live. I will not let him die.”

      Most women lost their babies early and Teleola had been certain she would too. But by the time the moon had swollen four times she knew this child would breathe the air. At that point she could no sooner tear the baby from her belly then she could take her own life.

      Although taking her own life was something she’d considered over and over since arriving in this terrible place. Perhaps death could bring her home to the grasses and fields of her family. Death would surely be better than being marched across the land bound and chained to others and pushed into a small box that jolted and bounced for what seemed like a lifetime. Death would surely be better than slowly starving, sleeping on the hard ground, unwashed like an animal, getting up at dawn to work in the fields only to return at night with a belly that was trying to eat itself. The brave took their own lives. She was not brave. And now she had a reason to live—now she had hope.

      A tied bunch of fronds blew off the roof and rain beat through onto the dirt floor. Teleola shouted, feeling herself stretch and burn, the weight between her legs unbearable. The smoke rolled across the ground, coming closer.

      “Your child has arrived,” Yala said, reaching between Teleola’s legs

      She tore, the burning sensation almost as painful as when she’d been branded for trying to run away. Then as quickly as it had begun, the sensation went away and she felt something slip from her, wet and long.

      “You were right,” Yala told her, her voice betraying her excitement. “It is a boy.”

      Maybe this child of hers would be Yala’s hope too. Maybe he’d be a hope for all. Teleola glanced again at the smoke so close to her shelter. But if he were to be their hope, first he must survive in a place where no one survived.

      When she’d finished the end of the birth journey and cleaned up her shelter as best she could, securing the torn branches that served as her roof, Teleola finally took a moment to admire her son. He was ridiculously chubby compared to the adults here on the island. And he was brown, his skin quite a bit lighter than hers. Not brown like the bark of the trees, not brown like the dirt on the floor of her shelter. He was brown like the ground of the cane fields after a hard rain. His eyes were a cloudy gray that she knew would deepen and change. His fists waved with impatience as he rooted for his first milk.

      She chuckled, a finger stroking his cheek as she fed him. “May you never go hungry, my son. May your belly and your heart always be full.”

      Lightning lit the sky. In the brief moment of flashing light, she saw strength and determination in those cloudy eyes and she knew what she had to do. He was a fighter, but even fighters needed help. As his mother she would give him that. She would ensure that her son would live a full life, that he would outlive her.

      “Give him a long life,” she asked, turning to the smoke that had moved near to curl around her feet. “Let him grow straight and strong, let him be happy with food in his belly, let him grow old to hold his grandchildren and tell them tales of his mother.”

      The smoke took on the shape of a man, inky black with eyes as red as coals. “You ask too much of me. Your soul is not so clean that such a thing would be an even trade.”

      Her soul was most definitely not clean by the pale man’s standards, but who were they to judge such a thing? Teleola lifted her chin, meeting those red eyes with the confidence of one whose ancestors spent their lives conversing with spirits. Sometimes a person had to bargain, and this spirit knew she was desperate.

      “Let him live. Do not let him die. Let him live and I will serve you in life as in death.”

      The smoky being bowed. “So be it.”

      And with that he was gone, leaving Teleola to shiver in the mist that filtered through her leafy roof. She clutched her child tight, knowing in her heart that she’d done the only thing she could. This baby needed to live.

      “I will call you Adeyemi.” Teleola smoothed a hand over the baby’s black fuzz watching his eyes drift shut as he continued to feed. It was a good name. It was a strong name. It meant worthy of kingdoms, worthy of the crown. There was little chance for a crown in this child’s future, but at least there would be a future.

      She held the baby to her skin feeling his round curves against her sharpness, letting him nurse until she was sure she was empty. Tomorrow she would need to go into the field to work with this baby strapped to her chest. He would survive the heat and the sun and the insects. He would somehow find nourishment in a world where everyone starved. He would live.

      She’d made sure of that. He would live. He would not die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      The smell of chicken wafted from the tents that were lined up along the side of the battlefield. Men and women sweated over propane stoves and wood-fires, the unseasonably warm October weather as well as their heavy medievalesque attire contributing to their discomfort. I was just as uncomfortable, in full plate mail with no tent to shelter me from the broiling sun.

      The cook manning the chicken went back into the tent to pull seasoning out of a box while another man took his place. I wrinkled my nose. The guy had the requisite old-timey outfit on, but unlike the others he was greasy, his skin a sickly yellow hue. Flies buzzed around his head. Ew. Maybe I wouldn’t eat the chicken after all. My stomach growled in protest. It was cooked. The guy was just flipping it with a set of tongs. Wasn’t like he was licking it or something gross like that.

      But there was something about him that made my skin crawl, something that raised the hair on the back of my neck. I’m sure they were grateful for any volunteer they got, but maybe they should have put this guy somewhere besides the kitchen.

      “When does this thing start?” I muttered to Zac. My stomach grumbled again, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten more than a cannoli since waking up. That chicken was like a siren song. And it was one of two reasons I was here, in full armor, waiting to bash some heads in so I could eat the marvelous meal Zac had paid for.

      “Any minute now. The marshal says he got hung up in roadwork on the beltway.”

      The “marshal” was the red-bearded man hastily buckling a white belt around his tunic as he hurried onto the field. I was pretty sure he had on sweat pants under the tunic. Yep. That was clearly elastic at the bottom where his socks met a pair of brown loafers.

      “Lords and Ladies! Welcome to the Kingdom of Aurora Crown Tourney.”

      There were no Lords and Ladies. We were in the good old US of A, in Maryland, in a field outside of the city of Baltimore, surrounded people wearing an odd combination of home-spun potato sacks and yoga pants. Zac had signed me for up this tourney which was put on by the SPCA. At least I think it was the SPCA, although I didn’t see any puppies or kittens anywhere. I’d assumed it was a fundraiser.

      Which was reason two why I was here. Free food on Zac’s dime. Money to help homeless dogs and cats. I was a sucker for both. Besides, I had nothing else to do today. The chicken dinner would cut into the evening time I usually reserved for Dario, but I’d needed to cancel tonight anyway. This was the first night of my police-mandated community service from firing a gun in a public place last week. The only reason I wasn’t in jail was that I had been defending myself from the murderous Boo Hag who’d already killed half a dozen city residents.

      It was why I was a bit grumpy today. I wasn’t looking forward to five hours helping set up a cold-weather shelter for the homeless. It wasn’t the volunteer work that had me snarling, it was that once more something was cutting into my time with Dario.

      I couldn’t see him during the day, since that’s when the vampire was literally dead and hidden away from the sun. We’d had scant time together the last week due to my Boo Hag chasing and his need to deal with rogue vampires north of the city. I missed him. His Renfield, Aaron, might be bringing me pastries, but it was being with the vampire that was the highlight of my evenings. Tomorrow night. I’d see him tomorrow night. In the meantime, I’d take all my aggression and frustration out on the tourney field, then feast it up knowing that I’d put on a good show for the attendees. It was all for the dogs and cats, right?

      I wondered if I could write this in as community service too.

      The first two combatants stepped onto the field, listening to last-minute instruction from the marshal before bowing to each other. There was a beautiful hand-calligraphy chart in one of the tents outlining the order for the double-elimination tourney. It was pretty straight forward stuff. Same sort of thing I’d been doing all my life, except these people weren’t Templars. I side-eyed Zac, wondering if I should hold back out there. I definitely had the unfair advantage in terms of training and practice, and didn’t want to be that jerk who pummeled everyone at a charity fundraiser.

      The two on the field began to fight and I winced, watching their awkward footwork and clumsy swordplay.

      “This your ‘ringer,’ Zachary? When you said you had a champion fighting for you today, I figured you were going to go gay on us and hook up with Conan.”

      A well-muscled blond man buffed Zac on the shoulder. He was going for the Thor look and succeeding. My eyebrows shot up and I took in his nicely made armor. Hopefully I’d get to fight this guy. He looked like he might actually be a challenge. Although from what I could see happening on the field, bulk and expensive armor wasn’t indicative of any real skill.

      “Aria, meet Wolfram. Aria is a Templar.” Zac’s voice was smug, as if he was solely responsible for my birthright.

      The man shook my hand and I admired his grip. Was his name really Wolfram? Did anyone name their kids that nowadays? Of course, given that my name was Solaria Angelique Ainsworth, I could hardly cast stones.

      “A Templar?” Wolfram smirked as if he didn’t believe it. “Maybe I’ll ask her to be one of my handmaidens once I’m king. Bet she looks hot in a dress.”

      Wolfram was an ass. And I was thinking of adding delusional to that descriptive.

      “Wrong country,” I told him. “You fighting today, or just prancing around in your armor swinging your plastic Mjolnir?”

      Zac snorted at my joke, but I wasn’t sure Wolfram got the reference to Thor’s mighty hammer.

      “I’m going to win today. And I fight sword and shield. Pansies fight with hammers.”

      I’d like to hear him say that to Thor’s face. This guy was annoying me. Worse, he was clearly discounting my ability to fight. Templars fought—all of them—men, women, young, old, disabled. We all respected each other’s strengths and abilities, but at the end of the day we all learned to fight. If the worst ever happened and the Temple was attacked, it would be all hands on deck. Even the weakest among us would be called upon to defend mankind. It was our way. And any Templar child who mocked the slight or less skilled among us was firmly reminded of the tale of David and Goliath. A slim young boy armed with only a slingshot could take down the mightiest of warriors as long as God was on his, or her, side.

      “I too fight with sword and shield,” I told him, trying for that doe-eyed Maid Marian look. “How about a little side bet. You win, and I’ll sit at your feet in my underwear, Slave Princess Leia style while you eat your chicken. I win, and you don a dress and do the same.”

      He laughed, once again nailing the Thor imitation. “Deal, Templar Aria. See you on the field.”

      Wolfram strode off, me glaring holes into his rather fine backside.

      “You’ll beat him,” Zac reassured me. Actually I got the feeling he was trying to reassure himself. I had no doubt that I’d beat Copycat Thor. And if not… Well, thankfully I wore some decent underwear today.

      The marshal shooed the two fighters off the field, having declared one the winner. Next up was me, battling some guy named William the Red. We both walked forward to meet the marshal in the middle of the field.

      “William,” he greeted my opponent with a nod. “And… Aria. You’ve received your authorization to fight in Aurora?”

      “Yes, Sir. I have an authorization card on file.”

      Zac had made me read two handbooks and suit up to fight him in front of a portly drunk man who declared me “good enough.” We’d checked in with a Minister of the Lists upon arrival to make sure she had me down for the tourney as well as the paperwork regarding my authorization. I’d been rather impressed at the care they were taking to make sure some bozo didn’t just walk off the street with a rattan sword and plastic chain mail and get himself seriously injured. We Templars weren’t as thorough, but we pretty much knew everyone and I’m sure our insurance liability issues weren’t the same as an SPCA fundraiser.

      The marshal then proceeded to check our weapons and armor, nodding his head in approval. Then he backed out of the way. We separated, each of us falling into a defensive stance as we eyed up our opponent for obvious weakness.

      I found one. In fact, I found a dozen.

      William approached me with an odd sideways hopping step, his massive shield held in front and his sword extended back and up above his head. I stared for a second, not sure what type of fighting technique he was attempting. About three feet from me William stopped his forward progress and began hopping back and forth, and sideways. It reminded me of steps to an aerobics class I once took. Finally, he swung. And since his sword was all the way behind his head, I had plenty of time to see it coming and easily deflect it with my shield.

      Deflect. The two earlier fighters had been blocking the sword strikes head-on with their shields, letting the impact of the blow run through their arms. I was about fifty pounds lighter than William, and as a woman I didn’t have his upper body strength, so I did what I’d been doing since I was eight years old—I redirected the momentum of his blow, pushing his sword across the front of his body where his arm pinned against the edge of his gigantic shield.

      No one wants to slam their arm between the edges of two shields, even if that arm is covered with painted plastic, so William pulled the shield out of the way of his sword arm, and pivoted.

      Wide open. I struck, hoping that the marshal had checked the sturdiness of the armor over William’s kidneys.

      “Good,” he gasped, dropping to his knees.

      Crap. Hope I didn’t just ruin the guy’s day. I was trying not to hit like I was battling an army of Templars.

      The marshal pronounced me the winner. I easily won the next two rounds and found myself facing Wolfram. He was still hot, even though he’d exchanged his Thor-look for something a bit sturdier. Like me, he had a sword and shield. He also sported a faded black tabard with what looked like a white, eight-point Maltese cross, which he shed before striding onto the field like a god in plate mail. Huh. This guy took his reenactment persona seriously.

      The marshal gave us permission to engage. I barely had time to take a breath before Wolfram was upon me. He was lightning fast with his sword and I found myself immediately on the defensive, backing across the field as I blocked the blows.

      Blocked. Because he was moving too fast, with too much economy of motion for me to plan anything beyond not dying. By sheer chance I saw an opening and went for it, smacking his armored waist with the rattan sword.

      He swung twice more before I realized he wasn’t going to acknowledge the blow. I hated to call anyone a cheat. Maybe he truly didn’t feel it through the armor. It didn’t matter because I didn’t get another opening. My shield arm was starting to feel numb from the onslaught, and with the next swing, his sword slid off the shield and hit with a glancing blow against my leg.

      It was glancing, but I did feel it. In full plate, it would take a whole lot more than a blow—glancing or otherwise, to get through my armor and disable me, but rules were rules, and here this was supposed to count as a hit.

      “Good.” I announced, backing up. Yes, it burned me that he hadn’t called the far more substantial blow I’d laid on him, but I was a Templar. I played by the rules. Most of the time, anyway.

      Rather than bleed out on the ground, I had a choice. I could continue to fight while hopping around on one leg, or I could try to fight while kneeling on the ground. I hated the thought of Wolfram towering over me, bashing down on top of me. I was short enough without giving him even more of a height advantage, so I decided to hop.

      It was a bad idea. I wasn’t sure it was any worse of an idea than kneeling on the ground holding my shield over my head like a giant leather-coated wooden umbrella, but it was still a bad idea. I hopped around after Wolfram, not quite believing my luck when I scored a blow on his shoulder.

      Evidently my balance wasn’t as good as I’d thought, because the impact of my sword on his shoulder knocked me sideways, where I waved my sword in time with my hops in an attempt to remain upright. Wolfram’s sword slammed into my hip, throwing me to the ground and knocking the air right out of my lungs.

      Owww. Owww. Like, I think I might have broken bones ow. I glared up at Wolfram, knowing full well that with our helms neither could see the other’s expression. Didn’t matter. I was positive the jerk was smirking.

      By the time I made it back to Zac, I was able to take small, shallow breaths and walk without excruciating pain in my hip.

      “Some charity tournament,” I snapped. “If this wasn’t benefitting dogs and cats, I’d be tempted to pull out my real sword and start stabbing.”

      “Dogs and cats?” Zac handed me a tankard, which I was depressed to find held only water.

      “Yeah. You said this was an SPCA thing.”

      “Oh. Yeah.” Was that a guilty look on Zac’s face as he turned away? “Yep. SPCA. Dogs and cats. Charity.”

      I tugged at my breastplate and swore as the bottom edge hit what I imagined was an ever-expanding bruise on my hip. “What is that Wolfram guy’s problem?”

      Zac reached over to help me unstrap the armor. I eased down the waistband of my pants to check my injury. The skin was red with a lovely purple tinge. It looked like there was a golf-ball sized knot developing there too. I had no doubt that by evening it would be more colorful and even more swollen and painful.

      “Wolfram always hits hard,” Zac admitted, taping some gauze over my injury. It wouldn’t help me feel any better, but at least it would give me some additional padding.

      Was the guy so devoid of nerve endings that he couldn’t feel my blows? If so, then maybe he assumed his opponents were all the same. Maybe this was one guy I did need to go all out on.

      “He rhino-hides too. Everyone knows it. Drives me nuts that the marshals don’t call him out on it.”

      Rhino-hides? “So he doesn’t acknowledge blows on purpose?”

      “Yep. He wants to win. And I think he actually enjoys hurting others.”

      At a charity event, no less. I shook my head in amazement, hiding a wince as Zac tugged the bandage tight and re-laced my armor.

      After that painful loss I observed carefully in between my own fights, working my way up the lists. Wolfram was a total douche—both on and off the field. The unfortunate reality was he was also eight inches taller than me and a good seventy pounds heavier at a minimum. His height and added body strength gave him the advantage in the rules of this particular tourney. I was used to fighting guys with greater muscle mass, but there was only so much my superior speed and endurance could do when the only hit that counted was a very forceful one to the head, torso, thighs or arms. And that hit had to be with the sword. In a Templar tourney, I’d close in where my smaller size wouldn’t matter as much and trip, push, and grapple my way to victory. I’d also mastered the art of using a shield as a weapon, but in this fight, the sole acceptable purpose of the shield was to block blows.

      It sucked. And I wasn’t sure how I could beat Wolfram while still following the rules. Not that he seemed to be following the rules, I noted as he once again shrugged off a blow and whacked his opponent hard enough that the helm flew from the poor guy’s head.

      This was a tourney for charity. It was also a massacre, and Wolfram was a bully.

      Screw the rules.

      The marshal called my name and I took the field, rotating my shoulders to loosen the stiff muscles. My hip was killing me, and even with the helm I could swear I saw Wolfram eye that spot, like he was marking it for special attention. All I knew was another hit there would do more than knock me out of the tourney, it would most likely put me on crutches for a week.

      We engaged, and sure enough Wolfram swung for my injured hip. I danced out of the way, giving his shield a quick poke with my sword just to get his attention. He responded with a quick diagonal slash, left to right, then another right to left. I stepped back and tried to hit him with a low lunge, guarding my upper body with the shield. He looped the sword around with the twist of his wrist, knocking my shield aside with an upward motion.

      The guy was good—far too good to be the casual weekend warrior. I eyed him, wondering where he’d trained. He didn’t fight like someone studying weapons in Asian martial arts, nor did he have the body type to fit that kind of discipline. Were there groups other than us that taught European-style fighting beyond fencing foils?

      I didn’t have time to contemplate it at any length, because Wolfram was on the attack. I stepped backward again and again, shying left, then right, turning and twisting—anything to reduce the number of times I’d need to absorb a blow either on my shield or sword. He sensed this as a weakness and doubled the strength of his attack. The guy was a darned bull. And he was wearing me out.

      Time to end this. I might be disqualified from the tourney, but Wolfram needed to be taught a lesson, and I was eager to be his teacher. He made his signature diagonal slash and I parried. Our swords clashed, locked together as I stepped forward and slid his rattan “blade” to my hilt to hold it in place.

      Then I bashed him in the face with my shield as hard as I could. His head rocked back. I felt his weight shift, the pressure of his sword lessening on mine as he tried to balance himself. I edged my foot behind his and leaned forward, smacking him twice more in the face with my shield.

      Off balance he began to topple. I knew it would be against the rules to take a killing blow while he was down. The weird chivalry of this tourney required me to step back and allow my opponent to rise. I’d broken enough rules so far, but just in case the marshal was as blind to my transgressions as he’d been to Wolfram’s I stepped back to give myself room, and sliced toward his chest.

      He danced out of the way, swinging his arms and impossibly managing to regain his balance. I’d compared him to a bull, but now I was thinking a dancing bull. Did bulls dance? How could a dude with that much muscle manage such a feat of balance and agility?

      We continued to fight with a combination of dodge and parry. Wolfram had learned his lesson and wasn’t shy about stepping backward when I tried to close in. I wouldn’t be able to try the shield trick again, or the tripping maneuver. The methodical heavy strikes were making my arms numb, and my hip was screaming in agony. Three times I tried to whack him with the shield, using my sword to deflect his blow, and each time he twisted out of the way. Finally, he swung the sword downward from an overhead position, easily transitioning it to an underhand strike. I deflected, feinted with the shield, then reversed my grip, knocking him in the side with my sword.

      I gave it everything I had. And I made sure I hit above his hip, where only a thin strip of leather joined the parts of his armor. He staggered, and just to ensure he went down I hit him in the same spot again.

      This time he dropped. As soon as Wolfram’s knee hit the ground, the audience roared. I barely heard the marshal declaring me the winner. Wolfram dropped his sword and shield, pushing his armor aside to touch his side. “Yield.”

      Damn straight, he’d yield. I pulled off my helm just so he could see my smirk, then bowed, thanking him for a challenging fight before spinning around to leave the field.
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      Zac was exuberant. I wasn’t. Yeah, I’d beaten Wolfram, but I was worn out, and could hardly walk without passing out from pain. I managed to get the majority of my armor off without assistance, then went into a tent to take a quick wet-wipe of the essential parts before struggling into a giant cotton slip with a drawstring neck and a fake velvet gown that must have weighed twenty pounds.

      I wondered if anyone had a bag of ice? How would this fancy dress look with a bag of ice duct-taped to my hip?

      Zac was nowhere to be found, but another woman dressed in an Elizabethan gown came into the tent, bowing and calling me her princess. She helped me lace up the back portion of my dress that would have been impossible without assistance, and began to style my hair, admiring the long dark locks.

      “Got any ice?” I winced as I sat, angling my weight sideways.

      “It will leave a wet spot on your gown,” she told me. I didn’t care about the wet spot, but her next words convinced me to suck it up and just live through the pain. “You don’t want Wolfram to think he actually hurt you.”

      No. I didn’t. “Think he’ll actually show up in a dress? We had a side bet going on.”

      She tittered. Tittered, I tell you. Like someone from a Regency Romance novel. “Is that why he was borrowing clothing from Helga? Oh, how funny. I’ll need to grab my cell phone and take pictures. Now skootch down a bit so I can pin your crown on. You don’t want it to fall off during dinner.”

      Weird. But I wasn’t one to refuse any offer of help given that I could barely walk without wincing. Another two women joined her and by the time all three were done, I was reasonably presentable. I wouldn’t have passed muster at one of my parents’ formal dinners, but for a charity event in the middle of a cow pasture, I’d do.

      The ladies escorted me past a series of tables where people were drinking what I assumed were alcoholic beverages and eating bits of cheese and bread. At least they were until they noticed me. As soon as I came into view, they all leapt to their feet, bowing and scraping as I walked by. One of them shoved a pewter tankard full of something into my hand, proclaiming his desire to have an audience with me later.

      A girl could get used to this. Tasting the contents of the tankard, I handed it back with an approving nod. This guy could visit me anytime as long as he brought some of whatever beer he’d just let me try.

      Zac was waiting for me at a head table, two people beside him wearing crowns a shade larger than mine. They all rose, Zac also bowing as I approached. Well, he kind of bowed. It was more like a nod. And from the smug look on his face, you would have thought he was the one with a bruised hip from fighting Wolfram. So if I was the Princess, did that make him the Prince? That hardly seemed fair, given that I was the one with the injury.

      I had no idea how to address my populace or the other two crowned people, but I was pretty good at winging it and it was clear they all expected me to make a speech. Grabbing a full wineglass, I raised it and was gratified to see the attendees do the same.

      “Thank you everyone for coming today. Those who battled me put up a great fight, and should be proud of their performance in the tourney. I look forward to fighting alongside you in the future. Thanks to our marshals, the minister of the list, and those who prepared our feast today. And special thanks to the three ladies who helped me get into this dress. Oh, and you should all be pleased at the money we raised today for the homeless cats and dogs in our area. Here’s to them.”

      There were a lot of puzzled looks, but everyone shouted something that sounded like “huzzah” and drained their goblets and tankards. The bowing and curtsying servers put a bowl of soup in front of me, and I picked up a spoon to eat while some other guy pounded out Bach on a hammered dulcimer. It was a thin, milky-white soup with chunks in it. Almonds? Apples? I had no idea, but it was tasty and I was starving, so I ate it, supplementing the first course with a handful of cheese that looked like it might have been sitting in the sun a wee bit too long.

      Next I received some chicken with a side of carrots and potatoes. No, not potatoes. They were mashed parsnips which were actually a favorite of mine. These were heavily accented with garlic, which made me glad I wasn’t going to be kissing anyone later, or that vampires truly didn’t have a problem with the stuff. It would have been a bummer to meet Dario later only to have him recoil from me in horror.

      Actually, he still might recoil from me in horror when I saw him tomorrow night. Yeah, that’s how much garlic was in these things. Just as I was about to try the chicken, a commotion caught my attention. Everyone had turned to watch and laugh as a man approached—a man in a dress. It didn’t fit him very well, probably due to the fact that he lacked the bosom that would normally have filled out the extra-large outfit. What he lacked in cleavage, he made up for in his long, flowing blond locks, which were left down across his shoulders. Striding purposefully toward the head table, he grabbed a tankard from an attendee, and downed the contents, wiping the foam from his mouth with his sleeve.

      Wolfram. He bowed as he reached the table, then tossed the tankard onto the ground behind him.

      “Did you just steal some man’s beer?” I demanded.

      “Richard the Thin,” he told me. “He owes me one anyway.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Well, I don’t like that.”

      “I don’t either,” Zac announced.

      A slow grin creased Wolfram’s face as he looked over toward Zac. “Is he going to be your queen? Crappy choice, my Liege. I just want to throw it out that there are men who’d be a far better consort than Zachary will ever be.”

      Zac sputtered, and I put a hand on his arm. “Well, too bad. Zac is my queen and that’s all there is to it. Now if you want to honor our bet, sit here at my feet while I eat.”

      He did, the servers bringing him a plate of food and some utensils. I was just trying to figure out if there was more than ginger and parsley in the carrots when I felt a tug on my dress. Yes, Wolfram was trying to look up my skirt. He could try all he wanted, but with eighty yards of fabric and a cotton slip underneath, he wasn’t going to see anything important.

      “Do I need to bash you in the face with my shield again?” I twitched the fabric from his hand, glaring at him. I really didn’t care, but figured it wasn’t in keeping with my pretend royal persona to let a cross-dressing guy peek up my gown.

      He grinned, stuffing his mouth with parsnips before running his fingers over my ankle. “You won’t get the opportunity to do that again. Next time I fight you, I’ll win. And it will be you in your underwear sitting at my feet.”

      How often did they have these things? I assumed this was a once-only event. Was I now obligated to defend my crown every weekend? I hoped not. My coffee shop schedule often included weekends, and when it didn’t, my family insisted I come down to visit them. I doubted they’d let me out of visits so I could whack an arrogant muscle-bound man with a rattan sword.

      Or maybe they would. Wolfram’s fingers were massaging my ankle, slowly creeping their way upward. The guy was a jerk, and a sexual predator. Color me surprised.

      I debated kicking him, or stabbing him with my dinner fork, but it actually felt kind of good to have someone rubbing my ankle. I think I might have twisted it during the tourney. With all the other injuries, I hadn’t even noticed it before. So instead I cut into a slice of mystery pie, lamenting that the servers had taken my chicken away, and let him continue. As long as he kept his hands below the knee, I wasn’t going to protest. It’s not like anyone could see what he was doing anyway with the long table cloths and my huge skirts practically hiding him.

      “Who taught you to fight?” he asked.

      Was the guy a professional masseuse? A physical therapist? Wow, he sure knew how to rub an ankle. A tiny part of me wondered what else he was good at rubbing, but I quickly dismissed the thought. As arrogant as this guy was, there was no way I was going to let him do more than rub my ankle. Or possibly my lower back.

      “My mother taught me to fight. At least at first. From the age of five I had a weapons tutor for additional instruction, and then there were the seminars and week-long camps.”

      “Archery? Firearms? Do you joust?” His hands were getting a bit more friendly. I looked down and noticed that he had the beginnings of a black eye as well as a darkening bruise on his cheekbone. Seems the helm hadn’t been quite enough to protect him from my shield work.

      “Yes. Yes. And yes. Mostly sword and shield, though. That’s what we Templars tend to use the most.”

      He chuckled. “No seriously. Outside of the Templar persona act, who trained you?”

      He thought I was joking. Not that many people took me seriously when I told them I was a Templar. Most people thought we’d died out after the Crusades. We weren’t exactly a secret society or anything, but it’s not like we did much to bring ourselves into the public eye. Templars tended to hang with other Templar families. Outside of a few religious organizations, no one called on us for assistance anymore, and the Elders were fine with that. Playing polo, drinking martinis for lunch, attending posh soirees and guarding the Temple were pretty much all modern-day Templars did. Besides me. I was the Templar of Baltimore, the self-appointed guardian of the city. And I was trying to be as open as I could be about who I was, even if no one believed me, or believed in the monsters I protected the city from.

      “My mother. She’s the best fighter I know. At sixty-five she would probably take you down with one blow.”

      He didn’t look like he believed me. Wolfram eyed his plate, obviously trying to decide whether to keep rubbing my leg or cut up his pie. The pie won out.

      I took one bite of mine and decided to be insulted that this weird combination of organ meat and dried fruit somehow trumped my sexy leg. I’d even shaven this morning, which wasn’t something I did regularly now that October weather had set in and my shorts were put away for the season. Starving as I was, I did have some culinary standards, so I pushed the pie to the side and instead feasted on pickled mushrooms and fried apples. They were soon replaced with a plate of meringue cookies, which were really good, and a cheesy fondue. The last course was fruit tarts artfully decorated with marzipan animals. It totally made up for the fact I’d missed out on the chicken. Wolfram was pressed against my leg, but further conversation or fondling had taken a back seat to his food.

      It’s not like Zac was any better. All the rah-rah encouragement of today was gone now that I’d actually won the tourney. I fumed, irritated that I’d just been used so he could sit here and have people bow and scrape before him. We weren’t dating anymore. We were just friends. It’s not like he really owed me anything as far as actual attention, but I’d expected at least some conversation from him.

      “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      Okay, maybe that’s why he’d been silent the whole dinner. Come to think of it, Zac wasn’t the only one looking rather pale and clammy. I eyed my neglected organ-meat pie with alarm.

      “Like now sick? Or later when you get home sick?” I asked. A few people from the tables had gotten up and were rushing from the dining area. I was pretty sure I could hear retching noises coming from off in the adjoining corn field.

      “Like now sick.” Zac pushed his chair back and stuffed a hand over his mouth.

      Oh, God. What had he eaten? Had I eaten it too? “You need me to drive home?”

      He shook his head and ran, not quite making it to the edge of our little raised stage-area before bending over to vomit on the grass.

      It was then that I noticed the gagging sounds coming from the crowned gentleman that was sitting next to Zac. The king stood, his eyes panicked as he struggled to free his voluminous robes from the chair.

      He finally tore free, but it was too late. Bending at the waist, he vomited, the chunky mess hitting the ground and splashing up onto the hem of my dress. Wolfram jumped off the stage. I scrambled away, my legs catching in my long skirts and sending me to my rear on the ground. I tried to scoot backward, but wasn’t quick enough to avoid the king’s projectile vomit spraying across the lower half of my gown.

      I looked up to see Wolfram safely at the edge of the stage, laughing.

      Jerk. There would be a next time, and I planned to hit him even harder with my shield in that tourney.
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      I was barefoot, my shoes in a plastic grocery store bag, as I made my way up my apartment steps. Thankfully I’d had clean clothing to change into, and both my legs and my shoes were reasonably clean after a quick dunk in some wash-water meant for the dinner dishes. I felt bad for whoever had to get the king’s regurgitated stomach contents out of my loaner velvet dress. And I did feel bad for the attendees. The charity event had gone horribly wrong when over two thirds of the participants were barfing in the field.

      Zac had let me drive home. He’d sat moaning in the passenger seat, clutching his stomach the whole way. I’d reluctantly offered to let him crash on my couch, but he assured me he only wanted his own bed to ride out the effects of food poisoning. He’d be okay. I’d gone down that road a few years back after some bad shellfish and knew he was almost through the worst of it. Besides I had an evening of community service ahead of me, and I also needed to continue to prep for my ritual in six days.

      The ritual to get rid of my demon mark, that is. My heart skipped a beat just thinking about it. This better work. It was the only hope I had of breaking free from Balsur’s grasp. Dark Iron had used the ritual to clear his own demon mark, and I was banking that he’d given Raven the real thing before he’d killed her, otherwise I’d be right back where I started. Worse, actually, since a banishing ritual gone wrong might just piss Balsur off enough to make my life truly miserable.

      It worried me. The bruise on my hip was killing me, plus all the other aches and pains that were starting to creep up on me now that the adrenaline was gone and my muscles had cooled down. Sore. Demon-marked. With soaking wet shoes. I’d been walloped with a rattan sword and puked on. The one good thing about today beyond the money raised for charity was that I must not have eaten enough whatever to suffer the same food poisoning as nearly everyone else.

      And that was looking to be the only good thing out of my day today. I rounded the steps to the landing and stood staring at my apartment door—at the note stapled to my apartment door.

      It was an eviction notice.

      I pulled it down and read it with a sense of dread. It’s not like this was unexpected. I’d broken a window, even though I’d paid to replace it. I’d defaced the subfloor with magical symbols. I’d been summoning demons as well as banishing demons, which my neighbors complained about mightily. And I occasionally entertained vampires, a necromancer, and mages. Oh, and there were the dead guys that kept turning up in my parking space last month.

      Loud parties. Destructive use of apartment. Consistently late rent payments. Inconsiderate use of other tenants’ parking areas. Hey, the last one wasn’t really my fault. I had to park somewhere, and there had been dead bodies and crime scene tape all over my parking spot.

      I was supposed to get thirty days, but the landlord was claiming he’d already given me notice, so this was a formal court document giving me two weeks. Two weeks, or all my stuff would be out on the curb.

      I crammed the paper into my pocket and unlocked my door, tears blurring my eyes. Yes, it was a crappy apartment, but it was my apartment. I’d gotten it myself, paid the security deposit, signed the lease, paid the rent—albeit occasionally late. Okay, most every month was late, but I eventually paid it. And I’d done it all with my part-time coffee shop earnings. Baltimore’s Templar was an unpaid gig, and I’d been reluctant to touch the money my parents kept depositing in that other checking account.

      Maybe I should take it. I could consider it a loan. I needed to do something because there was no way I could find an affordable place that wasn’t a rat-infested hovel in the city.

      “What do you think?” I asked Raven, tossing the eviction notice onto the table. The little fox figurine was on my coffee table watching American Ninja. The television had been off when I’d left the house this morning. And when I’d turned it off last night, it had been on a different channel.

      Words appeared on the whiteboard next to the bookshelf. Take your parents’ money. Sublet one of those sweet waterfront condos. Sign up for premium cable television.

      Ha ha. The words vanished to be replaced with a sentence that wasn’t as funny. Move in with Dario.

      Vampires were very cagey about revealing where they lived, usually only entrusting that information to blood-slaves and their Renfields. I was neither. And as close as Dario and I had become, I hadn’t the foggiest idea where he lived.

      Still, I was sure his place was nice—nicer than this crappy apartment of mine.

      “Not happening,” I told Raven, moving her off the coffee table so I could put up my feet and grab my laptop. By the time I needed to get ready for my community service I’d realized my dilemma was far more serious than I’d imagined. There wasn’t anything one bedroom available for immediate occupancy that wasn’t ninety percent of my net monthly income. I checked Craigslist and noted a few ads for roommates in my price range that weren’t way outside the city limits, but living with a roommate would bring problems. I had vampires, mages, and necromancers visiting me along with my LARP and Anderon friends. Add to that Raven’s spirit living in a resin fox figurine and the fact that I summoned and banished demons along with my other magical practices and I’d most likely be kicked out in the first month.

      And then there was the whole sword-and-armor Templar thing. I wondered how a roommate would feel if a demon impersonating an angel started dumping dead bodies in our driveway?

      The other alternative was squatting in one of the hundreds of vacant houses throughout the city, stealing electricity via a hundred-foot extension cord and sleeping on an old mattress. That or live out of my car.

      I looked down at the roommate-wanted names and added a few more to my list. I’d call Reynard and Russell. Maybe members of the magical community would know someone who was looking to rent out a spare room, or their basement, for a few hundred a month. I’d also check with my co-workers at the coffee shop. Worst case scenario maybe someone could put me up for a few months until I managed to find something. I wasn’t sure what I’d do with my furniture, though. Guess I’d have to abandon it here. I could hardly show up at a friend’s house with a moving van, squeezing all my stuff into their house.

      Crap. Moving van. How was I going to afford to move my stuff? Did I know anyone with a pickup truck, because there was no way I could get a sofa and my mattress into my Toyota.

      I glanced out my window at the streetlights, checking my watch. I had to head to the cold weather shelter in less than an hour and I was looking more like one of the homeless they served than a volunteer.

      I wished I was meeting Dario instead. He could meet me here while I showered, maybe bring take-out so we could watch movies. I’d tell him about the tourney, complain about my bruises. Maybe he’d rub my sore back. Maybe he’d rub more than that. My breath caught at the thought. He’d only kissed me once, and that had been when he was lost in bloodlust. As far as I knew he had a blood-slave and what was between us was just a combination of professional relationship and friendship. But something made me think otherwise. It was the way he looked at me, how he dropped everything to help when I needed him, the way he always stood so close to me, taking any excuse to touch me.

      Could I share him with Giselle? Because I couldn’t go down the path of addiction that the role of a blood-slave led to. I didn’t begrudge Dario taking blood from others, but from the times I’d seen him and Giselle together, I knew that her blood had come with sex.

      And that I couldn’t deal with. Call me old-fashioned, but just as I couldn’t be intimate with more than one man at a time, I needed the same commitment in return.

      I’d stripped off my clothing and was heading to the bathroom when I heard my phone beep. I hesitated, but the hot steamy water was calling my name. It was probably Zac letting me know he was feeling better, or the community service coordinator checking in. I’d look when I was done cleaning up.

      The shower was amazing. It even made up for the pain trying to wrestle out of my clothing caused me. I took longer than usual, letting the heat loosen up all the muscles that had tightened after the tourney. Unable to delay any further, I shut off the water and stepped out of the tub. My bathroom was a sauna of steam. Even the open doorway hadn’t done much to dissipate the heat and dampness. I guess I’d taken a longer shower than I’d thought. Wincing as I reached for a towel, I wiped a hand across the mirror and stared at my blurry reflection. I wasn’t the prettiest woman in the world, but I’d do, even covered with bruises and scars from a lifetime of sword-fighting and jousting.

      I glanced at the bra and underwear hanging on the hook of my bathroom door. Given the huge black mark on my hip It might be a good night to go commando and wear a dress so I didn’t have to deal with the waistband of my jeans rubbing against my swollen, bruised skin. It would be kind of weird going to assist at a cold weather shelter in a dress, but it was better than being in pain. I threw on the bra, then dropped a navy-blue sheath dress over my head. Ready to head out the door, I hesitated undecided whether to take my sword or not.

      Take it. You never know.

      A shelter for homeless people wasn’t exactly the right place to be sporting a big sword, but I hated not having it at hand. Raven was right, I never did know when I’d need it.

      “I’ll be back around two-thirty,” I told her. That’s when another group came on board to man the shelter until morning. I was almost finished prepping for the ritual. After tonight I only had one more round of community service. And as for the eviction notice, well I’d deal with the apartment search tomorrow.
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      Winter in Baltimore meant the shelters frequently became overwhelmed. Local churches stepped up to help, each taking a week and opening their doors to give the homeless a warm cot complete with blankets for the night. It was only late October, but in spite of the warm day, nights were dropping down to freezing. Originally the cold weather shelters opened only in temperatures below zero, but the need was so great that they started earlier, now opening their doors beginning in mid-October.

      This week, the shelter was hosted by Calvary Methodist Church on Greenwich. It was a beautiful church, gray stone with sharp gothic spires and leaded windowpanes. Spotlights out front lit the building up with a golden glow, and signs directed homeless around to the rear of the building.

      It was just before nine at night. The shelter would start admitting people at ten, and lock down for the night at midnight. Once the clock struck that hour, no one aside from the volunteers was allowed either in or out. I was here early to help set up beds and dividers, then hand out toiletries and blankets as people began to file in.

      A stout young man named Duane met me at the door with a clipboard in hand. With a welcoming smile he checked off my name and ushered me in.

      The shelter was being set up in an area that looked like it was commonly used for spaghetti pot-luck and Christmas craft festivals. There was a sign-in sheet on a desk by the entrance. Beside it were Ziploc bags of personal-sized toiletries, and a box that held dozens of pairs of white socks.

      “Some don’t use their real names, and that’s okay,” Duane told me. “Read them the rules from this sheet. Most of them are regulars, but we still remind them. Each one gets a care-bag, and socks if they want. Bathrooms are over there. Coffee is over there. Blankets and pillows will be on the cots. We’ve got donated clothes—mostly coats, hats, and mittens—in boxes by the door. Keep an eye on the clothes and make sure Pinky doesn’t stuff them all in a bag to sell on the street.”

      “Gotcha.” I looked around at the other two volunteers setting up. There were only three of us not including Duane, and there was clearly a lot to do before we took in guests.

      “How handy are you at assembling stuff?” Duane asked. “Most of the cots are the fold-up type, but a few need to be screwed together. We also need sheets stretched across those temporary panels to separate the women’s area from the men’s.”

      “I can do that.”

      Might as well get to work. We only had an hour to get this all set up before people started arriving. Duane handed me a screw gun and a hammer and pointed to the pile of metal poles, sheets, and lumber in a corner. I went over and surveyed the job. Screws were in plastic bags duct-taped to the metal poles which had thankfully been numbered with a Sharpie. Next to them sat a series of wooden frames and a neatly folded pile of sheets with a box of nails on top.

      Beds first. I separated the poles, then plopped down on the floor to start assembling. The first cot was screwed together when I realized that the side poles needed to be pushed through sleeves in the canvas ‘mattress’ before I screwed them together. After I’d figured it out, the process went smoothly with me sprawled on the floor, screw gun in hand.

      “You’re wearing a dress to volunteer at a homeless shelter? I think I’ve only seen you in a dress twice before this, and one of those times was at your parents’ house.”

      My heart skipped a beat at the warm, deep, teasing voice and I looked up to see Dario standing over me.

      “I know where I stand, now. You get all dolled up for these men, where I’m lucky if you change out of your pajamas to meet me.”

      The one time I’d worn a dress to go out with him, he’d acted like he didn’t care. And I wasn’t “dolled up,” I was wearing a casual cotton dress with no makeup and flats.

      “I’m just trying to make a good first impression. Don’t worry, the moment I hook them with my charms, it’ll be pajama pants and T-shirts for them too.”

      He eyed my bare legs. “You should wear that more often. You look good in a dress. I’m betting you look even better out of it.”

      Whoa. Dario’s sexy intense approach had dialed back considerably after I’d made it clear what was between us could only be business, but this light-hearted flirty Dario was new.

      If I was completely honest with myself, he’d never been “only business” as far as I was concerned, and his friendship had only deepened what I felt, adding a solid foundation of trust, respect, and affection to the sparks. But the sparks never left, even when the only contact between us had been the brush of a shoulder, or a light kiss on the forehead.

      “Play your cards right, buddy, and I might let you peek up my skirt.”

      Or maybe not. I suddenly remembered my underwearless state and decided peeking up the skirt would need to wait until I had some nice lacy stuff on. The idea of Dario seeing my naked lower half, running his hands up along my legs to my hips, exploring me with his fingers had me flustered. I was sprawled out on the floor with a drill in one hand, wearing no underwear, and he was standing over me, probably looking down the neckline of my dress, thinking about what was under my skirt.

      Yes, he was looking down the neckline of my dress, an appreciative smirk on his lips.

      “What are you doing here?” I wasn’t sure where this was going, but I had over four more hours of my volunteer shift to go and I couldn’t spend it all hot and bothered.

      “Didn’t you get my text? I want to see you. This is the first chance I’ve had to spend time with you since I came back from dealing with the rogues north of the city. I thought if I came by and helped out, you could finish early and we could go somewhere.”

      My mind was thinking of the places I’d like to go, all of them involving a bed. Or the couch. Or pushed up against a wall. If my neighbors complained about my “loud parties” now, I can only imagine what they’d say when my headboard started banging against the shared wall.

      I fanned my face. With the drill. It didn’t do much good. “It’s time served, not by the job. I need to put in five hours tonight or I’ll never be done with this community service. Plus, I promised Duane. There aren’t many of us here tonight. He needs me.”

      Dario looked around. “It’s warm out. You’ll probably only get ten or twenty guests.” Then he reached down to pick up the box of nails, tilting his head as if he were indeed trying to look up my skirt. “What are the nails for?”

      “For the sheets there. We need to make a divider to separate the women’s from the men’s sleeping areas.” I got to my feet and moved the assembled cot aside, grabbing another set of poles.

      Dario nodded, picking up the square of fabric that served as the cot mattress and handing it to me. Was he going to stay and help? Our time together so far had either been dinner at Sesarios or related to the supernatural in Baltimore that affected human and/or vampire safety. Was he really going to hang out and do volunteer work with me tonight?

      “How’d the tourney go? How much did you all raise for the animal shelter?”

      I loved how he actually listened to me, how he remembered the little things I’d told him and made sure to ask about them the next time we met.

      “There were a lot of spectators, so I think the fundraising part went pretty well. I won.”

      “Of course you won.” There was a self-satisfied note to his voice, like my prowess on the tourney field reflected positively on his own reputation.

      “It was a close one. There was this guy there—Wolfram—who was really good. He hit like a battering ram. I’m covered in bruises. There’s one on my hip that’s huge and swollen. It looks like someone surgically implanted a grapefruit under my skin.”

      He closed the distance between us, his hands gentle on my side. Then he began to slowly slide my dress upward. “Let me see.”

      What was he now, a doctor? The dress made it dangerously high on my thighs before my brain kicked in. No underwear. No underwear! I grabbed the hem and yanked it down, gasping as the motion pulled at the stiff muscles in my side. “What are you doing? We’re in public. You can’t just pull my skirt up.”

      “We’re over here in a corner. No one’s looking. If it’s swollen that bad, you might need to see a doctor. Just pull the dress up on the one side. I’ll block the view. It’s not like I haven’t seen you in less.”

      No, he hadn’t. “No! If it still hurts in the morning, I’ll go to the doctor.”

      I had no money. I wouldn’t be going to the doctor unless I had limbs hanging from my body by a tendon. Besides, it was just a bruise. A really big, deep bruise, but nothing life threatening.

      “If it still hurts in the morning I’ll send a doctor over,” he informed me. “How bad is it? I can get you some aspirin, or something stronger.”

      A doctor and now a walking pharmacy. Although I’m sure Dario had access to all sorts of things—pharmaceutical or otherwise. “I already took some aspirin. And I don’t need a doctor. I’m fine. It’s a bruise, you don’t need to see it.”

      Or see me without underwear. That wasn’t the only bruise I had, but it was the ugliest. If Dario and I wound up naked together it should probably be in a very dark room.

      He removed his hands from my dress, stepping back. “Maybe I want to see your bruises, or maybe I’m looking for an excuse to peek up your dress. You sure you don’t want to sneak into the bathroom so I can play doctor?”

      Yes, but not in this particular bathroom. Yuck. “I’ll need to hear your credentials, Doctor Dario. I don’t just let any guy off the street claiming medical expertise see my many bruises.”

      He grinned. “I can’t say I’ve had much medical experience as a vampire. We don’t get sick and most injuries heal within a few days, max. Although as a human back in Haiti I encountered plenty of broken bones, cracked ribs, cuts, and other injuries. They wouldn’t let us have actual doctors, so we had to learn to stitch wounds, set bones, and break fevers all on our own. Plus, I’ve seen my share of combat wounds both as a human and as a vampire. Does any of that meet your exacting criteria? Now pull up your dress so Doctor Dario can take a look.”

      I grabbed my hem and held it down tight against my legs. “Maybe when we’re somewhere private. Just for the purposes of medical diagnosis, you know.”

      I loved this flirty banter, but he’d also revealed a part of his past that he’d always kept hidden away from me—and probably from his family. Thinking of what he’d said, I did the math with what little I knew of Haiti. “So you fought in the revolution? But you look like you were turned in your mid-twenties, and the revolution started in the late seventeen hundreds. You would have been over a hundred years old at that point, so you must have fought as a vampire.”

      Something dark came over his eyes, haunted, harsh and brutal, before it vanished with a blink. “There was plenty of combat before the actual revolution. Thirteen wasn’t too young to fight back then. In all honesty, I’ve been fighting since I can remember.”

      Suddenly my hurt hip seemed inconsequential, the cot pieces in my hand, forgotten. “You ran away from the plantation at thirteen to join up with the Tainos and Maroons in the mountains?”

      “I ran away at ten, but got caught. At thirteen I managed to get to the mountains.”

      His answer was short and unemotional, but I could see he was fighting the need to keep all this buried with the desire to share it. I wondered what had happened to him at ten. What scars did he bear from that escape attempt? What scars did he bear from the whole experience of being owned by another human, treated as if he had lower value than the livestock, or even the plants in the field. I knew that in the former Hispaniola, both the French and the Spanish sides of the island had found it cheaper to bring new slaves over from Africa rather than provide medical attention, or even much in the way of food, to their current staff. I was surprised Dario had survived to adulthood. I was surprised he’d been born at all.

      “What happened when you got caught?”

      He hesitated, then leaned against the wall. “I was returned to the plantation. Whipped and branded. Not too bad. No worse than when I got caught eating the cane from the fields and they made me wear a muzzle.”

      They made him wear a muzzle? A small child? And they’d branded a ten-year-old boy? “Do you still have the mark?”

      A cold fury lit up his eyes, belying his casual shrug. “I cut it off the next time I ran away, so it’s just some scarred skin on my thigh. I made damned sure they didn’t catch me again, though. Repeat offenders lost a limb or were mutilated. I’d seen a few buried alive or tied for days on top of insect mounds.”

      I didn’t know what to say. A ten-year-old boy, beaten and branded. A child who had witnessed starvation, torture, murder. I wanted to know more, but this was so harsh that I wanted to return to our light flirting. I felt like I could only take the horror-story that was Dario’s past in little bits, with time to recover in between small reveals. How he survived it all, how he came through it without becoming a complete monster, was beyond me.

      He pushed away from the wall and came to stand inches from me, leaning down to whisper in my ear. “I’ll show you my scars if you show me yours.”

      There was something deeper to his suggestion beyond the “playing doctor” game. It wouldn’t be a fair trade. Whatever scars I had, they were insignificant compared to his. So I took a deep breath and chose to force this emotion-laden conversation back to where it had been.

      “I can’t show you the bruise on my hip right now. I don’t have any underwear on. Like, no underwear at all, not just nasty grannie-panties or the ones with holes in them.”

      His brows shot up, the darkness leaving his eyes as a slow grin creased his face. “Seriously? You’re in a dress with no underwear on. It’s like all my prayers were answered right here today. Let’s find somewhere private so I can check out this gigantic bruise of yours. I’ll kiss it and make it all better.”

      Oh, that would definitely make it feel better. It would make everything feel better. “We’re in a church. You’ll just have to be satisfied with your imagination, because I don’t finish here until two a.m., and I’m not sneaking away to play kiss-the-boo-boos with a vampire in a church.”

      There was definitely an unholy light in his eyes now. “Two o’clock. I’m counting down the hours, then I’m going to drag you off somewhere private and tear that dress right off of you.”

      My heart thumped, everything south of my waist wanting that to happen right now. The next four hours were going to be torture.

      “So how bad is this bruise? Describe it in detail, lots of detail. Then let me know if I need to go kill this Wolfram person.”

      I started assembling the cot. “The swollen part is oblong, probably about five inches long and two wide. That’s where he hit me. The bruise extends out from that about three inches or so. The usual purple and black. I’ll get some green going on there in a day or two.”

      If we’d been fighting with real swords I don’t think I would have been quite as beat up. Those rattan things left a mark, and something about using real steel made the participants dial it back a notch. Although I got the feeling Wolfram would have hit just as hard with a real blade as the wooden ones.

      “Do I need to kill him? Was he using excessive force?”

      His voice was still light and teasing, but a muscle twitched in his jaw, reminding me that the vampire didn’t have any problems when it came to killing.

      “Yes, and I used excessive force back. I didn’t get to see him naked after the fight, but I’m sure his skin is just as colorful as mine. Plus, I gave him a black eye. His helm didn’t fit properly. Guy is lucky I didn’t break his nose.”

      “Well since you delivered a humiliating and painful defeat, I guess I’ll let him live.”

      Was he teasing? I wasn’t really sure. “Totally humiliating. We had a side bet going on and he had to show up at dinner in a dress and eat at my feet.”

      Dario laughed. “Now I’m starting to feel sorry for this Wolfram. How did Zac take this whole thing?”

      Did he know Zac and I had dated? And did he know we weren’t any longer? I’d mentioned him a few times as a friend, but I wasn’t sure if Dario knew the rest of our story. Especially the fact that I’d ditched a perfectly cute, nice man because all I could think about was this vampire in front of me.

      “Zac is thrilled that he’s now going to be my queen, having climbed into the royal ranks on my back. He didn’t seem to care one way or another about Wolfram once I won the tourney. I don’t think he even noticed Wolfram sticking his hand under my skirt and feeling up my leg.”

      Dario sucked in a breath. “What? He did what? The guy whacks you hard enough to cause bruising through your armor. You return the favor and make him sit at your feet in a dress, and he feels you up?” The vampire put his hand on my thigh, bunching up a fist-full of my dress. “How come he gets to put his hands under your dress in the middle of dinner, but I have to wait?”

      I tried to push his hand away with the butt of the drill. “Because my skirt at that time reached the ground. All he was groping was my ankle. Well, maybe my calf. Your hand right now is much higher than Wolfram ever got.”

      “So he didn’t touch you here?” His other hand snuck under my hem to rest mid-thigh. “Or here?”

      “Stop,” I hissed, half laughing as I tried to evade the palm working its way up my thigh.

      “Are you guys actually going to work, or what?” Duane’s disapproving voice was like a splash of cold water making me jump away from Dario. “We’re starting to let people in, and you’ve only assembled four beds.”

      I watched Duane walk away, nearly laughing at the expression on Dario’s face. How long had it been since someone actually had the nerve to scold him?

      “See? You’re going to get me in trouble. Put your libido in check and help me out here. Nail those sheets up, and I’ll finish the cots.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Seemingly subdued, the vampire grabbed a nail of out the box and unfolded a sheet. I assembled another set of cot pieces and picked up the screw gun, watching him the whole time. A few of our guests had started to filter in, one of the other volunteers checking them in and giving them their packets. Duane was putting a clean blanket on each cot. Ten thirty. Three and a half hours to go and then…then what? I eyed Dario’s broad shoulders as he shook out the sheet, holding one end up against the wall. The muscles in his arms flexed and I caught my breath. I didn’t care how doomed this was, how we were going to end in tragedy. All I cared about was now. I was going for it, throwing caution to the winds and not looking back. We might crash and burn, but I’d sure enjoy the ride.

      “Wanna watch me screw?” I couldn’t resist.

      He turned to look at me over his shoulder, a slow smile curling up his lips. “I’d rather participate in the activity with you.”

      “Sorry.” I waved the drill at him. “I’m going to be screwing solo tonight.”

      “Not if I can help it,” he muttered. Putting one of the ten penny nails against the sheet he slammed it with his fist, driving it in all the way to the head. Then he turned to look at me in smug satisfaction.

      Oh, I was so not going to be screwing alone tonight. I had plans for the two of us that involved a mattress of our own, but I loved teasing him.

      “If you think you’re turning me on with your ‘hammer that sucker home’ routine, think again. All I can envision now is a trip to the hospital. Ouch. And that sheet isn’t supposed to go there. Stretch it across the wooden frames and nail it on so we can move the partition if we need to.”

      “Oops.” He picked at the nail with his fingers, digging into the wall to grab the head and ease it out. “And here I figured you to be a rough-sex sort of woman. Why don’t you start screwing and show me how you like it?”

      This was going in a direction…well, it was a direction I really wanted it to go. My whole body went hot and tingly with the thought. I’d done stupider things in my life. Might as well add sex with a vampire to them.

      So I screwed, joining the cot together. When it was done I held up the screw gun. “Was it good for you? It was good for me. It was definitely good for this bed I’m assembling.”

      “So you like a slow, utilitarian approach. I see.” He stroked his chin, tilting his head to eye the metal bed frame. “Hopefully I can broaden your horizons.”

      “As long as you’re not hammering me into the wall.”

      His dark eyes were intense as they roamed my body. “Trust me, if I were to hammer you into the wall, you’d enjoy it.”

      Yes, I probably would.

      “Get a room,” one of the guests growled as he walked by.

      I intended to. Two o’clock couldn’t come soon enough.
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      We finished the cots and the partition with continued sexual innuendo. Several of the guests had come by to stand around with their cups of coffee and add to the R-rated conversation. I was pretty sure we weren’t supposed to be making double entendres about rocking the cots, and spreading legs farther apart while in a church surrounded by homeless people, but it was fun. And our participative audience seemed to enjoy it. Two o’clock arrived before I knew it. The residents were tucked in for the night, and the second shift had arrived, so Duane signed me out, and Dario and I walked through the narrow alley beside the building toward the front where my car was parked.

      The only sounds were the cars on the street and our footsteps on the pavement. This side of the church was unlit, the front spotlights casting a beam of gold that made the walkway seem even darker in contrast. The hot sexiness we’d started the night with had turned to light-hearted fun, and I wasn’t sure how to transition back. Should I just invite him to my place? Should I come right out and tell him what I wanted? We had five hours until dawn—plenty of time to have sex twice or maybe more before he had to be underground for the day.

      I turned, opening my mouth to deliver the most awkward proposition in the history of the world only to find myself pinned against the wall, Dario’s mouth on mine, taking every advantage of my parted lips.

      There was a moment when it seemed time stopped, then I got with the program, wrapping my arms around his neck and kissing him back. His body pressed hard against mine, his hands working my skirt up as he caressed my thighs before snaking around to grip my ass and angle my hips against his.

      Wow. Damn. I found myself not caring about the bed anymore. He really could nail me up against this wall, and that would be just fine with me right now.

      Fingers gently brushed my bruised hip, tracing the swollen portion before working their way upward. My dress was nearly to my waist at this point, I was pressed up against the wall of a church two seconds from riding Dario like a pony, and I didn’t care. My priest and a bishop could walk around the corner, and I’d just wave them on.

      “God, you really don’t have any underwear on.” Dario’s voice was breathy, with a desperate note to it that turned me on even more.

      “No. Do you?” I snaked a hand between us to tug on his belt. I couldn’t get in his pants with it on, and we were pressed too close together for me to get it unbuckled, so instead I reached down to cup him through his jeans. “This is very unfair. Next time you’ll need to wear a dress too. I can’t manage these pants.”

      “It’s perfectly fair.” He ground against my hand and I tried to rub as best as I could through thick denim and seams. “I’ll get naked later, right now I just want to play with you.”

      Which is exactly what he did. One hand unsnapped my bra and tickled along my ribs to edge up under my breast. His thumb caressed my nipple while his other hand slid down between my legs. I gasped, forgetting all about what I was trying to do through his jeans. Everything fell away except the sensations his fingers sparked.

      His mouth returned to mine, and he pulled my bottom lip between his, sucking and nipping, not hard enough to break the skin, but enough that I could feel the sharpness of his fangs. Then his mouth slid along my jaw and down my neck to rest where the pulse beat stronger than ever.

      I was rocking my hips, riding his hand, so lost, so close, but the feel of sharp fangs brought me enough to my senses that I realized what he was going to do.

      “No,” I gasped. “No blood. Don’t bite me. Please.”

      His hands never broke rhythm but I felt his lips pause, a tension coiling in his upper body. Would he stop altogether? Was this a package deal only for him? Because right now, if he pushed the issue, I didn’t think I was strong enough to say “no” twice.

      “Just sex.” His voice was husky.

      It seemed like a question. “Yes. Please.” I angled my hips, pushing his fingers deeper inside me, my words sounding more like begging than anything else.

      The tension was still there, as if he was battling with something inside himself. Then he growled deep in his throat and dragged his sharp fangs along my neck. “Okay. Just sex, then.”

      At his words I fully let myself go, any reservations I’d had over the last few months gone. All I knew now was his fingers, his mouth, his body against mine. Everything built to a crescendo, cascading through me as I came.

      “Beautiful. So beautiful,” he muttered against my mouth, his hands slowing as the aftershocks coursed through me.

      No one beyond my parents had ever called me beautiful, but there was no doubting the sincerity of his words. I felt his hardness through his jeans, and knew how much he wanted me. This wasn’t just about blood to him. It wasn’t what the vampire in him needed, it was whatever remained of the human in him. I wasn’t sure he’d ever understand how much it meant to me that he was willing to accept an intimate relationship with me, a human, without blood. Maybe this would work out after all.

      His hands became gentle, soothing as they moved to caress along the length of my body. He slid the hem of my dress down a bit and pulled away slightly, looking at me with his intense, dark eyes.

      “Your place or mine,” I breathed, my gaze drifting to his mouth, at the fangs so clearly visible. It made me realize how strong he must be to hold himself back from biting me.

      “Mine.” He lowered my dress all the way then came in for a quick kiss. “Mine is closer. I’ll drive.”

      I’d never been to his house. I didn’t even know where he lived. Vampires were so secretive about who knew their resting spots. I’m sure he had Aaron and other Renfields guarding him while he slept, but it was another mark of trust that he was going to share that part of his life with me.

      Although the mention of his house brought up a remembrance of something I’d put off asking him. It was probably a bit late now that I’d just let him get me off against the side of a church, but I had to know.

      “Are you sure? How is Giselle going to take this…this thing between us?”

      He frowned. “Giselle? What has she got to do with this?”

      “She’s your blood-slave, isn’t she?” Had I been wrong? No, he’d clearly bitten her, and judging from her possessive attitude, sex had been involved in that gift of blood. He’d seen her at least two nights in a row, which wasn’t typical for Dario’s blood donors. She knew he was a vampire, so he’d come out to her. All that pointed to blood-slave.

      “No. Never. There was the one time, and I thought…maybe if I tried. But I realized I could never give her what she wanted, that I could never share that much of myself with her. That night in the pub after you’d told us about the death mages and the angel and demons I took her home and never saw her again.” His hand reached out to stroke my hair. “Is that okay? I did have sex with her, and I did take her gift of blood.”

      No, it wasn’t okay. I irrationally wanted to hunt her down and rip her hair out while punching her repeatedly in her gorgeous face. But I’d turned him down. I’d dated Zac. I’d come close to having sex with Zac a few times. I couldn’t fault him for what he’d done.

      “It’s okay. I just can’t share you with a blood-slave.”

      He nodded. “I can take blood without sex, but since becoming a vampire, sex has always included blood for me. This will be hard for me, but I’ll make it work.”

      I grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him in for a kiss. “I’ll be monogamous too. No sex with anyone but you. And I never slept with Zac.”

      “I know.” He grinned sheepishly.

      He knew? “Did you have Aaron follow me? Were you stalking me like that creepy billionaire guy from the novel?”

      He laughed. “No. I didn’t need to. I’ve seen you with enough frequency that I would have smelled him on you.”

      Okay, that was embarrassing. “Like the same night smell? What if I take a shower? What if you and I hadn’t seen each other for a week?”

      “I’d know.” He gathered me close. “So don’t get any ideas about cheating on me, because I’ll find out the moment I’m within twenty feet of you. Some things don’t wash away that easily.”

      I’m sure I was beet red at this point at the thought that his sense of smell was that acute. I tried to remember the times I’d just given the important parts a quick wipe, thinking that was enough. “I did shower before I came out tonight,” I assured him.

      “Yes. I know your shampoo, your conditioner, your body wash, and your deodorant. I know that you changed toothpaste brands last week, what you had to eat and drink, your monthly cycles.”

      That was too much information. I was now horribly self-conscious. My consternation must have shown on my face because he reached up to cup my chin and place a gentle kiss on my lips. “You smell amazing to me. I know the moment you enter a room, when you’re nearby. I want you so bad it hurts. I’m not sure how I’m going to walk properly right now, I’m so damned hard.”

      “Let’s go so I can put you out of your misery,” I teased. He made a small noise then kissed me again, hard and hungry. I wasn’t sure I could make it to his house either. Again I considered splaying my hands against the wall, ass in the air as he took me from behind.

      His phone rang. He kept kissing me, and I went along. It was two thirty in the morning. Whoever it was, they could wait.

      Evidently not. My skirt was halfway up when it rang again, this time with a different tone.

      Dario cursed and pulled his mouth away from mine, yanking it from his pocket.

      He punched the screen like he was trying to stab his finger through the phone. “What?” he snarled. There was the rumble of conversation on the other end and Dario’s expression changed. Suddenly he was a vampire again. He was the “boss,” and this call was clearly urgent business.

      “Where?” The caller responded. He was still pressed against me, his one hand high on my thigh, absently stroking my skin as he listened.

      “I’ll be right there.” He hung up and sighed, pocketing the phone.

      “What is it?” I knew it was bad—bad enough that additional sexy-times would be postponed until tomorrow night at the earliest.

      “We had something weird happen earlier tonight. Two of our family were irrationally hungry after having fed from a scheduled donor. We granted them extra, because sometimes a vampire needs a bit more to hold the hunger back. We have to weigh the importance of conserving resources with pushing everyone so close to famine that they snap and kill.”

      I had a bad feeling where this was going. “And?”

      He sighed, his hand still on my thigh. “Even that didn’t seem to satiate them. We confined them for the night, put them under observation.”

      “One got out?” Had there been an assault? Would I need to call Tremelay and try to smooth this over?

      “No, this was a different vampire. He’s killed two humans, drained them, and mauled them.”

      It wasn’t the first time a vampire had killed, and probably not the last. I doubted Dario would normally share the “oops” moments of his family with me, so clearly there was something here beyond the normal scenario. I was betting it had to do with the mauling. And if he thought he was going to check this out without me, he’d better think again.
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      Dario hated for her to see this. It was rare for one of their Balaj to lose control and kill one human let alone two. Vampires knew to come forward if they thought the hunger was more than they could control, or if they needed additional donors. They all helped those who felt they were on the edge, knowing that someday their own hunger might be more than they could bear. It’s why Michael and Pierre had been allocated two additional donors, why they were under observation at Leonora’s.

      They couldn’t afford for this kind of thing to happen. The way Aubin had run the Balaj was dangerous and unsustainable. If the majority of humans found out about them, saw them as a threat, then it wouldn’t take long for the hunts to begin. He’d survived one hunt, bedding down in a different spot each night before dawn, not sure if he’d wake come nightfall or not.

      And if the hunters didn’t come, then they’d burn through their food source. Gluttony was a badge of honor for vampires. It showed power, dominance, and superiority over those that only supplied pleasure and served as food. Such an arrogant display was foolish. A Balaj that let their hunger run unchecked would severely decimate their supply of donors.

      Then the hunters would surely come. Or the Templars. He looked over at Aria in the passenger seat. It wouldn’t take much to stir the embers of old hatred into flame. If that happened, would she stand with him against her own family? Would he find himself at the pointy end of her sword?

      “Penny for your thoughts.” She turned to smile at him. Dario could see that she was tired. It was only four hours until dawn, and he knew she had to wake early for work. She should be home in bed right now. He should be home in bed with her.

      Damn it. He’d been ready to reach through the phone and rip Madeline’s head off. This was the worst timing ever.

      “I’m worried. This isn’t like Marcus. He’s over a century old. He seemed fine tonight, had only one donor then left. It was his blood-slave’s turn tonight.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Did he kill his blood-slave?”

      “No. That’s the odd thing about this. He was with Shelly until about midnight. After she dozed off, he ran out for a quick pickup, then lost control and killed. One was his pickup, the other was a passerby that he’d grabbed.”

      “He left Shelly? He has sex with her, drinks a pint of her blood, then sneaks out for more? Is that what you guys do?”

      She was angry, worried. She didn’t need to worry. There was no way he’d ever leave her bed for a quickie with another, even if the hunger gnawed at him.

      “It’s what some vampires do, just like some humans. This wasn’t typical for Marcus, though. He said Shelly was asleep and he was overcome with hunger. He knew he couldn’t take more blood from her without endangering her, so he snuck out, intending to be back to spend the last hour before dawn with Shelly.”

      Aria furrowed her brow, chewing on her bottom lip. Dario’s mind detoured, remembering the taste of her mouth, the feel of those lips on his, thinking of how much he wanted those lips elsewhere. His hands gripped the steering wheel tight until he felt the metal begin to bend. Damn Marcus. Of all the nights he picked to lose control, tonight was the worst.

      “What will you do to him?”

      What did she think would happen to him? He’d killed two humans, endangered them all with his recklessness. The only thing that might save him from immediate execution was that he’d come to his senses and called Leonora, and hadn’t gone on even more of a killing spree.

      “That’s Leonora’s decision, not mine.” He liked Marcus. Leonora liked Marcus. Maybe she’d be lenient, but with the visitors that were about to descend on them, he doubted it. She’d want to appear strong, in control, an enforcer of rules in front of a rival Balaj.

      Which reminded him of something he’d put off asking Aria.

      “The timing is really bad for this,” he told her.

      Her heartbeat picked up, warmth coloring her skin. She shot him a sly smile. “I know. Raincheck? I still want to see your house, and…you know.”

      You know? He bit back a laugh. The woman could lop his head off with one swing of her sword, blister him with her blessings. He’d forever bear the cross-shaped scar from where she’d smited him. His Templar was a force to be reckoned with, but she still blushed and got embarrassed at the topic of sex. It was cute. Especially since he knew she was far from prudish.

      “There will be no need for a raincheck,” he assured her. “I intend to drag you to the bedroom the next sundown and not let you out of there until dawn.”

      Her scent changed, her breathing became short and shallow. He felt himself grow hard in response. Damn Marcus. This was not how he wanted to spend his last few hours before dawn.

      “This is inconvenient for another reason too. Leonora has invited the Master of the Philadelphia Balaj along with a group of his family to be our guests for a feast. They’re arriving tomorrow, and we’ve got Pierre and Michael in lockdown on the verge of losing control, and Marcus killing two humans. It makes us look bad, like we’re weak and disorganized, like we can’t take care of our own family.”

      “I thought you all didn’t socialize with other Balajs? Why in the world would Leonora invite them down for a party?”

      Because she sometimes was a fool. “Their Master has made a play for our territory in the past. They’ve grown quite a bit, and we’ve seen indications that he might try again. This is a way to show him that we’re not afraid, and that we’re strong enough to hold our territory.”

      For all their quarrels, he did care for and respect Leonora. The vampire had risked herself many times for him and others in the family. She’d earned her position, and for the most part had led with a firm but fair hand. It was only lately that she’d become reckless and sometimes brutal.

      “You’re just coming out of a devastating attack by a necromancer, and been fighting rogues on your borders. Don’t you think this party is ill-advised? This guy has got to know about the events of the last few months. He’s going to see through Leonora’s smokescreen and he’ll be here with, what, a dozen of his strongest vampires? Dude. Trojan horse. Don’t bring it in the gate.”

      He agreed. “We’re not as strong as we’ve been in the past, but we still have over three hundred vampires who’d die rather than give up our territory. Simon would have a difficult time ousting us with a dozen of his own.”

      She made a snort noise and he hid a smile. Aria had never seemed afraid of Leonora. She’d never seemed afraid of any of the vampires. She acted as if they were all equals, which was endearingly peculiar for a human. Most humans were awestruck by vampires, intimidated even, but Aria would make fun of Leonora’s leather, talk back to the Mistress, and stand up to her less-than-subtle threats. She was like a vicious little badger when there was a wrong to be righted. His little vicious badger.

      She was so much more than a potential blood-slave. It was one of the reasons he’d agreed to an intimate relationship without including blood. As much as he wanted to taste her, he got the feeling that taking her blood would ruin it all, would send them down a path they could never return from—a path  which would end in her eventual death.

      And his. If he lost control and took too much, ruined her, killed her, then he’d meet the dawn. There’s no way he could ever live with that kind of grief in his heart.

      “Leonora wants you to come.” There. He’d just throw it out there and let her make her own decision. Dario didn’t want her there. He didn’t want her anywhere near this feast, but Leonora had commanded he request her presence, and she was the Mistress.

      “At the feast thing? With the rival Balaj? Why in the world would she want me there? She hates me.” She shot him a quick glance. “Unless I’m the food. Does she expect me to be on the buffet table with an apple stuffed in my mouth?”

      He instantly envisioned her on his table, naked, with something else stuffed in her mouth. Damn Marcus and his lousy timing.

      “No one will feed from you; I can promise you that.” Because he’d kill them. They all knew she was off limits, and their guests knew the price they’d pay for poaching, even if Aria wasn’t technically his blood-slave.

      “So I’m your date? Me and all the blood-slaves, mingling and socializing? Is it formal? All my fancy dresses are home in Middleburg.”

      “Leonora wants you there as added security. If you take the job, it’s a thousand dollars. If not, then you’re welcome to come as my date.”

      No, she wasn’t. Dario didn’t want her to see them like that. He didn’t want her to be reminded of the monsters they truly were.

      “I’ll do it. Assuming I don’t need to wear a dress, and can have my sword with me. Honestly I need the money for a security deposit on a new place. I’m being evicted in two weeks.”

      He felt a surge of fury, an urge to go kill this landlord. And behind that the overwhelming need to provide for her, to make sure she was safe, to get her out of that rat hole of an apartment and somewhere nice. Somewhere like his house. Jumping in to help would only drive her away, but he had to do something to make sure she wasn’t living in her car, or on a park bench, in two weeks.

      Dario took a deep breath, pushing all the emotion back. “Do you have some other place lined up?”

      She shook her head. “I just got the notice on my door this evening, so no. I’ve got a few leads from Craigslist for people looking for a roommate. Worse comes to worst, I’ll see if I can hole up at Brandi or Megan’s until I find something.”

      Again he felt a battle rage inside him, wanting to take care of this problem with one quick phone call versus the realization that he needed to respect her autonomy and agency. It was the money. And if she wouldn’t take money from her parents—money they freely put into an account for her each month—then she’d hardly take money from him. There was something else he could offer, though. Something she’d just as likely refuse, but that he needed to put out there.

      “You could stay at my place over on Federal Hill. There’s plenty of room. Temporarily, of course. Until you find something.”

      Not temporarily. It wouldn’t matter during daylight hours, but waking and feeling her presence nearby, having her smell in every room of the house, would be the closest thing to heaven he could imagine. He wouldn’t have that sharp dread upon waking that something might have happened to her as he slept. He could bed down for the day with her right there instead of across town. Yes, it would be agony waking up with the hunger raging inside him and knowing he couldn’t taste her, that he’d have to make do with whatever donor he’d arranged to have brought in.

      The thought of her in his house made him want her—want to bite her—even more. Her blood filling his mouth as he filled her…it would be incredible. Maybe the gift of both her blood and her body would finally quench this incessant hunger.

      Or as always, maybe it would just make him want more and more, until the hunger owned him and he forgot about her in his insane need to fill the hollow spot inside him.

      Aria turned her head to look out the window. “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Which meant “no.” If he couldn’t take care of her the way he wanted, then he’d have to be sneaky about it. “We contract with a company who deals with our properties. Call them and one of their agents will scout out rental listings in your price range to show you.”

      He reached into a slot in the middle console of the SUV and sorted through a few business cards, handing her one. She hesitated, then took it, a frown creasing her brow.

      “Your properties? I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to live in a vampire-owned house. It would be a huge conflict. What if I needed to do something against Leonora’s interests? I don’t want her holding this over my head—”

      “Leonora only has commercial properties,” he cut her off. “Office buildings, retail establishments, a few warehouses. The Balaj owns a high-rise, but it’s more of an arm’s length sort of thing. There’s an investment trust, and a property management company who deals with day-to-day stuff. Even if you move there she’s unlikely to realize you’re a tenant. I don’t think she even knows exactly what holdings are ours.”

      Aria turned the card, running her fingers over the embossed letters “What’s the REIT name? If I knew, I could ask the realtor to exclude any of their properties from my search. I doubt the high rises would be in my price range, but just in case it would be wise to check.”

      “Silver Dagger Investments.”

      He held his breath, trying to seem casual, to convince her that wouldn’t be a big deal. It was the truth. Leonora personally owned no residential buildings, and the Balaj only owned that one high-rise.

      Finally, she slid the card into a pocket. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

      He nodded, his mind whirring as he thought through all the possibilities. If she couldn’t, wouldn’t, move in with him, then he’d do whatever it took to help her. On the surface he was just offering her the help of an agent, one who he’d make sure found her a safe place to live, but he knew if he had to, he’d subsidize some of the rent on the sly.

      The alley where he was supposed to meet Madeline and the others was up to the left. Dario pulled the SUV over into a nearby parking space under the glow of a dirty street light.

      “Ready?”

      She grabbed her sword. “Ready.”
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      Dario put the SUV into park and turned to face me. “I don’t know how far gone Marcus is going to be. He’s killed two humans, but regained enough control to call for help, so I’m hoping he’s going to be able to hold himself together. I’m just warning you to keep your distance. He’s still on the edge, and you’re human. He may go for you.”

      I appreciated the heads-up. I’d never seen a vampire in bloodlust before beyond that time with Dario in Middleburg, but given their speed and strength I’d need to be prepared. “I’ll stay back. And I can defend myself.”

      He scowled. “I know. That’s the problem. I don’t want you to defend yourself. You’re just starting to gain the trust of Leonora and the other vampires in the Balaj. You go killing one of ours, even in self-defense, and it will erase all the goodwill you’ve build up so far. Stay back, and trust me. He’s my family and I’ll make sure he doesn’t get out of line.”

      Fair enough. I followed Dario out of the car and down the dark alley toward four figures standing at the end next to a stack of pallets. As we got nearer, one of them approached.

      “Boss. I spoke to the Mistress and she said with everything going on right now Marcus either needs to be cast out or put down.”

      “You can’t cast him out if he’s losing control,” I protested. “How many will he end up killing outside of the city until someone finally catches him? Can’t you lock him in a cell like you did the others?”

      The woman turned to me, a frown creasing her forehead. She was pretty in a classical sort of way that bordered on plain, with a pale oval of a face, a straight, somewhat sharp nose, and lips that might have been full had they not been clamped into a tight line at the moment.

      “Since when does a human weigh in on Balaj matters?”

      “When that human is a Templar concerned about human lives in and out of the city,” Dario drawled. He gestured toward me. “Aria, Madeline. Madeline, Aria.”

      So this was the woman who’d called him. I got the impression she was old—probably older than Dario, although her staticky vampire feel wasn’t as intense.

      Madeline peered at me with interest. “And you’re about to have a Templar blood-slave? Not the wisest move, Boss.”

      “She’s not my blood-slave.”

      “I’m right here,” I complained. I hated when vampires did this, as if I were an object to be discussed.

      Madeline’s eyebrows shot up. “Not yet, but you’ve obviously been—”

      “You’re overstepping, Madeline.” Dario’s voice sent a shiver through me, and I saw Madeline flinch. “I’ll talk to Marcus, then decide which option to take.”

      He held out his hand and Madeline unstrapped something from her belt, extending it to Dario hilt first in a reverential manner. He pulled the knife free and handed the scabbard back to the other vampire. It was a kukri, beautifully fashioned with a ten-inch blade and an elegant leather wrap on the bone handle.

      I clamped my mouth shut, knowing that if Dario let Marcus out of the city as an exile, he’d become my problem. I couldn’t let an out-of-control vampire run loose in the county, but killing the man seemed harsh, an excessive punishment by modern human standards.

      As we walked closer, I revised my opinion. Two bodies lay next to the pallets—very pale, grayish looking bodies. Both had telltale fang marks on their necks along with smears of blood all over their skin. Both had torn clothing. The man had bite marks on his face and shoulders, actual chunks of flesh missing in some places. Beside them, on his knees with his head bent was a vampire. Two other vampires—one male and one female stood beside him, their faces grim.

      “Marcus, tell me what happened.” Dario’s voice was soft, smooth, but there was no hiding the thread of command in the words.

      Marcus lifted his head. He had short, dark hair and a broad nose in a narrow face. His eyes were so bloodshot I could barely tell the whites from the dark irises in the dim alley lighting.

      “I was with Shelly tonight, but was still hungry, so I came out to feed. I brought the girl back here, but just couldn’t stop. She didn’t struggle. It was fast.”

      “Then why is her clothing torn?” Dario asked. He still had the knife in his hand, held casually by his side. No one looked at it but me.

      Marcus tilted his head and regarded the other vampire with a puzzled look. “I don’t know. I was still so hungry. I think I was going to tear through her skin to see if I could manage to get any more blood from her.”

      The thought was horrifying. I looked down at the dead woman, aghast. It probably was fast. I imagined that after he’d taken a few pints from her, she’d most likely passed out.

      “The man saw us and ran. I couldn’t let him get away, so I caught him and brought him back here.” Marcus looked down at the corpse, then reached a hand forward to touch the bite marks. “It wasn’t enough blood to quell the hunger. It still isn’t enough. Just one more. Can I just have one more?”

      “You’ve had more than enough, Marcus.” Dario exchanged a quick glance with Madeline. The other vampire shrugged. “Do you understand the penalty?”

      For the first time I saw fear in Marcus’s eyes. “I called the Mistress and she told me to call Madeline. I stopped. I only killed the two, and then I called. I’m in control now. I’m starving, and I haven’t made a move to attack that human you brought. I’m okay now.”

      “You have sufficient control not to poach from a member of your own Balaj, but that’s not enough to claim you’re okay. Two humans, Marcus. And one of them you were chewing on. These aren’t the actions of a vampire in control of his hunger.”

      Marcus raised both hands in supplication. “I’m fine now. Fine. It was just two. Aubin would have taken care of it. Two humans wouldn’t have mattered to Aubin.”

      “I’m not Aubin.” Dario took a step forward.

      I couldn’t look away. In one fast motion, Dario sliced the kukri through Marcus’s neck. The head toppled onto the pavement. Vampires had no heartbeat, so instead of blood geysering everywhere, it flowed from his neck onto his body and the ground in a sluggish stream. I knew the type of force it took to decapitate someone. There was a reason executioners used guillotines or an axe. Even with a strong downward blow and a heavy two-handed sword, there were stories of some beheadings taking several strokes. Dario had done it cleanly, as if he were cutting through warm butter. And he’d done it with a knife.

      The vampire wiped the blade on his pants leg, then handed it back to Madeline. “Take care of this—both Marcus and the human bodies. We don’t have long until sunup and I want this alley spotless.”

      “Yes, Boss.”

      “No, Boss,” I argued, finally finding my voice. “These humans have families who deserve closure. I need to call Tremelay and have him file a report. At the very least, they’ll be able to bury their loved ones.”

      “No.” Dario’s voice was firm as he turned and took me by the elbow, steering me back down the alleyway. “They’ve been drained of blood, covered with bite marks. There will be no police reports, no medical examiner’s ruling as to cause of death, and no need to call your police friend. This is an internal matter to our Balaj. I let you come here as a courtesy, so you could see that we take these things seriously and that we punish offenders. I can’t have you involving other humans in this.”

      I yanked my arm out of his grasp, which shouldn’t have been so easy given what I’d just seen of vampire strength. “You can’t just sweep this under the rug. Justice may have been delivered, but their families need to know.”

      “No, their families don’t. Can you imagine how they’d feel seeing all this? They wouldn’t know justice had been delivered, and both they and the police would spend months trying to hunt down the killer. We can’t have that, now or ever. It’s better for both us and the families if they just think these two are missing persons.”

      My heart hurt. I wrapped my arms across my chest hugging myself as I thought through all the possible things that would happen if I called Tremelay. It wouldn’t be good. Nothing would bring these two back. And the murderer had already been punished beyond what the human justice system would have delivered.

      Dario turned and called back to Madeline. “Find out who they are. Send appropriate restitution to their families. An anonymous donation.”

      The other vampire stared, hands on her hips. “Restitution? But boss, we don’t—”

      “Restitution,” Dario interrupted. He turned back to me. “Does that help?”

      Help what? I nodded, numb. This whole evening had taken a surreal twist. From flirty, light-hearted Dario helping at the shelter, to our passionate encounter outside the church, to this bloody horror show in the alley. Right now he was so unfeeling, so distant, so cold.

      But that’s how Dario always was when he was trying to hide his emotions—especially when I had discovered something particularly unsavory about him or his Balaj. I watched him closely, saw the tension in every muscle, and saw something else in his expression—something buried deep. This had not been easy for him. It had been so very far from easy.

      “How well did you know him? Marcus, I mean.” I asked softly.

      He shrugged and continued walking toward the SUV, me keeping pace beside him. “Every one of our Balaj is family. Marcus was turned in the late nineteenth century by Leonora under Aubin’s directive. Before that he’d proven himself an indispensable Renfield. He knew the movers and shakers here, knew how to get around trade restrictions. As a vampire, he’s been loyal and worked tirelessly in the Balaj’s interest.”

      Which didn’t answer my question. “Personally. How well did you know him personally?”

      Dario spun about. We were out of the alley, just a few feet from the SUV, under a streetlight that clearly showed me his face. “What do you want to hear? That we used to cruise the speakeasies together? That he was one of the vampires who helped me when I was cast out? That a few months back when we were being attacked by spirits, he’d found your friend Russell and held off killing him against a direct order by Leonora because I asked him to? Is that the sort of thing you want to hear?”

      I winced, each word like a knife to my body, but I didn’t back down. “Yes, that is the sort of thing I want to hear. I need to know there’s more to you than a coldhearted monster. I need to see the side of you that cares, that grieves, that feels when he has to make a difficult decision.”

      He walked around to the passenger side of the door and opened it for me. “I’m more monster than I am human. I’ve been a vampire for over three centuries, where I was human not even three decades. You do the math. I wasn’t thrilled to kill Marcus, but the other choice put our Balaj at risk, and in these decisions, I will always choose the best path for my family. After three hundred years, I make these decisions with no regrets. Don’t mistakenly paint me with your conscience, Aria. Don’t ever blind yourself to who I really am, or you’ll only end up disappointed and hurt.”

      He shut the door a bit more forcefully than needed, rocking the SUV. The whole way back to the church and my car, he brooded like a dark anti-hero from a Gothic novel. In spite of his dramatic speech, I wasn’t fooled. Other women might take his words at face value, but I’d studied the Crusades, I’d learned enough of strategy and warfare to know that indecision was the quickest way to get your troops killed. Dario was second in command. Some considered him close to being first in command. Every action he took was, as he said, for the betterment and long-term survival of his family. Personal feelings and regret had no place in those decisions.

      It was something I was just beginning to experience for myself, and I wasn’t sure what it would do to me long-term. I still had nightmares over stabbing Dark Iron in the back. I’d been uncertain if I could actually kill the Boo Hag teens because of their age. I’d tried every way I could to save Russell’s life, even when he was on a path to kill hundreds. Could I act for the good of Baltimore, even if it meant putting my own feelings aside? Even if it meant making morally questionable decisions?

      Three centuries of this had made Dario brutal and effective, but from what he’d told me earlier today, the seeds of that brutal, selfless leadership were sown very early in his human life. In some eyes he was a monster. Would I eventually be seen as one too?

      We pulled up to my car parked across the street from the church. It was two hours until dawn and I knew better than to ask him back to my place. That moment had passed. And judging from the way he slammed the car into park, I knew he thought that moment had passed forever. So I did the only thing I could think of. I leaned across the center console, pulled him toward me by his shirt, and kissed him. It was supposed to be a light, reassuring kiss, but the moment his lips met mine it changed, deepening into something hungry and desperate. When I finally pulled away, I was breathless and wishing we had more time.

      “Tomorrow night?” I asked, my voice sounding like I’d just chain smoked a pack of unfiltered cigarettes.

      Relief cut through the passion in his eyes, quickly hidden. Then he sat up, the emotionless mask once again taking over. “We’re monsters, Aria,” he insisted.

      I opened the door of the SUV and slid out, picking Trusty up from the floor. “We all are, Dario. Every one of us.”
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      A Chinese man stood at my door at the ungodly hour of eight a.m., a duffle bag in hand. He didn’t look like a sheriff’s deputy here to toss me to the curb, or one of the neighbors to borrow a cup of sugar. I just stood in the open door and stared at him, willing him to talk. It was pre-coffee. I’d had a sum total of two hours sleep and it was beyond my ability to vocalize even the most basic of greetings. He, on the other hand, looked chipper and ready to converse. Or at the very least tell me what he wanted.

      “I’m Dr. Lee.” He gave an exaggerated sniff and pointed the duffle bag at my door frame. “Can you take down these wards so I can enter? And take your pants off. I need to be in my office by nine, so let’s hurry up here.”

      Grumpy guy. Not as grumpy as I was, though. Obviously Dario didn’t trust me to go to the doctor as I’d promised, and judging from the text on my cell phone from a woman named Celeste, he didn’t trust me to find a new place to live either.

      I ushered Dr. Lee into my apartment, shoving my pajama pants down low on my hips. Good thing I’d managed to put on some random clothing from the laundry pile before answering the door. Otherwise the guy would have gotten as much of a peep show I’d given Dario last night.

      “It’s just a bruise,” I complained. “This is ridiculous. I’ve had far worse injuries than this. In fact, I’ve had worse injuries in the last couple of weeks.”

      “I can see that.” Dr. Lee set down his bag and examined the huge, swollen bruise on my hip. It still hurt. I’d probably have to wear a dress again today to my coffee shop shift, and do some laundry if it still hurt after that. I only had so many dresses in my closet. The doctor shoved my pajamas down farther to a level bordering close to stripper-on-a-pole. His fingers gently traced the bruise, then he pushed up my tank top checking out the myriad other bruises and scars.

      “Hey. Keep it to the hip buddy.” I didn’t have a bra on and was starting to feel uncomfortable. He was completely professional, but there was something about a doctor in my apartment as opposed to a doctor in an exam room that felt wrong.

      “The boss sent me to look at your hip, which is indeed just a big bruise, but I might as well check everything. He said some Boo Hag cut you up last week?”

      My hand went to the still pink scar on my neck, my eyes to the cuts on my arms that were now a raised white. “They’re healing. Honestly I’m fine. Message Dario and tell him I passed your test, that I’m not dying and he can rest easy.”

      Dr. Lee nodded. “Anemia? When’s the last time he fed from you? I don’t see an ownership mark on your neck, so I’m assuming he’s one of those inner-thigh vampires.”

      An image of Dario with his head between my legs, biting my thigh as well as doing other intimate things surfaced in my mind. Suddenly I really wanted Dr. Lee to leave so I could go back to my bed and explore this fantasy further.

      “He doesn’t…we haven’t… Trust me, there is no anemia. And I’m not letting you see anything below the hip.”

      Gah. Once again I had no underwear on and him looking at my inner thigh would mean a view only a boyfriend or a gynecologist should see.

      He gave me the exasperated look of a doctor who doesn’t believe his patient. “Make sure you’re taking your iron and vitamins. The boss is pretty careful, but when it comes to blood-slaves they’re all greedy. A sip sometimes turns into more than a sip. As for this, watch the contusion for any excess swelling, or hard spots. If that happens, we might need to drain fluids. Otherwise tape some gauze to it to keep from re-bruising and we’ll see how it looks in a week.”

      A week. It suddenly hit me how inconvenient this bruise was. Curse Zac and his stupid tourney. This was supposed to be a fun show for charity, not me being beaten by an overly muscled guy with a sadistic streak. It wouldn’t be that big of a deal for me to do the ritual to remove the demon mark while wearing a dress, but it would be tough running through the city chasing bad guys, or guarding at Leonora’s party while commando in a skirt.

      I needed that money. So I either needed to heal faster or figure out how to tape enough gauze to my hip that I could comfortably wear pants—and swing a sword while in those pants. What I was wearing now wasn’t that painful. I wondered how Leonora would feel if her Templar guard showed up to her party in Hello Kitty pajamas?

      Dr. Lee left me with extra bandages, tape, and a little bottle of pills. He also slapped a card beside my new pharmacy stash, telling me to call him day or night if I needed anything. He didn’t sound particularly sincere, but I got the idea he’d drop everything and race right over if I called. I wondered what the vampires had on him. Pay for protection? Did he owe them money? Was this one of those instances where he worked for them “or else”?

      Or did he possibly have a bite mark on his inner thigh? Ewww. The image of Dario going down on me was replaced by one of a faceless vampire doing the same to Dr. Lee. It had the identical effect as a cold shower.

      I turned to the little fox figurine once the doctor had left, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. My hip felt better than it had last night. Hopefully in a few days I could ditch the gauze.

      “What do you think?” I asked Raven.

      The words appeared on the white board. Fifty bucks says that vampire will be in your bed within forty-eight hours.

      Pffft. Forty-eight? More like twelve. Although technically I was hoping to be in his bed tonight, not mine.

      “What would you do with fifty dollars?” I teased. I didn’t bother trying to deny it. She was right. I really wanted this. All my prior hesitation had worn away and I was excited to face a future with Dario, no matter how rocky it might be, no matter how badly things might end. We might crash and burn, but it would be so worth the ride.

      You gonna call that Celeste woman back?

      “Might as well. She says she’s got six places to show me, although I’ve got no idea if those six are in my price range or not.”

      Either way it would be good to have something lined up by the end of the day. I could use the vampire money for my security deposit and some of the first month’s rent, then all I’d need to worry about was finding a friend with access to a pickup truck to help me move in.

      “I’m meeting Janice for breakfast, then hopefully I can run out to see this Celeste woman and look at some apartments before my shift today. Can you research spells that I might be able to throw together and use at Leonora’s party?”

      One night isn’t a lot of time to charge amulets and gather spell ingredients. I could almost hear Raven’s irritated tone in the words. Plus trying to find something that doesn’t require a specific moon or rising sign to cast—

      She’d run out of space on the white board. It didn’t matter because I knew what she meant. Mages in my Anderon game could cast any spell they’d memorized regardless of astrological or meteorological conditions, but the real world didn’t work that way.

      “Okay, how about something to heal bruises so I can wear pants?”

      The white board cleared, new letters forming. Arnica? Or how about ice, Preparation-H, and the nifty bottle of pills the doctor left?

      Very funny. “Please? I need this money otherwise I won’t have enough for a new place and we’ll wind up sleeping on Brandi’s couch.”

      Or Dario’s. Although I doubt you’d be on his couch.

      I ignored her and went into the bathroom for a quick brush of the teeth and an attempt at taming the mess that was my hair. By the time I came out, she’d replaced the words on the white board with a series of stick figures in positions that came straight out of the Kama Sutra. One of them had fangs. And one of those positions looked like something I really wanted to try.

      I gave the fox figure the finger and left to meet Janice. I loved having Raven as a roommate, even if she was only a spirit in a resin figurine. If only she wasn’t dead. If only there was a spell somewhere in all those books that could bring her back.
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      “Know any cheap apartments for rent?” I asked Janice as I stirred a teaspoon of sugar in my coffee. “I’ve got two weeks until they put my stuff on the curb.”

      The reporter made a face. “Nope, but if you need a place until you find something, you’re welcome to stay at my house.”

      It was good to have friends. “Thanks, but I’m meeting with someone in a few hours. She’s got six rentals she says are in my price range. Fingers crossed. How are you doing?”

      Janice’s expression fell. “Okay I guess. I’m working a lot, trying to keep busy. We got a tip that there’s an antibiotic-resistant bacterial strain going around the hospitals. I’m trying to get to the bottom of that, but of course no hospitals want to admit that they’ve got a potential epidemic brewing.”

      She hadn’t taken the news of Sean’s non-human status well. I felt horrible. It was all my fault. I’d designed the attraction amulet, taken her to the Walters that day. How was I to know she’d fall for a Boo Hag, or that he’d fall for her? I was sure Sean was just as miserable over their breakup as she was. He’d clearly been sincere in his affections.

      “You sure you won’t give him a chance, Janice?”

      Her mouth twisted, and I thought for an awful moment that she was going to cry. “No. I just can’t, Aria. The thought of what he is, of what he does every night. I just can’t.”

      Under his borrowed human flesh, Sean looked like a skinned human. Boo Hag were horrific in appearance, which is why they took a human’s skin and assumed their identity, living a normal human life until the skin aged to the point that they needed to take another. And if that wasn’t bad enough, each night the Boo Hag shed his skin, sneaking through cracks in doors and windows to stand over sleeping humans and steal the life force from their breath. Outside of the skins they took, Boo Hag didn’t kill their victims, but the idea of a creepy skinless guy hovering over a sleeping person was unnerving.

      “Remember that vampire I told you about? Well, I think we might…you know. Last night, we kinda…not all the way, but might as well have been.”

      Her eyes bulged. Coffee almost came out her nose. “You let him bite you?”

      “No, not that. The other…thing.” Was it warm in here? Sheesh, my face was on fire. I was twenty-six, not thirteen. Why was I flustered and blushing over this?

      “You’re going to have sex with him? What did you do last night? Oral? Give him a hand job?”

      I was dying. I wanted to sink right through my chair. My only hope was that none of the others had heard Janice. Nope, they were trying to look like they were sipping their coffee, all the while giving me the side-eye.

      “Hush. Yes. No. Not oral. He…used his fingers.” Oh God, shoot me now. Why was I having this conversation in a public place? Why was I having this conversation at all?

      “Seriously? Was it good? Sometimes that’s better than sex. Sean and I once…” her voice trailed off, hitching on the last word.

      I didn’t really want to get into details, but I also didn’t want her reminded of what she and Sean had done in private, or not private, and how badly that had all ended. “Yes it was good. I’m hoping sex is even better. I’m hoping it’s tonight. He’s got an issue with some vampires in his Balaj, though, so it might have to wait a day or two.”

      “You’re seriously going to have sex with someone you know is a vampire?” Janice shook her head in disbelief. “Honestly Aria, where do you see this going? He’s a vampire. You’ll fall in love with him and he’ll break your heart or worse. Stick with Zac. Or that Detective Tremelay. Now that’s a good looking guy. And he’s human. At least I think he’s human?”

      “Yes, he’s human,” I confirmed. “Both Zac and Tremelay. And I know it’s a bad idea, but…well, when you meet Dario, you’ll understand.”

      She sighed. “Good luck to you, girl. I wish you the best, but I’m sticking with human guys. Figures that the first one I’ve fallen for since my divorce three years ago wasn’t.”

      I felt terrible for her. And I really needed to reach out to Sean and see how he was doing. He was a great guy, and I’m sure he was hurting just as badly as Janice.

      “So, anything going on that I need to know about? Werewolves? Dragons? Trolls in the Harbor Tunnel?”

      I snorted. Now that would be funny. Terrible, but funny. “Nothing but a bad bout of food poisoning at the tourney yesterday. Like I said, the vampires had a bit of an issue last night but Dario took care of it.”

      Covered it up. I felt guilty for not telling Janice the whole truth but I didn’t want any more attention on two murders in a back alley than usual. I shouldn’t have worried. The vampire problem wasn’t what grabbed my friend’s attention.

      “Food poisoning? Potential liability? Department of health stuff?”

      “It was a charity thing. SPCA or something to benefit homeless dogs and cats. I’m not sure I want the public going crazy over poor food preparation techniques at a fundraiser.” Which reminded me that I should call Zac to check on him. Food poisoning should have run its course by now leaving him tired and dehydrated, but hopefully up and on his feet. He had work. We had an Anderon game next week. And besides, I needed my queen. Zac and I might no longer be dating, but he was still my friend.

      “I swear everyone is sick in the last twenty-four hours,” Janice complained. “This antibiotic-resistant bacteria, three in the newsroom with mono, now this food poisoning. I heard on the wire last night that Mercy Medical was code black. They’ve got a case of leprosy there too.”

      My blood ran cold. Code black? Was that like a national medical emergency? Did they call in the CDC?

      Janice must have seen the horror on my face. “Code black. It means the emergency room is overloaded and that any EMS or paramedic calls need to divert patients to another hospital. It was crazy. Intestinal viruses, some weird spores in a downtown building’s drinking water. That kind of stuff.”

      Oh. That wasn’t nearly as bad as I’d thought. “It’s late October, people are starting to get colds and other viruses. It’s the time of year for this sort of thing.”

      The reporter shook her head. “Not this early. January, yes. October, no. And there’s a group of patients at Hopkins who are starving with malnutrition even though they look fine and have been eating regularly. Weird stuff.”

      It did seem like an early start for the flu season, but these things happen. Better start taking my vitamins as Dr. Lee had suggested, maybe splurge on some orange juice. “Anything else? Beyond mono and food poisoning stuff? Any potential supernatural stuff I need to know about?” I asked the reporter.

      Janice shook her head. “Not right now. Enjoy your Halloween. Go to a few parties. Maybe meet a guy who’s human.”

      More like “get rid of a demon mark, perform security at a vampire party, and fall even more in love with a vampire.”
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      “It’s not the Taj Mahal.”

      No, it wasn’t. Celeste and I were parked outside of a corner row house. The steps were sturdy gray cement with solid brick sides. The house itself was brick with sloppy patches of stucco. Pale yellow paint peeled from the sides. Holes where bricks had dislodged over the years gave the house a polka-dot effect. It had intact windows and it had an intact door, which was more than I could say for half the houses on this block.

      I hesitated. Fells Point hadn’t been suburban splendor, but this…this was two steps from a slum. We’d looked at five other places today. Three of them were at the high end of my price range—which would have left me with not enough money to eat, pay the electric bill, and provide for basic cable and internet. The two others were so far outside the city that I’d need to drive to work and pay the exorbitant parking fees in the Inner Harbor. Even if I could afford the extra expense I didn’t want to be that distance from the city, and giving up my coffee shop job was out of the question. So that left me with this…this run down, narrow row house in a decidedly bad neighborhood.

      “Let’s go inside.” I stepped out of the agent’s car and shut the door with a confident slam. I was two weeks from eviction and couldn’t afford to be picky about my choice of living quarters. If I wanted to stay in Baltimore, I needed to find something within my budget and learn to live with it. Otherwise I’d be in my Toyota on the way back to Middleburg and my parents.

      Or at Dario’s. Which, although an appealing idea, wasn’t something I was ready for.

      Celeste hopped out of the driver’s side of the Acura, her heels clicking as she trotted across the pavement to the yellow corner house. “It may not look like much, but it’s huge and the rent is really low, even for this neighborhood. It won’t stay vacant long. Three bedrooms, although one is really small and would probably make a better home office or nursery. Kitchen and dining area are separate from the living room. You could get a roommate to easily cover the rent costs.”

      No way on the roommate. Before meeting Celeste I’d contacted those two people off Craigslist and realized they were looking for what amounted to a roommate with benefits. There were more questions about what size bra I wore and if I owned any crotchless underwear than where I worked or if I had pets. I wasn’t sure if actual sex was expected, but judging from the questions, I’d say yes. And they still wanted me to pay the rent and my share of the utilities too. Yeah. That was not happening.

      Besides, I didn’t want to think about sharing my space with someone else. I had my buddy Raven. That was all the roommate I wanted to deal with right now.

      Two slim windows flanked the doorway, black iron flower boxes with nests of moldy twigs halfway up the glass. Celeste typed in the numbers for the lock box and it popped open. She snatched the keys with a jingle and unlocked the two dead bolts and handle lock. The door squeaked as it swung open. I followed her in, then stopped to get a feel for the place.

      The layout is what I’d learned was called shotgun, with sequential rooms one right after each other in a line from the front of the house to the back. It was well named. Without any hallways, someone could literally stand in the front doorway and fire a bullet all the way through to the back of the house.

      Celeste waved a hand about like she was Vanna White, walking backward through the living room. “Living room. Dining room. Kitchen at the back. Stairs come up in the middle of the second bedroom, with another bedroom at each end of the house. That’s why I’m thinking that middle one would be better suited for a private sitting area, or a study.”

      It was a pit. The walls could use a fresh coat of paint. The carpets needed to be ripped up and replaced. I could tell from ten feet away that the kitchen appliances most likely didn’t work. But as I walked through the living room I realized the floor was solid and in spite of the cosmetic ugliness, the house wasn’t too bad. The upstairs was better. Two decent-sized bedrooms and a bathroom that looked as though someone at some point had attempted a remodel. My thoughts whirled as we went back down the stairs, Celeste’s chatter fading to a background buzz. I’d grown accustomed my third floor apartment in Fells Point with the crappy parking and the nosy neighbors. This was bigger, and slightly worse for the wear. Instead of pubs and the harbor a walk away, I had a convenience store across the street locked up like Fort Knox, and half the houses on the block boarded up. The heat kicked on with a clank sound in the steam radiators, and in the distance I heard the noise of police sirens.

      Baltimore. Love it or leave it.

      “Washer and dryer are downstairs, as is the furnace and oil tank.” She opened a door with a creak, her heels clacking on the wooden steps. “No central air, but there should be some window units. Oh God.”

      I hurried down the stairs, curious as to what elicited an “oh God” out of this woman who had probably seen everything in the course of her fifteen year real estate career. A dead mouse? A live snake?

      It wasn’t animal, vegetable, or mineral at the bottom of the steps, it was a circle, acid etched into the concrete with interlocking rings and pentacles of cemented rock salt, silver, and gold. This wasn’t a bunch of kids playing with rituals in the basement of a trashed rental house either, this was serious mage work. It was someone with the money and the know-how to lay down a permanent ritual space. I edged past Celeste, grabbing the rickety railing for support.

      “Shit. Shit.” Celeste shifted to the side. “No wonder it hasn’t been shown yet. I had no idea this was down here. I haven’t been in this unit before. The LLC that owns these places just settled on it last week. We haven’t had a chance to get painters in here or do more than check major appliances and the heat system. The repair guys didn’t say anything…we would have cemented over that if they’d said anything.”

      Celeste was babbling. I was sure the repair guys had kept their mouths shut, carefully avoiding the symbols as they checked the furnace, or perhaps not bothering to check the furnace at all. And I hated to tell the woman, but there was no way to cement over the circle. I reached down and touched it with a finger, my hair nearly standing on end at the energy surging through the markings. Nope. She wouldn’t get rid of this without a jackhammer and a priest. Or another mage. Or a Templar.

      I was a Templar, but I had no intention of getting rid of the circle. And in spite of the crappy neighborhood and dilapidated state of this house, it was about to be my next home. I’d always longed for the room to have a magical workshop, to have a dedicated ritual space. It seems that I’d found it.

      “I’ve got a few more places I can line up for you to look at,” Celeste told me. “Finding you something is a top priority. One of our biggest clients asked me to help you out. We’ll find something in the next day or two, something without…this.”

      Her words put the brakes on my eagerness to move in. Their “biggest client” was the Balaj’s investment company.

      “Who owns this house? Silver Dagger Investments?”

      “No.” Celeste looked through her binder, edging toward the staircase and keeping one eye on the casting circle. “It’s an LLC. Adeyemi Properties. The guy owns a few row houses in the west end as well as some neighborhood commercial properties. Retail. Liquor stores, quick marts, and a sub shop.”

      Sounded innocuous enough. I didn’t want to live somewhere vampire owned, but I also didn’t want to live in properties owned by a drug lord or anyone where my Templar activities might lead me to a conflict of interest.

      “Have you met the owner? Do you know him at all?”

      Celeste gave me an odd look. “You won’t be dealing with the owner at all. We act as the property manager, so any issues with appliances, rent, etc. will be through us.”

      “I haven’t had the greatest landlord experience so far. I’d feel a lot better if I knew who the owner was, if I was sure he could pay his mortgage so I didn’t get foreclosed out of a house. I want to ensure I don’t get kicked out because some sicko happens to leave dead bodies in my parking spot.”

      Oops. I probably shouldn’t have mentioned the last bit judging from Celeste’s shocked expression. I got the feeling that if their largest client hadn’t been behind me, I’d be back looking for apartments to share on Craigslist again.

      “I can promise you that there won’t be a foreclosure. All of our clients are on solid ground financially. This particular investor pays cash for his properties, and judging from the income stream, I have complete confidence that he’ll be paying the tax and water/sewer bill on time, and that repairs will be prompt.”

      As reassuring as that was, it still didn’t answer my question about the owner’s humanity, or whether his business dealings were all legal or not. A property search on the Maryland Tax Assessment database would probably only turn up Adeyemi Investments as the owner, but I had the advantage of a top-notch researcher—Janice. That reporter could track down anything. Finding the person behind the investment company wouldn’t be a problem. And once she knew the name and address, a quick call to Tremelay would get me information on his background, even if it wouldn’t tell me whether he was a vampire or not.

      But I had to make a decision now. I had less than two weeks before I needed to be out of my place, and some of that time was going to be taken up with Lenora’s security detail job and my Halloween night ritual. This place was cheap. And there was this sweet circle in the basement next to the boiler.

      “If you want it, I can have the painters in here tomorrow. New carpet by week’s end,” Celeste said, her tone hopeful. “I’ll make sure they cement over this…thing here. I can even get a priest in to bless the house if you want.”

      There was no need for a priest. If I needed the placed blessed, I could do it myself. “Leave the markings down here. And I’ll take it.”

      I’d need to raid the checking account my parents had set up for me to pay the security deposit and first month’s rent, but as soon as I had finished Leonora’s job, I could put that money back. A feeling of relief washed over me. I could move in next week and never have to deal with the parking space issues, the complaining neighbors, the nasty landlord ever again. Well, hopefully not.

      “Perfect.” Celeste smiled and gestured for me to head up the stairs. “Let’s swing by the office and fill out the paperwork. I’ll get a check from you, and we’ll be all set. You can move in next Monday, if you like.

      I climbed the stairs and glanced down at the circle once more before Celeste switched off the light. I liked. Oh I really liked.
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      I did a quick check-in with Zac prior to my coffee shop shift and was relieved to hear he was up and about. It seems many of the others from the event last night weren’t so lucky and almost twenty people had gone to the hospital, unable to shake the food poisoning and suffering from severe dehydration. They weren’t the only ones. Once at Holy Grounds, Brandi and Chalese filled my ears with tales of salmonella from a well-known food truck downtown, listeria and norovirus cases all over the city, and at least fifty separate cases of botulism in various upscale farm-to-table restaurants throughout the county. I eyed the pastry case with concern, wondering if I dared to sell anything from there.

      In spite of the food sanitation crisis the city had been plunged into, the coffee shop had brisk business, and I was running my socks off for most of the afternoon. Finally, around five I had a break and could call Janice.

      “Found a place,” I announced. “It’s a block west of MLK. Three-bedroom row house. They’re painting and putting in fresh carpet this week and it should be ready soon.” I didn’t tell her about the added incentive in the basement, figuring that would be my little secret.

      “That’s awesome! When do you move in?”

      “I need to be out in less than two weeks, and I can start moving in Monday. You wouldn’t happen to know someone with a pickup truck, would you? And can you run a quick check on the owner?”

      “Umm, no on the pickup truck, but I’m happy to haul boxes there in my car. Who’s the owner?”

      “Adeyemi Properties, LLC,” I told her.

      “Oh, that’s easy. An LLC would have the owner and officers listed on the incorporation paperwork filed with the state plus a physical address. All public record.”

      “Thanks. I just want to make sure it’s not owned by the mafia or some drug lord, or vampires.”

      I heard her typing in the background. “Yeah, that would be a bummer, you busting your landlord for some crime, or putting a stake through his heart. Looks like the LLC is incorporated in Maryland by an Irving Blackwell. Lives in Bolton Hill. From his Linked In profile he’s a game developer. Adeyemi Properties, LLC incorporated two years ago and started picking up distressed properties. Looks like he flips some and rents others. On the up-and-up as far as I can see.”

      I wrote down the address for the corporation and Irving Blackwell’s name and texted them to Tremelay for a quick check. I trusted Janice, but if there was anything that was shady about the guy, Tremelay would know.

      “Thanks,” I told Janice, glancing at the clock. “I’ve got to get back to work, but I’m totally taking you up on the moving help. I don’t have a ton of stuff. I’m hoping we can get it done in one afternoon.”

      Well, if I could find someone to help with the larger furniture, that is. I hung up with Janice and went back to ringing up lattes, a weight off my shoulders now that I knew I had somewhere to live, and that I wouldn’t find myself beholden to vampires or anyone else on the other side of the law.

      “Hey, Brandi, know anyone with a pickup truck?” I asked at the next break in our customer rush. “Or you, Chalise?”

      Chalise laughed. “Uh, no. Pimped up SUVs and Japanese coupes, maybe. Pickup trucks, no.”

      “A cousin in Richmond, Virginia,” Brandi said. “Might be cheaper just to buy new furniture, Aria.”

      It might be. But before I could reply Brandi grasped her stomach and doubled over. Chalise began to cough uncontrollably. The door chimed. I looked up. And I saw a demon.

      And he saw me. “Hello, little Templar. How many of those maple brown-sugar scones have you sold today? Have you checked the freshness of the creamer? Mold in the storage room? Or asbestos? Lead paint dust?”

      My sword was in the back room. I wasn’t completely defenseless, but unless I could manage a quick dash for my weapon, I didn’t have the tools to banish him.

      “Leave them alone,” I commanded with far more confidence than I felt.

      He smiled, rotted black teeth in a white puss-filled mouth. “I will release my grip on your co-workers if you give me an audience. Five minutes is all I ask. After that you can make a run for your sword and chase me down the street.”

      The demon waved a hand. Brandi gasped and ran for the bathroom. Chalese stopped coughing and sat abruptly, taking small sips of water from one of the bottles on the storage shelf. I walked around the counter toward the demon, motioning for him to step outside. I didn’t trust him in here with my co-workers or with any customers who might come into the store.

      Plague demons. Gah, I hated them. After he’d left I would indeed have to check the milk and the scones as well as run around with the bleach spray bottle searching for any mold. He might have backed off whatever infection he’d given Brandi and Chalese, but I was pretty sure he wouldn’t vacate the shop without leaving his mark somewhere. And although he said he’d released his grip on the two women, I was also sure they’d feel ill for at least the rest of the day.

      The demon walked outside, rubbing his pale, waxy hands together. He didn’t look quite the same as he did at the tourney, but I still recognized him. Tall, skeletal-thin, greasy dark hair and jaundiced eyes. His fingernails were jagged with brown around the edges, and his teeth were horrendous. A faint odor of rot came from him as he spoke, making me want to stand as far away as possible. No wonder everyone had gotten food poisoning at the post-tourney feast. No wonder Baltimore hospitals were filled with a sudden influx of illness.

      But why was he here? The veil between the worlds was thin enough to allow those from the netherworld to cross for three days around Halloween. That started two nights from now, which meant this demon had been in town at least three days early. I remembered the demons who’d killed the Fiore Noir, the one who’d impersonated the Angel to try to lead me even further into sin. They’d all rode into town across the veil via a demon-marked human. There certainly could be another one of us in town, but I was worried this plague demon was here because of me. Or rather because I’d been marked by Balsur. The sun demon wasn’t an idiot. He must have known that I would try to get rid of the mark on Halloween. This guy was his way of threatening me, or punishing me.

      Which meant all the sick people from the tourney were my fault, as well as the epidemic of food poisoning cases throughout the city, and the weird viruses sweeping through town.

      “I command you by my power as a Templar, a warrior of God to tell me your name and your purpose here.”

      He laughed. Laughed. Some mighty Templar I was. “Call me Bruce. Or Mike. Or whatever you want. And just in case you’re as stupid as you seem, I’m a plague demon. I’m here to kill people—well kill them after they suffer horribly for days, weeks, maybe even months.”

      “Are you one of Balsur’s minions?” I asked. He probably wouldn’t answer but it was worth a shot. I was wishing that I had him bound in a circle right now. Maybe I could convince management to let me put one on the coffee shop floor. Given that this was the second time we’d been visited by a demon in the last month, it might be a wise idea.

      He smiled, flashing me those rotted black teeth. “Actually Balsur is the reason I’m here, although not in the way that you think. It’s important to stay on that demon’s good side, even if you’re not a member of his legion.”

      If he hadn’t come over through Balsur’s mark on me, then who was responsible for his presence in the city? My mind raced through the possibilities. People didn’t often bargain away their souls to plague demons, although it occasionally did happen. All it took was one person with meningitis or a resistant bacteria strain, or cancer to trade their afterlife for a cure. Plague demons weren’t usually enthusiastic about that sort of bargain, though. The few recorded instances where they’d accepted the deal, they’d immediately stricken the poor human with another illness that caused him or her to die with pretty much the same life expectancy that the previous disease had given.

      But they did like doctors. And a doctor frustrated over seeing his patients die might be willing to bargain away his soul for a chance to play God, or at the very least a miracle worker. Patient, doctor, or perhaps someone with a grudge had summoned this demon and sicced him on the city. No one I knew from Haul Du would do such a thing—especially after two of their mages died at the claws of the demon they summoned last month. But who’s to say there wasn’t another groups of mages angry with the city that might not have Haul Du’s restraint?

      “Who summoned you?” I demanded. I seriously needed to get this demon into a circle, otherwise the only information he was going to give me was out of the goodness of his rotted little heart—and even that might be lies.

      He blinked his rheumy yellow eyes in mock surprise. “Why would you assume that? I will tell you that I’m here for a specific purpose. And in the course of my work, I’ve decided to have a little fun. Did you like the Salmonella? Have you seen the Enteritidis? The Campylobacter jejuni? Now that was a real beauty, a work of art if I do say so myself. You know, I’m not just about plagues. I like to shake things up a bit. I might just throw something into the water supply, or maybe an airborne disease. Not Yersinia pestis, though. That’s so last century.”

      Well, at least we didn’t need to fear Bubonic plague. At least not yet. “So far, outside of that one case of leprosy at Mercy, you seem to favor gastrointestinal problems.”

      “That leprosy isn’t mine.” The demon looked actually affronted that I could accuse him of such a thing. “Not my style at all.”

      And each one did have a preferred style. This guy liked issues of the gut. Lovely. It helped narrow things down, though. If I could just find out more about him, I might be able to call him into a circle and banish him before half the city was vomiting with explosive diarrhea.

      “The Salmonella was pretty impressive, but only twenty people ill enough to go to the hospital? I’d expected a better success ratio than that. Clearly you’re pretty low on the totem pole in hell.”

      He snarled. “I would have gotten more if they hadn’t burned half the fondue and not served that batch.”

      I snorted, trying to convey disbelief as well as doubt as to this demon’s abilities. “Still… Have you ever gotten more than twenty? Seems like you can only do a few here and there.”

      The demon recoiled. “I’ll have you know I was responsible for that C. diff outbreak in Los Angeles three years ago. That took down fifty people and killed six. Then there was the Norovirus five years ago. It was so widespread that Germany declared a public health crisis.”

      I shrugged. “I’ll bet Mansi could do better.” He was the only plague demon I knew. Hopefully this guy’s response would help me pinpoint his level.

      He looked outraged and opened his mouth to speak, only to snap it shut with a glare. “I’ve got no more time to waste with you. The only reason I’m here at all is to do Balsur a favor, otherwise half the city would be incapacitated before you figured out what was going on. I’ve got work to do. Catch me if you can, Templar.”

      And with that he was gone, leaving behind a greasy smear on the sidewalk and a smell of rotting garbage. Hopefully I had enough information to find out who this demon was, so I could call him and banish him back to hell. But before I sent him across the veil, I needed to know who brought him here. Banishing would only do so much if a mage summoned him right back again, or he was able to come back through a marked human. Take care of the plague demon. Take care of whoever caused him to be here. And somehow do it before more of Baltimore’s residents wound up in the emergency room.

      But there was one more thing I needed to worry about. He’d alerted me to his presence as a favor to Balsur. The only reason that demon would want me chasing down a plague demon was to distract me from the Halloween ritual that would break his ties with me and erase his mark. Balsur wanted me busy. He wanted me to be in a position where I’d need to choose between saving the people of this city and my own salvation. I was going to make darned sure that I didn’t have to face that choice.
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      I’d dragged Raven into the bathroom and told her all about the plague demon as I showered. She was more interested in the apartment, scrawling questions in the foggy mirror. I was wishing I’d snapped a few pictures of the circle, since she was keen to know what sort of strengths and weaknesses such a magical space had. I knew from seeing both Haul Du and Fiore Noire ritual spaces, that how the circles were laid out as well as the type of energy they were charged with would lend them to certain types of magic. I didn’t know who’d created this, who’d owned the house before Adeyemi Properties bought it. Unfortunately, Raven was probably going to have to wait until she saw it up close before she knew if it was better suited for Goetic practices, charms and illusions, curses, necromancy, or something else.

      Finally, I managed to turn her attention to the plague demon.

      I’ve got no idea on this one, she wrote. I always stuck to Goetic demons. I might know a few Mars demons from tangential study, and a few Venus demons for…you know. But I never researched plague demons. Yuck.

      I might need to turn to my Dad for help in identifying who this demon was, but it was Raven I’d need once I figured that out. Templars dispatched demons they encountered face-to-face. They didn’t call them into a circle using magic and hold them there to banish. I didn’t think my father would have much of a problem with my method, given how difficult it would be to chase a plague demon all across the city, but he wouldn’t have the know-how to do the summoning.

      Call Reynard.

      What? Raven’s boyfriend had offered to provide help to me when he’d dropped off her books, but the one time I’d called to ask for his advice, I’d gotten the idea he’d regretted his hasty offer. I wouldn’t hesitate if I needed help with something really unusual, but calling a demon this side of the veil into a circle shouldn’t be that difficult. My sister Athena and I had done it once. Raven and I had also done it, although calling three demons had required the additional energy of some Fiore Noir mages. Did she think this plague demon was stronger than he appeared? I really wasn’t that great of a judge with my limited experience, and I had no intention of seeing myself outclassed, overpowered, and smeared like jam across the floor. Balsur’s mark had saved me once. I got the feeling it wouldn’t save me this time.

      Maybe that’s what he’d wanted. If he couldn’t have me, better to see me die at this other demon’s hands. Or perhaps he thought that if the plague demon killed me, he had enough of a hold on my soul to take it for his own. Either way, I had no intention of going into this fight unprepared.

      “Okay. And exactly what am I supposed to say to Reynard? Your girlfriend’s spirit is inside a resin fox figurine; she wants you to help me call and banish a demon?”

      There was a moment’s hesitation where the steam filled in Raven’s previous words. Had I hurt her feelings? I know she loved Reynard, and he’d loved her, but we’d always been able to joke about her relationship with the sexy and somewhat amoral mage.

      “I’m sorry. I know it must be painful to think of him, of the both of you. What do you want me to tell him?”

      I don’t know. Maybe this is a bad idea. I’m not sure how much I’ll be able to help in the ritual with my spirit-in-a-fox situation. He’s good. His knowledge is more broad than mine. And I know he’d help if I asked him to.

      “Then I’ll call him.” Heaven knows what I was going to tell him. Joking aside I could hardly blurt out that Raven’s spirit had taken up residence in my house. But would he help me otherwise?

      I was saved from having to face that decision by being sent to Reynard’s voice mail. I quickly outlined the problem, trying to make it sound as intriguing as I could, given that I was dealing with a plague demon. Then I tied my still-damp hair up in a knot, threw on some clothes, and went to meet Dario for our dinner.

      Sesarios was hopping tonight. At least half the patrons were vampires and not all of them were with a human companion. I recognized a few of them from the times I’d been to Leonora’s or done work with Dario and the Balaj, but the others I hadn’t seen before. Dario motioned me over to our usual table, and poured me a glass of wine, ordering for the pair of us.

      “So? How’d it go today?”

      Dario’s tone was excessively casual, and I could see the tension in his shoulders and arms. Actually I could feel the tension in all the vampires here tonight. There was a weird vibe, like they were all waiting for a fight to break out and deciding whether a table leg or a giant pepper grinder would make the better weapon for self-defense.

      “Good and not so good. I’ll tell you later. Was there any fallout over Marcus? Have the two others that were under observation recovered their control or are they still excessively hungry?”

      He shot me a warning glance. “You know how it is. Two, three donors are never enough. Can’t fault them for wanting more.”

      That was not what I’d asked. I froze realizing that someone, or someones, were here that Dario didn’t want to know about the situation. Which meant the other two must have gotten worse. Were they like Marcus, on the edge of draining and gnawing on any human they tried to feed from? Was this so serious that he and Leonora needed to hide it from the rest of the Balaj?

      Then I noticed his eyes straying to a few of the other vampires in the room—ones I didn’t recognize. Were they from the other Balaj, the Philly one in town for Leonora’s party? If so, they were a bit early. I wasn’t sure the protocol for that. From what he’d told me, vampire families didn’t usually play nice with each other. There might be a few tentative alliances, but once the job was done, each Balaj went their own way and retained only the most minimal of contact. Unlike mages, there was no central governing body or authority. Their clans were like small nations unto themselves, autonomous and fiercely protective of their hard-won territories as well as the human food sources within them.

      So I quickly changed topics, telling him that I had put a deposit down on a new domicile, and thanked him for connecting me with Celeste, as well as sending the doctor to my door this morning. The huge swollen lump on my hip was beginning to recede, even if it was still colorful. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought I’d come out of the tourney unscathed. Of course, some of that was probably the pain pill I’d taken. Half a pain pill, that is. Still, I eyed the chianti with concern, wondering if Dario would need to carry me home.

      It was a visual that set my heart racing.

      “Ran into a plague demon too,” I told him. Hopefully that was a safe topic. I couldn’t imagine the presence of a plague demon would bother vampires of either Balaj since they never became ill and didn’t seem particularly concerned about taking blood from those humans who were. “He was responsible for the tourney food poisoning, and several other intestinal issues going on throughout the city. I’m working on getting rid of him, hopefully before too many more wind up in the hospital. Halloween will be pretty awful if all the trick-or-treaters are puking up their candy.”

      Dario’s head jerked as he shifted his gaze from the other vampires in the room to me. “Intestinal issues? Food poisoning? Shit. Shit. I should have made the connection.”

      “Huh?” Why would he care? And what connection?

      The vampire took a sip of his wine and again glanced around the room. “Vampires don’t get sick. We don’t get colds or viruses, or herpes or cancer. We’re undead, and part of our bargain for immortality involves an immunity from human diseases. If we were to ever become ill, let’s say with symptoms similar to a human ailment, then it would have to be by supernatural means. A powerful curse, or a plague demon, for instance.”

      I couldn’t wrap my head around that one. Were the ones under house arrest, the ones who didn’t seem satisfied with added feedings, ill? Was he implying the plague demon was involved?

      “I thought you said the hunger was always there, that vampires sometimes lost control. That’s sort-of a normal side effect of vampirism, not a plague-demon-induced illness.”

      “Normal hunger, yes. Loss of control, yes. But theoretically if a vampire were to drain a human, they should feel somewhat satiated, they should regain control with the added feeding.”

      I got it. Marcus hadn’t retained control, hadn’t felt satiated after excessive feeding. Dario was speculating it might not be normal hunger, but something else. And if he was going with that theory, it meant the other two must have grown worse, not better.

      But was this just a weird side effect of the demon-induced human illness, or did Dario think the plague demon was targeting vampires in particular? If so, then there would have been a whole lot more of them with uncontrollable hunger than the three last night. It made more sense that these vampires just lost control in a really crazy way. It could happen. Actually it happened centuries ago before we’d come to our truce.

      “How would food poisoning manifest in a vampire, though? The sick humans are all puking and pooping. Do you guys even do that?”

      And this sort of illness shouldn’t be delivered through a blood exchange. It wasn’t like the demon was spreading HIV or Hepatitis. Nobody contracted food poisoning from blood contact. No. It couldn’t be. Besides, plague demons spread normal diseases, accelerated their spread. They didn’t create something unusual and new that jumped from human to vampire. Did they?

      “I don’t know exactly how a plague demon would create illness in a vampire, but stomach and intestinal issues sound…familiar. I can see it happening in theory, you know. Most of us feed from vetted, scheduled blood donors each night as well as grabbing some extra snacks. That’s enough to keep even the youngest vampire from losing control and going on a killing spree, but a plague demon might do something to make vampires not satisfied. He could make the hunger go into overdrive and take over.”

      Marcus had said he was starving. He’d fed from a donor and his blood-slave, drained two other humans, and not even that quantity of blood satisfied him. Were the other two the same? Had more developed these symptoms? If so, this plague demon was a danger to the Balaj, as well as to the humans that sustained them.

      How many have shown symptoms as of tonight? I typed on my phone, turning it so he could see the words.

      He spread his fingers out on the table. Twice. Then rested three fingers down. Twenty-three. They’d gone from three out-of-control vampires last night to twenty-three tonight? And he was here, eating dinner with me instead of taking care of this. Although if this were caused by the plague demon—whether he was targeting them or they were catching human illnesses through their donors—then Dario wouldn’t be able to help.

      Only I could help. I needed to banish the demon, make this a priority. And if Balsur had sent this guy over to throw roadblocks in my path right as I was prepping to rid myself of his mark, he was doing a good job.

      “If a plague demon were to cause vampires to become ill, would his banishment cure them?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Does it cure the humans?”

      “No. The ones who are sick still need medications and treatment, and some still die.”

      Suddenly the implication of my words sunk in. Would the vampires heal on their own? Or would the supernatural nature of their illness mean that even with the plague demon gone, they never recovered? If so, then Dario would be forced to take the same action he’d taken last night with Marcus.

      Twenty-three. Twenty-two additional brothers and sisters he’d lose. Maybe more if I couldn’t get rid of the plague demon within the next day. And if one of them got loose and killed more humans, if several of them did this, then I’d have no choice but to step in and enforce some kind of lockdown on the entire Balaj. Well, try to. I was pretty sure what Leonora’s answer would be, which meant I’d need to do it at the point of my sword.

      And as lethal as my sword was, I was only one, and they numbered in the hundreds.

      I’m sorry. I mouthed. I was. I felt terrible for him, for what he’d need to do. I couldn’t let this happen to them—to him. I had to banish this demon. I had to do everything I could to protect the vampires as well as the humans in my city. I’d taken them under my wing as my pilgrims. Flawed they might be, they were mine to shepherd. And now the vampires were becoming inexplicably sick, possibly a greater threat to humanity then they already were.

      “You need to get rid of this plague demon, as well as whoever is summoning it,” Dario said, his voice low. “Otherwise everyone in Baltimore will wind up ill.”

      I knew what he meant. Twenty-three infected vampires. Tomorrow that might be two hundred. In two nights that could be the whole Balaj. This could wipe out his entire family, Dario included. The plague demon was quickly becoming my number one priority, even more so than ridding myself of Balsur’s mark. How well that demon knew me. Throw a big enough threat on the ground, and I’d sacrifice myself to take it out.

      But the plague demon had taken pains to make sure I knew he wasn’t one of Balsur’s. Was he lying? It wouldn’t be the first time a demon lied.

      “Raven and I are on it. It may not be a mage summoning it though.” I touched my demon mark through my clothing so Dario would understand. “They can come through on the strength of a mark, and the demon holding the mark can send any one of his legion. The good news is that I think I gathered enough information today to narrow the demon’s identity down. Once we know who he is, calling him and banishing him should be easy.”

      Well, it wouldn’t be easy, but at least it was a straightforward procedure that I’d done before.

      “The sooner the better.” Dario again looked around the room at the other vampires. “Leonora’s event is tomorrow and we’ve already got the Philadelphia Balaj in town. We don’t want all of our humans to be ill. The timing of this couldn’t be worse.”

      “It wouldn’t be good to have violently ill, puking humans at your party,” I agreed, knowing full well that he meant the timing of the vampire infection. Would out-of-control vampires reflect badly on Leonora as a Mistress? Would the other Balaj suspect something if less than half of the local vampires were at the party?

      Dario’s eyes met mine. “We plan to appear powerful in front of this Balaj. They’ve tried to take our territory before. This feast is to show them our strength so they don’t make another attempt.”

      I winced. By the time of Leonora’s party, there might not even be enough healthy humans or vampires to attend. Three to twenty-three in one night. Whatever this infection was, it was spreading fast.

      “Don’t they have their own territory? Why would they want yours?” I asked.

      “Ours is better. And they’ve made it clear in the past they’d be happy to expand their boundaries to include Baltimore.”

      “So you’re bringing the devil into your home?” I couldn’t figure out why Leonora would want to invite them here.

      “By showing them we’re a strong, powerful family with a secure hold on our territory, they’ll return to Philadelphia and decide to expand elsewhere where they can be confident of winning. Delaware, or New Jersey perhaps.”

      It was a risky proposition, but Leonora knew these other vampires better than I did. It did put my security job tomorrow night into a whole new light, though. I’d need to protect the Balaj, to somehow make sure the Philly vampires kept their fangs hidden and nobody started throwing punches or ripping vital organs out of chests.

      “And here comes the devil himself,” Dario murmured, his eyes focused on someone behind me to my left. I didn’t turn around, not wanting to be that gawking idiot.

      “Dario. Nice place here. I can see why so many of your family frequent this particular restaurant.”

      I sensed him. Even with all the other vampires in the room, even with the strong aura that Dario projected, I felt the intense static feel of this particular vampire approach my side. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a figure in a silky shirt and jacket. My gaze traveled upward then widened in surprise. I don’t know why I always expected powerful vampires to be old. They eternally appeared the age that they’d been turned, so their exterior was no indicator of youth or experience. Still, this guy looked to be my age, meticulously groomed in dress and appearance. His shiny dark hair was smoothed back with one lock strategically curled against his forehead, as if it had rebelliously refused to be tamed. His skin was pale, far more pale that I would have expected with such dark hair. He radiated power. If he’d been human I’d taken him for a young businessman, sharp, vicious, and brutally successful.

      “Simon.” Dario’s one word was less a greeting and more of an acknowledgement. The air between them was tense.

      There was a long, drawn-out silence, but Simon didn’t take the hint to go away. Instead he turned his eyes to me—pale blue eyes that were only a few shades darker than the whites. His gaze started at my face, then did a quick sweep of my figure. I bristled, feeling like a sirloin in the butcher’s case.

      “Yours?”

      Jerk. I wasn’t a piece of property. I was tempted to reply, but Dario spoke up first.

      “Yes.”

      Seriously? Was I in the middle of what might turn into an alpha-vampire tug-of-war?

      Simon’s eyes lingered on my neck. “You haven’t marked her. Neither on her neck nor elsewhere.”

      He said that as though he were accusing Dario of the vampire equivalent of erectile dysfunction.

      “No, I haven’t.” Dario’s tone made it clear that the conversation was over.

      Simon shrugged, giving me another once over as he turned like he was about to leave. Then he froze, staring at my wrist where my long-sleeved shirt had bunched up enough to show the bottom half of my Templar tattoo. His eyebrows shot up and he gave Dario a speculative look before turning those disturbing eyes once more my way.

      “Maybe I’ll take her for myself and mark her as mine, since you seem not up to the task.”

      This time I beat Dario to the punch. “Maybe I’ll shove my sword far enough up your ass to cut your heart out.”

      “Feisty.” A slow smile curved his lips. “I’ll bet she’s fun in bed.”

      “Don’t push it, Simon,” Dario drawled. “She means it about the sword. She’s fully capable of dicing you into tiny little pieces. And if she doesn’t, I will.”

      I smiled up at the Philadelphia vampire and fingered the steak knife by my plate.

      “In that case she’s all yours.”

      Simon gave Dario a short bow, then bestowed a toothy smile on me before striding off. I didn’t watch him walk out, but I could feel the intensity of vampire-static fade and knew he’d left the building. I didn’t need to watch. I knew Dario had my back. Sure enough, the vampire was watching the door with narrowed, hawkish eyes.

      “Do you get any flak like that from your Balaj?” I asked once Simon had left. He’d given his family the hands-off speech, but it had been months since he’d verbally announced that he had dibs on me. It still annoyed me, but that’s the way it was with vampires. They’d never respect my right for autonomy. My value in their eyes was tied to whatever vampire owned me. I got why Dario had staked his claim, but it bothered me, being thought of as a “thing” to be owned.

      So I was owned but unclaimed. It had been months since Dario had told his Balaj that I was his, yet he’d obviously not marked me. Did his family think that made him weak? What would this mean if we went on to have a sexual relationship without sharing my blood? His respect for me, his honoring my wishes clearly emasculated him in front of his family and in front of this other Balaj. I hated that. And at that moment I hated them. Why did Dario have to be a vampire? Why couldn’t I fall in love with a human?

      “No one would dare give me flak,” he announced confidently.

      “Even Leonora?” I asked.

      “Especially Leonora,” he replied. “I know you’re not a big fan, but she takes her time wooing her blood-slaves, and she’s been known to have blood-free sexual relationships for years before taking things to the next level.”

      Is that what he thought about us? That the sex-only mandate of mine was temporary? That in a few years I’d give in and truly become his blood-slave?

      “It’s considered eccentric to hold off taking blood,” he continued, “but not a sign of weakness. Other Balajs are not so enlightened.”

      I shivered, thinking of the way Simon had looked at me, and once again feeling like a dog-toy. Simon clearly was not one of those “enlightened” vampires.
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      As soon as I started to walk to my car, I realized I had a problem. The half of a pain reliever, plus the chianti plus the adrenaline burst from meeting Simon all added up to someone who wasn’t fit to drive.

      “Can you give me a lift home?” I asked Dario. Hopefully the owners at Sesarios wouldn’t mind my leaving my car here. I had to work tomorrow, but Little Italy wasn’t far from either my apartment or Holy Grounds. It was another thing I’d need to get used to in my new apartment—everything wasn’t an easy walking distance.

      “I planned on it, or at least following you.” He put a hand on the small of my back, steering me to the SUV. “I don’t trust Simon not to make a move on you.”

      I wasn’t exactly the fragile type. Normally I would have appreciated the caring attention, but after being talked about like an interesting dog toy tonight, I was a little sensitive.

      “I’m a Templar. I can defend myself, even if I’m a bit tipsy right now. Besides, he seemed to accept that I wasn’t up for grabs. He left pretty quickly once he found out I had a big sword and wasn’t afraid to use it.”

      “That won’t discourage him, it will only make him more careful,” Dario warned, unlocking my car door. “Grabbing and biting you is more about me than you. It would make a statement that he considered himself above me, that he could take what’s mine without any repercussions because that’s a Master’s right. And him biting you would be a personal slap in the face since I haven’t taken your blood.”

      There was an unspoken “yet” there that I didn’t really like. Actually I didn’t like the whole thing. Once again, I was some toy to go to the highest-ranking dude, used however he saw fit, then discarded. I was a thing. I knew in my heart that Dario didn’t feel that way about me, but I was furious that Simon would discount me that way. Did the other vampires see me like that, too? Were they only respectful toward me because they called Dario “boss”? If I didn’t have his protection, if I was just a random human on the street, would they see me as just a thing? I began to wonder if even being a Templar didn’t differentiate me from the other humans in their eyes.

      I put on my seatbelt, careful to avoid my bruised hip, then looked down to see the kukri in its sheath on the floor in front of the center console. It reminded me of the execution I’d witnessed last night, about what Dario might need to do tonight.

      “Did you not want to talk about the sick vampires because of Simon?”

      “And others. Half the vampires at Sesarios tonight were his, and they were definitely paying attention to us.” He sighed, his hands flexing on the steering wheel as he pulled out of the lot and headed toward my apartment. “Twenty-three. Twenty additional vampires still starving after drinking from two donors. They’re all losing control. Pierre and Michael are worse. They’re begging and pleading with us to feed them. We ended up having to cage them before dawn last night, and they were ravenous upon waking. We tried to supply a donor to Pierre and he nearly killed the guy. Balen had to intervene. They’re so crazed that they’re beginning to throw themselves against the cage bars. We’re having to injure them on purpose so they can’t escape.”

      I winced, knowing what he meant. By breaking arms, legs, and even spines, the vampires would be rendered immobile for the evening. Once they healed, those bones would need to be re-broken before the caged vampires were able to bend the bars and escape. I couldn’t imagine how horrible it must be to hurt family like that, especially innocent vampires who were just ill. But it had to be done. If they escaped, we’d be facing a gruesome string of murders across the city.

      “I’m sorry.” I wanted to say so much more, but wasn’t sure how to word my thoughts. Dario pulled into my parking space and put the SUV in park. We both sat there in silence.

      I knew this was tearing him apart. I’d never seen such pain, such raw emotion from Dario before. He was always so stoic, but tonight I could see his grief. His brothers and sisters—twenty-three of them—were on track to die a slow and painful death of starvation.

      “You really think this is because of the plague demon? Has anything like this ever happened before?”

      “We don’t get sick. Ever. Yes, there’s the hunger and sometimes it gets the best of us. There are times when a weak vampire can never control the hunger but that’s evident soon after they’re turned, and we cull those before their actions risk the whole family. I’ve never seen anything like this. Leonora’s never seen anything like this. Normal vampires are suddenly starving even though they are consuming what should satisfy them. There has to be a curse, or something magical involved here.”

      There weren’t many mages specialized in curses and charms who were powerful enough to do something like this. Like Dario, I was beginning to suspect there was a connection between the plague demon and the sick vampires. Which meant if I couldn’t stop the plague demon, many more vampires might meet the same fate. Losing their territory to Simon paled in comparison to this. Dario could lose his entire family. I reached over and took his hand, squeezing it in support.

      “If there’s no hope of them getting better, then I’ll need to kill them.” His voice was wooden, emotionless. It was how he became when he needed to hide something unpleasant from me. “I can’t watch them slowly starve, hear them scream as we break their limbs every single evening. Even if we were to somehow manage to safely feed them, it wouldn’t be enough. In fact, it might just prolong their suffering.” He looked over toward me. “Michael and Pierre…I need to do it tonight. I just wanted to have dinner with you, to see you before I head back to Leonora’s.”

      Headed back to kill two of his brothers. My heart hurt for him. “Maybe if I can banish the demon in the next day or two they’ll get better. Maybe they can hold on until then.”

      He shook his head. “They can’t wait. It would be cruel to make them suffer that long. I need to do it, and I need to do it before dawn.”

      I moved my hand to rest on his thigh, wanting to wrap my arms around him and hold tight. “It’s a long time until dawn. Come upstairs with me for a few hours.”

      It was the closest I’d ever come to propositioning someone. I knew the timing was awkward, but I wanted to be close to him, to comfort him. If that meant curling up on the couch together and talking through this, fine. If that meant a moment of passion where he forgot all about what he needed to do, fine. Dario had always been there when I needed him. This time he needed me and I didn’t want to send him off alone into the cold night to euthanize his two brothers.

      He glanced down at my hand on his thigh. “I don’t think I’d be very good company right now.”

      “You’re always good company. Please. Come upstairs with me.”

      There was a second where I felt his leg muscle tense under my hand, then he reached over to pull me across the center console and onto his lap. I curled into him, pressing my cheek against his shoulder. We sat there for the longest time, him holding me, neither of us saying a word. His hand caressed up my back then pulled the elastic from my hair. Damp, dark strands cascaded down over my shoulders and across my face. I felt his lips against my forehead, his hand twisting my hair into a fist.

      “Come upstairs,” I repeated.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I’d never been more sure of anything in my life.

      His hand tightened in my hair, guiding my head away from his shoulder. Then he kissed me. There was nothing gentle in that kiss. It was hard, hot, hungry, as if he were drowning and I was his lifeline. I shifted, trying to turn my body around to face him, but he held me tight. My bruised hip pressed painfully against the steering wheel, my legs sprawled awkwardly across the front seats. I made a small noise, trying again to reposition myself.

      “Sorry,” he muttered against my mouth.

      The seat back slammed down into a reclining position, and I gasped with the sudden movement. Grabbing my rear with one hand and my waist with another, he lifted and turned me, plopping me down so I was straddling his lap.

      “Better?” He grinned.

      I rocked my hips. “So much better.”

      His grip tightened on my rear and I hinged forward, my hands on his shoulders as I leaned in to kiss him. He molded his mouth to mine. I felt him part my lips, felt the hot slide of his tongue as I sparked to life, kissing him back with the same need. My hands snuck under his shirt to feel their way up the skin of his chest while he bunched up my skirt, his fingers stroking their way over my bare thighs, before moving between my legs.

      “Damn it, you still don’t have underwear on. This needs to be a rule. You always wear a skirt or dress, and you’re never allowed to wear underwear. In fact, I’m going to insist you go braless from now on as well.”

      His fingers slipped inside me, and I gasped, moving against his hand. Déjà vu. “But I have some really sexy underwear. It would be a shame for it to go to waste.”

      “I’ll allow that if you don’t mind my ripping them off you.” He pulled my lips back to his before I could reply, kissing me with an intensity that left me dizzy. All the while his fingers played and teased until I was on fire, shivering with lust and eager to have more of him.

      His hand left to grip my rear again and he arched his hips toward me. My breath caught, feeling his hardness even through the jeans. This wasn’t enough, not nearly enough. I rubbed against him and bit down on his lip, pulling my mouth away.

      “Let’s go upstairs and get naked where we’ve got more room.”

      “Soon. Be patient.” His kissed my ear, then ran his mouth down the side of my neck. I felt the scrape of fangs and leaned away from him. He reduced the pressure of the sharp teeth and moved lower to kiss the hollow of my collarbone.

      He didn’t bite me. He said he wouldn’t and I trusted him, but when I’d felt those fangs, there was a moment where I wasn’t sure.

      “Did you feed earlier?” I knew he had, but I meant how much.

      “Four. Just in case this happened. I didn’t want to…hurt you.”

      Four. That was insane. Donors were rationed, but he’d taken four for his own, just so he’d keep his hunger on a leash with me.

      And then I thought of the twenty-three vampires who were sick, who would most likely lose their lives. What had happened? How had the plague demon managed to infect them? What if Dario were the next to lose control, to wind up in a cage begging for blood? What if I never saw him again? What if this was our last time together—our first and our last?

      “Take my blood.” I wanted him to have everything of me. Withdrawal would be nothing compared to how I’d feel if he were executed and I’d never shared this with him. If he died tomorrow, I wanted him to have me both body and blood, and I wanted that experience with him forever in my memory.

      He made a noise low in his throat and moved his mouth upward. I felt the pressure of fangs on my neck, then he pulled away, pushing me upright and yanking the top button off my shirt in his haste to get it undone.

      “Don’t. If you offer again, I doubt I’ll be able to refuse you. I don’t want you to ever regret sharing your blood with me.”

      My shirt tore, my bra ripped down the front. Pulling me back to him, he nuzzled the bra aside and kissed the top of each breast before taking the rounded bud of one nipple into his mouth. Hot, wet, the graze of sharp fangs once more. I arched against him, rocking my hips forward. I was so wet, I wanted him so badly. Could I somehow manage to get his pants off with the steering wheel and the center console in my way?

      “You’re right. We need to go inside,” he said, abruptly pushing me away.

      The door opened, light flooding in, and before I knew what had happened we were out of the car. I wrapped my legs and arms around him, lowering my head to claim his mouth once more as he shut the door with a swing of his hip and locked it with a beep. I stayed that way, Dario easily carrying me up the stairs to my apartment, kissing and fondling me the whole time. Yes, my shirt was torn and my breasts were exposed. Yes, my ass was bare with my skirt bunched up around my waist. Yes, I saw at least two neighbors watching us from half-open doorways. I didn’t care. We banged into my apartment, Dario kicking the door shut behind him. Without breaking stride, we were in my room, my rear bouncing on the mattress while Dario yanked his shirt over his head, then undid his belt. I kicked off my shoes, then paused to watch him.

      Holy… I wasn’t sure whether the vampirism mutation enhanced things, or he’d been that way as a human, but he was perfect. All of him. Even the scars. Even the raised crucifix mark that I’d accidently burned into his shoulder.

      He leaned over me, sliding the torn shirt and bra from my shoulders and tossing it into the corner. His eyes were dark, intense. All the emotion he usually hid was right there for me to see, and it was breathtaking. His gaze took in all of me, then paused. Reaching down he eased my skirt downward and off to join his clothing on the floor. Then he gently kissed the spot right above my horrible bruise.

      I couldn’t lose him. “Take my blood. What if the donors are tainted? I’m safe. I’m a Templar. The plague demon can’t infect me. Maybe my blood will give you some of my immunity.”

      He climbed onto the bed, crawling over me like a big cat stalking prey. “I don’t want that to be the reason you share your blood with me.”

      I understood, but that didn’t make what I said any less true. “I want you to. Just…” I remembered Dr. Lee from this morning. “Not my neck. My thigh. My inner thigh. Bite me there.”

      He sucked in a sharp breath, then he kissed his way down my body, brushing his fangs at the very spot I’d been imagining. “Here?”

      I squirmed. “Yes. There.”

      He placed a kiss on the spot, sucking my skin into his mouth and nipping it with his incisors. I held my breath, so incredibly turned on, so ready to cross all of the lines I’d set, burn all my bridges.

      Once more he nipped, not breaking the skin, then pressed his fangs against the sensitive flesh. “I’ll mark that spot for later,” he murmured against my thigh. “When I’m sure you really want to do this, I’ll know right where to go.”

      Before I could protest, he’d moved his mouth between my legs and I lost myself in the feel of his tongue on me, in me. What he was doing felt so unbelievably good. My body clenched and trembled until he had to hold my legs with his hands. This was sex at its most carnal and raw. All thoughts of the plague demon, Balsur’s mark, the sick vampires faded and all I knew was his tongue and the sensations he brought forth. Everything built up inside me, every muscle tensing and quivering, until I let go. His hands gripped me, keeping his mouth on me as I rode it out.

      “I want you,” I gasped, finally able to speak. “Now, inside me.”

      “Not yet.” Twice more he brought me over the edge before he worked his way back up my body, grabbing my waist and rolling so I sprawled on top of him.

      “Put your equestrian skills to good use, woman.” He grinned, slapping me lightly on the ass. I was still floating, feeling like a pool of liquefied Jell-O, but I squealed at the smack then obliged, spreading my thighs, straddling him and lowering myself downward. The fullness of him inside me, the smoothness of his dark skin against my hands was intoxicating. I angled my pelvis forward and watched a muscle twitch in his jaw. Slowly I moved, rocking my hips as I raised and lowered myself, heat washing over me at the feeling of him so deep within me. With each motion of my hips, I watched. As enjoyable as it was for me, the way his body responded, the smoldering, hungry look in his eyes did just as much to turn me on as the feel of him inside me. My pace increased, grew more erratic as our breathing turned jagged, then suddenly his hands grabbed my hips just below the bruise and he drove the rhythm, pounding into me with each thrust. I felt him swell within me, his hands holding me tight against him. He closed his eyes, head back, every muscle in his body tense. Then he came with a jerk of his hips, letting out the breath he’d been holding. My body convulsed in return, trembling as I came.

      I draped forward to lay on top of him, feeling his chest rise and fall with each breath, noticing the lack of a heartbeat, the coolness of his skin against mine. He twitched inside me and I smiled, reluctant to let him go. His hands caressed their way up my side to tangle in my hair. Twisting it into his fist, he pulled my face to the side and traced the pulse in my neck with the other finger.

      “Someday if you offer again, I will take this.” His fingers moved to touch my bottom lip. “But tonight, I intend to take everything else you’ll offer me.”

      I smiled against his finger, knowing that I intended to offer him every square inch of myself, and that I also intended to demand the same from him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    
    
      Dario couldn’t sleep. He hadn’t slept for over three hundred years, but it was times like this, when he watched humans slumber, that he missed it most. It always seemed as if all the cares of the world had fallen away, leaving them in a sweet state of grace as they dreamed.

      Aria snuggled closer, her lashes dark against her pale skin, her hair a snarled mess across the sheets. He tightened his arms around her, breathing in the scent of her hair and skin. She was so warm. He’d forgotten what it felt like to be warm. He wished he could doze off with her, wake to sunlight spilling through the windows, watch her rub the sleep from her eyes.

      But he needed to leave. It was two hours until dawn, and what he dreaded could be put off no longer. Carefully he untangled his limbs from hers, easing out of the bed, watching her sleep for a few moments before tucking a blanket around her and grabbing his clothes and shoes from the floor. Halfway to the bedroom door he paused and came back, scooping the torn shirt and bra off the floor.

      It was funny, as if he were a teenage boy stealing the underwear of his first lover to remember her by, but if he couldn’t awaken by her side, at least he’d return to life at dusk surrounded by her scent. With a grin he thought that if she’d been wearing underwear tonight, he would have taken them too.

      He tiptoed into the main room of her apartment, and dressed out there, thankful he could see just as well in the darkness of night as he’d previously been able to do during the day. Then with a pang of longing, he looked around once more before leaving. Sentimental fool. It wasn’t like he was leaving forever. He’d see her after sunset. Still, he hated being dead during the day, not knowing what she was doing, if she was in trouble or not. He wouldn’t know until he awoke. And during the daylight hours he was completely unable to help her if she needed him.

      The warm ease that had filled his heart began to chill as he drove to Leonora’s, vanishing by the time he pulled into her driveway and greeted the door guards. Tonight it was Madeline and Opal, the younger girl looking bored as she leaned against a porch pillar and lit a cigarette.

      “How are they?” he asked Madeline.

      “Worse. We have over fifty now. We’ve been putting two or three in everyone’s houses, but we’re running out of cages.” She shot a quick glance at Opal and lowered her voice, as if the other vampire couldn’t hear a pin drop at twenty yards. “Leonora is insisting on continuing with this ridiculous feast tomorrow night. Half our Balaj might be crazed with the hunger, but she won’t cancel.”

      “She needs to save face. If she cancels Simon won’t wait to attack. The best we can do is try to keep it from spreading and put on a good show. One more night then they’ll be gone and we can mourn.”

      “How do we keep it from spreading?” Madeline snapped. “After last night we screened all the donors. None of them had so much as a head cold. How are we getting sick? How?”

      “Maybe there’s a dormancy period—either in the humans or in us or both. All we can do is feed as little as possible and ride it out.”

      “Vampires don’t get sick. We don’t catch illness or disease from humans. If this were just a few of our family losing control of their hunger, we could ride it out. Some extra feedings, monitoring their intake, perhaps sacrifice a few select humans so they can safely gorge themselves and they’d be fine by the next nightfall. This…I don’t know how to ride this out.”

      “I don’t either,” he admitted.

      The other vampire glanced toward the doorway, her eyes lingering with affection on Opal. “She’s so young. I look at the ones who are twenty, fifty, even seventy years turned and I worry they’ll be next. Immortality, but only for fifty years. I don’t want that for them. I don’t want it for our older brothers and sisters either, but I especially don’t want to see the young ones die.”

      He knew what she meant. His first thought upon hearing that twenty more had been infected had been for Bella. He’d driven by to check on her just to be sure she was okay before he went to meet Aria.

      “The Templar says there is a plague demon in town. Given what she’s told me, I think maybe he’s to blame. When she identifies and banishes him, whatever this is should stop spreading.”

      “When? I know what you’re here to do. We can’t afford to lose three quarters of our Balaj because it takes your Templar a week to hunt down this demon.”

      “Probably another day or two. Until then we need to think if there is anything linking those who have become ill. Were their donors from the same area? Did their donors eat at the same places? This demon seems to like food poisoning. The human donors could be carriers, like the rats spreading bubonic plague.”

      Madeline sighed and jerked her head toward the door. “Pierre and Michael are barely coherent right now. All they do is scream and beg. Rosa went in to disable them about midnight and Pierre actually attacked her. Bit her and darn near chewed her arm off.”

      Dario froze. “Is she okay?”

      The other vampire snorted. “She’ll live. You almost had one less vampire to put down, though.”

      “I want her isolated, under watch. I don’t know if this thing can spread vampire to vampire, and I don’t want to take any chances.”

      Madeline’s eyes widened. “Seriously? Rosa won’t accept that order unless it comes from Leonora. You know how she is.”

      Yes, he did know Rosa. And yes, Madeline was right. Dario climbed the stairs, delaying the horrible task before him to find the Mistress. She was in the library, half-reclining on a chaise lounge with five human women lined up in front of her. For a second he thought she was picking out a donor for a late snack, but he quickly realized the women were modeling clothing—skimpy fetish attire the Mistress wanted the humans to wear at the feast.

      At least she wouldn’t insist Aria wear such a ridiculous outfit, although his heart sank as he realized that Leonora would once more want all of her Balaj in leather. Maybe he could claim the god-awful tight black leather pants were at the cleaners, or that someone had stolen them, or they’d been ruined somehow.

      “Pierre bit and mauled Rosa,” he blurted out, never able to stand on ceremony with Leonora. Yes, she was at least a hundred years older than he was, but they’d become close before they’d left Haiti, and she’d had his back more than once. It was hard to think of her as his Mistress when she’d always seemed more like a slightly annoying older sister.

      “Yes, I know. Maybe she’ll be more careful next time.” She tapped a red fingernail to her crimson lips. “Feathers? The glittery one? Or the studded black leather?”

      It was all he could do to keep from rolling his eyes. “Or naked. Saves time undressing them, you know.”

      She pouted at him. “Dario, we are not savages. We’ll go with the leather.”

      Of course. He watched as she shooed away the women, waiting until they had all left.

      “I wanted to thank you for taking care of Marcus last night.” Her voice cracked at the end, then she quickly composed herself. Leonora had turned Marcus. Even if he wasn’t in charge of delivering the Mistress’s justice, Dario would have done that task for her. No one should have to put down their own “child.”

      “And now I need to do two more.”

      She nodded. “And tomorrow possibly another fifty, or seventy, or one hundred. What is happening? Why are they losing control like this? We let Colette take six donors tonight—six—and she still claims to be starving.”

      Dario walked toward her. “There’s a plague demon in town. I think what’s happening might be connected to him. And I’m worried Rosa might be infected since she was bitten. She should be isolated and monitored until tomorrow night just to see if she develops any of the symptoms.”

      The mask of indolent excess slipped and Leonora suddenly looked every bit her four hundred years. “Of course. Tell her isolation and we’ll check on her right after sundown to assess if she’s become the same as the others.” The vampire sat up on the couch, putting her head in her hands. “Dario, what are we going to do? I can’t cancel this feast or Simon will be on us like a rabid dog, but I can’t stand to put on a show while my family suffers in cages. I don’t want to sit here and watch those I love die. And I really don’t want to strut around like an arrogant ass while those I love die.” She lifted her head, her dark eyes pleading. “I can’t fiddle while Rome burns. I can’t.”

      He sat down beside her. “You have to. Simon and his crew are here already, and the entire Balaj needs you to be confident and flamboyant as always. One night, then he’ll be gone and we can grieve for those we’ve lost. You do what you do best. I’ll do what I do best. Somehow we’ll get through it.”

      “Sure you don’t want to slice my head off and take over?” Leonora had joked about this before, but he got the idea she wasn’t completely kidding this time. “Times like this I think I might just welcome oblivion, or even whatever hell has in store for me.”

      “No, I don’t want to take over. I didn’t before, and I don’t want to now. Power your way through this problem, as you’ve done a million problems in the past.”

      Leonora sighed. “It’s all falling apart. I thought we’d finally made something of ourselves, a Balaj that we could be proud of, one that didn’t overrun their food source or bring the kind of attention that would lead to us being hunted. This feast was my way of flipping Simon off, of showing him we weren’t the same weak Balaj we were forty years ago when we barely managed to take down Aubin.”

      Dario put his arm around her broad shoulders and squeezed. “We aren’t weak. We’ll get through this. And I know you’re strong enough to pull us through—all of us. Remember St. Augustine? None of us would be alive today if you hadn’t defied Aubin and got us the heck out of there.”

      She laughed. “Fine. I’ll tighten my corset and put on a show just like when Aubin and I were back in Paris. I’ll manage the front section for the feast, and be the face of the Balaj. Can you take responsibility for the garden? I think that’s where we’ll be most vulnerable. Take Balen and Zoe and whoever else you need.”

      He nodded. “Where do you want Aria?”

      “Keeping Erica safe. And no, she doesn’t have to wear the leather thong like the other humans. She’s got too many scars for that to look good on her. She’s too skinny, anyway.” Leonora shot him a narrowed glance. “You reek of sex, you know. Please tell me you finally bit her. Maybe then you can stop with this foolish obsession of yours.”

      “No, I didn’t bite her.” He might as well be honest. One look at Aria tomorrow night and she’d know it anyway. It was one thing to leave his scent all over her, it was another to mark her, to have the undeniable stamp of his ownership running through her blood, clear as the small punctures on her neck, or thigh, would be. He felt his hunger stir at the thought, but that would need to wait. It might need to wait forever.

      “I don’t like her.” Leonora pursed her lips in an exaggerated pout. “I don’t like having a Templar hanging around us. I don’t even like her as a regular human.”

      He hid a smile. “Well you’re the one who brought her into the necromancer thing.”

      “Because you insisted.” She shot him a sideways glance. “I saw how she was digging her claws into you and hoped she’d get killed.”

      He knew she didn’t mean it. The Mistress was honest in that she didn’t particularly like Aria, and she worried about the presence of a Templar in their city, but she wouldn’t wish any more sorrow on him than he’d already had. They’d all had more than their fair share of that.

      He patted her shoulder and stood. “One night, old girl. Do it for the Balaj.”

      For a second she looked lost and tired, then she straightened, thrusting her bosom outward and arched a brow at him. “Everything I do, I do for the Balaj.”

      She did. It might not always seem that way and he didn’t always agree with her methods, but her heart was in the right place.

      “It’s nearing dawn. I’m going to go down and make sure Pierre and Michael don’t have to suffer any longer.”

      She nodded, serious once again. “And I’ll speak with Rosa. She’s more likely to listen to me than to you.”

      That was the truth. Dario left the room, pausing at the top of the staircase that led down to the cells. Even from here he could hear the faint sounds of crying, the hoarse begging of a vampire in the agony of starvation. He’d known Pierre and Michael for nearly two hundred years. They were brothers. They were family. And now it was time to say a final goodbye.
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      I woke up alone in bed, sun streaming through my windows, pleasantly aching in places I hadn’t ached in years. Every nerve ending tingled, still on edge from last night. Even waking up alone didn’t put a dent in the happy contentment I felt at the moment. I had a demon mark threatening my afterlife. I urgently needed to send this plague demon back to hell before more vampires and humans were infected. I had to move in two weeks and I didn’t have a pickup truck. But, oh I felt good in a sore, muscles-used kind of way; in an endorphin overload kind of way.

      I grabbed some clean clothes from my dresser and went to grab a shower ignoring Raven’s white board. My friend could hardly have missed what went on last night, and I’m sure I was in for some serious teasing. Later. After I’d had a shower and coffee.

      It was during the shower that I noticed I had a hickey—and that the hickey was on the upper inside of my thigh. Memories of last night rushed through me, and I found myself once again seriously turned on. At least it wasn’t on my neck where I’d have to borrow Brandi’s curling iron mishap excuse at work.

      I could ignore the white board no longer, so I grabbed it as I went into the kitchen to make coffee.

      Oh. My. God. It was like a porno last night. And he is even better looking naked. The ass on that man—it could launch a thousand ships, I’m telling you.

      I wasn’t sure how Helen of Troy would feel having her face compared to Dario’s backside, but I did agree with Raven that he was mighty fine—from the front as well as from the rear.

      “It was fun, I’ll admit it. I’m looking forward to doing it again. Tonight hopefully, although we’ve got that stupid feast thing of Leonora’s.”

      All I can say is it’s a good thing you’ve got an apartment lined up because the neighbors are probably ringing the landlord’s phone off the hook. I thought the building was going to come down the way you all were banging around in there. And the screaming—you’re lucky the cops didn’t show up, although it would have been funny to see the look on Tremelay’s face.

      No, it wouldn’t have been funny. “Speaking of the good detective,” I said, looking down at the beep of my phone and seeing a text from Tremelay.

      Irving Blackwell is clean. Not so much as a parking ticket.

      Well that was a relief. The new place was a go and everything was all set for my move except for the pickup truck.

      When you get up, call me. I need you to meet me this morning.

      I texted him back, hoping this wasn’t related to the two humans that Marcus had killed. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to hide the fact that I knew what had happened to them if he started talking to me about missing persons reports from that night.

      Nope. It was something different, although Tremelay didn’t specify what. He sent me an address for a coffee shop near the hospital, and asked if I could meet him in an hour. I checked the clock, thinking I should be able to squeeze in a quick visit before I needed to work, if I hustled.

      “Sorry,” I told Raven. “Looks like I’ve got to run.

      I called Reynard while dressing. Again I was sent to voice mail, so I left a second message and this time told him it was urgent. Then I dialed Tremelay. “What’s up?”

      “Oh the usual. Drive by. Overdose in Harbor East that they wanted me to look at just in case. As if I don’t have enough to do.”

      He sounded lonely. Was this just about me coming by for some early morning java and talk?

      “There is something I’d like to run by you, though.”

      Please don’t let it be two missing persons reports. Please don’t let it be that.

      “Shall I guess? Dragon in Pigtown? Troll under the overpass? Mermaids in the harbor?”

      “No, this is sick people. As in a whole lot of sick people all within the last couple of days.”

      Whew. “I know. I’m on it. It’s a plague demon. I’ve got no idea why he’s here or who to blame, but Raven and I are working on getting him gone. Give us a few days.”

      Hopefully it would take less than that. The vampires didn’t have a few days with the rate they were being infected and I wasn’t sure the humans would either. Eventually the plague demon would tire of salmonella would turn to e-coli and other, more deadly bacteria.

      “We may not have a few days,” Tremelay said, echoing my thoughts. “I’ve got someone I want you to meet. She can explain it better than I can.”

      She? Did Tremelay have a girlfriend? From what I’d seen, he was still mourning his wife, so this must be a work colleague or a confidential informant. I told him I was on my way, hung up, and headed down, figuring I’d need to jog into Little Italy to get my car from the parking lot behind Sesarios.

      Nope. It was in my parking spot, where late last night a black SUV had sat. I pulled the keys out of my purse and as I unlocked it noticed a blue nylon bag on the passenger seat. It was a little cooler with a box of pastries neatly packed in ice and a note.

      “Hope this feast wraps up quickly so we can have a repeat of last night. See you there. And be thankful Leonora’s not making you wear what the other humans will have on.”

      Yikes. Knowing Leonora, it was probably some scanty leather thing—something that would make me look like a mannequin run through a chipper shredder and dressed in fetish wear. I stuffed a cannoli in my mouth and pulled out on the road, grateful that I’d somehow dodged that bullet.

      The coffee shop next to Hopkins wasn’t any Holy Grounds. Beyond Tremelay and his companion, it was completely empty. I was pretty sure the hospital had their own coffee machines at every hallway. They probably had a Starbucks on each floor. Either way, this little shop looked like it was struggling with the competition. The big glass windows out front were grimy, the red paint on the brick was chipped. Two massive iron gates were folded up to the sides of the building, ready to secure the entire front of the shop from robbery and vandalism once they closed. Although they didn’t seem to ever close, judging from the faded sign on the door.

      Tremelay was sitting at a table toward the back, an institutional-looking white coffee mug in front of him. He was indeed with a woman, but all I could see from my angle was a short bob of silky black hair and a pair of lilac scrubs with prancing unicorns on them.

      The detective stood. “Aria. This is my daughter, Kyra.” At his words the woman turned to face me and smiled warmly.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” she said, standing and extending her hand. “I’ve heard so much about you. Dad is a big fan of yours.”

      Tremelay’s daughter was stunningly beautiful. In the flesh, the resemblance between her and the pictures of her mother was far more pronounced. She had the same almond-shaped dark eyes, the silky black hair, the dark-gold complexion. She looked like she stepped right out of a Bollywood romance and threw on a pair of scrubs.

      “Well I’m a big fan of his too,” I told her, shaking her hand. “He said you’re in med school?”

      She smiled again and I swear I heard angels sing. “Third year. I’m doing a rotation at Hopkins right now.”

      “What’s your specialty?” I asked.

      “I’m leaning toward internal medicine, but we’ll see how I feel when I complete the other five rotations.” She shot a quick smile in Tremelay’s direction. “That’s actually why I wanted to meet you. Dad’s told me a lot about what you’ve done together, your skills as a Templar. Maybe I’m going crazy from sleep deprivation, but I think there’s something going on you need to know about.”

      “All the stomach issues? It’s a plague demon. I’m on it.” I hated to cut her off like that but I had to get going or I’d be late to work.

      “It’s more than that. There are a few really odd things I wanted you to know about.”

      Something odd beyond a plague demon? Beyond vampires going crazy and wanting to eat everyone in sight? Normally the thought that there was something happening in my city would have filled me with a sense of determination and excitement. It was my duty to protect my Pilgrims on the Path. But right at this moment…the timing was horrible. Hopefully whatever this was it could wait until next week.

      “There’s been an influx of people coming into the emergency room in the last two days with a weird eating disorder. They’re all normal weight, some a bit more than normal, but they’re all suffering from severe malnutrition.”

      Huh. That was actually kind of intriguing.

      “Some kind of metabolic disorder?” I guessed. Look at me, playing doctor when I had one sitting right in front of me. I doubted she would have wanted to consult a Templar if the patients had suffered from something so easily explained by modern medical diagnosis, though.

      “We’re still running tests. The odd thing is in the last twenty-four hours, we’ve had seventy more people present with the same symptoms. They think they’re starving. We caught one out of bed huddled in the bathroom. He’d gone down the hall and taken the half-eaten meal trays from other patients and was sitting there cramming it all in his mouth as fast as he could.”

      My heart skipped a beat. This was sounding an awful lot like the human version of what the vampires had. Could these people be the donors who’d infected them, or was this just another, unrelated ailment caused by the plague demon? Even if the demon caused it, there had to be a normal medical diagnosis. If I could find out what that was, maybe I could figure out how to treat, or even cure, the vampires.

      “Tapeworm?” I guessed. “Crazy, super-infectious tapeworm?”

      She shrugged. “Like I said, we’re still testing. What’s even weirder is the marks they all have on their necks. We check these cases carefully, since lots of patients deny drug use. I’ve never seen a user inject into their neck, though, and Dad had mentioned there were vampires in the city...” She blushed faintly, biting her lower lip. “I’m embarrassed to even say that. Me, a doctor, conjecturing that vampires had something to do with these people’s illness.”

      It was the other way around. These people had something to do with the vampire’s illness.

      “Vampires don’t get sick, but the local Balaj has at least twenty-three with similar symptoms. I’m beginning to think that the plague demon is targeting them, but this could be a sort of side illness. These people are sick with something from the plague demon, then vampires feed from them, and because it’s a supernaturally infected illness, the vampires catch a mutated form of it.”

      “Or why not the opposite?” she shot back. “The plague demon infects your vampires, and they’re spreading it to the humans around the city.”

      If that were the case, then the plague demon would need to have a specific reason to go after the vampires. Demons liked humans. They liked to dole out their special brand of misery onto creatures with souls. Vampires were already damned. Plaguing them would be a wasted effort.

      Unless the demon had been summoned and ordered to go after the vampires. Russell had certainly used magic to target them in revenge for the murder of his family. There might be another mage out there with a similar grudge. Or Simon, who would love to weaken the resident Balaj and snatch Baltimore for his own family.

      “Thanks, this information is a huge help. I can’t help heal those who are already sick, but I can get rid of the demon and stop this before all of Baltimore is in your emergency room. The big problem is finding the demon, or finding out enough about him that I can call him into a circle and banish him.”

      “That’s where Kyra might be able to help,” Tremelay chimed in. “They’ve got to report this stuff. There are other doctors on the food poisoning cases, but Kyra is assisting with this one. They’re trying to find commonalities between the infected patients to help trace back where and when they were all exposed, as well as what the heck they were exposed to.”

      Of course. Duh. “They had to have been in contact with the plague demon. They don’t infect people from afar, they need to do it personally, and while they’ll occasionally do widespread infections through water supplies or dropping anthrax into the ball pit at Chuck E. Cheese, they like to hang around and watch the fallout. And they like to spread illness through as close a personal contact as they can.”

      “Chuck E. Cheese?” Kyra’s voice rose in pitch. “One did that? A plague demon seriously put anthrax into a kids’ ball pit?”

      I waved my hand. “Yes, but some kid threw poop into it and they had to close and clean the area. No kids were harmed. What I’m saying is that if these people were all in the same place at the same time, they might have noticed the demon. They might have had contact with him.”

      It probably wouldn’t help me identify the demon for banishment, but it would go a long way toward figuring out who was behind this. And that was important. I was beginning to think this demon wasn’t just here joyriding off a human’s mark. He’d been summoned.

      “Why don’t you meet me at the hospital later today? I start my shift at noon. I can go over the non-confidential information with you, see if you can figure out a connection.”

      “Can you get me their names?” If I knew who they were, I could ask Dario about the blood donor angle and be able to figure out who gave this disease to whom.

      She shook her head. “Nope. The only reason I’m telling you this much is because with multiple patients and a potential epidemic, privacy laws become somewhat flexible. I can tell you if they’re all from the same neighborhood in Baltimore, or if they all work in the same area or building, or if they all frequent the taco truck on Forty-Second and Grover, but I can’t tell you their names.”

      It would have to do. Maybe I’d actually be able to speak with a few of the patients, to get information about where they’d been in order to nail down the origin of the infection. If the plague demon was slipping something into that taco truck on Forty-Second and Grover that most of the blood donors hit up before visiting a vampire, then we’d know how to cut out the infection, or screen against it.
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      Johns Hopkins Hospital was a maze of interconnected buildings, and parking was a total nightmare. The covered parking areas charged a fortune, but street-side had cars packed in like sardines for eight blocks out. I’d either need to fork out for the hospital lot, or get in some cardio.

      I chose cardio. The money I’d “borrowed” from my other account weighed heavily on my mind and I couldn’t bear the thought of spending another twenty on parking when I had two perfectly good legs.

      Once inside it took me a while to find Kyra’s ward. Hopkins was old-school hospital mixed with strange additions of futuristic glass walls. A tube-like walkway kept visitors and doctors from needing to go outside as they walked from one section to the other. Some administrator had tried to liven things up with inspired artwork, and there truly was a coffee machine at every corner, but the whole complex felt like it was trying too hard to be trendy. And failing.

      I managed to find an information desk once I’d found the correct building, floor, and ward. They beeped Kyra. I had a few moments to buy a vending-machine latte before Tremelay’s daughter came around the corner, short glossy hair swinging with each step, her arms filled with folders and a clipboard.

      “There’s a consult room down the hall,” she told me, not even breathless from her brisk walk. “We can be undisturbed there.”

      I followed her, admiring the smiling sunshines on her bright yellow scrubs. I’d need to ask her where she bought these things. I might not be able to wear them at the coffee shop, and they’d be equally unprofessional while taking care of my Templar duties, but they looked ideal for lounging around the apartment on a rainy day, researching or watching television. So comfy. I wondered if they made them in fleece or flannel instead of the thin cotton Kyra was wearing?

      “Here.” She swung open the door and I entered, sitting in one of two chairs that flanked a circular table. The room was barely big enough for the furniture. I noticed a lightbox on the wall for X-ray examination. The other wall held a piece of watercolor artwork showing two kittens inside a basket.

      Kyra got right to it and handed me the folders. “You probably won’t be able to read my chicken scratching. Dad says I was born to be a doctor with handwriting like this. It hasn’t been transcribed yet, but I wanted you to see the notes before the official version goes out this afternoon.”

      Names and addresses had been carefully blacked out in this photocopy, but in addition to the narrative, Kyra had also included a handy grid. Different races, genders, ages, body types. Different socio-economic classes. Different jobs and locales for those jobs. Different neighborhoods. One even lived out in the county.

      “Hobbies?” I asked. “Besides the vampire bites, I mean.”

      Kyra flipped a page. Sheesh. These people couldn’t have been more different. One was in an adult basketball league. One was a scrapbooker. One mountain biked. One collected coins. One was an avid Raven’s fan, never missing a game. One made felted animals and sold them through an Etsy shop. I shook my head, bewildered.

      “They all denied drug use,” Kyra told me. “Vehemently denied drug use. That kind of emotion usually means that either they have a close family member who has battled addiction, or they’re lying. None of them had the physical appearance of long-term addiction, but people start somewhere, and a bad batch of heroin doesn’t always hit the habitual users; it can be more lethal in the newer addicts who haven’t built up a tolerance. So we check. That’s how I saw the bite marks.”

      She handed me a photo, a collage of two dozen necks with tiny, barely visible puncture wounds. Definitely vampire bites, and recent ones too. Outside of the marking of blood-slaves, feeding vampires were very discreet about leaving marks. Tiny, freckle-looking marks that faded in a day or so were fine, but huge bites that drew attention were a no-no. A devoted blood-slave might want that sort of thing, but a casual supplier didn’t want to be teased when going into work the next day. And very casual suppliers who didn’t remember ever being bitten didn’t need to have huge teeth marks on their neck the next day to spur their memories. Either these people were unaware they’d been fed on, merely thinking they’d indulged in a one-night stand with an attractive partner, or they were regular suppliers, doing this for compensation as well as the euphoric hit.

      “Outside of the symptoms, it’s all they seem to have in common,” Kyra confessed.

      Had they been sick before they were bitten, or after? I looked through the profiles again. If these were the vampire equivalent of one-night-stands, a dine-and-dash, then the illness had to have come from the vampires to them. Otherwise the demon wouldn’t have known who was going to be tonight’s dinner, and as ballsy as plague demons were, I doubted they’d mess with a potential “date” right in front of the vampire. A vampire’s sense of smell was just too acute, and judging from the guy I’d met in the coffee shop, as well as Mansi a few weeks ago, plague demons stank.

      That might be my way of finding out if these people had been the ones initially infected. Regular donors might be easier for a plague demon to identify. I’m sure the vampires kept a list or database so they knew who was up next in their donor line up. If the demon wanted to infect vampires, hitting their regular donors with an illness would be the easiest way to do it without being detected.

      “Do they have any anemia?” I asked.

      She nodded. “And judging from some of the tests we’ve run, I’d say it’s persistent at a low level. I included it in my notes, but I’m not positive it’s a symptom. It might be an underlying vulnerability that made them susceptible to this infection. Oh,” her eyes widened and she laughed. “Anemia because they’ve been bitten by vampires! Yes, judging from what I’ve seen, I’d assume this wasn’t the first time they’d been a vampire’s dinner.”

      “If it’s any consolation, most regular donors come into it voluntarily,” I told her. “Vampires do pick up meals of unsuspecting people, but that’s usually harmless. A small amount of blood is taken and the victim only thinks they had a really awesome one-night stand. Regular donors are on a schedule where they give every eight weeks in exchange for monetary compensation. And there’s something in vampire venom that makes the experience very pleasant.”

      Kyra frowned. “They’re addicts, you mean. Don’t sugar coat it for my benefit. It’s like being paid for doing heroin. There’s still long-term damage.”

      This was where I got into a gray moral area that made me squirm as well as doubt myself. “Yes, but it’s not physical damage. They have cravings. They count down the days until they can do it again. It’s a dependence, but the only damaging side effect to their body is the mild anemia. Honestly that’s no worse than giving blood regularly.”

      “But the dependence,” she urged. “That’s going to lead them to want to experience it more than every eight weeks. I’ve worked with addicts before. I know how this happens. They’ll lie about the last time they were fed from, or find a vampire who just doesn’t care, and eventually they’ll be dead.”

      I winced, deciding not to tell her about blood-slaves and how that was their eventual fate. “Yes. But the Balaj in Baltimore takes this very seriously. They keep records, they enforce rules on feeding from donors. None of them wants a donor to die or be compromised. They depend on these people. They’d starve without them. If they didn’t practice restraint, they’d burn through their food source and face their own extinction.”

      She eyed me doubtfully. “Okay, but I still don’t like it. I don’t like the thought of people suffering from addiction.”

      I didn’t either, but vampires had a right to live. As long as they didn’t go on a feeding frenzy, I wasn’t going to try to bring the hammer down on them. Which brought me back to these victims. Seventy—that was more than the vampires who’d been infected. It made me think the plague demon had spread his ick to a group of regular donors, knowing that they’d pass it along to the vampires. Even if the illness was dormant for a while, or some vampires were asymptomatic, seventy versus twenty-three felt like a shotgun approach to infecting the vampires. It was just the sort of thing I’d expect a plague demon to do—fill all the chicken with bacteria. If some went in the trash, oh well. Better to infect too much of the food supply than leave perfectly good people—or vampires—unpoisoned.

      I put the papers back into the folders. I really needed to talk to the patients, or if I wasn’t allowed then maybe Kyra could talk to them. Either way I needed to know which vampire they’d each donated to and if they remembered encountering the plague demon. I had to figure out the connection, as well as begin to trace down the mage who was responsible for the demon being here.

      “Did any of the patients have a mark like this?” I stood and lifted the edge of my shirt to show Kyra the demon mark on my side.

      “No.” She reached out a finger to touch the mark, and just then the door opened.

      Crap. I’m sure this looked bad, me with my shirt hiked up to my bra, Kyra bend over, her hands reaching for my waist. Although she was a doctor. Perhaps I could explain this all away as an impromptu exam.

      “Sorry, I didn’t realize…”

      The man’s voice trailed off. I glanced up and caught my breath in surprise. There standing in the doorway in an official white coat with the stereotypical stethoscope around his neck, stood my nemesis from the tourney—Wolfram.
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      “Dr. Berengar!” Kyra scrambled to her feet, knocking the chair backwards in her haste.

      “You!” He ignored Kyra, his eyes focused on me with a mixture of surprise and hostility.

      “You!” I replied. “Dr. Berengar? You’re actually a doctor?” I’ll admit to thinking Wolfram’s profession to be something more physically demanding, like in the fire department or military. I would have never connected the man trying to cleave a notch in my hip with a medical doctor.

      “Aria Ainsworth, meet Dr. Hugh Berengar.” Kyra was clearly flustered. “Dr. Berengar is an infectious disease specialist here on consult. He’s back this year from an assignment with Doctors Without Borders. Aria is—”

      “A Templar.” Wolfram had composed himself and was now eyeing me curiously. “Who is at the hospital for what reason? I know I hit you pretty hard Sunday, but I doubt it was hard enough to send you here, plus you’re pretty far from the emergency room.”

      Doctors Without Borders. A medical doctor. Suddenly the tattered standard with the eight-point Maltese cross made sense. It wasn’t just a cosplay device.

      “You’re a Hospitaller.”

      The Knights Hospitaller had been a rival group during the Crusades. We’d been focused on securing the Holy Lands, i.e. the Temple, and protecting pilgrims on the path. They’d also done their part, fighting with great skill in those battles, but they’d concentrated most of their efforts on providing medical attention to the poor and the pilgrims. Over the centuries, this became their focus where we’d become the bankers of Europe and wealthy beyond all but a few of the royalty.

      It hadn’t started out as greed. Traveling pilgrims couldn’t carry large sums of valuables and coin with them. It wasn’t practical, and it made them vulnerable to robbers. Templars were everywhere. No robber would dare mess with us. It made sense for pilgrims to “deposit” the funds they needed with us, then draw upon that throughout their journey. We were the ATMs of the Middle Ages. But with that came loans and interest and forfeiture of holdings. Donated money and land had made us wealthy. Banking had made us rich beyond belief, and with the riches came greed and envy. It was our downfall. It made it so easy for the King of France to whisper in the Pope’s ear that we were heretics—and heretics forfeited their property to the King and Pope.

      Throughout all this, the Hospitallers continued on, acquiring their own riches, but spending nearly every dime on medical care for the poor and needy. They’d been gifted with many of our holdings after that fateful black Friday when we’d lost the Pope’s blessing. In spite of all the centuries, in spite of the good they did and the valuable service we, sometimes, provided, there was still an animosity between our groups. I’d never met a Hospitaller before, and I was pretty sure Wolfram had never met a Templar, until that day on the tourney field, that is.

      “Yes, I’m a Hospitaller. And I need to insist that you leave this hospital. Get whatever bandages you came for and get out.”

      That was a far cry from him feeling up my leg. I wondered what was going on? Whatever it was, Wolfram seemed stressed, not like the carefree combatant I’d encountered just a few days ago.

      “I’m here at the invitation of Dr. Tremelay,” I told him. “She has seventy patients with some unidentified illness that might be infectious, and might be fatal.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “Sounds like a job for a doctor, not a Templar.”

      “They all had been fed from by a vampire right around the time of the onset of their symptoms.”

      He sucked in a breath. “The vampires infected them with a new and potentially untreatable disease? Will that finally be enough for you Templars to take those bloodsuckers down? How long will you ignore their predation?”

      “We don’t know that,” Kyra interjected. “The bites are the only commonality so far, but that doesn’t prove causation. Although we’ve yet to identify the infection, it might not be ‘new.’ You, of all people, should realize there are vast numbers of bacterial and viral infections that can quickly mutate.”

      I stared at her, surprised that she’d gotten over her intimidation and spoken that way to a senior doctor whom she was obviously in awe of. Wolfram was also surprised. Then his head tilted, a glimmer of respect in his eyes.

      “Well then, let’s go examine one of the patients. The first one who came in. That’s why I’m here, to give input and expertise on the unusual infectious disease cases.”

      The pink was back in Kyra’s face. “Yes, sir, doctor, sir.”

      We followed her down the hall, me in step beside Wolfram. “So are you guys just regular doctors? Do you have any special healing ability beyond normal doctors, I mean?”

      He glared at me. “We can’t perform miracles such as the ones Our Lord and Savior did, but I’d like to think our faith provides us with an ability to heal beyond what our hands and medicines can provide on their own.”

      So, yes. Just as I could banish demons and defeat supernatural creatures with the use of blessings and my consecrated weapon, he could banish illness and heal with greater skill.

      “So are you?” he demanded. “Are you finally going to rid this world of vampires? Or are the Templars still pouting over the loss of their castles, disgraced and retreating from their holy mission? Are you all actually going to care about anything but the Temple, or remain sitting in your mansions sipping martinis all day?”

      I winced, but couldn’t say his opinions were false. “I can’t speak for the Templars as a whole, but I care. I’m here in Baltimore, protecting the city from murdering mages, demons, and recently Boo Hag teens on a killing spree. I’m also being evicted from a ratty apartment in Fells Point in two weeks. I’m about as close to both of our Orders’ original vow of poverty as possible.”

      “And the vampires?” He gestured in front of him. “The vampires who preyed upon these people?”

      “Some humans are voluntary donors,” I argued. “They’re compensated. They enjoy it. I might not like the situation, but humans have free will and I’m reluctant to interfere with that. Plus, we don’t know that the vampires caused this. There’s a plague demon in the city. If anyone is to blame for these seventy being ill, along with all of the food poisoning cases, it’s him, not the vampires.”

      We stopped outside a door. Wolfram glared at me. “There’s a plague demon in the city? Please at least tell me you have a plan to banish him?”

      “I do. I just have to figure out exactly who he is first.”

      Kyra opened the door and we went in. The patient was a man who appeared to be late forties in age. His light brown hair had flecks of gray and was sharply receded at the temples. His dark blue eyes were foggy, and his hands by his side shook.

      “Is it mealtime yet? Have you brought my food? Nobody brought me breakfast.”

      “We did bring your breakfast, Mr. Standen,” Kyra told him soothingly. “Lunch is on the way, I promise. In the meantime, we also have you getting supplements through your IV.”

      Wolfram picked up the chart, flipping through it as Kyra spoke. “Negative on intestinal parasites. Thyroid okay. Nothing on the blood test. Metabolic disorder? Normally I’d suggest a genetic screening to rule out mitochondrial disease or enzyme deficiency, but with seventy patients having a recent onset of symptoms and nothing in Mr. Standen’s history indicating past pancreatic or muscular issues, it’s unlikely.”

      “We’re completing the paperwork for the CDC just in case,” Kyra said. “But at this point were thinking it might be neurological. We’ve scheduled him for a CT scan.”

      Wolfram nodded. “A tumor pressing on the areas of the brain controlling hunger.” He snapped the file shut and smiled down at the man. “Let’s take a look, shall we?”

      Mr. Standen was unmoved by the doctor’s handsome looks and charming smile. “Look at what? I’ve been poked and prodded, had to swallow the most horrible thing ever for some type of contrast X-ray, and now they’re about to scan my head.”

      Wolfram took the man’s hand and turned it over, examining the man’s wrist. “Sometimes there’s more to an illness than we think. How long have you been providing your blood to the vampires Mr. Standen?”

      The man inhaled sharply, averting his gaze. “Vampires? What, you think I’m crazy?”

      “No,” I told him. “We think you’re sick, and it might be connected to your recent blood donation.”

      He swallowed a few times. “I…uh, I did donate blood, but I’ve done it for years and never became sick. I’m a regular…a regular donor. Every eight to ten weeks. I’m sure this has nothing to do with it.”

      “Others have the same symptoms as you,” Kyra told him. “And they too have ‘donated’ blood within the last few days. It’s the only connection we’ve been able to find between you.”

      “Who is the vampire, Mr. Stanton,” I asked. “We need to know who the vampire is. Seventy people have what you have. Assuming that seventy people haven’t suddenly developed a brain tumor in the same place at exactly the same time, then the vampire donation has to be the connection.”

      He sighed. “His name is Pierre. I tend to donate to Pierre, Michael, or Tomaz. They’re guys, and they are okay taking blood without sex. I’m married. I won’t cheat on my wife. They pay well, and…okay, I like the way it feels. I’m hungover as hell for a few days afterward, but that hit is worth every minute. I’d donate more often, but they won’t allow me, and I’m not desperate enough to go trolling for random vampires in bars or anything. Is lunch almost here? I can barely stand it. These sheets are starting to look tasty.”

      Kyra eyed the IV bag. “Soon, Mr. Stanton. Soon.”

      “I’m going to try to see if I can tell what’s wrong with him, or at the very least where the illness is rooted,” Wolfram said, putting the man’s hand down with a quick pat on his wrist. “Is it okay if I touch your forehead, Mr. Stanton?”

      The man shrugged. “Sure. It’s not like I haven’t been felt up everywhere the last few days. And not in a good way, either.”

      Wolfram put a hand on the man’s forehead, then bent his head and closed his eyes. Mr. Stanton’s face relaxed, and for the first time since we’d entered the room, I saw peace come over him. The Hospitaller’s lips moved in silent prayer and I felt the surge of power in the room. It lifted me up, it gave me strength, it made me feel as if I could stand in front of a legion of demons, sword in hand, and defeat them without a second of doubt. The Knight’s faith washed over me, and in that moment, I realized how shaky my own had become.

      The doctor removed his hand, squeezing Mr. Stanton reassuringly on the shoulder before turning to leave the room. We followed him, and I saw that I wasn’t the only one affected. Kyra stared at Wolfram in awe, her face lit up from within.

      “I’ve given him some peace, so he shouldn’t feel the hunger as acutely as before. That’s all I was able to do. Whatever this is, it’s not a normal human illness. You won’t find it on your CT scan and you won’t find it through any other test. Medicine won’t cure it. It has an active tie to a supernatural being—a horrible, evil being.”

      “Will he die?” Kyra asked. She glanced behind her at Mr. Stanton. “Will they all die?”

      Wolfram shrugged, turning to me. “That’s up to you, Templar. Cut the tie with the evil, and they’ll survive. Delay too long, and they’ll die. You’re going to need to pick up your sword and do the job God charged you to do nine hundred years ago. You’ll need to kill the evil to save your pilgrims.”

      “The plague demon. I can banish him, but I can’t kill him. Will banishment be enough to save these people?”

      The doctor shook his head. “No, because it’s not just a plague demon, it’s also a vampire. To save these people, you need to also find the vampire responsible, and kill him.”
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      I threw my bag on the table and collapsed on the couch, head in my hands. Dario had said two vampires were the first affected, so maybe the pair of them were responsible for this. But he’d euthanized them last night after leaving my place. Did that mean all I had to do was banish the demon, or was there another vampire I’d need to kill? And none of that answered the question of how the blood donors originally came to be infected. The humans might be able to wait a few days until I had enough information to banish, but the vampires couldn’t. I needed to figure out how the donors were getting the infection, so I could halt the spread among the vampires, otherwise there wouldn’t be any of them left to save.

      A knock sounded on my door, interrupting my thoughts. As I got up to answer it I saw Raven’s words on the whiteboard. What’s wrong?

      “I’ll tell you later.” I peered through the peephole, and immediately dismissed the wards and opened the door.

      “Plague demon?” It was Reynard, and he didn’t look happy. Not that I expected him to look happy after the numerous messages I’d left for him. Beyond that, he and I had never been friends even though he’d been Raven’s boyfriend.

      “Yep. Not my fault, though. I didn’t summon him.”

      “What’s his target?” Reynard strode into my apartment and stood by the table, arms crossed as he glared at me. “Or rather, who is his target. And whoever summoned him is an idiot. The goal is to always get the target with maybe one or two collateral damage max. This demon has been wantonly set on the city. We’re even having epidemics in DC and the suburbs. I’m sure he’ll soon take care of his mark, but in the meantime he’s spreading sickness and disease everywhere.”

      I hadn’t thought about that. Summoning a demon under contract required very precise language. Either the mage was an idiot and hadn’t worded the task appropriately to limit the scope, or the summoner just didn’t care who or how many this demon killed along the way.

      “I’ll deal with the mage later. Right now I need this demon gone.” I told Reynard what information the demon had revealed.

      Reynard pulled a tiny laptop from his backpack, deposited himself on my couch and began tapping away. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I put on a pot of coffee and waited. By the time the coffee was done, he set the laptop on the end table and leaned back against the sofa cushions.

      “Black. Two sugars,” he told me.

      I made other people coffee for a living, but I didn’t have to take orders from Reynard. I poured myself a mug and hesitated a moment before reluctantly pouring him one too and dumping two spoonsful of sugar into the cup. He was helping me out here. I guess I could tolerate some ordering around.

      “Find anything?”

      He took a sip of coffee and tilted his head, eyeing the mug in appreciation. “I’ve got a database I’ve been putting together over the last ten years. It cross-references Goetic and other source detail on specific demons along with information I’ve gleaned from mages at conferences and chat groups. There are a lot of plague demons, but twenty tend to be the primary ones slipping across the veil on a mark. Of them, eight are the go-to plague demons that modern mages are summoning these days.”

      I blinked. Who in their right mind would summon a plague demon? What horrible person did that?

      Reynard eyed me, as if he knew what I was thinking. “Some fight their battles with guns and bombs, others do so with magic and demons.”

      I guess he was right. Didn’t mean I had to like it. “Did you know which demon was responsible for the C. diff outbreak in Los Angeles three years ago?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll put some feelers out. There’s got to be someone on the West Coast who’s got connections and knows the demon responsible. Otherwise we’ll need to narrow it down by accessibility and specialty area. You said gastrointestinal symptoms?”

      I nodded. Demons weren’t as easy to summon as most people thought. There were very specific rituals, names, incantations that needed to be followed. Ninety percent of the time, an unskilled or amateur mage got nothing for their efforts. The other ten percent of the time they got something far different than they’d intended—and that something usually ended up killing them. Mages shared information within their groups, as well as with other trusted practitioners. Out of hundreds of plague demons, certain ones would get the reputation as reliably summoned. Clearly Reynard knew, which was kind of odd since Haul Du primarily specialized in Goetic knowledge or skill-granting demons.

      He took another sip of coffee and pulled the computer back onto his lap. “Let’s see. Not Akton. He likes to do back injuries. Gets summoned a lot to put various athletic rivals out of commission. Ocel does memory loss and dementia. Iudel does hearing loss.”

      Good grief. I was beginning to feel paranoid that every human ailment must have a supernatural origin.

      “Alath. No, he likes respiratory diseases and asthma. And he specializes in children.”

      Children? There was a demon who specialized in giving kids cystic fibrosis, asthma, and tuberculosis? And worse, who would summon such a thing?

      “Anatreth does intestinal disorders. Bileth, possibly. Maybe Guland or Guziel. Hephesimireth. Iax. Are the victims cramping up?”

      “No. I mean, the food poisoning ones are, but these specific ones have insatiable hunger and malnutrition no matter what and how much they eat.”

      “Well that rules out Ichthion then. Roeled does stomach ailments. Nephthada, although I’d expect a wider range of disease with him. Kurtael.”

      My mind was spinning. “That it? Any more to add to the list here?”

      “Merihem. Although I hope not. He’s the demon that oversees all the plague demons. I doubt it’s him. He’s not easy to summon, and a real bitch to keep on a leash. There are maybe two mages alive today who could safely bring him through the veil, and I can’t see either of them doing that at this point in time.”

      Great. “So ten? I can’t call on ten demons. Is there any way to narrow it down a bit further?”

      “Hunger and malnutrition plus food poisoning? Any victims complain of intense abdominal pain so bad it feels as though their entrails are being ripped out?”

      Eww. “Well I think food poisoning can feel like that, so maybe?”

      “Well if I had to pick, I’d say either Anatreth, Guziel, Roeled, or Kurtael. I’m ruling out Merihem since I’m pretty sure Misto or Wayward aren’t gunning for anyone in the Baltimore/DC region right now.”

      I still made a note, just in case. “Merihem. That’s one Barrett wrote about, right?”

      Reynard nodded. “If it’s Anatreth, Roeled, or Kurtael, you’re in luck. They’re all zodiac demons.”

      Which meant they were a type of Goetic demon written about in the Testament of Solomon. In addition to the usual method they could be banished by the invocation of specific angels or holy beings. I didn’t have to summon an angel, just channel their essence as a servant of God—something I’d been trained my whole life to do. Reynard was right, I’d be lucky if it were one of those three demons, but I wasn’t ever that lucky.

      “Tell me about Guziel.”

      “He’s brought forth by a curse, so it takes a mage with skill in that specialty area to call him. He’s mainly used to bring ruin and loss to an enemy—as in another tribe, or army, or country.”

      “But he’s not a war demon?”

      “No. There are some people who like the military approach to winning a war, and others who want to see their enemies wasted away through a fast acting disease. Guziel has caused inflammation to the mouth, to the point where people can’t eat or speak, but he has also been known to ‘put a poison in the belly of men, women, and children.’”

      Which brought me back to motive. Maybe the summoner just hated this area, or was sloppy as Reynard had suggested, but his description of Guziel had me wondering. It was a really bad time for Dario’s Balaj to be stricken with pestilence. Weaken them, and Simon with his Philly vampires would have the perfect opportunity to take the territory. Kill them, or make them all crazy enough with bloodlust that I had to kill them, and it would make their takeover all the easier. Of course, they didn’t know that I wasn’t about to let another Balaj take Baltimore. It might not be Templar business, but it was mine. I’d fight beside Dario to protect his territory, and I’m sure that wasn’t something Simon was considering. In fact, I’m sure he wasn’t considering me a threat at all.

      “What do you know about demons and vampires?” I asked Reynard.

      He tilted his head in surprise. “Working together? Nothing. The two pretty much ignore each other’s existence.”

      “So there would be no reason for a plague demon to infect vampires?”

      “I’m not even sure they can. If someone wants vampires dead, then I guess they could summon a war demon, although they’d need to word the contract very carefully. War demons cause strife, and it would be just like one to turn something like that around on the caster. Like I said, demons and vampires pretty much ignore each other.”

      “Vampires are sick with the same symptoms as seventy patients admitted to Hopkins—seventy patients who also have vampire bites on their necks. I’ve got it on good authority that the illness is magical in nature.”

      “I can’t imagine that a human ailment, even one brought on by a plague demon, would be able to tangentially infect vampires. If they’re sick, then they must be your target victims.”

      I nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. Not only do I have to banish this demon, but I now need to find and kill the vampire initially responsible so the human patients can heal.”

      Reynard shrugged. “Kill all the sick vampires. That should take care of the problem. Actually, kill the healthy ones too while you’re at it.”

      Was I the only human who didn’t want to go around slaughtering vampires? As much as I hated to admit it, the mage might be right about the sick ones, though. I’d been assuming one vampire had been cursed, that one vampire was the cause of the infection, but a plague demon targeting vampires would hardly infect just one. Dario had said twenty-three had become sick to date. How many more of them were carriers, on the verge of coming down with the illness? Would Dario need to put down every infected vampire in order to ensure they didn’t go on a killing spree? I wasn’t sure I could do that. They’d done nothing wrong, they were just sick.

      Dario himself said that if the infected vampires couldn’t control themselves, if they didn’t get better within a day or two, he’d be forced to put them down. I saw how this was tearing him apart inside. I had to stop this plague demon. And I had to try my best to find a cure for the infected vampires.

      “So, any words of wisdom on bringing Guziel to heel? Any special precautions I need to take?”

      Reynard snorted. “Yeah, don’t do it. It’s one thing to rein in a demon that’s here via a marked human, it’s another to wrestle control from the mage who summoned him. You’d need to be stronger, magically speaking, in order to do that, And, no offense Aria, but you’re not.”

      “What if I had other mages helping me?”

      That seemed to amuse Reynard even more than my previous question. “Like me? This mage is powerful enough to bring a non-Goetic demon across the veil and charge him with attacking a group of beings that demons could care less than nothing about. You and I can’t do it. Maybe if I had the whole of Haul Du at my back, but right now we’re fractured, arguing over who is best suited to lead our group. And even if I was their Grand Magus, they’d refuse to help a Templar.”

      It’s not like I knew other mages. I’d thrown Fiore Noir into jail, and they weren’t skilled in working with demons. I glanced over at the fox figurine. “What if there were three of us? Maybe if Raven helped we could manage?”

      A wave of grief flowed across Reynard’s face followed by anger. “I come here to help you, and you throw that at me? Yes, Raven could probably help, but she’s dead.”

      I’d muttered the words, half thinking to myself and not realizing exactly what I’d said until I saw Reynard’s reaction. He rose to his feet and I jumped up also, noticing the fox figurine trembling on the shelf, about to fall off.

      Wait. Don’t go. Tell him. The words bloomed on the whiteboard.

      “She’s dead, but her spirit lives on,” I blurted out as Reynard snatched up his laptop and headed for the door. It sounded so hokey, like something I’d say to a grieving relative at a funeral. “I mean here. She lives on here, in my apartment, in a lelek raktarban.”

      Reynard touched the door handle and the deadbolt suddenly locked. He frowned, reached a hand up to unlock it. It locked again, and this time resisted his attempts to turn the handle. “Aria, cut it out. I’m impressed as all hell that you’ve somehow mastered telekinesis, but I’m still leaving.”

      “It’s not me, Reynard. I swear it on my sword, it’s not me. I can’t do telekinesis. Heck, I can barely manage a basic door ward. It’s Raven. She’s here.”

      He turned to me, his face pale, his hand trembling on the door knob. “Raven can’t do telekinesis either.”

      “She couldn’t when she was alive, but she has new abilities as a spirit.”

      He hesitated. I didn’t blame him. The whole thing seemed farfetched, even for someone who believed in magic and knew that ghosts and the supernatural were real.

      “She’s here, Reynard. How do you think I knew to contact you? She’s the one who told me you could help, that you’d be able to assist in finding out which plague demon we were dealing with.”

      The mage gave a bitter laugh. “I’m the only mage you know who will talk to you. I figured you were desperate.”

      I was desperate, but he wasn’t completely right. Chuck would talk to me, but he was in prison, and I didn’t trust, or even really like him. I was beginning to trust and like Reynard in spite of his association with Dark Iron.

      I wasn’t sure how else to convince him, so I pointed to the whiteboard.

      Hi.

      Really? “Hi”? Raven was so not helping here.

      I’d hug you but I don’t really have a body.

      Reynard wasn’t moving, but he wasn’t leaving either.

      Actually I’d rip your clothes off and do you on Aria’s sofa, but I don’t have a body. Damn. Looking good there, Foxy Boy.

      That was better. Reynard still stood as if frozen by my front door, but I saw the sheen of tears in his eyes. “Raven?”

      Up and to the left, on the shelf. I’m in the fox figurine. I’m hoping to eventually figure out how to get out of it and maybe manifest into something resembling a visible form, but one step at a time.

      The writing was rushed, the first few sentences quickly vanishing to make room for the rest. Raven was anxious. The whole thing was beginning to make me feel like I was spying on a terribly personal moment in their relationship.

      “The fox figurine?” Reynard’s lips twitched upward.

      Yes. An homage to my favorite fox. I had my choice of any on the shelf, but this one called to me.

      The mage walked over and picked up the resin figurine, running a finger over the head and tiny ears.

      Lower baby.

      He laughed. I couldn’t help but chuckle too. It was so Raven.

      “All right. I’ll help. I’m going to need to get my books and do some research to make sure we don’t all end up dead doing this. Can I camp out on your sofa for a few hours a day? I’ll need Raven’s input.”

      I dug a spare key out of my bag. It’s not like I worried about him copying it since I’d be moving next week anyway. “Here. I’ll make sure the wards allow you in.”

      Reynard whispered something to the fox figurine then he set it back on the shelf with a last caress.

      Me too.

      As he left, the mage spoke once more, but not to me.

      “I’ll see you soon.”

      The door closed and I felt Raven’s grief. The resin fox trembled on the shelf, falling over to its side. And this time I was the one with tears in my eyes. It was my fault she was dead, and I’d do anything to have her back among the living again. Anything.
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      I didn’t have time to text Dario about the plague demon victims at the hospital and Wolfram’s diagnosis, or the fact that this plague demon wouldn’t be so easy to banish. I wasn’t sure I wanted to either, at least not until after this shindig of Leonora’s was over. Right now, that was his priority, and I didn’t want to distract him from keeping the peace at what might be the event that tipped the Balaj into war.

      So instead of texting him, I gathered the charms I’d managed to pull together over the last few weeks. The simple amulets would most likely be of no use at all if a fight broke out between the vampires, but they might come in handy. What would help was Trusty, my sword. Although I wasn’t sure if Leonora’s hiring me as a bouncer gave me license to kill.

      It was dark and the house was lit up with a golden glow when I arrived. They were expecting me, and one of the door vamps offered to park my car. I refused and wound up having to drive around to the back alley where I stashed it behind a line of black SUVs.

      I could walk around the block and come in the front, but decided to cut through the back gardens and in through the kitchen. Unfortunately the gate leading into the garden was locked. I eyed it, debating heading to the front, but I was right here and the gate wasn’t much higher than eight feet.

      The climb up and over the wall was easy, leaving me to drop down into a flowerbed of half-dead mums. That’s the moment I realized this shortcut probably wasn’t a good idea. Unlike the last time I’d been here, there were dozens of benches, sofa-seats, and comfy chairs nestled into little semi-private areas. Every one of them held two individuals locked in embrace. It didn’t take a genius to see that one of each pair was a vampire and the other was a human. They were feeding. And some of them were exchanging bodily fluids besides blood.

      Did it make me a pervert that the whole thing was a bit of a turn on? Maybe it was because I’d been envisioning Dario and myself in a similar situation. Either way, I was stuck. I’d look like an idiot trying to climb back over the wall so I would have to walk past these writhing, moaning pairs as if I were out for a casual noonday stroll.

      “Need an escort, or are you going to run the gauntlet and hope none of them grabs you on your way to the house?”

      I turned and saw Balen right by my side. I’d met him a few times before, and liked the blond, brawny vampire. He reminded me of a friendly lumberjack—one with fangs.

      “Shit. Way to scare the crap out of me,” I scolded.

      He grinned, sharp fangs glistening in the ambient lighting. “I heard you coming a block away. Figured you might be trying to sneak in the back.”

      “Shortcut.” I eyed the feeding vampires once more. They didn’t seem to be paying any attention to me, but looks were deceiving. “I think I’ll be fine. See you inside?”

      “Nah. I’m the primary on garden guard duty until Dario comes back out. Just making sure everyone is safe out here.”

      I wasn’t sure whether he meant the feeding vampires, or the blood donors, but I nodded and headed for the back door. As I passed, several vampires eyed me, a few even lifting their heads to flash blood-soaked fangs at me in a smile. Not a happy smile either. It was the smile a lion gives a passing rabbit.

      I made it unmolested to the kitchen and worked my way through the house to where Leonora always held court. The sliding doors had been opened between the rooms, making the left side of the house one giant open area. Vampires mulled around while humans put out plates of food and drinks. Other humans, dressed in scanty fetish-club wear, stood around the perimeter of the room, waiting to be claimed for the evening, no doubt. There were even more humans, more modestly dressed, walking about in small groups. Several of them had the telltale marks of blood-slaves. The human to vamp ratio was nearly ten to one. Leonora was going all out for this one, providing quite the feast for both the guest vampires and her own family.

      “Glad you made it.” Dario’s arms came around my waist, his breath cool against my neck. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be embroiled in plague demon banishing and need to decline Leonora’s offer.”

      As if anyone had ever declined Leonora’s “offer” and lived to tell the tale.

      “For a thousand dollars, I was determined to make it. Besides, there’s nothing more that I can do until Reynard and Raven finish nailing down the details on the banishing ritual. If it’s who we suspect, then we might need four or five days to pull everything together.”

      I felt Dario’s arms tense. “We don’t have five days. I’m not sure we have more than twenty-four hours.”

      “We need to find out how the blood donors are getting infected, so we can stop the spread,” I told him. “There’s someone at the hospital who can cure the blood donors. I’m hoping the same thing works on the vampires.”

      “Human medicine doesn’t work on us, but I’m willing to try anything. There have been over two hundred infected so far. I’ve already put nearly a hundred of my family out of their misery.” He hugged me tighter. “I’m dreading what I’ll need to do after the party tonight.”

      Looking down, I noticed the Kukri at his hip. How could I tell him that I too doubted there would be a cure for his family, that getting rid of the plague demon most likely wouldn’t help the already infected vampires, and that in order to heal the humans, I would need to find the vampire responsible, even if he was an innocent victim, and kill him.

      “I don’t know if I can speed things up any. I’m reasonably sure we’ve identified the plague demon, and we’re working on the banishment ritual, but it’s not as simple as the demons we banished a few weeks ago. In this instance we need to wrestle control from the summoning mage, and evidently this guy is a bit of a heavy hitter to have summoned this particular demon. We’ve got to make sure we do everything right on this one, or we’ll all end up dead, and the plague demon will still be running around.”

      “I know you’re doing all you can, I just want you to know our situation.” Dario shook his head. “This is horrible. The infected now aren’t just attacking humans; they’re attacking other vampires. Vampires never drink from other vampires, and they certainly don’t indulge in cannibalism. It’s terrible to see them like this, my own brothers and sisters. The rest of the Balaj knows. Everyone is on edge, scared to feed and worried they’ll be next.”

      I winced, hearing the agony behind the calm in Dario’s voice. “But the feast…how do you know these humans are not carriers?”

      He sighed. “We don’t. We’ve screened them, kept the list of donors classified until the last minute, had a vampire from our Balaj with them the whole time. I suspect Simon is behind this whole thing, and he wouldn’t want to infect his own Balaj. I think we can safely assume these humans are clean.”

      Leonora could hardly cancel this feast at the last minute without looking weak. Hopefully tonight would go without incident, then the Philadelphia vampires could leave and Leonora and her family could deal with this disease.

      “So what is your role tonight? Feast and schmooze with the guests?”

      “I’m in charge of the garden.”

      I remembered Balen mentioning that he was covering until Dario returned. “The orgy-garden?”

      He smirked. “Exactly. It’s warm tonight, a beautiful fall evening. The garden is dark, private. It’s a perfect place to take an interesting human for a bite and more.”

      I felt a curl of jealousy twist around my stomach. “Are you intending on a bite and more tonight?”

      His hands slid along my waist. “As much as I would enjoy that, I’m working. I fed earlier. And I’m hoping this all finishes early enough that I can get some ‘more’ from you before the sun comes up.”

      I smiled, wanting that too, but his words reminded me of my job—my much needed, well-paying job. “So what’s my role? Should I see Leonora before things get started?”

      “She’ll be down momentarily to give you instructions. The Philly vampires are due to arrive in the next hour. Right now it’s just us, but when they get here there will be tension, and possibly some fights.”

      “But you have some of your Balaj on guard. I met Balen in the garden. Surely you all are better suited to head off a brawl than me.”

      “You’ll need to ask Leonora.”

      He was clearly amused, drat him. Had Leonora changed her mind and decided to have me wear one of these leather thong things? Did she intend for me to be part of the buffet?

      I didn’t have long to wait. The huge gilded doors at the end of the room opened, and two burly vampires preceded Leonora into the room. Her skirt sported a vast quantity of red lace, as did her dark hair, and even on the edges of her usual black leather bustier. Beside her walked a blonde woman wearing a floor length gown that resembled something I might have worn to one of my mother’s formal dinners.

      The vampires snapped to attention. The blood-slaves and other humans faced the Mistress, eyes lowered. Dario pulled me back into his arms, squashing my rear end against him.

      Okay. I was to greet my “employer” for the evening snuggled into her rival’s arms. I knew right away what Dario was doing. He was making a claim on me that even a blind man could see. The Balaj already knew I was off limits, but this was something more. This was pretty much announcing our relationship to everyone, including his Mistress. Of course, the fact that he was announcing it before he’d even bitten me didn’t seem to make a difference to anyone.

      The Mistress turned our way, her expression hardening as she saw Dario. He held onto me for a moment before letting me go and stepping forward to bow.

      “Mistress Leonora. You requested the Templar’s presence tonight.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. “Hi. I’m here. What exactly do you want me to do?”

      Her eyes flickered over my casual attire. I knew I was ridiculously underdressed, but I wasn’t about to go into a potential fight wearing a dress or something so tight I couldn’t breathe. Besides, I still had a big wad of gauze protecting my bruised hip, which wouldn’t exactly be a sexy accessory to a skimpy black dress.

      “I need you to act as a guard.”

      I figured as much. “Do you want me in a particular room? Making sure the Philly vampires don’t steal the silver? Protect the humans from any vampire who tries to take too much blood?”

      Leonora took the hand of the blonde next to her and brought the woman forward. “This is Erica. I want you to guard her. That’s your sole duty tonight. Make sure she is safe and unharmed.”

      That I didn’t expect. The blonde walked over to me with an air of resignation. She was petite, almost waif-like. I was guessing her age to be early-twenties, but I’d bet without the makeup she’d look to be in her teens. Not at all what I’d expected Leonora’s blood-slave to be, although from a quick peek at her neck I wasn’t completely sure she was a blood-slave. The column of creamy flesh was unmarked aside from a small heart tattoo where her neck joined her left shoulder.

      “I need a drink,” Erica announced. So did I, but drinking on the job wasn’t a good idea. I followed her across the hall to smaller room full of bookshelves, overstuffed couches, and a well-stocked bar. The woman poured two fingers of whiskey and promptly slammed it down.

      “Is there a particular threat against you that I should be aware of?” I had no idea why I was guarding this woman. Was she famous? Did she have some amazing blood that all the vampires wanted? Had Leonora made enemies that might do her harm?

      “Any of the Philly vampires could be a threat. Maybe one of the humans or one of our own vampires if they took a bribe or turned traitor.”

      So pretty much the whole party. “You’re Leonora’s blood-slave? And that makes you a target?”

      Her mouth turned down and she eyed the empty glass. “I prefer the term ‘partner.’ And yes, I’m a target. It would be really rude for a guest to assassinate the Mistress of the hosting Balaj, but it seems affiliated humans are fair game.”

      Dario had said vampires developed a close relationship with their blood-slaves. They didn’t often take them, and when they eventually killed one, they grieved. It seemed to me that it would be easier to just rely on blood donors, but he said vampires needed human companionship, needed the emotional tie that kept them from completely becoming monsters.

      He’d offered me something similar, only without the exchange of blood. Once more I looked at Erica’s neck, and decided to ask a really personal question.

      “Does she feed from you? How long have you both been together?”

      Erica glared at me then poured some more whisky. “Two years. And not all marks are on the neck.”

      I immediately envisioned Dario, his mouth on my inner thigh. I could totally see Leonora doing the kinky inner thigh thing, but I got the feeling that Erica wasn’t being completely truthful—especially since it was two years into their relationship and she was still alive.

      The woman sipped the whisky and walked around from behind the bar, her long red dress swishing around her ankles. “We have a blood relationship, but she tries not to accept my gift of blood more than twice a year. There have been a few ‘oops’ moments in the heat of passion where a love nip turned into something more, but in two years she’s only truly fed from me three times.”

      “How…how do you manage that?” I had no idea how Leonora could control her hunger to that degree, but if she could, then maybe Dario could too.

      Erica arched an eyebrow. “I’m going to speak generally here, and the only reason I’m telling you this, telling you any of this at all, is because I can see that you and Dario have something. Having Dario happy and otherwise occupied is in both Leonora’s and my best interests.”

      I knew the Mistress saw Dario as a threat. I also knew he didn’t want to lead the Balaj, that it would take something drastic for him to kill Leonora and wrestle control away from her. She was probably right. A Dario in love and spending every waking moment in a new relationship probably wouldn’t have either the time or the incentive to take control of the Balaj.

      She took a sip of the whisky. “Some vampires ensure they feed heavily upon waking, before they even see their partner. Some gorge themselves to ensure they have adequate control. Some use a no-mouth policy when having sex since that’s when they’re most likely to lose control. Some indulge in threesomes where one is the blood donor, although sex with the third party tends to happen in that scenario. Others use restraint devices or ball gags. You get the idea.”

      “How long does that last before the vampire eventually turns the relationship into a full-time blood one?” I wondered out loud. It seemed like a lot of tricks to delay the inevitable. And although Leonora had only fed from Erica three times in the last two years, there was still some biting-play by her admission.

      She shrugged. “Most vampires only manage to hold back for a few years using these techniques. Once a partner becomes a full-on blood-slave, it’s hard to go back—for both vampire and human. I’ve heard a few have managed five or even ten year relationships, but that’s rare. And once they start regularly feeding, the blood-slave is dead within the typical two to eight months.”

      She’d committed herself to this? I was seriously contemplating committing myself to this?

      Erica read my expression and smiled. “I love her.”

      “Leonora?” I couldn’t help the doubt in my voice. How could anyone love that pretentious, self-absorbed, ruthless woman?

      Her face softened. “Absolutely. From the instant I met her. I’d never been with a woman before, but from the moment I saw her dark eyes, her flawless creamy skin, her ebony hair, I was lost. And her figure…it’s generous and giving, just like she is when she opens her heart to you. Plus, her breasts are a wonder of nature. Those are boobs you could happily spend your entire life worshiping.”

      All righty then. That was far more than I ever wanted to know about the Mistress.

      She took another sip of whisky the smile wobbling a bit this time. “I love her. And I know she loves me. She loves me enough to hire a Templar to guard me. We can trust a Templar to keep her word, not to sell us out to Simon and his family. She knows you’ll defend me with your life, and she loves me enough to want me protected.”

      “Why are you here? Why didn’t Leonora love you enough to send you off somewhere safe, like the Harborplace Marriott, a B&B in the mountains, Barbados?”

      “I have to be here. Otherwise she looks weak. Simon did his homework. He knows who Leonora’s allies are, what blood type she prefers, when she last had a mani/pedi, what bra size she wears. He knows about me. A Mistress who hides her blood-slave away is afraid of not only losing her partner, but losing her life. Simon would pounce on that without hesitation. Besides, she feels better with me right here in her home. Out in the mountains I could easily vanish and she’d never know who was to blame.”

      Made sense. “Then drink your whisky and let’s get going. I’m assuming you’re supposed to mingle and socialize?”

      She downed the drink and set the glass aside. “Yeah. And not just with our vampires either. My chatting with the guests reflects on Leonora’s strength and confidence.”

      I got the feeling she really didn’t want to do this, that she hated making nice with her lover’s enemy. And that she was afraid. I was too. I’d been afraid the moment I’d pulled up the driveway. Fear was a good thing. It kept you on your toes. It kept you from being a fool. It kept you alive.
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      We hadn’t been in the main room more than a few minutes before the other Balaj arrived. One of Leonora’s door vamps announced each of them in turn. Eight vampires, all in formal tuxes, even the women. Simon entered last, wearing a suit that didn’t look like it came off a rack. The room suddenly seemed too small, the nine Philly vampires dominating ten times as many of Leonora’s.

      Leonora approached with her own guards. They stood for a while in a tense face-off. “Welcome to Baltimore, Simon,” the Mistress finally said.

      “Lovely city, Leonora,” Simon drawled in reply. “I hope this visit won’t be my last.”

      It was a subtle reminder of his intentions. Leonora smiled, flashing bright white fangs. “Perhaps next time I’ll journey north to see your city.”

      She had no intention of expanding her territory, that I knew. Maybe in time, once her Balaj had grown beyond the ability of the territory to sustain their needs, but not now. It would spread her too thin—dangerously thin.

      “Perhaps.” Simon seemed like he didn’t care if she went there or not.

      Pleasantries and threats exchanged, Leonora spread her arms, leather bodice creaking and straining against her ample cleavage with the motion. “We have humans to satisfy every need. Please, pick amongst them and indulge. This is a feast, and I expect everyone to feed as often as they wish.”

      “I assume those not part of this buffet are marked accordingly?” For some reason Simon’s words sent a chill down my spine. I wasn’t marked, but I’d put a sword through any vampire who didn’t take “no” for an answer, as well as any of them that tried to snag Erica.

      “There are a few unmarked blood-slaves. They’ll identify themselves to you. All the available humans here are willing, so the only refusal you’d encounter would be from a blood-slave.”

      He nodded, his eyes searching the room. “And if a blood-slave says ‘yes’?”

      The room was suddenly silent. Even I held my breath. This wasn’t something I ever thought about. Were blood-slaves property, owned by their vampires, or did they have the ability to leave one of them for another? The paired humans I’d seen seemed very devoted, even in love, with their vampires, but maybe that wasn’t always the case.

      “We ask that you respect blood-slaves and not attempt to poach,” Leonora said, her voice tight. “Such a thing would be seen as an act of war.”

      Simon smiled. “Well, we wouldn’t want that, would we?”

      Holy crap. These vampires took their blood-slave relationships seriously. I glanced over at the woman beside me, and saw a muscle tic at the corner of her jaw. Her hands were tight fists, her breath shallow. She was like a rabbit in the briars, trying to be very still, very quiet.

      I’d need to make sure this rabbit was safe from the wolves. Ten hours until dawn. I wasn’t sure the vampires would be partying that long, but I needed to be prepared to go the distance.

      “Then please mingle,” Leonora stepped back, her guard moving aside to let the other vampires advance into the room. “Let the feast begin.”

      The Philadelphia vampires quickly separated, moving through the crowd and grabbing whatever human suited their fancy. I’d expected them to head out to the garden, since that seemed to be the designated feeding area, but they stayed in the main room. Leonora’s vampires held back, allowing the other Balaj to have their pick. One by one they each yanked a human into their arms and without any preamble, bit down on their necks.

      I winced. “You’d think a little foreplay would be in order,” I mentioned to Erica.

      She didn’t reply and I noticed that her fear had vanished, replaced with an excitement that was downright sexual. One of Simon’s vampires, a woman, paused near us, pulling one of the scantily clad humans into her arms and sinking her fangs into his neck. Blood oozed around the feeding vampire’s mouth. Her sucking noises nearly drowned out the man’s moans. He thrust his pelvis against her, erection straining his g-string. She ignored him, drinking greedily, then pulling her mouth away to chase the stray drops of blood with her tongue.

      “Appetizers,” Erica told me breathlessly. “They’ll gorge themselves on three or four, saving the sex for later. These humans will go home after they’ve served their purpose to be replaced by a fresh set. Those are the prime donors, the ones with the best flavor, the most attractive. It will be slow with them, but just in case they want more, Leonora has a third set of humans ready to step in.”

      It would ensure that none of the humans was fed from twice, or drained so deeply that their lives were in danger. No Mistress would want to endanger the food supply of her territory by allowing this many humans to be killed—especially ones who were reliable and eager blood donors.

      But while the vampires were keeping this round to blood only, pushing the humans aside once they’d fed, the donors clearly wanted more. Falling into each other’s arms, they began to kiss, tugging at clothes in their haste to get fully naked. The whole thing became an orgy. A few vampires paused in their gluttony to watch the humans, laughing and encouraging them, giving them suggestions as to what to do to each other. I wanted to leave, to turn away, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from the scene. Balen from the garden appeared with three other vampires, tossing the spent donors over their shoulders and hauling them out the door where no doubt they’d be driven home, and dumped, of no further use for another six to eight weeks.

      I hated this. It wasn’t my vision of vampires taking only what they needed, treating the humans that sustained them with respect and kindness. It was a frenzy, a free-for-all, an all-you-can-eat buffet where vampires indulged without a care, where the humans were just walking bags of blood without feelings. It reminded me that as much as I wanted it to be otherwise, these were predators, and that Dario aside, most of them only cared about humans because it was in their best interest to take care of the livestock that kept them fed.

      I glanced over at Erica as she watched the party with eager eyes. Leonora probably did love her, but at the end of the day, she was only slightly more important than these half-naked humans writhing on the ground, their blood-stained necks beginning to clot and scab. I’d be lying to myself to think it would be any different with Dario and me. Was love blinding me to his true nature? Maybe his intentions were good, but in two, or five years, would the shine of our relationship dull, leaving me to mean no more to him than a pet cow?

      “Do we just stand here and watch?” I asked Erica. My tone was a bit abrupt, but I’d seen just about all I could take and desperately wanted to get away.

      “We need to be seen.” She turned to me with a smirk. “Well, I need to be seen.”

      So far none of the vampires had approached us, and for that I was thankful. Leonora’s family would know we were off limits, and there were only nine of the Philly vampires.

      It seemed my thoughts were premature. Simon walked toward us, the vampires parting in front of him to make way. Even the ones who were feeding paused and shifted to give him a clear passage. I knew how fast vampires could move, but Simon took his time, walking at a leisurely pace, his intense pale eyes fixed on Erica.

      I felt a completely unwelcome stab of disappointment and envy. I didn’t want Simon, but there was an unmistakable allure about the Master, a promise of ecstasy radiating from him. Dario had turned on the thrall once when we were in Middleburg, and I’d found it all too easy to fall under the spell. Now I was feeling the same for a vampire I was pretty sure I despised.

      Erica was in deep, lost to the Master vampire’s spell. Her lips parted, and the tip of her tongue darted out to touch her lower lip. Crap. Crap. I was supposed to keep her safe, and I was pretty sure that included not letting her be ravished by a rival vampire. Leonora had said there would be war, but would there? Erica must have appeared unmarked, the last feeding from her no doubt months ago. She was fair game, and given the look on her face, she was unlikely to say no.

      “Beautiful. Who would leave you alone here at the edge of the room? Who would so neglect such a treasure?”

      A part of me yearned, wanting him to call me beautiful, wanting him to think I was a treasure.

      No, no I didn’t. I tried to reach out and take Erica’s arm, but she shifted, taking a step toward Simon. “I’m Leonora’s,” she whispered.

      “And you are neglected.” He looked at her neck, then back into her eyes. “You must have a name. You are more than just ‘Leonora’s’”.

      “Erica.”

      Snap out of it. I shook my head, then went to pinch my wrist and touched my Templar tattoo. It burned against my fingers and suddenly the enchantment fell away.

      “And Erica is off limits,” I told Simon. “Touch her and I’ll be forced to get out my sword.”

      The edge of Simon’s mouth twitched, as if he were trying not to smile. Was he laughing at me? Didn’t he realize I was serious?

      “Are you? Off limits? You’re not marked as a blood-slave. Clearly no one has fed from you in the past few months. How sad for you to be so neglected. If you’re willing, I would love to walk with you in the garden.”

      Oh no. I knew very well what was going on in the garden, and it was just slightly more X-rated than what was going on here.

      “Not happening.” To heck with subtlety. This time I forcibly took Erica’s arm and half dragged her from the room, grateful that she was a tiny thing and didn’t fight back. I heard a laugh as we reached the door and turned back to see Simon grin as he gave me a quick salute. Then before I could turn away he grabbed a nearby human and bit down on the woman’s wrist, the whole time his eyes fixed on mine.

      I turned away, feeling very unsettled and if I was completely honest, more than a bit turned on. I’d spent months fantasizing about Dario biting me with that very look in his eyes, fantasizing about Dario taking my blood as he was having sex with me. I’ll admit that the sex-and-blood atmosphere at the party was almost more than I could bear.

      I pulled Erica into the little library room, only to yank her right back out once I saw what was going on in there. Was there nowhere in this house that didn’t have half-naked people and vampires in it? Looking around, I took Erica to the one room I doubted the vampires would visit—the kitchen.

      Sure enough, the kitchen was empty. I spun the woman around, holding her by both arms and giving her a little shake. “What are you doing? You just told me you love Leonora. You know what he’s trying to do, and yet you’re ready to go into the garden with him? Which, in case you didn’t realize, is a euphemism for have sex and let him bite you.”

      Erica took a deep breath, a somewhat silly smile on her face. “I shouldn’t have had the whisky. Honestly I figured I’d have more willpower than that. The powerful ones are hard to resist, and once you’ve experienced the feeling of being bitten…well, it’s something you’ll never forget. The physical craving fades, but the memory is always with you.”

      “The memory of Leonora,” I insisted. “Do you seriously think it would be the same, be just as good with that…that creep?”

      Her smile faded. “No. I mean, physically it probably would be aside from the anatomical differences. But emotionally it wouldn’t.”

      “No, it wouldn’t. You’re just a thing to him, a means to an end. Your only value, besides as food and quick sex, is to stick it to Leonora where it would hurt her the most.”

      Erica nodded, pulling free from my hands to rub her face. “She’d be devastated. She’d kill me, then she’d go after Simon, but she’d be rash and in her anger she’d make mistakes. He’d kill her.”

      I’d missed the last part of her speech. “She’d kill you for cheating? Is that a rule? Why does no one tell me these things?”

      “I’d be sullied. There’s an honor thing involved, plus she’d be hurt that I let another feed from me, especially when she tries so hard not to. I wouldn’t blame her.”

      Well I would. Sweet Jesus, what had I gotten myself into?

      “You’ve made your obligatory appearance. Where can we go and hide where I can bar the door and stand at the ready with sword drawn for the next ten hours?”

      She shook her head. “I especially need to be there now. He tried to thrall me, to get me to invite him to bite me and more. If I run away and hide, he’ll just seek me out. I’m safer in there.”

      I was a bit insulted that she thought she was safer in a room full of feasting vampires than in a locked room with a Templar standing guard over her. I guess she figured the vampires in Leonora’s Balaj would stand up for her. I wasn’t sure they would. The Balaj was close to fractured with some supporting Leonora, and others wanting Dario to make a move. Plus, they were all busy, occupied with their various activities. They’d let their hunger off the leash, and I doubted they’d rein it in to come to the defense of some human their Mistress was captivated with. I suddenly realized how wise it was for Leonora to hire me for this task. She couldn’t be by Erica’s side all night, and no one else could be trusted to protect her.

      “Okay, back in we go.”

      Before we could leave the screen door flew open with a bang and a disheveled, bloodied human woman stumbled in, sobbing and clutching her arm. She’d been bitten all over her neck and arms. She pulled her hand away and I saw that there was a chunk of flesh missing from her biceps. I stared open-mouthed. It had been an orgy of food and sex, but from what I’d seen, that was it. None of the donors had been brutally attacked like this woman had.

      I grabbed a towel off the counter and pressed it to her wound. “What happened? Who did this?”

      And where was Dario? Wasn’t he supposed to ensure this kind of thing didn’t happen. My emotions teetered between fear that something had happened to him, and anger that maybe he’d let his hunger off the leash too, turning into the monster he’d always assured me he was. Maybe he didn’t care that this woman had been bitten all over.

      “I don’t know his name.” She swayed and I pushed her down into a chair. “He fed like normal and everything was amazing, then he went crazy and tore a piece out of my arm. I tried to get away, but you know how strong they are. He kept biting me and biting me.”

      “But you got away.” I eyed Erica who was hugging herself and staring at the woman in horror. Should we call 9-1-1? This woman needed medical attention, but Dario would kill me if I brought the authorities to Leonora’s house, especially in light of what was going on in the party room.

      What was I thinking? Screw what he thought. This woman was missing a piece of her arm, and bleeding through the kitchen towel. I grabbed my phone out of my pants pocket, pulling my sword from my sheath with the other hand. It made dialing difficult, but I had a feeling I’d need to use the weapon soon.

      “I only got away because a vampire grabbed me away from the crazy one. They’re fighting. And I wasn’t the only one attacked. It’s never been like this before. They’ve never hurt us, or killed us. Oh, God. They’re killing us.”

      I shoved the phone at Erica and took a step toward the garden before stopping. I needed to guard Erica. I couldn’t leave her here, and I could hardly drag her into the garden where a battle raged. But if this woman was right and humans were being killed…? Was Dario the only one protecting them? One against how many vampires?”

      I needed to find Leonora. She could guard Erica, and that would leave me free to help Dario. I snatched the phone back from Erica and shoved it in my pocket.

      “Is an ambulance on the way?” I asked her. She nodded, covering her mouth with a hand and swallowing a few times.

      “Stay here. Keep pressure on that. Help is coming,” I told the injured woman. Then for the second time that night, I grabbed Erica’s hand and half-dragged her from the room.

      I should have stayed in the kitchen. A vampire ran past me, nearly knocking me over. He snarled, fangs bloody and sharp, then vanished toward the back of the house. There were two vampires fighting near the front door, and it was clear this was a fight to the death. I stepped forward and my foot hit something.

      A body. A human body, pale gray skin streaked with blood. Huge bite marks marred the man’s cheeks and one of his ears was missing. I heard Erica gagging behind me and I tightened my grip on her hand as I edged around the body, careful not to draw the attention of the fighting vampires. At the first open doorway, I pulled Erica into the party room, and into chaos. Bodies were sprawled across the floor, both vampire and human. Others fought with a speed and ferocity that amazed me. I saw a few of the humans huddled under tables and behind sofas, holding each other tight as they trembled and tried to make themselves as small and unnoticed as possible.

      Then it hit me. This wasn’t the Philadelphia vampires battling the Baltimore ones. The vampires fighting were all Leonora’s. Simon and his eight were nowhere to be seen. Were they in the garden? Had they snuck out? In the back of my mind was the knowledge that the plague demon was responsible. Guziel was usually sent to decimate armies, to assist in the conquering of foes. Leonora’s vampires were the target here, and from the way things were going, Simon would have an easy time taking over Baltimore.

      What to do with Erica? Leonora was nowhere to be seen. Nowhere in the house was safe, especially since I’d seen dead humans here and in the hall. I’d need to go through the garden to get into the back alley to my car, but I couldn’t take Erica out the front door either—not with two vampires ripping each other to shreds right in front of the exit.

      I couldn’t let Simon grab her, or let one of these vampires drain her and eat her flesh. I remembered what Dario had said about the infected vampires in lock-up. They were crazed with hunger. A vampire feeling that way wouldn’t hesitate to attack Erica, Mistress’s blood-slave or not.

      That locked room was starting to sound like a good idea. If only I could manage to get the other humans to safety too, but they were at the other end of the room under chairs and tables. “Come on,” I commanded, taking Erica into the hallway and up the huge staircase. I held the woman with one hand, the other hand brandishing my sword at any vampire I met on the way up. Thankfully the two I came across were just as scared and panicked as Erica, jumping away from my sword and racing down the stairs away from us.

      Taking a more cautious approach once I reached the landing, I edged forward slowly until I made it to Leonora’s bedroom. She’d given me the tour months ago, showing me the suite with the giant four-poster bed. I figured it would be the safest place for Erica and me to make our stand and wait it out until daylight.

      I didn’t figure it would be occupied. Pushing the door open with my toe I saw a naked figure on the bed tangled in a heap of covers, black hair spilling across pale flesh. On top crouched a vampire, gnawing on an arm.

      Erica screamed, pulling free from my hand. The vampire looked up and snarled, leaping off the bed like a pouncing tiger. He was across the room before I could take a breath. Luckily I had my sword drawn and ready, and I’d been training my whole life for this. Instinct took over and I swung. The vampire might have been insane with an infected blood-lust, but he still had some sense of self-preservation. He jumped back and Trusty caught the edge of his shoulder, slicing in a diagonal across to his hip. The wound oozed black, smoke curling from the edges of skin. Any other vampire would have run for it, diving out one of the windows to safety, but this one hesitated.

      It was a second too long. I’d been indecisive when it came to killing Dark Iron—a deed that still haunted me. I didn’t pause this time, ramming my sword through the vampire’s abdomen then twisting upward to where I knew his heart would be.

      He screamed, an ear-piercing shriek, then fell to the floor, his skin quickly smoldering and turning to a mixture of putrid flesh and charred ash. That done, I spun about, my heart pounding as I realized that Erica had probably run down the stairs and smack into the middle of the fighting.

      She hadn’t. Instead she stood a few feet behind me, staring into the room with wide eyes.

      “Get in here,” I told her, kicking the dead vampire into the hall.

      “No! On the bed…I can’t.” Erica babbled.

      I realized she meant the body and went over, remembering the two humans in the alley that Marcus had killed. It wouldn’t be a pretty sight—one I really didn’t want Erica to see. I wasn’t sure if it would be better for me to drag the drained, gnawed-on woman out into the hall with the dead vampire, or just roll her up in the sheets until dawn. She looked a bit heavy to drag across the floor, so I opted for the latter choice, leaning over to grab the edge of the comforter. That’s when I saw her face. It wasn’t a dead blood donor, it was Leonora.

      I froze for a second, half expecting the Mistress to open her eyes and rip me a new one for hovering over her naked body like some creepy voyeur, but the vampire remained still, thick blood oozing from where her arm had once been.

      Erica raced over and pushed me aside, sitting on the edge of the bed and, smoothing a hand through the vampire’s hair. “Leonora, Leonora,” Erica cried.

      What was wrong with her? A missing arm shouldn’t have taken down a vampire, and it was clear that both her head was still attached and her non-beating heart still resided in her chest. Leonora was tangled in the sheets and comforter, hair and blood covering her face and neck, but beyond that and the amputated arm, she was unharmed. I was still getting the static feel of vampire from her. Was she sedated? Knocked out? Under some weird spell?

      “She’s still alive,” I assured Erica, trying to sooth the sobbing woman. “She’ll regrow the arm. She’ll heal.” I wasn’t certain of that. Anything that could knock a vampire out, might also kill them. And I knew nothing about the mechanics of this illness. It had been a vampire gnawing on Leonora’s arm. All the infected I’d been aware of to date had contracted it from a human donor. Could it be transferred vampire to vampire by a bite?

      “We need to get her out into the hall and lock the door,” I told Erica, well aware that if Leonora regained consciousness, starving and ready to drain the pair of us, I’d need to kill her. I was pretty sure both the Balaj and Erica would have a problem with that. It would be better to roll her out of the room and let fate take its course.

      “No! She’s not waking up. She’ll be vulnerable to attack. They’ll kill her.” She narrowed her eyes. “Or is that what you want? Dario can use the fight as an excuse to assassinate her and take over the Balaj. It would be so easy with her naked and unconscious in the hallway, wouldn’t it?”

      Oh, for Pete’s sake. “Dario doesn’t want to be the Master. I don’t want him to be the Master, either. I want her out of this room so if she regains consciousness and is out of her mind with hunger we won’t be two handy snacks for her to feast on.”

      Erica’s chin went up, her hand still stroking Leonora’s hair. “She would never do that to me. Never.”

      “You admitted yourself that eventually you both would go deeper into a blood relationship, and she’d take your life. It’s what happens, so yes, she would do that to you. She’d hate herself for it, but she’d do it. This infection puts the hunger into overdrive. She won’t be able to help herself. I’ve seen two humans who died at the fangs of an infected vampire. I don’t want that to happen to you—or me.”

      Her hand shook and she looked down at Leonora’s face. “That’s spread from donor to vampire. She’s not infected. Something knocked her out, and one of the sick vampires came in and took advantage of that. She’s not infected.”

      I could tell there was no reasoning with her, so I set my sword nearby and went over to help her get Leonora positioned better on the bed. Between the pair of us we managed to get the vampire untangled from the sheets and rolled face-up. Erica threw herself on top of the Leonora, resting her head on the vampire’s generous bosom and stroking her blood-streaked skin. I left them and did something I should have had the intelligence to do the moment we entered the room—I closed and locked the door. Then I began to remove the contents of my pockets. The amulet I hung from the doorknob. The three charms I yanked from the bracelet, placing one on each of the three window sills. Then I grabbed my keychain crucifix in one hand and my sword in the other, sat cross-legged on the floor where I could defend an attack from either the door or from the bed. If Leonora came to, I wouldn’t be able to save Erica, but she’d made her choice, and nothing I could do would get her to leave the vampire’s side.
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      The sounds of crashing and screaming eventually died away. I spared a quick glance at my watch, realizing that we only had a few hours until dawn.

      “We’ve got to get her to her daytime resting place,” Erica said. I’d not heard a sound from her in hours, but wasn’t surprised to see her still on the bed, Leonora’s head now cradled in her lap.

      “We’re not leaving here until dawn,” I told her. “She told me once she likes to rest the day in here. She must have some kind of light proof shades on the windows.”

      Erica nodded. “She does, but I can’t let her sleep here. It’s not safe. I don’t know who among her Renfields is left alive, if any of the Balaj is left alive. She’s too exposed, and I can’t protect her. I know her secured resting place. Only two other people do. We need to move her there.”

      I contemplated the odds of us being attacked while hauling an unconscious woman through the house and down who knows how many stairs. Leonora wasn’t a lightweight. I wasn’t sure Erica and I could manage to drag her let alone carry her, and even if we could I wouldn’t be able to hold my sword and move the vampire at the same time.

      “Please. I can’t let her die.”

      So many others had died tonight, and I wasn’t Leonora’s biggest fan, but Erica’s plea stirred my sympathy. I’d feel the same if this was Dario. I wouldn’t hesitate if this was Dario. As much as I disliked the Mistress, I couldn’t be so coldhearted as to not at least try to save her. She’d made it through the night without regaining consciousness. There was a good chance she was infected. We’d be risking ourselves for a woman that, if I was completely honest with myself, was most likely on borrowed time.

      Erica, with Leonora’s head on her lap, was looking down at the vampire with tear-filled eyes. This was for her.

      “Let me check in the hall. If I hear anything, if I suspect that it’s not all-clear, then we’ll need to stay here until dawn. Okay?”

      She nodded. As I turned I saw something sticking out from underneath the bed. I bent down, grabbed the leg and pulled, unsurprised to see a dead man, vampire bites on his neck and chest, his eyes filmy. Had Leonora walked in on this and tried to subdue the vampire herself? What had happened to her? Was she infected?

      “Is that—”

      “Yes.” No sense in trying to hide the fact that Erica had been sitting on a bed with a dead body under it.

      Sword in one hand, I went around to collect my magical items, and carefully unlocked the door. It opened about six inches before stopping. I looked through the narrow slit and saw long tears in the carpet, blood smeared on the walls, a headless body blocking the door. I didn’t see or hear anything else, although I got the static feel that meant there were still vampires alive in the house besides Leonora. Hopefully none of them would attack us.

      Hopefully one of them was Dario, and he was okay.

      I put my weight into it and managed to get the door all the way open before going back to help Erica. Getting Leonora off the bed was hindered by the fact that she was missing an arm. Guess which side I got to carry? Yeah. Vampire blood and gore all over my shirt and hair before I even managed to get her to the door. Once out of the room I struggled to hold the vampire upright while Erica took her sweet time settling her share of Leonora’s weight on her shoulder.

      “Is it all clear?” she whispered. Not that it would help. Every vampire in the house would hear her, no matter how quiet she tried to speak.

      “I’m not sure. Take the knife out of my pocket,” I told her. “If we get attacked, drop Leonora and protect yourself. I’ll need to get my sword out, and if we meet up with more than one, you’ll need a weapon.”

      Actually if we met one she’d definitely need a weapon, because I’d be dead before I could draw my sword. Vampires were fast. My only hope was that we’d manage to make it to Leonora’s hidey hole without coming across any of them.

      “It’s a butter knife,” Erica complained, pulling the piece of silverware from my pocket.

      “It’s spelled. Just slash and stab. It won’t require any activation, just the motion and intent.”

      “Okay,” she eyed it skeptically and stuck it down the front of her gown where the handle showed above her cleavage.

      We weren’t two feet from the bedroom door before I regretted not leaving Leonora in her bedroom. As predicted the vampire wasn’t easy to move. Erica had made an attempt to cover Leonora in a sheet, but in the jostling to get her upright and down the hall, it fell off leaving us to haul a naked body, lower legs dragging behind as we made our way to the staircase.

      We paused at the top, and I made an executive decision. Dropping Leonora’s weight, I pushed her down the stairs.

      Erica gasped, then glared at me. “You just rolled the Mistress of the Baltimore Balaj down a set of stairs.”

      “The naked Mistress of the Baltimore Balaj,” I corrected. “She’s a vampire. It won’t kill her to break a few bones on the way down.” On the other hand, this was killing my back. There was no way Erica and I would have been able to gently carry her down, and honestly Leonora would have done the same to me. Actually she would have laughed while she shoved me down the stairs.

      Yes, Leonora rolling down a staircase made a lot of noise, but the vampires in the house would have heard us by now anyway. Beyond the sound of a naked body thumping its way down the steps, the house was eerily silent. There were dead—both human and vampire, strewn everywhere. I had no idea if the vampires were truly dead or just horribly injured. This close to sunrise, any survivors soon wouldn’t be.

      And where was Dario? I fought back panic. First I’d get Leonora stashed in her resting spot, then I’d get Erica out the back door and to somewhere safe. Then I’d come back and look for Dario, hopefully finding him alive before dawn, and before the police arrived.

      Wait. Where were the police? I turned to Erica on the staircase. “Didn’t you give the address to the 9-1-1 operator? I called for an ambulance for that woman in the kitchen.”

      Who was probably dead by now. Were the ambulance people dead also?

      Erica flushed bright red. “I told them I misdialed. No police, no ambulance, no fire department. We can’t have them here. The vampires and the Balaj would be discovered and there would be a war. People would die.”

      “People have died,” I snapped at her. “Vampires and humans, and probably that woman in the kitchen.”

      I wasn’t sure what the police could do against infected, blood-crazed vampires, but it bothered me that I’d promised that injured woman that help was on the way. I’d left her there by herself to bleed out, or be eaten by a rabid vampire.

      “Come on.” I trotted down the stairs and picked Leonora up by her armless shoulder, forcing myself to use her left boob to help haul her upright. We dragged her through the house, rolling her down three more sets of stairs and through a subterranean tunnel to a locked room. I was drenched in sweat and panting, my muscles screaming. After the second set of stairs Erica was no help at all, barely able to rest Leonora’s arm on her shoulder without staggering and dropping to her knees. I shoved the vampire through the door, not bothering to put her onto the rather comfy looking bed inside the dark room.

      “If I lock it from the outside can she get out?” I asked Erica. It would be really funny if Leonora came to in the night, naked and missing an arm, trapped in her hidey-hole until one of the two people who knew where she was came to get her. I needed funny right now.

      “Yes. There’s a keypad on the inside. The code works from both sides.”

      Good. Now onto the next item on my to-do list. “Do you have a safe place to stay? My car is out back in the alley. I can take you somewhere.”

      I couldn’t very well leave her here, assuming she even lived here with Leonora. From what I’d seen, plenty of blood-slaves kept their own houses.

      “My sister, I guess. She lives in Druid Hill.”

      This time I led the way up the stairs, my sword at the ready. We hadn’t encountered any living thing on the way down, but I could sense them. They might be injured, or they could be lying in wait for us.

      Three flights of stairs and we were just coming out of the small wooden door that led downward when I heard a noise. I put out a hand to halt Erica, motioning for her to be quiet. With vampire hearing, it probably wouldn’t matter, but I didn’t want to make any more noise than necessary.

      Another noise. It sounded like a door closing. Actually it sounded like the flap-smack of the screen door that led from the kitchen to the garden. I headed for the kitchen, noticing that Erica had pulled the butter knife from her cleavage and was brandishing it like a woman about to slice and dice. I wasn’t sure what her experience was, but I was hoping she knew enough not to cut me.

      The injured woman wasn’t still in her chair in the kitchen, waiting for the ambulance. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. I decided to be an optimist and assume that someone else helped her, or that she recovered enough to get home on her own. What was in the kitchen, though, was a trail of blood. I went into the garden, Erica close behind me.

      There was a movement in the hedge by my side. I swung blindly, praying for God to guide my hand. I heard a muffled curse, then the clang of my sword hitting something metal—something solid enough that the reverberation nearly made me drop the weapon.

      Bringing the blade around, I hesitated as Dario appeared holding an enormous metal pole that looked like it might have at one time been a clothes line. There was blood and what I’m sure were bits of flesh decorating both jagged ends of the pole.

      “You’re not dead,” I exclaimed. Duh. The feeling of relief along with the let down from the adrenaline rush had me shaking. I hadn’t had time to worry about him. Honestly I hadn’t wanted to think too hard about what might have happened.

      “I almost was about two seconds ago,” he commented dryly. “I’d figured you’d hustled Erica away out a side door when everything went crazy. Imagine my surprise when I heard you two arguing inside the house just now.”

      “We locked ourselves in Leonora’s bedroom until we were sure it was all over.”

      He transferred the pole to one hand, stepping close to touch my cheek with a finger. “You okay?”

      “I’m okay, thanks for asking. I know everyone’s worried sick about me,” Erica snapped. Then she burst into tears. I looked back and forth between her and Dario, not sure what to do. I didn’t feel like I knew the woman well enough to comfort her, but should Dario? That would be…weird.

      “We’re fine. She’s fine. Well, except emotionally. Leonora was attacked. We walked in on her being munched on by another vampire, whom I killed, but she’s unconscious and missing an arm. We dragged her downstairs and locked her in her daytime space.”

      Dario shot Erica a sympathetic glance. “I’m sorry she had to see that. One of the infected vampires from yesterday bit Rosa, so it must be a symptom of the illness.”

      Like cannibals. Like zombies from a horror show. I rubbed a hand over my face—the hand not holding my sword. “Is she okay? Rosa, I mean.”

      Dario cast a quick glance at Erica. “She was at sunset, but I don’t know how she is now.”

      So Leonora might be infected, or she might just be unconscious and missing an arm.

      “It’s a blood-bath inside. Bodies everywhere,” I told him.

      He nodded then waved a hand. Balen appeared from the shadows.

      “Boss?”

      “Head in and gather any injured vampires. Haul them downstairs and lock them in the cells for the day. We won’t be able to tell who’s infected or not until sunset. Have Zoe and Jasmine help you when they get back.”

      Balen nodded and vanished back into the shadows. Dario waited a few moments before turning back to me. “Three quarters of the vampires here tonight went crazy, attacking and killing humans as well as other vampires. Balen and I managed to take care of things out here. Zoe and Jasmine went to track down a few vampires who ran off, just in case they’re infected.” He sighed. “We’ll be lucky if we have fifty vampires left in our Balaj after tonight.”

      “Can we go?” Erica’s voice wobbled on the edge of another sob. “What if the ones in the house heal and come after us? What if more attack? I just want to get out of here.”

      Her words sounded harsh after what Dario had just said. I bit back a retort and tried to remember that she probably had no combat training at all. She had to be feeling helpless and scared, especially seeing her powerful Mistress incapacitated and missing an arm.

      I shot Dario a sympathetic look and put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Of course. We’ll get you out of here so Dario and his family can concentrate on getting their injured safe before dawn.”

      We followed Dario as he escorted us through the garden and down the alley to my car. The whole way I tried to shield Erica from the gory view of limbs, heads, and dark patches of blood. Once I’d gotten Erica settled in the passenger seat, I walked around to lean against the driver’s door as I spoke with Dario.

      The vampire set his pole against a nearby fence and rubbed the top of his short hair. “We’re done for. Leonora’s down. We’ve lost so many, and the remaining ones are scared. They’re afraid of this illness, they know we’re vulnerable. All Simon needs to do is make an attack tomorrow night and Baltimore is his. I don’t think we have enough left in the Balaj to hold the city.”

      I suddenly realized that none of the vampires in the house had been Simon’s. In fact, when we’d returned from the kitchen, the Philadelphia vampires were nowhere to be found.

      “Is it possible that you have a traitor? The only thing in common here is the blood donors. Someone must be infecting them deliberately. It’s pretty convenient that none of Simon’s vampires were affected, and that they’d managed to high-tail it out of here before the killing started.”

      Dario nodded. “I was thinking that too. There have been instances in the past where traitors were fully welcomed into another Balaj, especially if their services were particularly valuable. Although Simon could be acting alone. If he’s in charge of the plague demon, then he’d ensure his vampires would have immunity.”

      “They had immunity because they left, and they were careful not to select infected donors,” I insisted. “According to Reynard’s research, the illnesses they create and spread don’t discriminate between the good guys and the bad guys. When this particular demon was summoned to take out an opposing army, anyone who happened to be in camp was infected too—no matter which side they were on. There was no demon here tonight. Unless there’s a significant dormant period, someone brought the infection in, or gave it to the humans directly beforehand.”

      Dario’s eyes narrowed. “Simon would have had to know who the blood donors were, then spiked their drinks or made sure they were infected. Which would mean we do have a traitor,” he commented. “We were extra careful about who knew the donors for the feast. Bertram, Lawrence, and Scotty were in charge of organizing the donors for tonight. Scotty’s dead, but I’ll check with Bertram and Lawrence, and find out if any other vampires or humans had access to the lists.”

      The infection had to have started with humans, yet Wolfram said a vampire was behind the spread of it. Plague demons liked to throw an illness out and watch it spread. Going around and infecting one human donor at a time wouldn’t be their style. There was always a single cause—undercooked chicken, poorly washed vegetables, bad shellfish—and it was always where it would spread and infect the greatest numbers. That’s why new flu strains always went to some poor schmuck who was traveling to twenty cities in three days.

      Was Wolfram wrong? I needed to check with him again, and to ask him about how the infection was spread. But in the meantime I needed to know more from Dario and daylight was fast approaching.

      “Can you get me a list of all the vampires who were infected since the beginning? I want to cross compare it to the humans and your donor lists just to make sure, but it does seem someone had access to those lists, and was using something provided by the plague demon—tainted water or shellfish or something—to infect your donors right before they provided their blood.”

      The vampire looked around the alley, his face grim. “This whole thing is a disaster. I told Leonora not to throw this party, not to bring those wolves to our door and invite them inside our house.”

      “She’s not good,” I warned him. “From what I could see it was just her amputated arm, but she remained unconscious the whole time. Hours we were up there with her and she never moved. No moaning, or even a blink of her eyes. She didn’t even stir after I rolled her down the stairs.”

      Dario’s lips twitched. “You rolled Leonora, the Mistress of the Baltimore Balaj, down a set of stairs?”

      “The main steps then those three flights down to the tunnel. She’s heavy. I’m a Templar. I didn’t train to haul two-hundred-pound vampires down four flights of stairs. Oh, and she was naked at the time. Erica tried to drape a sheet over her, but we couldn’t keep it on.”

      He laughed. “She’ll kill you, you know.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not telling. Besides, I’m sure a few broken bones are the least of her problems.”

      That sobered him right up. “I’ll take a crew down to check on her at nightfall. In fact, I think I might position a few Renfields to stand guard, just in case.”

      I knew what he meant. It wasn’t just Simon’s vampires or Renfields he needed to worry about. Leonora might be infected, and if she woke up crazed with hunger who knew how many she’d kill before he got to her?

      I looked at my watch. “Forty minutes until sunrise. I better get Erica to her sister’s. Is there anything else you need me to do before dawn?” It was going to be a long, sleepless day. I had a lot to do, including prep for the Halloween ritual.

      He started. “Sister’s? You can’t take her there. Even if Simon’s not behind this, she’s a target, and if you take her there, both of them might wind up dead.”

      “She’s still a target? I doubt Simon would need to kill Erica with Leonora possibly at death’s door.”

      “Simon likes to tidy up loose ends. He’s the type that would rather kill a few extra people than leave a potential enemy alive to attack him in the future. Erica is a blood-slave to our Mistress. We need to offer Erica sanctuary. We’re a family. The moment we can’t trust one another to care for those we call our own is the moment our Balaj falls apart.”

      It made sense. And I was relieved to have somewhere safe to take Erica. “So where? Your place? Is there another spot where everyone is congregating?”

      He nodded, then looked around the alley, his gaze sharp. “I’ll drive her, but first I want to make sure you get home safely.”

      “It’s almost dawn. Do you have time?”

      Dario glanced at the horizon, his jaw set. “I’ll make time.”
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      I’d somehow managed to get through an early coffee shop shift, calling Janice during my break to let her know that the sudden epidemic of gastrointestinal illnesses was due to a plague demon—and that I was on it. I also asked Kyra to coordinate a meeting for me with Doctor Wolfram, and gather additional information on the patients. Reynard had arrived at dawn to sprawl on my couch with Raven beside him as he researched, so I went straight to the hospital after work.

      Wolfram was waiting for me in the lobby. I handed him a cup of coffee that I’d brought for him from work, hoping it was still reasonably warm.

      “We’re up to nearly three hundred cases, but in spite of that I’ve got good news,” he told me. “I’m positive that I can heal the infected patients as soon as the magical link is broken. The demon needs to be out of this plane, as well as the vampire who spread it, then the infected should be back to normal within a few hours. It’s completely a blood-borne disease outside of whatever the initial infection source was. There’s no risk of epidemic as long as everyone takes the same normal precautions they do to prevent the spread of HIV or Hepatitis.”

      Well for humans anyway. It’s not like the vampires could forego blood.

      I gave him the short version of the conversation Dario and I had had pre-dawn outside my car. “We’re worried that vampires can spread the disease to other vampires as well as to the humans they drink from once infected, so there must be a saliva transfer at least from the vampire end.”

      Wolfram nodded his head. “It could be their venom rather than their saliva. Humans don’t have those glands.”

      “Are you sure the vampire needs to die? I can’t just banish the demon? I’m having a hard time pinpointing which vampire could be at the end of the magical link.” Was it Simon? Was it the traitor from Dario’s Balaj? Or was it another vampire entirely?

      “No, banishing the demon won’t be enough. The magic is tied to a vampire. I can clearly feel it. Both the vampire and the demon need to go for any of the infected to be cured.”

      Why was I always having to face killing someone? Russell, Dark Iron, the Boo Hag teens, and now this. “What’s the dormancy period?”

      “I’m not positive, but if I were to make an educated guess I’d say one to twenty-four hours.”

      An asymptomatic vampire could be infecting up to six humans per night. If I didn’t stop this, Dario’s Balaj wouldn’t be the only group at risk. The entire city could wind up infected. And the only good thing that would come out of that is that Simon’s Balaj wouldn’t have any Baltimore left to claim. A territory full of infected humans wouldn’t be worth winning.

      Before I left I needed to ask Wolfram one last thing, one of the main reasons for my visit today. “Once the link is broken, you said you can heal the humans?”

      He nodded.

      “Then can you also heal the vampires?”

      “No.”

      I’d expected that. “There are infected vampires, locked up and suffering. They’re innocent victims. If they don’t get better, they’ll die.”

      “Sounds good to me.” He stood. “Vampires are never innocent victims. There’s a chance once the magical link is broken, they’ll heal on their own. If not, well, that’s not my problem.”

      I stood and chased after him as he walked away. “It is your problem. It’s all of our problem. The Balaj here in Baltimore has their flaws, but they’re fair. They don’t wantonly kill humans. They’re very strict about consent on donors and blood-slaves. I’ve been working with them for two months now, and we could have worse. It was worse before the current Mistress, and if we don’t help them, it’s about to get bad again. There’s a rival group poised to take over, and they’re not so careful. There will be deaths, there will be huge numbers of addicts. I know you don’t care about the vampires, but if we don’t help the local Balaj retain power, things in Baltimore will get worse. Remember Brasov? In 1329? It will be like that all over again.”

      He paused. Which was a good thing because I was out of breath from trying to talk and jog beside him at the same time.

      “Okay. I don’t like it, but I’ll do it. At least I’ll try. I’m not sure how well my particular brand of healing will work with vampires. My gift is God-given, and they’re damned. You banish the demon, and kill the vampire at the other end of this magical link, and I’ll do all I can to heal the sick vampires. Deal?”

      It was better than nothing. “Deal.”
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      Reynard was now sprawled across my carpet, coffee table and sofa shoved to the side and a pile of books leaning precariously against the TV stand. Raven’s fox figurine sat before him, the white board by her side.

      “It’s Guziel.” Reynard announced triumphantly.

      He’d told me earlier that a colleague had confirmed the link between Guziel and the LA outbreak. Still, the mage wanted to double check through magical means. When I’d left him and Raven, Reynard had been setting up for the ritual.

      “It worked?” I was delighted. Well, delighted until I saw the melted, charred ten-inch circle of carpet right smack in the middle of the room.

      “Yep, it worked. Although the spell did have some unintended consequences.”

      Combustion. It was pretty cool.

      Yeah. Pretty cool. There went any hope I had of getting my security deposit back. Not that I thought I’d get it back anyway. I was pretty sure an eviction was a forfeiture under the draconian terms of my lease.

      “So now we’re positive that it’s Guziel, how do we banish him? Banish him without any of us getting killed, that is.”

      Reynard scowled. It only enhanced his movie-star good looks. “I wish I knew what I was up against in terms of the mage that summoned him. In order to banish Guziel, we need to wrestle control from the summoner. Worst case scenario, we fail and don’t get the demon. Actually worst, worst case scenario we succeed and the demon breaks free and kills us. Or we banish him and the mage hunts us down and kills us.”

      We should just kill the mage. Would make this a whole lot easier.

      When had Raven become so blood thirsty? She’d always joked around like this, but I got the idea this time she meant it. Although maybe the proposal sounded far more serious when written on a whiteboard.

      “We don’t have the time,” Reynard told her. “This mage could be anywhere—Beijing, San Francisco, Timonium. The mage will be easier to find once we call and banish the demon, then we can decide whether to go after him or not. I’m not really in favor of hunting down mages. It’s a professional courtesy thing, you know.”

      “What if the mage is a vampire?” I asked.

      “Well, then I change my mind. We should kill him.”

      “Seriously. This particular infection that’s crossed between humans and vampires is linked magically to a vampire. I’m wondering if he’s the mage who summoned the plague demon.”

      “Illnesses spread by plague demons are just normal illnesses,” Reynard argued. “They don’t have a magical link. They might be a mutated strain, or more virulent, but they’re still regular diseases.”

      “But someone wanted this disease to affect vampires, which are normally immune,” I countered. “That would require some sort of magical link to make it stick.”

      “Then we’re really hosed here.” Reynard tossed a book aside. “If this is the case, the mage didn’t just summon a demon, he knew enough about both medicine and magic to piggyback something onto a disease induced by the demon. It’s a double whammy. And any mage good enough to do that isn’t one I want to mess with.”

      So in a battle for control, we’d lose. Well, we’d lose unless, like Raven suggested, we killed the mage first. Correction, I killed the mage first. Reynard would refuse to do it, and Raven was an earthbound spirit who couldn’t do much more at this point than poltergeist stuff and communicate in writing.

      “So can a mage be a vampire? Or a vampire be a mage?” Vampire, mage, and knowledgeable about medicine. Next we’d discover he could sprout wings and fly as well as whip up an amazing soufflé.

      “I suppose if a mage were turned he still might be able to do a few basic charms. I can’t see one doing this or any decent level of magic though. Spells require a life force that vampires lack. They’re technically dead, soulless. Ninety percent of magic would be out of their reach. And even if they could, no demon would heed their call. Like I said before, vampires and demons don’t mix. Try as he might, a vampire is not going to be able to bring a netherworld spirit across the veil, control it, then craft a magical linkage to make an infection sicken a vampire.”

      Well, that killed that theory. “Is there a way to find out who is magically linked to this illness? It’s a vampire, and I need to identify which one.”

      “Yeah. That’s easy. You ask the mage or the plague demon.”

      Everyone’s a comedian. “Right before I find the one and banish the other. I’ll get on that. In the meantime, is there a spell to trace the magical link?”

      Reynard shrugged. “How’d you find out the disease even has a magical link, and that it’s connected to a vampire? That’s beyond anything I know how to do, or have even heard of. If someone has the know-how to do that then they probably can tell you who’s at the other end of the link.”

      “That’s the problem. He’s not a mage, he’s a Hospitaller. Think physician-from-God. He can see the link, knows it’s a vampire, but that’s it. And he can’t heal the humans, or the vampires, until I break that link by killing the vampire.”

      What if the vampire is just some poor schmuck who didn’t know what he was doing? Raven wrote.

      That was my dilemma. Sacrifice one to save many. It made sense from a numbers perspective. Not so much if that one was your best friend, or your mother, or you. As much as Wolfram seemed to think killing a vampire was no big deal, it was to me. Raven knew that. She’d seen what Dario and I had together. She knew I considered his Balaj to be my pilgrims.

      Could I sacrifice one innocent pilgrim to save a hundred vampires and as many humans? That was something I’d need to figure out, and quick.
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      We’d agreed to try the banishing ritual in three days—the day before Halloween when the veil would be thin enough to give us an extra edge. That meant I’d be doing two major rituals back-to-back. Normally a banishing followed the next night by something similar to a banishing wouldn’t be a problem, but I got the feeling we were all three going to be using a lot of energy to grab Guziel and send him back. I only hoped that left me with enough on Halloween at midnight when I tried to rid myself of Balsur’s mark.

      After Reynard packed up and left, I’d ordered in pizza deciding that if I couldn’t use magical means to track down the linked vampire, I’d need to use some good old fashioned detective work. So I stapled a bunch of papers to the wall and began a chart of infected people and a list of who-bites-who. Luckily Wolfram had relieved the hunger in the patients enough so that Kyra could ask them pointed questions about their blood-donor activities, which she happily texted to me.

      I marked the human patients with a numerical identifier, and listed them on the top row. For each one, I put the date of his or her last donation, and the vampire’s name in red ink. Dario’s Renfield, Aaron, came by with a packet that contained the list of donors from the last week, each set grouped by date as well as the names of all infected vampires. I winced to see Leonora’s name on the paper, a question mark next to it. I’d feel horrible for rolling her down the stairs if she never got an opportunity to realize it, to hate me even more than she already did. Somehow having a nemesis wasn’t as satisfying when that person might be fatally ill.

      I cross-compared the lists and when I was done a pattern had begun to unfold, as well as some anomalies.

      Pierre had fed from three of the infected donors on the same evening. Michael had fed from two. It made sense, given that Dario said they tried to accommodate those who felt about to lose control of their hunger by allocating additional feedings.

      Those two vamps were the first ones to come down with the symptoms. Marcus had also fed from an infected donor that first night, leaving to spend a quality evening with his blood-slave after drinking the donated blood to take the edge off. I was assuming his blood-slave was clean, no doubt giving him just enough of a dilution of the infection to hang on until early morning. But there were vampires that donors claimed they’d served who weren’t obviously ill as of last night.

      They must be asymptomatic. I couldn’t believe a starving vampire like the ones I’d seen at Leonora’s would go unnoticed for three nights in the city. There would be a trail of bodies with bites and drained of blood, and Tremelay would have been ringing my phone off the hook.

      And although the feast had been a free-for-all and there hadn’t been any records of who fed from whom, I was willing to bet the “clean” donors had been the ones that Simon’s vampires had grabbed.

      I was positive the donor schedule was the key. Someone had access to this list and had access to the humans less than twenty-four hours prior to their donation. That pointed to our traitor vampire. Or possibly a traitor Renfield.

      Which led me to Dario’s list of who had access to the donor lists, schedule, and had an opportunity to slip them something. The deceased Scotty was on it along with Bertram, Opal, Madeline, Lawrence, and Zoe. Leonora was also, but with her Balaj at risk, she’d hardly be a viable suspect.

      Five vampires. And now I needed to consider bringing Renfields into the suspect list.

      Some coordination with these donor schedules had to be accomplished during the day in order for the humans to be there and ready as the vampires awoke. That meant the traitor could just as easily be a Renfield. They were loyal, but served with the hope that one day they’d be turned. What if one had waited too long, for decades, and thought he’d die without being rewarded for his service with immortality? What if Simon were to have offered him that chance? A Renfield turned by a Philly vampire would be part of their inner circle, especially if the Master himself turned him, especially if he’d been crucial in the conquering of new territory.

      But a Renfield wasn’t a vampire, and Wolfram had insisted a vampire was involved. I wasn’t willing to rule it out, but if a Renfield was our traitor, there still must be a vampire spreading the infection. Back to the papers and colored markers.

      I sighed. Maybe if I interviewed these five vampires I could narrow it down a bit. Maybe Dario would know of a disgruntled Renfield who had means and opportunity to betray his Balaj. Maybe I should just go slaughter them all and let God sort them out.

      Nah. Although I was beginning to understand the appeal of that approach. Trying to figure out who was to blame, who was righteous, who deserved saving was exhausting and complicated. It was easier to just assume God would guide my hand. Or to step away and refuse to judge at all, even when the most glaring injustice slapped me in the face.

      “Banish the demon. Find the vampire. Possibly find the mage and the Renfield,” I muttered to Raven, throwing the marker away in disgust. “And do it all before Dario’s entire family is infected.”

      And do it all before Halloween.

      Yeah. And that.
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      Dario awoke at sundown, crawling from the tiny space in between the walls that he used as an emergency daytime spot. He preferred his bedroom, or even the locked room just off the tunnels, but after last night he didn’t know who he could trust. Someone had betrayed them, infecting their donors and helping spread this disease. Only three knew about the locked room. No one knew about the space in the walls, and as uncomfortable as it was awakening there, at least he was sure he’d awaken.

      Showered and changed, he headed downstairs to see Aaron in the hallway ushering three women into the study. He’d always preferred to feed from women. Actually he’d always preferred sex with his blood, but that was out of the question now. Would Aria ask him to limit his blood donors to men only? It was something he usually did only when there was no other choice. Having her body without taking her blood was difficult enough. If he had to switch to only male donors, he wasn’t sure he could hold back with Aria. There was something sublime about having a woman give her all—body and blood—having her lose herself completely in his arms. He was willing to forgo the body part of that equation, but having a male donor orgasm as he was feeding was just…weird.

      If restricting his blood supply to men meant Aria would be his then he’d get used to it.

      “Sir, I have Patty, Barbara, and Kim,” Aaron told him.

      He hesitated. Three of his favorites since they liked to watch as he fed from each. Actually they liked to do more than watch, but that was off the table. Aaron coordinated his schedule personally. Dario and Leonora had always used an exclusive list, but could he trust that it hadn’t been compromised? Were these three women in his study carriers? He trusted Aaron, but his list wasn’t exactly classified information.

      He trusted Aaron, but not enough to sleep in a spot that the Renfield knew about. The last three nights he must have had clean donors, or he would have been infected already, but was that just luck? Now that the feast had turned into a massacre, would Simon step things up and ensure the most powerful of their family were taken out of the picture?

      “I’ll grab something on the road,” he told Aaron. “Can you reschedule them? Please convey my apologies.”

      Aaron shot him a quizzical look. “Sure. You’re heading to Leonora’s, sir?”

      He’d told his Renfield about the feast and about the infection, but that was it. Just as Aaron didn’t know he’d slept between the walls, he also didn’t know that Leonora might be infected, or that they suspected a traitor had access to the donor lists and schedule.

      “Yes. We need to regroup and plan. I’m supposed to meet Leonora, then we’ll connect with the rest of the Balaj elsewhere.”

      If Aaron were the traitor, or was in the habit of spreading gossip, then this was the information he needed to get out. Simon would want to attack early evening, before they moved to an undisclosed location and when it was just him and Leonora with a scant few guards. Let him think they were vulnerable. If they could somehow manage to take Simon down, then the war would be over and they could mourn their dead.

      Over three quarters of their Balaj. Nothing before had ever decimated them like this. Nothing.

      “I delivered the packet of information to the Templar,” Aaron told him. “After I send the girls home, is there anything else you need from me?”

      The Renfield had been on duty all day. As tired as Aaron must be, Dario didn’t want to send him home yet. “Can you stay? Take one of the bedrooms upstairs. Order anything you want on delivery.”

      Aaron blinked in surprise. “Why? I mean, thank you, but unless that’s an order I’d rather go to my own house.”

      Was the Renfield nervous? Could Dario trust him? “It’s an order. I need to make sure you’re safe, Aaron. After last night, I think this is the best place for you. At least for the next few nights.”

      “Sure. I’ll just…make a few changes. I can stay.”

      “Good.” And with that Dario left, driving as fast as he could to Leonora’s.

      Once there he quickly dismissed her Renfields and joined Madeline and Balen inside.

      “Where is the Mistress?” Balen demanded. He was pacing the floor, fangs in clear view.

      “She’s not in her room, or in her secondary spot,” Madeline added. “Do you think they got her?”

      “No.” He knew where Leonora was, but as much as he trusted these two, it wasn’t his secret to share. “She was bitten by an infected vampire and has confined herself until she’s sure she’s safe.” He lied. “How’s Rosa?”

      Rosa was the key here, the only other vampire to have been bitten by an infected member of their Balaj and not be killed. Her fate would tell him what Leonora’s would most likely be.

      Balen’s shoulders slumped. “Not good. She’s got it too, but I can’t tell if she got it from drinking an infected human or Pierre’s bite.”

      Dario hoped the former, otherwise Leonora was doomed. He’d soon find out once he saw her, but in the meantime he knew his Mistress would desperately need a blood donor, and right now these two were the only ones he trusted to provide one. Both were intensely loyal to Leonora, had been with her and Albin since Paris. They would never have turned traitor.

      “I need blood, and I know the Mistress will need it too. Can you both go out and bring back two humans each?”

      Balen and Madeline exchanged a knowing look. “The usual?” Balen asked.

      He shook his head. “No. Random pickups, not on any of the lists. And two of them need to be expendable. If they go missing, I don’t want anyone looking for them.”

      Aria would hate this. Any sympathy she had toward the Balaj, any feelings she might have for him would vanish if she knew. He’d told her over and over again that they were monsters, that he was a monster, but this would bring the point brutally home. It would be the final nail in his coffin, but he couldn’t let Leonora starve, not after all she’d done for him and the Balaj over the centuries.

      Once Madeline and Balen had left and Dario was sure he had the house entirely to himself, he made his way down to Leonora’s safe room. He’d come back last night after getting Erica settled into his home and changed the door code on the room, just in case Leonora awoke crazed and headed out to provide her own meal. It put him within minutes of meeting his death at dawn, but he’d made it home and into the space between the walls just in time.

      Leonora was sitting on her bed, stark naked as he opened the door. She was gorgeous with her thick black hair past her waist, her perfect creamy skin, her dramatic dark eyes, and her Rubenesque figure. The only thing marring her beauty was the stump where her right arm should have been.

      “Where’s Erica,” she demanded before he’d stepped a foot into the room. “Is she safe? I’ll rip that Templar’s head off with my bare hands if my beloved has so much as a scratch on her.”

      She’d do a whole lot more if she learned that Aria had rolled her naked body down four flights of stairs. “Erica is fine. She’s safe at my house right now. Do you know what happened last night?”

      It was a good sign that Leonora’s first words were for her blood-slave. Maybe she wasn’t infected.

      “I’m starved. Can we talk after I’ve had a few? As in five or six? I feel like I could drain this entire city and it wouldn’t be enough.”

      She did have an arm to regrow. Maybe she wasn’t infected. “Balen is bringing some. We have a traitor. Someone has been spreading the infection through the list donors, and I’m afraid to use any of them.”

      Leonora leaned back against the pillows. “You think I’m infected. That’s why you locked me in here. And don’t try denying it. Only you, Madeline, and Erica know about this place, and neither of them would ever change the door code on me.”

      “You were bitten. Aria and Erica walked in on a vampire gnawing on your amputated arm. Rosa has the infection, and I was worried you would too.”

      She sighed, running a hand through her tangled hair. “Rosa may have gotten it from a donor. Although by that logic, I may have too. I’ve been feeding heavily to avoid any mistakes with Erica. And I know you have as well. Any of us could be infected.”

      True. “What happened?”

      She laughed. “I want to ask you the same thing, but I’ll go first. The feast was in full swing. We were ready to bring in the prime donors. I picked one I thought Erica and I might enjoy later and went to escort her upstairs, so she’d be unsullied until after the party. When I opened the door Henri was there with two humans.”

      Two? Aria had said she’d only found one under the bed, but perhaps the other had been stuffed further back.

      “You know how I am about anyone using my bedroom,” Leonora continued. “He was all over my bed, some naked human under him. There was another human standing by the door waiting his turn. I ran to grab Henri and yank him out of my room, and that’s it. Nothing else until coming awake tonight, naked, missing an arm, with the door code changed on my panic room.”

      Somehow Henri had managed to incapacitate the Mistress of his Balaj, undress her and get her on the bed, and rip her arm off, all without her waking.

      “What did the two humans look like? I’m assuming the girl you’d picked out for later ran for it.”

      “I assume so too. The girl on the bed was completely Henri’s type—pale, redhead, freckles, skinny thing with no boobs to speak of. I mean, Erica is the exception for me in the boob department, but this girl was flat as a board.”

      Dario restrained himself from rolling his eyes. “And the man? That’s not typical of Henri. He likes men, but he doesn’t usually indulge in threesomes, or have the next in line watch.”

      “No, he doesn’t. And this human wasn’t his type either. He was older, and he had clothes on. All the feast humans were to be in leather, but this guy had clothing and a coat—like a duster, and a big necklace. I didn’t really pay much attention to him, I was too angry about Henri using my bedroom.”

      Sorcery. If there was a mage who’d summoned a plague demon to attack them, then the same mage could easily craft an amulet to knock Leonora out.

      Now it was his turn. “All hell broke loose. I don’t know when everything happened in the house, but right after everyone started choosing their second meal, things went wrong in the garden. At least ten vampires began draining their humans, trying to eat their flesh. A few humans managed to get away, but I was nearly overwhelmed. Soon ten became fifty and half of the attendees from our Balaj were crazed with hunger. It was worse than before. Aria and Erica were holed up in your room. Aria killed Henri and stood guard until everything was clear, then she and Erica got you down to the safe room here.”

      “And dumped me naked on the floor,” she complained. Then her eyes narrowed. “Wait. How did they get me down here? Does your Templar have a levitation spell or something? I’m too big for Erica to carry, and I know I’m too big for her.”

      “No idea,” Dario lied. “I came back later and the house was filled with bodies—human and vampire. The Renfields cleaned it up as best as they could today, but you’re going to have to do some deep cleaning.”

      She shrugged. “Hopefully some of those bodies were Simon and his crew.”

      “No.” He let that sink in. “They left as soon as the fighting started. None of them were infected. They’re to blame for this. They have a mage who summoned a plague demon and somehow managed to bring illness upon our family. They’re trying to wipe us out.”

      “A mage who, no doubt, knows how to make a charm that renders a vampire unconscious.” Leonora sprang to her feet. “I’ve got work to do. I need to gather the remaining members of our family and make our stand. But first I need to feed. I’m starving. Is Balen back here yet with my humans?”

      “I will rally our family and make a stand in your name,” he told her. “I can’t have you losing control in the middle of a battle.”

      In front of the others, is what he meant to say. Seeing their Mistress like that would destroy whatever was left of their Balaj. It would be easier to say she’d quarantined herself, that he was acting on her orders.

      “They’ll think I’m a coward. They’ll think I’m hiding from Simon.”

      It was Leonora’s greatest fear. She hated when her guards whisked her to safety, hated when the family circled around to protect her. She wanted to fight, to be on the front lines. She’d once been in his position, and he knew how much she longed to be again.

      “They won’t. They know you’re their last line of defense, their Mistress. They know you’d die for them. And they will respect you for abiding by the rules you put in place.”

      She sat back down in a huff. “Fine. But before you lock me in here, bring me some clothes and at least two humans. Make sure they’re ones I can feast from until they’re dry.”

      He bowed, his heart sinking as he thought once more of what Aria would do if she knew. “Of course. I’ll bring them right down.”
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      I was sitting in my car sipping coffee, parked outside of Leonora’s house like a cheap private eye spying on a straying husband. The sky was lit up with orange and gold, the last rays of sun squeezing between the houses and painting the lawns with stripes of gold. I didn’t go in. I watched.

      There were three Renfields milling about the house, two inside that I could see through the windows and one doing yard work that really didn’t need done. Their eyes were sharp, and I was sure they were armed. Bullets might not kill a vampire, but they’d slow one down, and during an attack, any time bought was valuable.

      There was a black Hyundai that had circled the block a few times, but I didn’t see it parked anywhere nearby now. I’d contemplated calling the tag in to Tremelay, but I wasn’t sure what I’d say. “I’m expecting a group of vampires to attack another group of vampires, and this car is suspicious?”

      The last rays of sunshine faded from the sky. Lights went on inside houses. I watched cars pull into neighboring driveways, people in business attire lugging briefcases up to their front doors. The smell of roasting chicken wafted through the air. The Renfields all left, but from the stray shadow inside the house, I knew someone was there.

      Two vampires left. One was Madeline, and the other was Balen. I hadn’t seen them enter. Maybe they stayed there? Maybe they lived with Leonora?

      I sent a quick text to Dario and waited, seeing the two vampires return with four…prostitutes. I was sure they were prostitutes from their scanty clothing, knee-high boots, and big hair. I waited. And watched. Two of the prostitutes left in a taxi that pulled to the curb, both looking happy and satisfied. Where were the other two? Some vampire sure was taking his time.

      My phone beeped.

      Eight vampires inside Leonora’s including me. She seems fine, but is confining herself until tomorrow night just to be sure.

      It was Dario. I felt relief wash over me that he’d made it through the day, that he’d woken uninfected.

      Do you have a donor for tonight? I texted back. It had been on my mind all day, that he might have fed from an infected human, that his meal tonight might be carrying the disease that would mean his death.

      I’ll be fine.

      I assumed that meant no. How many humans had died last night? How many of their donors had been used up on Leonora’s foolish feast? Dario had once told me that they lived a famine existence, barely taking enough blood to survive so they’d have reserves in case of an attack. Now they had no reserves, and would be facing their foes weakened, hungry, with most of their number either dead or out of commission with this infection. It was all Leonora’s fault. I glanced at the doorway of the big Victorian and wished I’d shoved her down those stairs a little bit harder. Maybe dropped my sword and accidently had it stab her in the chest.

      So what’s the plan tonight? I texted. He’d been so busy escorting me home and getting Erica settled in with dawn fast approaching that I never got the game plan.

      Stay in your car. Be there in 5. Told everyone else to hold back. We’re prepping for an attack.

      I pulled Trusty from the scabbard on the passenger seat and held the sword on my lap, stroking the pommel as I waited. Nothing. It was this calm before the storm that was the worst. Hopefully there would be no storm.

      I jumped when Dario knocked on my window. Getting out of the car, I resisted the urge to fall into his arms. He led the way into the house, past the vampires in the hall who nodded to him. He was authoritative, in command as if it were his birthright to lead this Balaj. Power and confidence radiated from him. I might be biased, but at that moment, I wouldn’t have hesitated to follow him into battle. Why had he let Leonora rule for so long when this ran through his blood, when so many of his family would fall in step to his lead?

      “Is Leonora infected?”

      “We’ll see come tomorrow night. Right now only you, I, Madeline, and Erica know where she is. She’ll wait this quarantine out down there. I changed the lock on the door just in case.”

      “She’ll die. She hasn’t fed.” Not that I really cared, I was just pointing out the obvious.

      What was that guilty look that shadowed his eyes before his expression turned into that hard, unemotional mask?

      “She can go a night and be okay. Her arm might not regenerate as quickly, but she’ll be fine. There were many years when we had to make do with less.”

      “What are you going to do with Erica if Leonora’s infected?” I whispered. “What happens to the Balaj?”

      His jaw tensed. “We’ll ensure Erica is provided for, just as we’ve done for Shelly and the other blood-slaves. As for the Balaj, I’m temporarily in charge. If she’s infected, then she dies. I’ve got vampires locked away that are a danger to us all. Leonora doesn’t want preferential treatment. My concern right now is preventing the spread of this infection to what’s left of our family, and protecting our territory.”

      “I’m in,” I told him, adjusting my grip on my sword.

      He sighed. “I know you are. But there are issues in Baltimore more critical than our fight with Simon. There’s a plague demon whose presence threatens our food supply, and evidently our own family. Then there’s your demon mark.” He reached out a hand to touch the upper part of my side. “I’ve lost my soul. I can’t bear for you to lose yours.”

      There were more important things in this world than my soul. “How are the other infected vampires? I’ve narrowed it down to five living vampires who had access to the lists, the schedule, and the donors each night. Bertram, Opal, Madeline, Lawrence, and Zoe.”

      “Not Madeline,” he shot back. “She’s been with the Balaj longer than I have. She’s absolutely loyal to Leonora, and there’s nothing Simon could offer her that would make her betray us.”

      I wasn’t willing to rule out the woman, but I respected Dario’s opinion of her. “I’m doubting Opal. She’s young, and from the time I spent with her I don’t see her as the type to turn against her family.”

      “No. She could have been killed or outcast had it not been for me intervening with Leonora. She might not be the Mistress’s biggest fan, but she’d never betray me.”

      “That leaves Bertram, Lawrence, and Zoe.” I checked the names off on my fingers.

      Dario shook his head. “Lawrence is a possibility. He’s had difficulty in following the Balaj rules, and I didn’t see him at the party. It’s not like him to miss a feast. He helped drive the second wave of donors over, but never joined in, and I didn’t see him among the dead.”

      “He could be hiding. You said some were afraid after the massacre last night,” I suggested.

      “Lawrence, Bertram, and Zoe. And quite possibly a Renfield.”

      I nodded. “My thinking exactly. Can you pull together the name of every Renfield who had access to the donor lists and schedule?”

      “Most Renfields only coordinate for their own vampires. There’s a rotation for who organizes the general population ones.”

      “Does yours?” I asked, my heart thumping with fear.

      “Not tonight,” he assured me. “I declined the donors he’d scheduled and provided for myself.”

      No doubt one of the prostitutes was for him. Where were the other two? Had they gone out the back?

      “If Leonora’s infected, I’ll need to take care of it.” His expression shuttered once more. “I’ll need to take care of all the infected that we’ve contained too. I don’t have time tonight. I hate to prolong their misery, but I need to make sure Simon doesn’t get a toehold in our territory.”

      I felt sick at his words, knowing as well as he did that Simon had pretty much won this war. But there was some good news I could deliver. “There may be hope for a cure. Wolfram says that he can cure this ailment if the magical component is severed.”

      He jerked his head around to stare intently at me. “Wolfram. The guy who beat the snot out of you at the tourney?”

      “Hey, I beat the snot out of him too. He still has a black eye.” And he still looked hot even with the black eye. “Yes. Wolfram is evidently a doctor and a Hospitaller, so he’s got a special edge when it comes to medical diagnosis and healing. Kind of like I’ve got an edge when it comes to killing things.”

      He continued to stare at me intently for a few moments before responding. “So this Wolfram, a Hospitaller, would consent to healing vampires.”

      I nodded. “I made a deal with him. I kill the one who’s at the end of the magical link, and he heals the vampires who’ve been infected.”

      “And the one who’s at the end of the magical link is…”

      “A vampire.”

      “Which vampire?”

      I winced. “I’m assuming one of those five. Unless I can call and contain the plague demon, or manage to locate the mage that summoned him, I’m at a severe disadvantage trying to find out which one.”

      Dario sighed. “I can’t help with the plague demon, but I’ll see if I can help with the vampire responsible for this. Do you think the vampire you need to kill is the one that hired the mage? If so, then I’m assuming it’s Simon we need to kill. I won’t lose any sleep over that one.”

      “Simon, or possibly a traitor who assisted in spreading the infection.”

      “I’ve got no problem killing a traitor either.”

      “Looks like Lawrence is the one most likely to be the traitor?”

      Dario nodded “He’s missing. He’s not shown symptoms of the infection that I’m aware of, and he had opportunity. He’s a good guy, but if killing him saves the others, then I’ll do what I have to do.”

      That’s where Dario and I differed. He did whatever he had to. He did the dirty jobs, the difficult jobs, the ones that would have stained his soul. I wavered when faced with those decisions. But Dario had hundreds of years of painful decisions in his past where I’d lived a privileged and somewhat sheltered life. Either way, it was past time for me to step up.

      “I’ll also do what I have to do,” I told him.
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      Other vampires arrived. Dario assigned them all posts. It was clear they were prepping for an attack. I put a reassuring hand on Trusty, knowing I could do my part to protect them, to protect Leonora’s home that was their symbolic stronghold.

      “I need you to go back to your house now.”

      That was not what I expected. “You’re joking. I’m a Templar. I have a consecrated weapon. My blessings can blister a vampire. You’ve seen what I can do.”

      “I know.” Dario stepped close, reaching out a hand to smooth my hair and cup my jaw. “This is a Balaj matter. You haven’t slept more than a few hours a night for the last four days. You’ve got a demon to banish. You need to get rid of that demon mark. Go home. Get some sleep. I’ll text you before dawn to let you know everything is okay.”

      Or he wouldn’t text me and I’d be in agony wondering what happened to him. “Reynard is taking care of the details on the plague demon banishment. I’ve got everything in place for the Halloween ritual. I can help you. I don’t want to be sent home like some helpless blood-slave.”

      “I don’t want you here.”

      That stung, but before I could reply he continued.

      “If you’re here I’ll spend the whole night wondering if you’re okay, trying to defend you. Go home. Text me when you get there.”

      I jerked away from his hand. This was such crap. Me, the Templar, the defender of Baltimore, was being sent home to bed by a vampire who wanted me safe so I wouldn’t be a distraction. I’d thought he was different, that he respected me. Clearly I was wrong.

      “I’ll text you when I’m home.” My voice couldn’t have been more frosty. Before he could reply, I’d spun around and headed to the front door.

      “Back. Go out the garden and around the block. That way Simon’s crew won’t see you. I’ll send Madeline with you to make sure you get to your car safely.”

      Like hell he would. I pulled my sword from the scabbard. “I’ll go around the back if that’s what you want, but I don’t need an escort. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. What’s wrong with you? We have sex and suddenly you think I’m some helpless damsel?”

      I spun about, stomping through the kitchen and out the back door, not hearing a word that Dario said in reply. Eff him. Why had this happened? Why did sex have to ruin everything we’d had?

      The garden was different than last night, without either the dead bodies or the sexual and blood-drinking activity. It was almost serene—the crisp fall air, the scent of leaves and pine, the golden glow of the lights on the brick pathway and little private nooks. The gate was unlocked, the clank of it closing behind me deafening in the silence of the alley.

      Where was everyone? It wasn’t that late. There should be humans still getting home from long commutes. There should be at least one of Dario’s family out here guarding the rear entrance to Leonora’s house. Admittedly vampires were pretty stealthy, but this was eerily quiet.

      I would have totally missed it had I not been hugging the shadows, edging from garage to garage as I made my way to the end of the block. My foot hit something and I almost went facedown onto a body.

      The vampire was dead, his head a good five feet from his body, his chest a bloody caved-in hole. It was overkill. And the knife the killer had left protruding from the dead vampire’s forehead delivered a message. I froze, listening to the sound of cars in the street at the end of the alley, to the hum of the overhead lights. Rain misted down, tapping on the aluminum of gutters and downspouts. I didn’t hear anything else, but then again I probably wouldn’t hear a vampire approach. So instead I concentrated on my other senses. The scratchy feel of vampire was definitely crawling across the back of my awareness, but it seemed far off. Perhaps it was from the ones in the house, or the vampires Dario had positioned around the perimeter.

      I picked my way back down the alley and through the garden leaving the corpse behind. The prickly feel was stronger here, but I’d assume it would be as I got near the house.

      I was on high alert, but I still jumped to see a figure suddenly appear in front of the back door. He was shadowed by the light from the house, so all I could make out was a tall masculine shape. I tensed, sword at the ready. And then I realized that in the distinctive vampire sensation, I recognized this one.

      Dario. “Don’t trust me to walk to my car alone?” I snapped.

      He emerged from the shadows. “I don’t trust Simon. You refused Madeline, but I need to make sure you’re okay.”

      Seriously. I have sex with the guy once and suddenly he becomes this crazy overprotective alpha dude. “Did I mention I have a sword? The only reason I came back was that I found a vampire dead in the alley.”

      Every muscle in Dario’s body tensed. “Get in the house.”

      This had to stop. Now. “I’m not leaving, and I’m not hiding in the house, so you better tell me what to do to help, otherwise I’m going to go independent contractor on you.”

      I swear I saw him smile. “I want you safe. I need you to be safe, but it’s clear that you’re not going to go along with that plan. I should have expected that. Go inside. Madeline will tell you what to do. I’ll be right in.”

      Now that was better. I nodded and took off, coming in through the back door as quietly as I could. None of the vampires seemed alarmed by my presence.

      “Humans. They’re like a freight train on two legs. Could you be any noisier?” Madeline complained.

      “There’s a dead vampire in the alley,” I announced.

      Balen and Madeline exchanged glances. “Is the boss still out there?” the male vampire asked.

      I nodded. Madeline made a palms-down motion, then pointed Balen to the kitchen. She went to the front door and opened it.

      There was a rushing noise from outside. I tensed, sword at the ready. Madeline acted as though she was just getting a breath of fresh air in the doorway, but from the set of her jaw I could tell she was expecting an attack.

      A bang echoed down the street, as if someone had launched a garbage dumpster. Madeline relaxed and I saw movement, someone approaching the house.

      Someones. I didn’t relax, knowing that my reflexes weren’t as quick as the vampires’. My sword stayed poised to attack until Madeline moved aside and I saw Balen and Dario. They were dragging another vampire, a tall, lanky vampire with shaggy brown hair that hung across his face in blood-soaked strands.

      “We’ve got ourselves some entertainment.” Balen announced, grinning. His fangs were tinged red his mouth torn open on one side practically to his ear. It was a gruesome sight, especially since the vampire didn’t seem to be in any real discomfort from the horrific wound.

      “Leo, Jasmine, and Zoe okay?” Madeline asked.

      Dario nodded. “Two of Simon’s Balaj got away, so they’re standing guard until I give them the signal. They killed Rufus.”

      “I didn’t,” the other vampire gasped. “Just intel. I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “Bullshit,” Balen replied, throwing the vampire to the floor and kicking him.

      Dario pinned the vampire to the floor with his foot to keep him from squirming away. There was a knife blade jabbed through the vampire’s back.

      Dario motioned for Madeline to help, and between the pair of them they hauled the other vampire to his feet and tossed him in a chair. He gasped as the knife was driven farther into his back, although he made no move to take it out.

      “What’s your name?” I felt Dario’s words press against my lungs like a weight, driving the breath from them. I’d never seen him exert his full power like this, but ever since the feast last night, it was like he’d become someone else.

      “Dylan,” the other vampire sputtered. “Simon is my Master. I was turned by Juliette. I belong to the Philadelphia Balaj.”

      Name, rank, serial number. Huh.

      Dario nodded. “Call in the others. We got what we came for.”

      Fear flitted across Dylan’s face before he composed himself. I wondered what Dario meant. Had he organized this whole thing to capture one of Simon’s vampires?

      Madeline vanished, only to return with Leo, Zoe, and Jasmine. Where Balen looked like a lumberjack, Leo looked as if he should be sipping a cappuccino and riding a fixie. The vampire had short brown hair, a goatee, and was sporting dark eyeliner. Zoe was dark as a moonless night with a shaved head and huge hoop earrings. Jasmine looked like a kohl-eyed dancer with a gauzy scarf pinned over her thick, dark hair.

      We all stood in the little study, gathered around the prisoner.

      “Front, back, or through the tunnels?” Jasmine asked.

      Zoe scowled down at the captive. “We can’t leave the Mistress here, not when we expect them to attack again. I know she’s in voluntary quarantine, but we can’t just abandon her. We have to either take her with us, or stay here and defend her house.”

      “What, all six of us?” Balen asked. “You know Simon probably has half his Balaj poised at the border to attack. We can’t make a stand here. We need to retreat and regroup. Learn what we can from this pile of shit we’ve landed in, then plan accordingly.”

      “He’s right. And we can’t move Leonora,” Dario said, shooting Madeline a quick look. “She’s safer here than you think. They won’t find her, and even if they do, they’d need to break through her secure room.”

      Zoe sucked in a breath. “She’s our Mistress! We can’t leave her behind, injured, so our enemies can come and kill her. They’ll find her. Erica says the Mistress is hurt. What if they break into the room? We can’t abandon her.”

      Dario stepped forward and put a hand on Zoe’s shoulder. “I promise you they won’t know she’s here. They’ll never suspect that she’s injured, or find her in the house. And even injured, Leonora can hold her own. Do you think she rose to power on good looks and her interesting fashion sense alone? She’s an army of one, trust me. If they do manage to find her, they’ll regret it.”

      Madeline nodded. “He’s right. I’ve been with her since Paris. Don’t let all the leather fool you. She’s unstoppable in a fight, and she’s pledged her life to our Balaj. They attack her and they’ll be sorry.”

      “Then I think we should take the tunnels. And we better get moving.” Balen shot an easy glance toward the front door.

      “We’ll move her as soon as we can,” Dario assured Zoe. “Balen, you and Leo grab our prisoner. Jasmine, you lead. Zoe, Madeline, Aria and I will bring up the rear.”

      Instead of the narrow stairs that led to Leonora’s hidey hole, we went down the main stairs to the cellar, past the cement room where I’d once been locked in by an injured vampire in bloodlust, then to a workbench with a pegboard full of tools. Dario grabbed the workbench and shoved. It slid aside, revealing a short, narrow opening.

      “We don’t have to crawl, do we?” I asked. Not that I minded crawling, but it was hard to wield a hand-and-a-half sword while on all fours.

      “No,” Madeline assured me. “The doorway is just small so that the bench hides it.”

      Balen and Leo came down the steps, leading the prisoner. I winced to see Dylan’s arms hanging like limp noodles by his sides. Vampires healed fast, but breaks like that would take all night to heal. Too bad they couldn’t break his legs, but I guess Balen didn’t want to have to carry him.

      “Shouldn’t we blindfold him or something?”

      Dario glanced back at Dylan. “He won’t tell anybody.”

      I shivered, knowing that he meant Dylan wouldn’t survive to tell anybody. I waited until the others went through, Dario at the very end of our line. Inside the tunnel it was barely big enough for one person to walk upright at a time. Dario slid the bench back into place, plunging us all into complete darkness. I felt a hand reach out and take mine.

      “I’ve got you,” Madeline whispered. “We’re going to move fast. Do you think you can run?”

      “Not as fast as you.” I thought about how I could literally not see my hand in front of my face. I didn’t know these tunnels but I was pretty sure it wasn’t a straight shot to wherever we were going.

      “Boss, can I carry her?”

      Why was she not asking me? I knew she was physically able to carry me. She was a vampire, she was physically able to carry a small tank. She was asking permission, and of course, she thought I belonged to Dario. I was his blood-slave-without-the-blood, his possession. It was like asking to borrow his car.

      “The tunnel is too narrow. She might hit her head on the wall.”

      Well, we can’t have that. No dents in Dario’s new car.

      “I’ll put her over my shoulder. If she wraps her arms around my waist, she won’t hit the walls.”

      What? What?

      “I’m not having someone carry me like a sack of potatoes,” I protested. So much for the car analogy.

      “It will take us all night at your speed. We need to move fast, and it’s the only practical way to carry you in this tunnel,” Dario replied all matter of fact.

      I could drive and meet them there, but that would mean getting out of the tunnel, and through Leonora’s house to grab my car from in front of the house. That increased my risks of running into Simon’s vampires—something I really didn’t want to do. Yes, I was a Templar. Yes, I had my sword strapped to my back. No, I didn’t want to face down half a dozen vampires solo if I could help it.

      “Okay. Fine.” I secured my sword in the scabbard so it wouldn’t fall out while I moved a hundred miles per hour while upside down. “Let’s do this.”

      With speed that took my breath away, Madeline had me over her shoulder and was running. I looped my arms around her, trying not to think of my face basically pressed against her butt.

      The vampires moved silently. The loudest noise in the tunnel was my breathing, which sounded like an oncoming train. My arms ached from holding on as Madeline whipped around corners, down inclines and up hills. Who had built these tunnels? Had the vampires ensured they bought houses somewhere along the line, or had they connected existing tunnels to their homes? Clearly there was a lot going on with them that I didn’t realize.

      By the time Madeline stopped I was dizzy from the rollercoaster ride of a journey. She held on to me for a few seconds, then slid me off her shoulder.

      “You okay?”

      I gripped her arm for a moment to let the vertigo fade. “Yep. Thanks.”

      We emerged into another basement, similar to Leonora’s in that it held several cages. These ones were filled with occupants. As soon as the captive vampires saw us they rushed the bars, reaching out their arms and begging. They were starving, and a few of them had a crazy look in their eyes which told me they wouldn’t be too particular about their food source.

      Dario closed the tunnel entrance and moved to the front of our line, climbing the stairs without even a glance at the captives in their cages. None of the vampires looked their way, except for Dylan, who kept glancing nervously over.

      Once out of the basement the similarity to Leonora’s house ended. This wasn’t a giant, sprawling Victorian, it was a quaint nineteenth century row house, with exposed beams, heavy plaster walls, and double-wide pocket doors. The Mistress favored heavy, ornate furniture with dark wood. This vampire seemed to prefer comfort over ostentatious display. Bright colors were everywhere, on the walls, in the artwork, on the pillows and throws that were tossed on overstuffed sofas and chairs. End tables, the desk, even the lighting were all built in spare, clean lines. It was modern, but without the cold impersonal feel of some designs. I liked it. It wasn’t what I would have picked out, but I liked it.

      While I was admiring the room Dario was checking windows and doors. Three Renfields came in and I recognized one. It was Aaron, who had delivered the lists earlier today. This must be Dario’s house.

      Before I could investigate further, Dario strode up to Dylan, grabbing him by the shoulder and slamming him down into a seat. The captive’s arms were already starting to heal, and he folded them awkwardly across his chest in a show of defiance.

      “Talk,” Dario commanded. “You’re Simon’s. What does he want?”

      “I thought that would be obvious,” Dylan laughed. “He wants Baltimore. We’ve outgrown our territory. It’s time to expand, and yours is perfect.”

      “So he brings a plague demon into the mix?”

      Dylan blinked in surprise. “Why would you think that?”

      Dario loomed over the other vampire. “Because there’s a plague demon in town, and vampires are being infected along with humans. Since we’re not susceptible to illness, there’s clearly a magical component to this. There’s intent. And no one has better motive than Simon to weaken our Balaj by taking out over half of our members.”

      “I don’t know anything about a plague demon, but I have information that would be useful to you. I need something in return, or it will go with me to my grave.”

      Dario snarled, looking more non-human than I’d ever seen him. I took a few steps back, not sure what to make of this feral creature conducting the interrogation. He was a far cry from the vampire who’d joked and laughed with me in the homeless shelter, the one who I’d been intimate with two nights ago. Which one was the real Dario? And if both were, could I deal with this side of him?

      “What are you proposing?” Dario asked, his eyes narrowed.

      “Let me go. I’ll tell you everything I know if you let me go.”

      Balen snorted. “Just kill him. You’ve got a Templar blood-slave. She’ll get rid of the plague demon as well as whoever summoned him. You said she’s got someone to cure our infected. We don’t need this guy.”

      Dylan squirmed in the chair, his eyes darting to me then back to Dario. “I have information. Valuable information.”

      “We won’t let you go until this is over,” Dario told him. “If we’re defeated, you’ll die. If we win, you won’t have a Balaj to go back to. Even if they retreat to Philadelphia, they’ll never take a traitor back.”

      Dylan didn’t think twice before nodding. “Done. I was telling the truth when I said I didn’t know about a plague demon. I do know that Simon has a mage he is working with. The mage was supposed to help weaken your Balaj so we could take the city. He was supposed to ensure your Mistress didn’t survive the feast.”

      “What does the mage want in return?” I asked. Because mages generally didn’t care about money. Well, they did but not nearly as much as items or supplies related to the craft. Any mage powerful enough to have summoned and bound this particular demon probably had more than enough money.

      “There’s something Simon is supposed to give to him. It’s in Baltimore and the mage can’t get it.”

      The scepter? I could see why a mage would want that, but Simon would be a fool to hand something over that could be used against him. And, of course, neither most likely knew that Leonora had relinquished it into my custody. At this moment, it was safely locked in the Temple with other dangerous artifacts.

      “He’s not from around here. He’s got a Spanish accent, and he’s really snooty.”

      My brain did a one-eighty. Maybe I was making connections where there were none, but I had a bad feeling this mage was the one who Dark Iron had stolen the soul trap from. Maybe he was tired of waiting for the Conclave to intercede and decided to take matters into his own hands. If so, I had more to worry about than the plague demon. If this mage traced the soul trap to me, I’d be his target. And I wasn’t sure whether he’d ask nicely for me to return it or just kill me on principle.

      “Do you know what he’s looking for?” I asked.

      Dylan shook his head. “I think it’s another mage. I don’t know why he doesn’t come get the guy himself. He agreed to help Simon by weakening the resident vampires.”

      I turned to Dario. “So the mage is with Simon. They somehow got access to the donor schedule and poisoned the humans.”

      “We have a traitor,” Dario added. The other vampires snapped to attention, suddenly eyeing each other with suspicion.

      “Who, Boss?” Madeline asked.

      “Could be you, Bertram, Opal, Lawrence, or Zoe. They’re the only ones who had access the last three nights.”

      Zoe’s eyes grew huge. “It wasn’t me. I swear it, Boss. I’d never do that. Never. I’ve been with you since Haiti. I’d never betray you.”

      “Bertram had Lawrence sub for him last night,” Balen said. “And he did the same for Opal the night before. Lawrence said he had a band he wanted to see next week, so he swapped with her.”

      Lawrence. The one who’d been missing since the feast. That was going to make tracking him down even more difficult, especially when the rest of the Balaj was too busy protecting their territory to help with the hunt.

      “Aaron was in charge of the schedules this week,” Balen added.

      “My Aaron?” Dario’s voice had gone cold. “Why was he doing the general population schedule? That’s not one of his duties, that’s Ian’s.”

      Balen swallowed, and looked intently down at the carpet. “Ian disappeared. Four days ago. Vanished, no note, nothing. We were scrambling to find someone who knew how to run the schedules to fill in, and Aaron volunteered. It was just for this week until he trained someone else.”

      “A Renfield vanishes, and no one is suspicious? Right before a rival Balaj is in town for a feast?”

      Tension filled the room. Now none of the other vampires would look Dario in the face.

      “I’m sorry, Boss,” Balen half whispered. “Renfields sometimes run off. Everything was chaos trying to get ready for the feast. It’s my fault. I didn’t see it. And I just blindly trusted Aaron, was thankful even when he stepped up.”

      “Because he’s mine,” Dario replied, his voice calm and even. He had that look again, as if he were about to slash his way through an army, dispassionately wading through their blood. “You trusted him because I trust him, and the second in command would hardly have a Renfield that would ever turn traitor.”

      “I’m sorry, Boss.” Balen’s voice was barely audible, but he straightened his back and raised his head to meet Dario’s gaze. “I’ll accept my punishment.”

      I held my breath, wondering if Balen’s head would be rolling on the floor in the next few seconds.

      “I need you,” Dario told him. “I need every strong, able-bodied member of this family to protect our territory. And I’m just as much to blame for having brought someone into our Balaj that would betray us.”

      I winced. Vampires trusted their Renfields with their lives. The servants knew their daytime resting places, coordinated donors, and handled all the daytime activities needed to support their vampires. In return they were generously compensated, protected and granted special privileges, and often they were the ones who were turned, continuing their service as part of the Balaj family. They were never fed from, and while a vampire might not have quite the emotional connection with his Renfield that he did with his blood-slave, they were in some ways regarded with more esteem.

      “Aaron may have been an unwitting pawn,” I said, trying to bring some reasoned fairness to what I was afraid would be the man’s last night alive. “Lawrence had the contact with the donors. He had the most opportunity to give them the infection right before the vampires fed. Maybe Aaron shared the list with Lawrence early, thinking that was part of the process in the general population scheduling.”

      Dario considered that a second, then shook his head. “Aaron wouldn’t have had contact with the donors, but Lawrence wouldn’t have known who was on the list until directly beforehand. They both have to be involved in this.”

      “But nearly all of us feed each night from the donor schedule,” Balen argued. “Why aren’t we all infected?”

      “Maybe the infection isn’t one hundred percent effective in transference,” Dario replied.

      “And not all the donors might have consumed the infected food or drink,” I added. “At the tourney, it was something in the food that spread the disease. Those of us who didn’t eat the infected course were fine.”

      “And donors would be suspicious if Lawrence pressured them to eat or drink something,” Madeline said. “They know what we are, and while they like the money and the hit of venom, it’s always in the back of their minds that we might just decide to kill them.”

      “Bring Aaron here,” Dario commanded. “I had him stay over. He’s upstairs in one of the bedrooms.”

      My stomach twisted as Jasmine headed out of the room. It wasn’t long before the vampire returned, the short stout balding man following her. He stopped dead once he saw all of us gathered in the room. Then his eyes moved to Dylan. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead.

      “You handled the donor lists this week.” Dario said it as a statement.

      Aaron nodded then clasped his hands in front of him, twisting his fingers together. “Yes, Boss. Ian vanished, and there was no one that knew how besides me and a few of Leonora’s Renfields. I thought I’d help out.”

      “And Lawrence was the one who gathered the donors and assigned them?”

      Aaron was beginning to resemble a sweaty bobble head. “Yes. I never saw the donors. I don’t know which vampires they served. I just pulled the rotations each night and told Lawrence whose turn it was.”

      “We believe Lawrence slipped the donors something—it gave them an infection they passed along those they served.” Dario’s voice was smooth and calm without the slightest hint that Aaron might be a suspect.

      “He did?” I could practically see the gears turning in the man’s brain as he desperately thought of how to get out of this alive. “I saw him meeting with the Philadelphia vampires. Maybe he’s switched loyalties and is working for them.”

      Maybe Aaron was an idiot. He was digging a hole that was about to become his grave.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      Aaron paled. “They’re here as Leonora’s guests. They were coming to the feast. Lawrence was in charge of donors, I assumed he was getting their preferences so he could assign suitable humans to the Philadelphia vampires during the feast.”

      “But vampires picked their own meal at the feast,” Dario said smoothly. “It was an open buffet. There was no assignment, and both you and Lawrence knew that.”

      Aaron froze like a rabbit in the briars, his entwined fingers beginning to shake.

      Dario took a few steps toward the man. “Lawrence would need to know how many donors were coming each night so he had the correct number of doses. He needed to know who was offering their blood at the feast so he could tell the Philadelphia vampires which humans were clean and which weren’t. This was targeted, and a few hours before he collected the donors wouldn’t have been enough time to coordinate it all. You gave him the lists in advance.”

      Aaron dropped to his knees. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know what he was going to do. He paid me a little extra and I let him see the schedule for the week and for the feast. I didn’t know.”

      “But you did. The first vampires got sick, then more got sick. You put two and two together, but didn’t warn us before the feast. You didn’t warn us.”

      Aaron was beginning to cry. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

      “You know the penalty,” Dario said softly, not a hint of sympathy in his voice. “You knew going into this that betrayal meant death. You have a choice. Let me know the truth, and that death will be fast and clean. Continue to lie and it will take you weeks to die, slowly, painfully, with as much humiliation as possible. Make a choice.”

      The man’s whole body was shaking at this point. He looked up at Dario, eyes red and puffy. “They promised me they’d turn me. I’m not getting any younger. I had my doubts that I’d be offered immortality here. They offered to turn me. I met with Simon, a mage, and a demon. They gave me a box of vials with liquid in them—one for each donor. I was to give the bottles and the list to Lawrence and tell him one vial per human. I met with them three times. The last time was before the feast. That’s all I know.”

      “Describe the mage and the demon,” Dario commanded.

      “The mage looked around sixty. Fit. Tan. Silver hair. Good-looking guy. He had some kind of Spanish accent. The demon looked like a plague victim. He had greasy hair and sallow skin that hung on him. The whites of his eyes were jaundiced. When he spoke, I could see that his teeth were black and rotted. He smelled horrible. Flies buzzing all around him.”

      That was the demon alright, and his description of the mage matched Dylan’s.

      I opened my mouth to ask a question, but before I could utter a sound, Dario sprang forward, knife in hand and sliced the guy’s head from his neck.

      It was fast. It was painless. It was unexpected in its speed. And unlike with Marcus, it was unbelievably messy. Blood sprayed everywhere, all over the furniture and walls. Aaron’s body slumped forward, spilling even more blood on the floor.

      I was surprised that I didn’t feel any sense of moral outrage over Aaron’s death. He’d made a deal with the vampires. He knew the price of betrayal. He’d sold out his family. Vampires and humans had died because of him. Even more vampires and humans might die because of him. The Balaj might lose their territory because of him, which would adversely affect every human in the city. Two months ago I would have hesitated, I would have pleaded with Dario to spare his life. All I felt now was a sense of sorrow—for Dario who’d trusted this man, for the vampires who’d trusted him to provide a safe food source, and for the carpet that was surely stained beyond any ability to clean at this point.

      Dario nudged the head aside, not bothering to wipe the blood from his hands. His shirt was coated, his pants splattered. I could even see the wet spray along the skin of his arms and face.

      “Where is Lawrence? Someone must know where he is. I want him found, and I want him brought to me.”

      I tensed, expecting a replay of what I’d just seen.

      “No one has seen him since the feast,” Jasmine said, her hands twisted in front of her. “I’ll put the word out. We’ll find him. Do you want him dead or alive, Boss?”

      “Alive.” Dario finally wiped his hands on his pants. It didn’t do much to clean the blood from them. “I want to question him before I offer him the same deal as I did Aaron.”
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      By the time I left Dario’s it was just past midnight—not late by vampire time, especially since sunup this time of year didn’t occur until nearly seven a.m. He, Balen, and Madeline had headed out to round up any remaining vampires from their Balaj, leaving Jasmine, Leo, and Zoe in charge of the prisoner.

      I doubted Dylan was going anywhere, given that Simon was most likely to distrust and kill any POW who unexpectedly returned. The infected in the basement were another story. I couldn’t hear them at all, but I was sure the vampires could. How the vampires could stand staying in a house with their own brothers and sisters screaming in agony as they starved to death in cages was beyond me. I know they wanted to put them out of their pain, but as long as there was some hope of a cure they wanted to wait.

      Which meant we needed to find Lawrence. Dario’s scant remaining forces had conflicting priorities—fend off Simon, keep the infected contained, catch Lawrence so the magical link could be broken and Wolfram could heal the infected vampires.

      My priority was all of the above, plus ensuring the infected humans could be cured. Plus getting rid of this demon mark in two nights. But I wasn’t sure about Lawrence. From what Aaron had said, Lawrence had provided the vials to the human donors. Did he know what he was doing? Or was he an unwitting accomplice? Could I kill him if he’d spiked the food or drinks without knowing what was happening? Was one innocent life an equal trade for a hundreds of human and vampire ones? I longed for the days of my childhood when I was so confident of right and wrong. I longed for the life of a knighted Templar where we did as the Elders told us, spending most of our time in the lap of luxury.

      No, I didn’t. This life, this responsibility, was preferable by a long shot.

      My phone rang just as I was walking into my apartment. It was a number I didn’t recognize. I hesitated, knowing I’d be pissed if some vinyl siding sales person was  calling after midnight. Vinyl siding sales people usually didn’t call this late, though, so I answered it.

      “Is this the Templar?” A voice asked, hoarse and anxious.

      “Yeah. Who is this?” I threw my keys on the table and adjusted the phone so I could unstrap my scabbard and lay it on the table.

      “Lawrence.” That got my attention. “I’m a vampire with the Baltimore Balaj. They’re looking for me. I need help. I need sanctuary. They’ll kill me.”

      “I know who you are.” I frantically looked around, grabbing a spare pen and paper to take notes. “Where are you?”

      “I didn’t do it.” His voice hitched on the last word. “I’m being set up. I saw the donors get sick, saw what happened. Aaron told me the stuff in the bottles was a supplement to help the humans recover quicker, but when everyone went crazy at the feast, I knew there was something else in those vials. I knew he’d blame me so I ran and hid. He’s Dario’s Renfield. The boss will take his word over mine. You’ve got to help me. I had nothing to do with this.”

      “Calm down. Where are you?”

      “I need your promise that you won’t tell the Balaj, that you’ll give me sanctuary.”

      “I can’t promise that. Go home. Tell Dario your story. He’ll be fair.” I didn’t know that. In the last week I’d seen two heads rolling on the floor from Dario’s knife.

      “They’ll kill me.” His voice rose in panic. “They think I’m to blame and they’ll kill me.”

      I opened my mouth to reassure him then thought of Dario, killing Aaron without a second thought. His Balaj was in danger. I’d just told him the vampire behind this had to die in order for the sick to heal. Everything pointed to Lawrence. But if it truly wasn’t his fault… I couldn’t execute a man, or vampire, just because he’d been an unwitting carrier. There had to be some other way to break the link. Wolfram might be a good doctor, but by his own admission, he wasn’t a mage. Maybe there was another option beyond killing this guy.

      “We need to know what happened,” I told him instead. “I don’t want you killed for this, but we need to know which donors are infected and if someone else is involved. Dario can’t lose any more of his family.”

      He caught his breath. “Ian always wanted me to supply the donors with a glass of wine beforehand. He said it made them feel relaxed. Most of us don’t really care about that, but a little alcohol in the blood stream has a pleasant taste, so we sometimes offer it. When Aaron took over, he had me put the contents of one vial in each of the humans’ glasses. Sometimes I didn’t have enough because there were extra humans that night, but I put it in as many as I could. I didn’t know it was causing us to be ill until the feast.”

      Maybe Lawrence was just an unwitting tool in all this.

      “Where are you?” I asked again. Lawrence might just be the link that would get me face-to-face with the plague demon. If I could banish him at the point of my sword, we wouldn’t have to worry about the ritual or wrestling control from a powerful mage. And with the plague demon gone, maybe Wolfram would be able to heal the sick. Of course, that depended on Simon wanting to infect the rest of the Balaj and getting Lawrence to play double agent and pick up the vials himself.

      “I need sanctuary,” he insisted again.

      Here goes nothing. “If you help me take down this plague demon, the one supplying the tainted bottles, then not only can I grant you sanctuary, I might be able to get you back in the Balaj.”

      There was a moment of silence before he responded. “I’ll meet you, but only you. No vampires or I’m gone. I’ll only talk to you.”

      It was a start. Maybe once we were face-to-face, I could convince him to help me.

      “Okay. Where?”

      He rattled off an address telling me to meet him in twenty minutes, then hung up. I promptly looked the address up and squinted at the screen of my phone. Randallstown. That was out in the county off Liberty Road. Twenty minutes was cutting it close. I’d need to hustle.

      I ran for the door, snatching my sword up on the way. “I’ll be back around dawn,” I told Raven. “Address is on the notepad on the table. If I’m not back by sunup, call Tremelay and let him know.” Dario would be to ground by then, but the detective could come track me down if needed.

      How the heck am I supposed to do that? No phone. No fingers to dial even if I had a phone.

      “I don’t know. Figure it out.” The door slammed behind me as I jogged down the stairs and to my car.
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      The address Lawrence gave me led out of the city and along a rural road to a long gravel driveway with a boarded up building in the middle of an overgrown field.

      This was a bad idea. I’d texted Tremelay the address myself, telling him I’d check in at dawn. I considered doing the same to Dario, but he had his own problems. I couldn’t have him babysitting me all the time. He needed to plan defenses, fight off Simon, and probably arrange to have his carpet replaced. Still, I sat in the car on the country road, debating whether to go in or not.

      Lawrence had sounded desperate. If he was innocent and helped me banish the plague demon, maybe I could convince Dario to pardon him. And if he was guilty…well I’d try to bring him in. If I couldn’t then I’d kill him.

      I made my decision and pulled my car around behind a small grove of trees at the end of the driveway, wincing as I ran over a pile of brambles. Hopefully my tires wouldn’t be punctured, especially if I needed to make a quick escape. I got out of the car and walked out to the road. The vehicle wasn’t completely hidden with the leaves off the trees, but I was sure no one would notice it unless they were looking for it. Then adjusting my scabbard on my back and pocketing my keys, I headed up to the house.

      I didn’t walk right up the lane, because that would be crazy. Instead I darted in between the trees lining the avenue like a ninja, dashing across the open expanse of weed-filled lawn to flatten my back against the rotted wood siding beside the boarded-up front door.

      I felt the static of a vampire, but it was faint and weak compared to the way Dario, Leonora, or Simon felt. This was more like Jasmine, or Balen, who I assumed were probably about the same age as Lawrence. One vampire. He was alone. If this was a trap, then I’d only have him to face.

      I slid my sword from the scabbard, holding it at the ready as I edged forward and pushed my arm against the door. It didn’t budge, so I tried pulling on the handle. Nothing. Jerk. If the guy wanted to meet me, the least he could do was make it easy for me to get in. Abandoning my ninja routine, I stood in front of the door and surveyed the house. The roof sagged. The paint was peeling. The siding was spongy with rot. The porch I was standing on seemed solid and reasonably strong, so I assumed this house wasn’t so far gone that it would fall down on my head. It was bad enough that the plywood and boards over the doors and windows looked downright new in comparison.

      Especially the window to my left. I walked over, still prepared to stab anything that came near me, and eyed the window. The plywood was on a hinge and not nailed to the frame. I reached out and swung it open. It moved on well-oiled hinges, revealing an opening big enough for a rather large man to crawl through.

      I wasn’t a large man, so in I went, sword leading. The threshold was spongy, but the floorboards were sound. I didn’t exactly want to call out, so I was relying on Lawrence’s superior vampire hearing and sense of smell to know I was here.

      “In the back.” The whispered voice was the same as the one on the phone, still with that edge of fear in it. I left the hinged plywood on the window open to give myself some light and made my way forward. It was slow going. The room was pitch black and the faint moonlight through the window didn’t help much. I could only make out dark shadowy shapes of broken furniture and fallen chunks of drywall. My sword was at the ready, because I wasn’t completely a fool. There was only one vampire here. A prepared Templar could take down a small army. One vampire should be nothing, especially if Lawrence was as scared as he sounded.

      “Here.” A figure stepped from the doorway. He was tall, and broad-shouldered with what looked like a fry pan in his hand. I saw a flash of fangs in the faint moonlight. “Put down the sword and I’ll come closer.”

      Not happening. “I won’t hurt you. I just want to talk.”

      I took cautious steps forward, worried that I might fall face first onto the ground because I tripped over a warped floor board or a stray brick.

      Fall I did, but it wasn’t because I tripped. I’d put one foot forward onto the solid floor only to feel nothing under me. It had looked solid, so I’d already transferred my weight there, and my quick shift backward wasn’t enough. The foot went straight down, and my body followed.

      It was a long drop that launched my heart into my throat. The fall took seconds, but it all went by in slow motion giving me time to realize that I’d fallen through the floor, to wonder why I hadn’t seen this gaping hole, and to fear whatever I might land on top of.

      I hit shoulder-first and rolled to distribute the impact of my body on the dirt floor. The landing jarred my shoulder, sending a jolt of numbness down the arm. My sword clattered to the floor a few feet from me.

      “Got her!” The voice was gleeful. Dim lighting came on and I saw a man with short brown hair and a beard who was wearing a pair of tan Carhartt-style overalls rush forward to grab my sword. He screamed the moment he touched it and flung it to the corner, dancing around and shaking his hands.

      It was a trap. I’d prepared for a trap, but not one where I dropped through the floor into the basement and now I was bruised with a numb arm and my sword across the room. Luckily overall guy didn’t look like he was an MMA fighter. Coming to my feet I sprang forward and ran for my sword only to come up against an invisible barrier that threw me back three feet. I landed on my back and gasped for air, trying for a defensive maneuver while allowing my diaphragm time to get back in the action. It was hard to do a defensive maneuver without my sword, although I was pretty sure in a fight with this guy, I’d win.

      Overalls guy was smart enough to realize this, or maybe he figured that any woman carrying a hand-and-a-half sword might kick his butt. He stayed well outside the barrier that I’d just encountered, also remaining a respectful distance from my sword.

      No attack came, so I let my breathing return to normal and surveyed my surroundings, keeping an eye on Overalls as well as anyone else who might appear from nowhere and decide to take a stab at me. I’d definitely sensed only one vampire, and I’d seen Lawrence, recognized his voice from the phone call. And now I was rethinking the likelihood of his innocence.

      Was Lawrence in deep and sheltering here with a Renfield he’d picked up along the way, or had he truly jumped sides? I got to my feet and made a circuit of the room, realizing that my invisible cage was just that—a cage. Mages weren’t cheap, especially ones good enough to craft this as well as the floor illusion I’d fallen through. One good enough to do this would certainly be good enough to summon a plague demon and add a magical component to the diseases he spread. Which meant Lawrence and this guy were working for Simon.

      Overalls man watched me warily, shifting position to keep as far from me, and my sword, as possible.

      “Where’s Simon? And why me? I’m a human. I don’t have anything to do with which Balaj holds Baltimore.” Which was true if I had been a regular Templar who’d taken her Oath. The only reason I was involved was because I made it my business to be involved.

      The Renfield laughed. It was one of those booming laughs that would have been overwhelming in a noisy, crowded bar. Here, it was deafening, making me fear the volume of sound might undermine the stability of this dilapidated house.

      “He’ll be here soon. He didn’t want to be close enough for you to sense him, so he sent Lawrence in alone. Well, alone except for me.”

      He laughed again and I winced, more over his words than the echoing sound. Five hours until dawn. I doubted they intended to leave me here to rot in this cage. Simon or another vampire was going to show up eventually and put me down. I needed my sword, which meant I needed to find a way out and fast.

      I reached out a hand to touch the barrier. Magical energy sparked across my palm. Whoever this guy was he was good—scary good. And I had a pretty good idea already who this mage was.

      “You won’t get out.” The words were said in an accent that came from someone whose first language was clearly Spanish. A man stepped from the shadows. He had on dark slacks and a button-down shirt. His silver hair matched his neat beard. Immediately I thought of the guy from the beer commercials.

      “Why is a mage working with vampires?” This had to be the Argentinian mage, Dark Iron’s nemesis.

      He shrugged. “There is something I want. I need them to get it for me.”

      The soul trap. The one I had hidden behind the Ramen noodles in my apartment. Lovely. Just lovely. I kept my mouth shut, torn between a desire to prompt a stereotypical villain monologue and the need to keep it secret that I even knew about the soul trap.

      “Why don’t you just go get it yourself? Or ask a mage to help you. Haul Du is just a short drive down the beltway.”

      “Haul Du is in league with the thief who took my property. And I can’t go into Baltimore. It seems someone took the pains to put a spell in place that keeps me out. It’s degrading, lessening in its effectiveness, but I don’t have time to wait around the month or two it will take before it’s weak enough to break through.”

      I stared, confused. Was he the big bad that Fiore Noir had been spelling against with death and soul magic? No way. He might be powerful, but he was a mage. And I’m sure the Conclave would have had an issue if he decided that Baltimore needed to be reduced to rubble. No. This had to be a side spell that Dark Iron had asked Fiore Noir to do. Maybe the soul trap sent out a magical beacon when used, and this was to keep cerveza-guy from knowing where it was.

      For some reason Simon wanted me out of the picture. He knew it would be risky to try and take me inside Dario’s territory. He knew it would be risky to try and take me without a mage by his side. And that mage couldn’t go inside the city limits anyway. Which was why Lawrence had made me meet him here in Randallstown.

      The mage stepped forward, his dark eyes gleaming. “I read in the paper that the mages here were doing soul magic. The thief must have loaned them my property. I talked to a few of them in prison and they confirmed they used it, but none know where it is now. They claim that the thief had it, but he is nowhere to be found. But the item is here. It’s here in Baltimore.”

      The hair rose on the back of my neck. He’d spoken with incarcerated Fiore Noir mages. He must have spoken with Chuck—and Chuck lied. He’d covered for me. I didn’t have any illusion that he’d done that because he was a nice guy and he liked me. I’m sure it was because with me dead he wouldn’t be getting his regular popcorn deliveries or my monthly visits to talk shop.

      “You helped catch and incarcerate those mages,” Cerveza continued. “From what they said, you have some minor magical abilities. You were part of Haul Du until they discovered you are a Templar and kicked you out.” He stepped closer to the magical barrier. I resisted the urge to move backward away from him. “Where is it? Where is Dark Iron, and where is my soul trap?”

      I tried my best poker face. “Do you seriously think Dark Iron would tell me his whereabouts? Or that he’d clue me in on where he stashed a stolen magical item?”

      I clearly should never play cards because Cerveza knew I was lying. “He’s in Baltimore. He’s hiding in Baltimore. That’s why I haven’t been able to find him. It’s that annoying spell shrouding the city.”

      Dark Iron probably was still in Baltimore—at least his body was. I had no idea what Dario had done with it, but I got the feeling it was in little pieces all over downtown. Or possibly at the bottom of the river.

      “The man hated me,” I insisted. “I swear to you that he never gave me your soul trap.”

      Chuck had, not Dark Iron, so I could get away with swearing on this statement. Cerveza narrowed his eyes. “Get it for me and this all goes away. I’ll help you escape. I’ll ensure your vampire lover keeps his head and his territory. I just want my property back.”

      I wasn’t sure Simon would agree to any of that, but I was willing to believe that Cerveza was powerful enough to make it happen. I actually considered his proposal. I didn’t want that soul trap. It wasn’t an artifact, so I wasn’t bound to turn it over for safekeeping to the Temple. The thought of what this man would do with it was horrific, but it was his, and for all I knew he just set it on a shelf so he could look at it occasionally.

      Who was I kidding? The dude used it. It was tempting to think I could trade that nasty box for my life, for Dario’s life, probably for the banishment of the plague demon too. Dario would never leave his Balaj. I couldn’t abandon my pilgrims to Simon and his vampires. All this was right in my grasp—well, right behind a box of Ramen. I hadn’t wanted to ever let that box see the light of day, but I really didn’t want to wait here for Simon to come and kill me.

      “I have resources,” I told the mage. “If you disclose the area from your location spell, I might be able to find the trap myself and bring it to you.”

      His dark eyes sparked, excited and eager. “It’s roughly a mile from the harbor area. Near the water by only a few blocks.”

      That was a shitty location spell, but I guess with the protective one around the city, it was the best he could do. I bit my lip, wondering what to do. Could I trade a box that would be used to steal people’s souls for my own life? For the lives of whatever vampires remained alive in Dario’s Balaj? For the hundreds of humans sick with this disease?

      Before I could decide, another vampire approached—this one with a power that made my skin crawl. In an instant Simon stood before my invisible prison, staring at me with those weird light-colored eyes.

      “She’s trapped in there?” He asked. “She can’t get out, can she?”

      “Yes. She can’t pass the magical barrier,” Cerveza mage replied.

      “And you managed to get her sword too. Nice.”

      “Jack did that. She dropped it when she fell through the floor and he kicked it away.”

      Simon left me and walked over to the wall where my sword lay.

      Pick it up. Pick it up. Pick it up.

      The idiot did just that only to drop it with a yelp. I laughed. I’d spelled it to deliver a shock to anyone who tried to wield it except me. Besides that, it was a consecrated weapon. Dario said it made his skin crawl just to be near it. I’m sure touching the hilt did more than just deliver a mild static shock.

      Simon turned back toward me, red faced and glaring. It must have been one of the very few times he’d looked like a fool in front of anyone. I was thrilled to be the one delivering that embarrassment.

      “I suggest we just leave it there,” the mage commented dryly. I got the feeling he was trying not to laugh himself. “Five years from now when someone shows up to demolish this place, then they can deal with it.”

      My mirth faded with his words. If my sword was going to rust here for five years, that meant Simon planned on me being dead. Why? One dead Templar wouldn’t do much in tipping the scales of a vampire war. He was better off trying to finish off Leonora.

      Did he know she was injured and infected? Was I in here because Dario was the defacto leader of the Balaj, and I was leverage, the closest thing he had to a blood-slave?

      “He’ll kill you,” I told him. “Murder me, and Dario will hunt you down to the ends of the earth.”

      He smiled, walking closer to my invisible cage. “That’s why I don’t intend to kill you. I’m hoping he’ll trade you for the city.”

      Idiot. “Then you don’t know Dario very well. The Balaj means everything to him. He won’t abandon his family or his territory for me.”

      “No, but he’ll do something foolish like try to rescue you. If he’s smart he’ll realize that they’ve already lost the city. Fighting us will only cost him more of his dwindling family. If he agrees, he’ll get you and get to walk away with any remaining vampires. If he says no, he’ll lose the city and watch while I slaughter every last one of his brothers and sisters. Then I’ll make him watch while I drain you.”

      “I think you’ve been seeing too many James Bond reruns.” Sheesh, he was just like the villain, giving me a long speech about his plans and how he was going to kill us all. The only thing missing was a tank full of sharks, and a candle set to burn through the rope dropping me to my doom.

      “She’s not going anywhere right now,” Cerveza said, clearly just as bored with the mustache twirling as I was. “Get back to the fighting. Leave Jack to watch her if you really need to. The sooner you take Baltimore, the sooner I can get my property and go home.”

      Simon nodded, eyeing me through narrowed eyes. “Go. But before you leave, can I get in there?”

      My heart sped up. Partly from fear that a powerful, fast vampire was going to be in a confined space with swordless me. Partly from excitement, because the one thing I did have was my keychain. I could do some serious damage with the gold crucifix. My father once said that women fought like angry badgers. There was no holding back with us. Our lesser strength meant we needed to always go into a fight at one hundred percent. I hadn’t always lived up to that, but if Simon put one foot inside this space, he was getting the angry badger me.

      “Yes. You, me, Jack can all enter and exit. She’s the only one who is restricted by the barrier.”

      “Then go. Get out of here.” Simon waved a dismissive hand at the mage who looked pretty close to angry badger himself at the rude treatment. Cerveza didn’t argue, though. With a quick hooded glance my way, he backed into the shadows. I heard the creak of stairs, the slam of an old door. The whole time Simon stood, arms crossed, watching me. It was starting to shake my confidence. The adrenaline I’d worked up during our conversation was fading, leaving me a little weak.

      “There’s no one to hear you scream,” he whispered. “No one but Jack and he won’t care.”

      Okay. Adrenaline back again. I slid both hands into my jacket pockets then took a few steps backward. The extra distance wouldn’t do me any good with the speed of a vampire, but I liked having the wall close to my back.

      Simon stepped forward, pacing back and forth in front of my invisible cage before walking right through the barrier. I knew it was no use rushing him, so I waited, curling my fingers around the sharp edges of my keychain. What was taking him so long? I assumed he was going to bite me. It was what vampires did with humans, and the act would put me back in the category of food. I wouldn’t be special. I wouldn’t be a foe or an enemy to lose sleep over. I’d be nothing more important than a random meal.

      But no matter how much he wanted to degrade me, he did see me as an enemy. I was a Templar. I’d fought alongside vampires. One found me valuable enough that he was willing to have something with me beyond a casual donor or a blood-slave. I knew he was hesitating, wondering what was up my sleeve. Nothing was. It was in my pocket.

      He rushed me. My back slammed against the cold cement basement wall, but I managed to get the keychain from my pocket before he’d pinned me.

      His hands left my shoulders edging up on the wall so they caged in my head. I got where he was going with this and tensed, determined to drive my crucifix into the side of his head the moment he bit. His hands were suddenly against my cheek, palms cradling my jaw, but instead of biting me he twisted my head, forcing me to look him in the eyes.

      “Pretty, pretty girl. So smart and strong, so very pretty. Will you be mine? Will you give yourself to me? All of you?”

      His words washed over me, tugging on me like a siren song. The rotten bastard was turning on the thrall. He wouldn’t be satisfied just biting me. He wanted me to offer myself to him. He wanted me to give him my blood and my body as well. I lowered my gaze to look at his mouth, at the tips of fangs peeking between his lips. Then I raised my eyes, languid and willing. He tilted his head, leaning toward my neck.

      I jabbed the crucifix upward, point first into the soft flesh of his lower palate. “The pretty girl says no.”

      His scream was satisfying, even if it was right up against my ear. He tried to push me away from him, but with the wall at my back all it did was drive the breath from my lungs. I pulled the keychain free, and grabbing his shirt with one hand, I struck again and again, holding on as he tried to retreat from me. His hands flailed, and one caught my arm, numbing it and nearly sending my only weapon to the floor. I might not have dropped it, but my aim was off, and on my next strike the keychain missed its mark. The vampire acted, twisting my arm across my body and downward.

      I dropped, rolling with it and head-butting him in the stomach. He held on and we grappled. I could channel angry badger all I wanted, but in hand to hand combat with a vampire, I was going to lose. Still I fought, kicking and twisting, trying every tactic I could to get free, or at least to hurt him further. With a growl he pushed and once again my back was at the wall, my arms pinned across my chest, my legs locked in between his. I squirmed and he pushed his pelvis against mine to hold me still. Which brought me to the realization that Simon was enjoying this far more than he should.

      He held me there, motionless. Then he rubbed himself against me. “You are fun. I don’t think I’m going to kill you after all. I’ll keep you as my own. Eventually you’ll crawl to me and beg me, and I’ll make sure Dario knows that before he dies. Maybe I’ll let him watch a few nights of you begging me to take you, both body and blood.”

      He could turn on the thrall all he wanted, I wouldn’t beg for him. I could be shaking from withdrawal, desperate for the addicting venom in his fangs and I still wouldn’t beg. He saw it in my eyes and he laughed, blood oozing from the holes I’d punched in his cheek and jaw. Then he grabbed my face and tilted it, lowering his head.

      I tried to keep my heart rate even and closed my eyes. His breath was cool against my neck, his tongue like a slug on the sensitive skin. Then he bit.

      Pain shot through me. It was like being stabbed with something jagged. His fangs tore through my flesh, as if he were digging around in my neck trying to find a vein. There was a sharp pop of pain, then a pulling sensation.

      I wanted to throw up. But the pain somehow made it manageable. I was a captive undergoing torture. I could get through this.

      The venom hit. The pain remained, but my traitorous body translated it into something erotic. I bit back a moan and felt myself slump against the vampire. He rubbed himself against me again and it was all I could do not to rub back. The warmth built, rolling through me, increasing in speed and intensity until I felt myself come apart, every nerve ending vibrating with pleasure. I hated it. I hated him. And there wasn’t a thing I could do to stop it. Again and again the desire built, over and over I climaxed until I knew I would have fallen to the ground had Simon not been pressed against me. Finally, he was done, pulling his fangs out and not even bothering to seal the wound. I felt thick blood trickle down my neck and wondered how much more I could lose and remain conscious.

      Then he moved away and I felt myself slide down the wall to the ground, my legs shaky. The crucifix keychain clattered from my trembling hand and he nudged it with his toe.

      “I’ll let you keep this.” He laughed. “This was the most fun I’ve had in nearly a century. Yes, I’ll most definitely keep you alive. For as long as possible, anyway.”

      I had no witty comeback. Already my body yearned for more. Maybe he wasn’t too far off when he said there’d be a time when I begged him. I’d just need to make sure I killed him before I reached that point.

      As he walked casually through the magical boundary of my cell and up the stairs, I looked down at the keychain, glittering gold in the dim light of the basement. If he thought I’d be any less fierce the next time, he was wrong.

      Although maybe fierce was exactly what he was hoping for.
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      Amazingly I managed to doze a bit, waking up just before dawn. My sword was still in the opposite corner of the room. My keychain was still clutched tight in my hand. I hadn’t seen Jack at all. I hadn’t seen anyone since Simon left, which was fine as far as I was concerned.

      The bite wounds throbbed, but they’d stopped bleeding. It felt like they went right through to the opposite side of my throat. He’d been rough, and I was far more bruised and shredded than a donor or blood-slave would be. This was an attack. Which made it all the more humiliating that my body had loved it, wanted more. My nerve endings still tingled with the residual venom. I was still on the edge of the high. I wasn’t sure how long that would last, or how bad my detox would be. Most donors just felt slightly hung over, with a faint longing for another experience, but I had no idea if vampires could control the amount of venom they put out, if Simon gave me more than the usual dose.

      Would he let me suffer for days before he bit me again? Or would he take my blood every night, several times a night until I was a quivering mess?

      No, he wouldn’t. Because I was getting out of here. And if I couldn’t manage that, the next time I’d succeed in killing him. I had to keep telling myself that.

      I waited for dawn, just to make sure no vampires would disturb me. There was still no Jack, and I wondered if the man was even in the house. It didn’t matter. I pocketed the keychain then explored the magical barrier, trying to get a read on how it was put together and if there were any limitations to the spell. As expected, it was tightly constructed. I couldn’t very well dig through the cement floor. The back wall was sturdy block concrete. I looked upward, through the jagged hole I’d fallen through and into the dark interior of the abandoned house. The spell couldn’t go all the way up or I would have hit against it upstairs. In fact, it couldn’t have an upper edge at all or I wouldn’t have been able to fall through.

      It was my way out. If only I were twelve feet tall, or could fly. The back wall was the only place within reach that wasn’t spelled, so I examined it again, looking for breaks in the mortar or cracks in the block. They were there, but in spite of my attempts to climb the wall, I couldn’t manage to get my fingers or toes into the wall enough to get more than a few feet off the ground. Add “if only I were Spiderman” to the list.

      I dropped back to the ground and stumbled. Crap. I’d lost more blood than I’d thought, and I hadn’t eaten since early yesterday evening. There was no food, no water. Did Simon intend for Jack to feed me? Probably not. He might not have remembered humans needed food and water to survive. Either way I needed to get out of here, and the only way was up, so I took the one tool I had and began to use it to chip away at the mortar, hoping to make enough hand and foot holds that I could manage to reach the pipes overhead. Then I’d need to worry about how to swing myself up and into the upper floor without falling back down. Add “if only I were an Olympic gymnast or Cirque du Soleil performer” to the list.

      “You’ll break your pretty keychain.”

      I jumped at the accented voice. So much for escape. I’d thought daytime, with Simon in the ground and Jack nowhere to be seen would give me a window of opportunity. Seems the mage had thought so too.

      I turned around to see Cerveza, a leather jacket over his business casual attire. “I thought Jack was going to watch me. Draw the short straw, did you?”

      “Jack is bored and finds this place ‘creepy’ so he went out for breakfast. He figures if you didn’t manage to escape last night, you’re hardly likely to do so while he grabs coffee and an egg sandwich.”

      “So he left you in charge? You’re Jack’s flunky?”

      “No, I’m the man who’s going to set you free.”

      That…that was not what I’d expected. I didn’t know much about this guy, but I did know that he seemed driven by one thing and one thing only right now—recovering his stolen property.

      “Let me guess, you’re once more offering me the deal? I hunt down the soul trap in the harbor area and bring it to you in exchange for my freedom?”

      “Glad to see you catch on quickly.” The mage pulled a few items from his pocket, tossing one through the barrier. It was a piece of chalk.

      “Hedging your bets, or did you give up on Simon and the vampires assisting you?”

      He tossed another object at my feet. A plastic bag of salt. “It’s always wise to hedge one’s bets. Simon is an ass, and my soul trap is a low priority for him. I’m banking it will be a higher priority for you.”

      A box of matches joined the other items. “Why will this be a higher priority for me? What keeps me from making a dash into Baltimore, never to be seen again?”

      “Your oath.” The mage rolled a candle stub to me. “And the fact that once I get the trap, I’ll banish the plague demon that’s terrorizing your city. No more sick humans clogging up your hospitals. And with the demon gone, perhaps your vampire friends will have a chance at keeping their territory.”

      I couldn’t banish that plague demon. I didn’t have the power. None of us did. My only hope for the vampires, and the well-being of the humans in the city, was to give this man back his property. Guziel wasn’t here for a short time, he was here for the long haul. Cerveza wouldn’t give up until he got the soul trap back, and by the time the plague demon had caused enough of an epidemic to attract the Conclave’s or the Elders’ attention, it would be too late. People would die, and so would vampires. And with Simon in control of the city, even more people would die.

      All I had to do was give this man back something that had been stolen from him, something he rightfully owned.

      “I swear that if you set me free I’ll find and return the soul trap to you, at which point you will banish the plague demon and never again cause harm to the city of Baltimore or any of its residents.”

      “Deal.” He gestured to the pile of items at my feet. “I assume you know a basic unlock spell?”

      “Yeah.” Was it that simple? Gah, I was such an idiot. And in addition to my Templar gear, I really needed to start carrying magical supplies.

      “Salt around the barrier. Chalk symbols every meter and a five-point star within the space. Unlock spell at each quarter, smudging with the candle smoke, then another in the middle. Good luck.”

      He vanished again before I could ask him important things such as how precise did the symbols and star need to be, did the salt need to be along the back wall or not, and did he have more chalk? I eyed the little nub with concern, wondering how I was going to get a dozen or so symbols and a gigantic five point star out of that.

      I managed, although my fingers were scraped and bloody from trying to draw with a piece of chalk that the last few symbols was smaller than a dime. I sweated the whole time, listening for Jack and trying to weigh the need for precise drawings versus the fear that he’d return and see what I’d done. Although I wasn’t sure what he’d do about it. If he came into my cell, I’d attack him, but who would he call for help? Simon and his vampires were dead during daytime, and any human help would take too long to arrive. It was reassuring, but still I hurried.

      Finally, I was done. I carefully stepped back and flexed my cramped hands. Now all I needed to do was light the candle and begin the ritual.

      The candle finally lit with the fourth match. I shielded the flame as I got to the edge of the circle, worried that if drafts put it out, I wouldn’t have enough matches to keep it lit. Slowly I walked the circle, widdershins as this was an unlock spell, designed to unravel. That done, I stood in the middle and took a deep breath.

      “Resero. Recludo. Aperio.”

      For a second nothing happened, nearly sending me into panic at the thought that I might need to face Simon once more tonight. Just as I was beginning to think I’d screwed up one of the symbols, the salt began to sizzle. Like fire following a trail of gunpowder, smoke raced around the circle, turning the salt black. Then it raced inward around the symbols and the pentagram until it made a tight spiral at my feet and died out with a pop.

      I ran for my sword, snatching it off the basement floor and sliding it into my scabbard. Then I took the stairs two at a time, bolting out of the house like it was on fire. Jack must have gone to Pennsylvania for his coffee and egg sandwich because he was nowhere to be found. About a hundred yards away from the dilapidated house I started feeling dizzy and sick. My legs wobbled, and I stumbled. The car was just ahead. I had to make it to the car.

      I did, but I was gasping and fighting to keep upright. Once there I began to retch, the spasms painful in my empty stomach. I texted Tremelay that I was okay, somehow managing to get into my car and drive home without passing out. Once in my apartment, it all hit me. I was home. I was reasonably safe. It was time to fall apart and think about how close I’d come to death last night. I’d been an idiot going to meet Lawrence alone. Yeah, I’d let Tremelay know to check on me today, and Dario would have known I was missing come nightfall, but I could have been dead by then. I’d fallen through a floor, I’d had the crap beaten out of me by a vampire, and I’d been bitten. I reached up a shaky hand to touch the side of my neck feeling the jagged skin, the scabs, and a dampness that let me know my dash for safety had started the bleeding again.

      Time to reassess. I could beat myself up later. Right now I had things to do, starting with cleaning myself and getting something in my stomach. I made my way to the bathroom, still feeling wobbly on my feet. I’m sure blood loss and not eating had something to do with my condition, but mostly my unsteadiness, my queasy stomach, my pounding head, and my cramping muscles were from detox. Coming down off vampire venom was like the worst hangover ever. I’d pop some aspirin and be all right in a few days, though.

      It was the cravings that would linger. My body flared at the remembrance, leaving me with a mixture of revulsion and sexual excitement. Thank God he hadn’t had sex with me. Blood rape was enough trauma for me to get over. I didn’t want to deal with sexual rape too—especially since I was sure my body would have betrayed me in that act just as it had when Simon bit me.

      That was the hardest for me to get past. He’d done something against my will, and against my will I’d enjoyed it. Not emotionally, not mentally, but physically, as painful as it was, I had enjoyed it. He’d made me like it. That was the real damage I carried. He’d made me like it. And the thought of that made me rush for the toilet again trying to empty the nonexistent contents of my stomach.

      I cried it out for as long as I needed to, huddled on the floor between the tub and the toilet. I let the shame and humiliation wash over me. Then I put on my big girl panties, and shoved it all into a dark place so I could do what I needed to do. I’m sure it would break free eventually, but right now this hour of sobbing on the bathroom floor was all I’d allow myself.

      The mirror showed my pale skin and nearly colorless lips. It all made the dark circles under my eyes more prominent. My hair was a snarled mess, half torn free from the ponytail during the fight with Simon. I took it all in, then steeling myself for the worst, I pushed aside my hair to look at my neck.

      Donors were left with nearly invisible marks, tiny dots to show where the vampire’s fangs had broken the skin. Blood-slaves sported a more dramatic look, the mark of ownership an obvious bite. I looked like I’d been attacked by a rabid dog. The puncture wounds were jagged and raw, with thick scabs, but around them was a series of other bites, some bruised, others breaking the skin. The whole thing was on a background of crimson that was already beginning to turn purple. Lovely. There was no way I could hide this with makeup. I’d need to be in turtlenecks up to my ears at the coffee shop or have to make up a story of fighting off a pack of Rottweilers. It would be scarves and high-neck shirts for the next few weeks. But I knew that no scarf or turtleneck would hide this from a vampire.

      I’d absolutely planned to tell Dario, but I’d had the faint hope I could keep it from the others. It was bad enough that I’d been bitten, but this was clearly a brutal attack. I was a Templar. I was supposed to be a bad-ass. Yes, vampires were fast and strong, but I was supposed to be more than the average human. I was supposed to be someone they should see as an equal, even fear. And here I’d been fed from like a common donor. I’d been overpowered, bitten like Simon had wanted to chew through my neck.

      It was bad enough that I had to deal with my emotional state about what Simon had done. Now I had to deal with being dropped back into the ranks of just another human. Humans—weak, slow, easily killed, easily manipulated. They were just food. Yes, vampires might sort of love their blood-slaves, but deep down they didn’t respect them. They were fragile creatures to cherish, to provide vampires with both emotional and physical sustenance, but they weren’t worthy of respect.

      I wanted to be respected. As horrible as it sounded, I’d leveraged being a Templar to differentiate myself from the other humans, but behind the sword, I still was a human. And if vampires couldn’t respect humans, then they’d never really respect me. Simon wasn’t an anomaly, he was the norm—just a bit more open about it. They all saw us, and saw me, that way.

      I showered then cleaned the wound, slathering it with antibacterial cream. Since I wasn’t going anywhere today, I piled my hair up on top of my head and just let the wound air. When I came out of the bathroom, I noticed Raven’s whiteboard had been slid over into my path, right where I’d see it.

      Sux.

      I picked up the board to take it into the kitchen. “Understatement of the year. It more than sucks, Raven. Did you see my neck?” Not to mention the wounds that weren’t visible. I wouldn’t tell her about those. I wouldn’t tell anyone about those, although I’m sure Dario as well as any other vampire could guess. It’s what their venom did. One more thing that made humans helpless and weak in their eyes.

      I saw. I know you’re feeling humiliated. That’s what he wants you to feel.

      Well, he succeeded. Yes, he wanted to hurt me, he wanted to humiliate me, he wanted to stamp a visible mark on me and leave me with sensations and memories that probably would never fade.

      “It’s always humiliating to have someone best you and rub your nose in it. I’m sure I’m not the first to feel this way, and I’m sure I’m not the last.”

      Maybe Wolfram was right. What was I doing taking vampires under my wing as my pilgrims? They were soulless predators. There was no salvation for them, for any of them. Did I think I was some pied piper to lead them into the light? I’m sure even the ones in Dario’s Balaj were laughing at me. She’s just like the others. Without her sword, she’s just like all the other humans.

      I reached in the fridge to pull out a soda and some leftover pizza, moving the whiteboard aside to grab a plate.

      He won this round, but one battle isn’t the war. Next time you’ll kill him.

      I threw the pizza in the microwave, thinking about the likelihood that Raven’s statement would come true. With my sword, with the vampires at my back, I might be able to get the upper hand—especially once I got rid of the plague demon and Cerveza abandoned Simon to head home. I glanced up at the cabinet where the soul trap sat behind the box of Ramen and scowled. That was one more thing I needed to do today.

      Could I kill Simon? He was just a vampire, after all. My keychain had caused some pretty gruesome damage to him last night—damage that might not ever heal. I thought of Dario’s scars from when I’d mistakenly attacked him with a cobbled together wooden crucifix and the power of my blessing. My doubt faded away. I could kill him. I was a force to be reckoned with. I was a Templar. I was a human. And I wouldn’t let this arrogant vampire take my city.

      “Yep.” I told Raven. “Next time I’ll kill him.”
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      Eyeing the setting sun, I sent a quick text to Dario then I called my great-grandmother.

      “What? I’m not using that color. I don’t care. They’re my feet, damn it. Hello? Hello?”

      “Gran? It’s Aria. Are you getting a pedicure or something?” I don’t think I’d ever seen my great-grandmother’s bare feet. Even in the summer, she’d always worn closed-toe shoes.

      “Yes. Your dratted mother insisted, but I’m not having them put some subdued, old-lady polish on my toes. If they’re going to paint me up like a prostitute, then they’re gonna use red. Real red too. None of this coral crap.”

      Oh, Lord. Those poor estheticians. “Can you talk, Gran? Should I call back later?”

      “Sure I can talk. They’re doing my feet right now. When they get to the lipstick I’ll need to hang up. I want red there too.”

      I’m sure she did. “Hey Gran, what do you know about soul traps?”

      “I told you. They’re not soul traps, they’re lelek rakban. They house spirits, not souls. And they don’t trap them.”

      “No, not the figurines, I mean a soul trap like the kind used in death magic when the mage is powering a spell using a human sacrifice that includes the soul.”

      I heard her inhale sharply. “Aria, what are you into? Don’t you go getting involved with people who do death magic. It was bad enough you hanging out with those demon-summoners a few years back. Stick to illusions, child. Can’t go wrong with illusions.”

      “The death mages are all in jail, Gran, and I wasn’t involved with them, I helped put them away. They were doing soul magic, though, and they had a soul trap. Do you know anything about them? I’m trying to figure out how to disable it.”

      “Smash it. Burn it. Drive over it with your car a few times, that’ll do it.”

      “No, Gran. I can’t destroy it. I need to disable it in a way where the box looks untouched and even seems to have the same magic abilities, but when the mage goes to use it, it doesn’t work.”

      She laughed. It was one of those belly-laughs that made me smile and wish I was a little girl again, sitting on her lap and listening to stories of the Turul bird who lived at the top of the Tree of Life, of dragons, clever thieves, and hens that instead of golden eggs laid diamonds.

      “You naughty thing. You’re quite the Till Eulenspiegel. I met him, you know. He proposed to me, but I turned him down. I turned all the men down until I met your great-grandfather.” She sighed. “He was the sort of man who only comes along once in a thousand years.”

      The real Till Eulenspiegel, not the trickster of German folklore, died in 1350. Essie was old, but she wasn’t that old.

      “I miss him, you know. It’s hard, this waiting and searching. I don’t know if I’ll ever find him again.”

      I got misty-eyed at Gran’s words. How difficult to have lived so much longer than her beloved husband. I thought of me and Dario, realizing that he’d go through the same thing when I died, only he’d need to wait a whole lot more than fifty years or so until we met again.

      What was I thinking of? We wouldn’t meet in the afterlife. This time was all we’d have together. He’d given his soul in exchange for immortality, where if the Halloween ceremony went as planned, I’d keep my soul and ascend to a heavenly paradise once I died.

      “I know you miss him Gran.”

      She sighed again. “But you’re not calling me to hear a story of star-crossed lovers. Yes, you can disable the soul trap.”

      My breath caught, hope soared through me. This was going to work. I was going to pull off the con of the century, and it would actually work.

      “Give me that polish. No, not that one I need darker. That purple over there.”

      I wondered what Gran was doing now. Had she gone off on another tangent of nail polish and makeovers? At this rate I’d never get her to focus enough to tell me the ritual.

      “Hold on. No, not you. You keep painting my toes. I’m talking to my great-granddaughter.” I heard a click, then some typing. A few seconds later I saw the notification across the top of my phone screen telling me I had a picture text message.

      “You write that on the box somewhere it won’t be noticed. Don’t use a colored Sharpie, use clear nail polish so this mage can’t see it easily.”

      “Got it. So, what kind of ritual do I use?”

      She snorted. “You mage-types. Everything has got to be complicated. If it doesn’t involve a five pound bag of salt and chalk doodles, you think it won’t work. All it takes is the symbol and intent. That’s it, but if you want to light some candles and dance around, knock yourself out.”

      God, I loved this woman. I hoped she outlived me, because I really couldn’t imagine life without Gran. She was far more of the trickster than Till Eulenspiegel. If they’d gotten married, it probably would have brought about the apocalypse.

      “Thanks Gran. You’re the best.”

      “Don’t you forget it. Love you, girl. See you soon.”

      I hoped so. I hung up with a smile and pulled up the picture text she’d sent. It was a simple symbol written on a napkin in dark purple nail polish. That was it? The symbol Gran sent was one of five used to mark holy places, to basically consecrate and make something holy ground. I’d never known the exact process. That was something only the Elders knew how to do. I’d always assumed that just like in ceremonial magic, there were supplies, a set ritual format, and an incantation that needed to be worded precisely. It seems I was wrong.

      Did I have the power to create a holy place, a spot where no evil could occur, just with my intent, with the strength of my will? With my faith? Gran seemed to think so. Of course, Gran also believed she had received a proposal nearly seven hundred years ago.

      I hoped she was right, because not only were the souls of death magic victims hinging on this, but my own was too.

      “Gran, you’re a genius,” I said to myself. She was. And I was surely crazy, because I was about to do something no sane person would ever consider. I could do this. If I could pull this off, then everything would fall into place. Finally, things were looking up.
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      I sat on my couch and waited. The sun had slipped behind the buildings, the sky slowly darkening. It was officially night. I knew Dario had things he must do immediately upon waking—check the sick vampires, set up a defensive perimeter, organize the night’s preparations to safeguard the city from the attacks that surely would come. And he’d need to feed.

      I reached up a hand to touch my neck, thinking of how furious Simon was right now. If Jack had any sense, he’d be halfway across the continent. Cerveza would be able to defend himself if the vampire’s wrath turned on him. Although it would be kind of nice if Simon killed the mage. The contract binding the plague demon here would be broken and he’d return to hell. I wouldn’t have to give up the soul trap.

      Simon probably wouldn’t kill the mage. If he tried, he’d most likely get a nasty surprise. That was Simon’s weakness—he underestimated humans. He didn’t think me any different, either. Such hubris would be his downfall. Satan’s sin was pride, and I intended to see that Simon suffered a similar descent into hell.

      Yes, the vampire was probably furious, smashing up the abandoned house and foaming at the mouth as he ranted and screamed. I felt a moment of panic wondering if he’d come for me. It wouldn’t be too hard to find out where I lived. Was this bite like a homing beacon? Would he show up, burst through my doorway, and drag me back? I shoved down my fear. If he did, then he’d die at the point of my sword. I wasn’t weak, and I wasn’t about to let him bite me again.

      I felt like something scraped off the bottom of a dumpster. In spite of the aspirin, adequate hydration, a nap and food, I was exhausted and shaky. The hangover feeling I’d had all day now was accompanied by something else—something that pissed me off. I was hungry, a gnawing need at the edge of my awareness. The aching at the wound site, the hangover feeling, the anemic exhaustion were all bearable, the hunger wasn’t. I hated craving something that had been a horrible, painful experience. I hated the constant reminder of being vulnerable, being powerless to defend myself. And I hated that my body wanted more.

      My door swung open. I spun around, knowing it was Dario but unable to keep back a quick moment of fear. I’d texted him that I needed to see him, that Lawrence was confirmed to be a traitor. I told him I’d met with the mage and had a deal that would put us one step closer to healing the infected vampires.

      I didn’t tell him what Simon had done. He froze, one foot over the threshold. His eyes darkened with a cold fury. It seemed I wouldn’t have to tell him after all. He hadn’t even seen my neck and he knew.

      “Ran into a bit of trouble last night.” I tried to make light of it, play it off casually. That look on his face was scaring me. “Things got dicey there for a while, but I escaped. I’m fine.”

      “Let me see.” He was across the room and in front of me before I could take a breath. I flinched, his speed bringing forth a memory I didn’t want to have. I pulled my hair up in a tie and turned so he could view the full palette of colors on my neck.

      “You think this is bad, you should see the other guy,” I joked. It was all I knew how to do at this point. Maybe if I made light of it, it wouldn’t haunt me. Maybe joking would take away the humiliation I’d suffered.

      Dario hissed. I felt a gentle finger trace the jagged skin that fangs had torn.

      “Seriously. I couldn’t get to my sword, but I punched a ton of holes in his face and neck with my keychain. It’s blessed. Honestly I think his neck probably looks worse than mine right now.”

      “I’m going to kill him.”

      “Yes, well you’ll have to get in line because I have first dibs.”

      “Poaching is a crime. He knew you were mine, and he took you.”

      Okay, this wasn’t the Dario I needed tonight. In fact, he was starting to piss me off. “First off he bit me, he didn’t rape me.”

      “He did rape you. Blood rape is still rape. It’s worse in my eyes. And the only reason he did that to you is because you’re mine.”

      Yep. I was officially pissed off. “He hurt me, I hurt him. There was no “taking.” Secondly, this talk of poaching and who owns what human has to stop. Simon might think I’m your property to break and throw back in your face, but I expect better from you. There is no poaching here. I’m not a special deer in a giant hunting preserve that you’ve been saving for Thanksgiving dinner. Simon and I are enemies. He won this battle, and we both walked away with wounds. Next time I’ll win, and he won’t be walking away at all.”

      “I’ll kill him. Personally. I’ll make it agonizingly slow. I’ll make him beg for death.”

      Was he not hearing a word I said? I pulled the hair band out and let the dark brown locks fall, partially hiding my neck.

      “I can fight my own battles. I’ll take care of my own revenge. You make sure any infected vampires are locked up and that Simon’s family doesn’t take the city. Okay? Yes, fight Simon if you come across him in battle, but don’t go racing off with some harebrained idea of defending your damaged property. Got it?”

      He stepped back giving me some space to turn and look at him. His eyes were still fierce, but not lost. I think my words were beginning to reach him.

      “He marked you, do you understand that? He claimed you. Bites broadcast a scent specific to the vampire. It’s how we know which humans have been fed from in the last six to eight weeks. It’s also how we know which humans are marked, claimed as belonging to one of us.”

      I’d had enough of this. The guy bit me. He’d assaulted me, and made me feel some things I really didn’t want to feel at the time, but that’s all it was. This ownership, claiming, property crap had to end, now.

      “He bit me, he doesn’t own me. It’s no different than if he shot me, or stabbed me. It’s an assault.”

      “It’s more than that. I’m trying to explain it to you. He’s claimed you as his. It’s not just a common blood-donor bite. That’s the type of scent we stamp on our blood-slaves. That kind of bite signals a blood-slave. It’s like…a wedding ring.”

      My mouth dropped open. I’d shut my eyes tight to the whole blood-slave relationship, buried my ethical issues about the practice, but this was going too far. This was so far from marriage, it was laughable. And for him to actually compare the two made me see red.

      “A wedding ring only one of the parties wears,” I shot back. “There’s no corresponding mark on the vampire, so don’t try to dress this up as a partnership between equals. It’s a brand you use to mark your cattle, your exclusive dinner for however long they last. And just to make sure they stick around, you turn them into addicts, with your venom as the drug.”

      “We need to feed, because the alternative is starvation and that’s no fun at all, is it?” His voice was cold, sarcastic. “Have you ever stopped to think how it is for us? That we get more than just sustenance from human blood? We get the same rush of pleasure and excitement as the human, and trust me a favored human turns a vampire into an addict too. That’s why blood-slaves don’t live long. We’re addicted. We want more and more of the pleasure, the emotion, the way it feels to have someone fall apart in your arms as you drink from them. It’s a rush, and it’s just as addicting as whatever is in our venom.”

      His words triggered an unwanted memory. My heart skipped, my breath hitched, and I trembled, warm between my legs at the thought. Dario must have known, because there was a spark of sympathy mixed in all the anger on his face—and something fleeting that looked a lot like grief.

      He wanted to be the one who’d stirred this response in me. He wasn’t the only one. I reached a shaky hand up to touch my neck. “Thankfully it’s a brand that only lasts a couple of months. Right? I’m not always going to smell like Simon to you.”

      This time I couldn’t read the emotion that flickered across his face. “It will fade and eventually be gone. That’s why we re-mark blood-slaves each night, just a small bite to ensure there are no misunderstandings.”

      Was I forever spoiled goods? The blood virgin no more? Would I always smell like Simon to him? Did he even want me anymore? Tears stung my eyes at the thought, then my anger returned. I’d been attacked. I’d heal. And if he couldn’t get past that, then I didn’t need him.

      But instead of asking questions I didn’t want to know the answer to, I pushed the conversation in a safer, more antagonistic, direction.

      “I don’t like the term blood-slave. In fact, I don’t like the concept at all. Humans are not your slaves. If they choose to enter into a relationship with a vampire, fine, but they’re not slaves.”

      Incredulity. Yep, that emotion was very, very clear on his face.

      “You want to discuss semantics? A Master of an invading Balaj bit you, savagely bit you, and marked you as his. I’m in the middle of a war. Our family’s Mistress is quite possibly infected and unable to function in her role. We’ve got infected vampires and infected humans. There’s a plague demon in the city, and did I mention you were bitten? Brainstorming ideas for a more PC term to call our blood-slaves isn’t high on my priority list right now.”

      “Fine. You take care of the war and the infected vampires. I’ll deal with the plague demon and skewering Simon with my sword. Got it? Now get out.”

      I pointed dramatically at the door, half expecting it to open and Dario to be sucked through to the other side. Instead he stood there, glaring at me. Then the anger faded and he reached up a hand to touch my cheek. “I’m not leaving. Not now, not ever. Got it?”

      The words were almost a whisper. Tears again stung my eyes. “I smell like him. He’s branded me like a cow. You could tell from across the room. You could tell before you even saw my neck.”

      His hand cupped my jaw then slid around to the back of my head, his other arm encircling my waist to pull me closer. “Yes, I could tell. I’m furious that he hurt you. He could have killed you and dumped your body on my doorstep—that’s the thought that went through my mind when I walked through your door and realized what he’d done. I could have lost you, and I can’t lose you—not now, not ever.”

      I ignored the obvious, that he’d eventually lose me, if not last night, then sometime in the future. “He didn’t, though. And next time it will be me who wins.”

      His hand caressed my scalp. I leaned into him, resting my head on his shoulder and inhaling deep of that cinnamon and myrrh scent that said vampire, and the spicy note that was all Dario.

      “You sure we can’t compromise on this? Can’t we both kill him? We’ll bring Russell with us. That way you can kill him, we’ll have the necromancer resurrect him, then I’ll kill him. Maybe we’ll do it a few times just for kicks. Then we’ll go see a movie.”

      I smiled. This was better. This was the Dario I needed right now. “Russell isn’t that good. I’m afraid you’ll just have to let me win this time. Next bad guy that comes along, it’ll be your turn. Deal?”

      He laughed, his chest rumbling against my cheek. “Deal. Even though I’m not happy about it. Simon comes within two miles of me and the deal’s off. I’m not holding back and letting him slip away just so you can have your revenge.”

      I nodded, wincing as the motion pulled at bruised neck muscles. “Deal.”

      We stood for what seemed like forever, him caressing my head, his other hand snaking under the hem of my shirt to explore the skin of my waist and back. I shivered at the sensation. His hand was cool and dry with callouses that he must have gotten as a human. I wondered if they were from when he’d worked the fields hundreds of years ago, or if he’d gotten them when he was in the mountains with the rebels. I knew so little of his past, but that would need to wait. I wasn’t in the mood to stir up the past when his fingers were lighting me up on the inside. Still, there was a specter that just wouldn’t go away.

      “I smell like Simon. According to you it’s like I’ve got his name stamped all over me, lit up in neon lights you can see from across the room. I’m sure…I mean, it’s okay if you’re not attracted to me right now.”

      We could just cuddle. Honestly, I probably needed that far more than sex, but I needed to know he still wanted me, that last night hadn’t changed things between us.

      He pulled my hips tight against his own. “What do you think?”

      Well, that put some of my fears to rest. He still wanted me. At least parts of him did.

      Dario’s hand gripped my hair gently and pulled my head back to look me in the eyes. “Aria, I’ve wanted you from the moment you started sending me those napkin drawings and stalking me in downtown pubs every evening. I want you now—all of you, your heart, your body, your blood. No vampire’s mark is going to change that.”

      He reached down and placed his lips against mine, cool and soft then more insistent and hungry. His kiss was like the underscore to all his words, and when his lips finally left mine I knew I was lost. I’d loved him before, but now I’d taken the plunge. I was all in, and I was never getting out.

      “You can’t have my blood,” I teased.

      He smiled. “For now,” he teased back. Then his expression once more became serious. “As long as I can have the other two, I’ll forgo the blood.”

      Then he kissed me again, and all the worries and doubts faded, passion soothing the emotional wounds from the night before. I pulled him into my room, and we fell to the bed, hands and mouths frantic and hungry. And when I came, I embraced it eagerly, wantonly throwing myself into the pleasure of having Dario pressed against me, inside me, and lodged deep in my heart.

      Sarge was wrong. Venom-induced orgasm had nothing on this. Nothing.
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      I shivered, partly from the chill of the October evening and partly because I had the soul trap in my pocket. I’d driven back out to Randallstown, to a Big Burger. Cerveza was to meet me here at eight, about forty minutes past sunrise. I’d needed to drive right past the house where Simon had bitten me. I hoped that Overalls had taken his egg sandwich and run for the border once he realized I’d escaped. It would really suck to run into him here.

      It would really suck if this was another trap and the mage took the soul trap only to bring Simon down on my head tonight. He’d set me free so I could get the soul trap, and from what I could see he had no love lost for the vampire, but there was nothing to stop him tipping Simon off as to my whereabouts after we had our exchange. It was one of the reasons I had my sword at the ready and I’d taken some extra precautions in the supplies I was carrying on my person. Ready for anything, like a Girl Scout with a sword.

      The door chimed and I saw Cerveza make his way over to me, weaving between the bright red and yellow metal tables. He sat down opposite me.

      “Weird place to be banishing a demon,” I commented.

      The mage shrugged. “It’s not really banishment. I call him. He comes. I tell him our deal is done and he can return to hell. Game over. Do you have the box?”

      Straight to the point. No messing around with this guy. I pulled the soul trap from my pocket and slid it across the table to him. I might not completely trust the guy, but I got the feeling he was a man of his word, and lived by a sort of mage-code. He’d lodged a complaint through the Conclave when the trap had been stolen rather than curse Dark Iron, or come up here to confront him in person. I got the feeling if the Conclave hadn’t dragged their feet on it, he would have been happy to let mage justice take its course. A guy like that wouldn’t take the box and run without keeping his end of the bargain. He had a reputation to keep.

      Cerveza picked up the box, his jeweled and spelled rings glittering in the harsh fluorescent lighting of the burger joint. His fingers ran over every seam and symbol, tracing the brass fittings along the corners. Then he opened it up and peered inside.

      “Segredio Reve.”

      I held my breath, not knowing exactly what he’d cast, but betting it had something to do with detecting fraud or examining the magical aura of the item. He stared at it a moment, then nodded, closing the lid and sliding the box into a pocket.

      “Guziel, enter!”

      I heard the chime of the door and looked around. Sure enough, the demon was here, flies and all. He approached our table and slid into a seat. “Mage. Templar. I’m assuming my fun here is at an end.”

      Cerveza nodded. “I’m afraid so. I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.”

      “Completely,” Guziel grinned, his black teeth sporting a tinge of green slime. “I appreciate you allowing me the latitude to expand my activities beyond the targets you specified. It’s the only reason I’m not going to kill you.”

      Demons hated being summoned, but if they got to do what they do best, they were fairly tolerant about it. And if they managed to kill the mage that brought them over it was a total bonus. There was always a lot of bluster and posturing, but most of them enjoyed the challenge.

      “Did you bring the package?” Cerveza asked.

      What package? I gripped my sword and eyed the mage uneasily.

      “It’s outside.”

      “Service having been performed and contract fulfilled, I command you Guziel to leave forthwith and return to hell, not to cross the veil again unless specifically summoned by name.”

      There was a puff of white smoke and the demon was gone, in his place crawled several hundred maggots.

      “It was good doing business with you,” I told Cerveza as I got up from the table. It was a good thing I hadn’t bought breakfast or it would have come right back up about now. I felt terribly sorry for the minimum wage staff that would need to clean this up.

      “Likewise. I’ve got a gift for you. My thank-you for such quick action on your part.”

      The gift Guziel had mentioned? I tensed, ready for a spell to drop me to the floor. Instead the mage got up from the table and walked out the door. I followed, because as nervous as I was, I was also curious about what this gift might be. Plus, it would be cowardly to cut and run when he’d just announced he was giving me a present.

      We rounded the side of a bright red Dodge pickup truck and there on the ground sat a construction-sized garbage bag. Cerveza waved a hand at it. “Go on. Open it up.”

      I debated putting my sword away so I could untie the knot in the bag versus the potential rudeness of opening it with my sword and opted for the latter. Trusty easily slid through the plastic, slicing the bag open at the top. Sword at the ready, I leaned forward and took the edge of the bag with one hand easing it open.

      Nothing jumped out at me. It smelled odd, musty with a coppery odor like old blood. I had a bad feeling that I might not like this “gift” since whoever was in the sack was obviously dead.

      I opened the bag further, ripping at the plastic slightly so I could get a better look at the contents.

      “Be careful. Don’t let the sunlight hit it or you’ll have a pile of smoldering ash and not a body.”

      Cerveza was right, because the body inside the industrial-strength bag was a vampire. Well, it was a vampire head and a twisted heap of limbs connected to a shredded torso. I held my breath, was it Simon? Had the mage delivered my enemy unto me? Oh, I hoped so.

      It wasn’t Simon. It was Lawrence. “Umm, thank you?”

      Cerveza smiled benignly. “You’re quite welcome. If you’re ever down south near Mar del Plata, please look me up.”

      I made a mental note to never go to Mar del Plata. I wasn’t sure how often Cerveza found himself doing soul magic, but the first time he went to use that box, he was going to flip out. Hopefully he’d think Dark Iron did something to it and not come gunning for me. After all, I was just the muscle, just a silly Templar who barely knew enough magic to perform an unlock spell.

      I watched him climb into the big truck and pull away, then hauled the garbage bag of dead vampire over to my car. It took several attempts to get it into my trunk. I wished I’d asked the mage to give me a hand before he left.

      That done, I climbed into my car and headed toward Baltimore. Sadly I wouldn’t be able to deliver the vampire remains to Dario until sundown, to let him know that two of our major problems had been taken care of. The plague demon was gone. Lawrence was dead, which meant Wolfram might be able to heal the infected vampires. And hopefully Simon would be in a weaker position without a mage to back him up. If so, we’d be one step closer to winning this war and hopefully returning things in Baltimore to normal.
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      “Yep, it’s Lawrence,” Dario confirmed. Balen, Jasmine, Madeline, and Opal all leaned over the bag to get a look. I was irrationally glad to see Opal here and still alive. The young vampire cracked me up with her snark and her poof of dark hair.

      “That’s some kinda messed up,” she announced wrinkling her nose as she stepped back.

      The others looked equally horrified, their gaze sliding to me with awed respect before inevitably returning to the remains stuffed in the bag.

      “It wasn’t me.” I was reluctant to shatter this ego-inducing admiration, but I wasn’t this powerful. Yes, I could have killed him with my sword, but this was the sort of damage that either another vampire, or a demon, could only do. “The plague demon killed him.”

      “A plague demon, one who seems to only kill through pestilence, suddenly decided to disembowel a vampire and rip his head off?” Dario eyed me skeptically.

      I squirmed, not really wanting to get into this here. “The mage that summoned him commanded him to do so.”

      “The mage, as in the mage that works for Simon? Why would he do that?”

      The other vampires were jerking their heads back and forth between the two of us, looking as though they were at a particularly confusing tennis match.

      “Because I did something for him, and I did it in a timely fashion. Our deal was that he banish the plague demon. This was kind of a bonus.”

      Dario drew a sharp breath. “What did you do for him?”

      I glanced over at the other vampires. “Later, okay?”

      “Is this something that’s going to come back to bite me in the near future? Or come back to bite you?”

      “Maybe me,” I admitted. “Although probably not for a while, and maybe not ever.”

      That answer seemed to satisfy Dario, although from the look on his face, I knew he’d quiz me later in private. To fend off any future inquisition, I took out my phone and called Wolfram.

      It was ten at night, and from the background noise, the Hospitaller was still making the rounds. I’d called him earlier today to let him know that the demon was gone, as was the vampire who’d spread the infection. Hopefully Lawrence was the right vampire. Hopefully Wolfram was now able to heal the infected at the hospital.

      “The humans are responding to treatment,” he told me. “Nice work. You helped me save hundreds of human lives.”

      “And now I need you to help me save some vampire ones.”

      The doctor sighed. “I’ll meet you tomorrow night and see what I can do. I’m not promising anything, though.”

      “I need you to come here right now. They don’t have time to wait until tomorrow. We don’t have time to wait until tomorrow. If Simon takes the city, then it’s all over and a whole lot more than hundreds of humans will die.”

      There was silence on the line and I knew he was trying to determine if there really would be a human cost to any delay. “Give me an address. Have the infected vampires ready because I’m not staying long.”

      I rattled off Dario’s address, then disconnected with Wolfram’s assurances that he was on his way. All the vampires were staring at me. Dario had doubt written all over his face, but the others were hopeful.

      “Who should he heal first?” I asked.

      “Leonora!” Jasmine said.

      I started. “She’s infected? You confirmed it?”

      Dario nodded. “She started showing signs last night. It was all I could do to keep her from tearing me apart tonight.”

      I winced, knowing how much that must have hurt Dario. They had their differences, but I knew he’d been with Leonora since he’d been turned, and that he respected her. What did this mean for the morale of the Balaj? And what did this mean for Dario? “Yes, let’s heal Leonora first.”

      Dario shook his head. “Is there any guarantee it will work? What if it fails? She’s incredibly strong. I’m not certain the four of us can hold her, especially with two humans in the room.”

      “We have to heal her,” Jasmine countered. “Maybe another one first, but we need to have her ready. If she’s healed, then I know we can win this war against Simon tonight.”

      Dario considered it for a moment. “She’s across town and this doctor will be here in less than ten minutes. Let’s choose someone from downstairs, maybe two or three, then we can take him through the tunnels to Leonora’s.”

      I got the impression that Wolfram’s idea of not staying long and Dario’s were going to be at odds, but that was for them to work out.

      “Who, then? Who should we bring up from the basement to go first?” Madeline asked.

      “Justina,” Balen volunteered, his voice husky. “She’s one of our best fighters. I’ve known her since she was turned and it’s killing me to see her like this. Plus, I know she’d volunteer in spite of the risks. It’s right for her to go first and make sure this works and is safe.”

      The others nodded in agreement. “Justina it is.” Dario moved toward the stairs. “I’ll need someone to help me—someone who won’t mind causing her the kind of damage necessary to make her safe for the doctor to heal.”

      Balen had stepped forward only to halt at the last words.

      “I’ll go,” Madeline announced. In spite of our rocky start, she was quickly becoming a favorite of mine—strong, capable, and ready to jump in without hesitation no matter how unpleasant the task. They headed downstairs and I felt Opal’s hand on my arm.

      “Do you really think he can do it? Can he heal our brothers and sisters?”

      I had to be honest. “I don’t know. Vampires don’t get sick so I doubt any of the conventional human treatments would work. He’s a Hospitaller, so he has God-given healing abilities, but neither of us are sure they’ll work on vampires. He might do more harm than good—that’s the risk.”

      “They’re dead if he can’t,” Balen said woodenly. “Dario has been keeping them alive with the hope that this will work, but if it doesn’t we’ll have no choice but to put them down. Our family, our own brothers and sisters. Even if Simon doesn’t take us down, I’m not sure we’ll survive this.”

      “You think the healing won’t work because we’re damned,” Opal said. “We’ve sold our souls for immortality and are no longer God’s creatures. Your Hospitaller won’t be able to help us. Anything he does will probably kill us.”

      I couldn’t contradict her. In the Templar blessings I’d used to date, the vampires had been lumped in with evil in the range of effect, but I felt like I had to give the girl some hope. “The damned can be saved. Anyone can be saved. This doctor may not be able to help cure your infected, but either way I won’t abandon you.”

      I’d meant to add that God wouldn’t abandon them either, but I couldn’t say that with any certainty. Maybe I was just an idealistic fool tilting at windmills, seeing grace where there was none. Maybe Wolfram was right and I was wasting my time. But no matter what they thought of me—just a human with a sword and some magical ability—they were still my pilgrims. And I was determined to lead them into the Holy Land.

      The basement door banged open and Madeline appeared dragging the infected vampire by the shoulders. Justina’s arms hung at awkward positions by her sides, her head lolled at an unnatural angle. Even with the multiple fractures, she thrashed about, snapping teeth as she tried to reach Madeline’s arms. Her eyes were bloodshot and glassy with a yellow tinge to the whites.

      Balen made a small noise and turned away while Jasmine and Zoe sprang forward to help. Madeline waved them away, half dropping Justina in the process.

      “Stay back. If she bites you, you’ll be infected too.”

      That held the pair back. We all watched as Madeline edged out of the basement doorway, Dario following holding Justina tightly by the hips. The vampire’s legs were broken in multiple places as well. They put her on the carpet, still stained with Aaron’s blood, and released her, jumping backward out of reach. Justina twisted and amazingly launched herself forward a few feet to squirm on the ground, still snapping at Madeline.

      I couldn’t believe Dario hadn’t put her out of her misery. Glancing over at Balen I saw why. The vampire was so distraught. Clearly he and Justina had a past. Dario had spared her, holding out for a cure. And he’d done it because of Balen’s attachment.

      We all waited for Wolfram to arrive, unable to take our eyes from the infected vampire. It was heartbreaking to watch her thrash around, desperate for blood, anything, to appease the hunger that would never be satisfied. I wondered who she’d been before this disease had taken hold of her, what she’d been like. There seemed to be nothing left of whatever humanity vampires retained. It was as if she were another creature, a hungry shark thinking of nothing but reaching the food just out of range.

      By the time the knock came on the door Madeline and Dario had stepped in twice to re-break Justina’s legs and arms. Wolfram entered, the stereotypical black bag in his hand.

      “That’s the doctor?” Opal eyed him in appreciation.

      Yeah, he was hot, but he was also a jerk. And there was one other problem. “He’s a Hospitaller, Opal.”

      The girl shrugged. “So? You’re a Templar and you’re banging the boss.”

      Great. Did everyone know? Should I take out an ad in the paper just in case?

      “Not interested,” Wolfram told her with a cold glance, brushing past the vampire as he entered the room. Opal followed behind him, a look in her eyes that said she was undeterred by the doctor’s rudeness. I thought about warning Wolfram away from dark alleys and empty building lots, but decided not to. It would serve him right to be stalked a bit.

      The doctor halted a few feet from Justina, looking down at her in disgust. The vampire’s thrashing increased to a frenzy as she realized a human was right in front of her.

      “Who did this? She looks like she was hit by a car that came back to run over her a few more times, just to be sure.”

      “We can’t risk her biting anyone, human or vampire, and spreading the infection,” Dario replied smoothly. “The broken bones will heal on their own. I’m hoping you can help with the infection.”

      Wolfram set down his bag, muttering under his breath as he pulled out vials and a crucifix.

      “Heal her, not kill her,” I reminded him.

      “I’m going to try a pharmaceutical remedy before I move on to the more drastic methods.” He attached a needle to one of the vials and tapped it with a finger, squirting a bit from the top.

      “Get her hips,” Dario commanded.

      Madeline grabbed Justina and held her down while Dario did the same to the vampire’s shoulders. Wolfram moved in to inject the medicine into her arm, then they all sprang back. Justina continued to squirm, baring her fangs at the doctor. I noticed she was starting to move her legs again.

      “How long until it takes effect?” I was worried Dario would need to break her legs again, and I’d seen enough of that to last me a lifetime.

      “As soon as I injected it.” Wolfram calmly stored the hypodermic in a plastic case marked with a biohazard sign, then picked up the crucifix. “Here goes nothing.”

      “Wait.” I put out my hand and turned to Dario. “This might kill her.”

      “Unless it works, I’ll need to kill her myself.” He echoed Balen’s statement.

      The vampires moved again to hold Justina down and Wolfram knelt before her, lifting the crucifix in the air and placing a hand on her chest.

      “Curar corpo e espirito.”

      Justina screamed, her eyes bulging. She went rigid under Wolfram’s hand.

      “Curar corpo e espirito.”

      Black poured from her mouth, trickling in a line from her ear. “Stop. Stop. It’s not working. You’re killing her,” I told him.

      “Keep going,” Dario commanded. “This is our last hope. Keep going.”

      “Curar corpo e espirito polo noso Salvador, curar corpo e espirito.”

      Justina’s eyes filmed over. Her face grew gaunt, her body caving in right in front of my eyes. Wolfram shook his head and got to his feet. “Oh well. Sorry.”

      He didn’t sound sorry. I wanted to punch him in the face, but instead hid my balled up fist behind my back. “Is there anything else you can try? There must be some other blessing, or maybe another injection—”

      “No.” He put the crucifix in his bag and shouldered it as he faced me. “I told you this probably wouldn’t work, Aria. I said I’d try, and I did. Now I need to get back to my real patients—the humans.”

      I really hated this guy. I longed for my shield to bash him in the face and darken the fading purple under his left eye. Instead I watched him go, then turned to see the other vampires watching me. I’d let them down. I’d given them hope for a cure and there was none. I’d let them down.

      “I better get started,” Dario said. “Madeline can you call the other houses and tell them to go ahead and end their infected? Might as well put them out of their misery and eliminate the chance that anyone else will get this disease.”

      Madeline went off to a corner, pulling her cell phone from her pocket. I wanted to cry, but now wasn’t the time. What more could I do? I didn’t heal, and I wasn’t sure Dario would want me to help kill his family. That seemed like something that shouldn’t come from the point of a Templar’s sword.

      “Balen, I’m sorry.” Dario put his hand on the other vampire’s shoulder. “I had hoped for a cure. I know you were close to Justina.”

      Balen nodded mutely, then straightened his shoulders. “Let’s get this done.”

      “Boss!” Madeline shouted. “Simon’s attacked and he’s brought hundreds down from Philadelphia. Federico’s and Stuart’s houses have both fallen. They’re dead along with Holly, Anne-Lee, and Theresa. Simon is in Leonora’s house right now and they’ve found the tunnels.”

      Dario’s jaw firmed. The tunnels that connected her house with this one. They were coming and we were only five vampires and a Templar. I was suddenly wishing Wolfram hadn’t left. He might be an ass, but he had a good sword arm.

      “Who from our Balaj was at Leonora’s?” Dario asked.

      “Charlotte is the only one left out of the ten that were there. Once the others fell, she retreated.” Madeline told him.

      “I need her to do something. It will probably be a suicide mission. I’m not her Master, so I understand if she’s unwilling.”

      Madeline spoke into the phone, then looked up. “If it will help save the Balaj, she says she’ll do it.”

      Dario’s face got that hard, unemotional set once again. “I need her to sneak in and release Leonora from her safe spot. She should wait until Simon and his crew are in the tunnels, then lead Leonora to them and urge her to protect her Balaj one last time.”

      Madeline hesitated. “You said Leonora is infected?”

      He nodded. “Charlotte will have to be careful that the Mistress doesn’t attack her. She’s still rational, but she’s starving and not in control of her hunger.”

      “You do know Simon has most likely left one or two behind to guard the tunnel entrance. He wouldn’t want to be attacked from behind in an unfamiliar enclosed space.”

      Dario smiled. “He’s about to be, whether he wants it or not. They’ll take their time before coming down the tunnels, just to be safe. Charlotte just needs to time this right. It’s our one chance to knock out Simon and his Balaj once and for all.”

      “Sneak in past Simon’s group. Time this perfectly. Release the Mistress and lead her to the tunnels without getting killed. Take out whatever guards, and sic Leonora on the other Balaj.” Madeline arched an eyebrow. “This is Charlotte, Boss. She’s more of a retreat kind of gal. Let me go instead.”

      And Charlotte probably heard that. I winced, thinking that Madeline wasn’t the most diplomatic of Dario’s family.

      “There’s no time. I need Charlotte. Her whole family needs her.”

      Madeline turned to speak into the phone while I was beginning to think Charlotte’s methods had merit. “We can get out,” I told Dario. “Hide out somewhere in the city and regroup for tomorrow night, when there’s more than six of us to fight them.”

      Dario shook his head. “No. We finish this now.”

      “She’s in,” Madeline said, her eyes wide. “What do we do now, Boss?”

      “We prepare and we wait.” Dario turned and headed for the basement stairs.

      And we pray, I thought as I followed the vampires.
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      I was the last one down the stairs, pulling Trusty from the scabbard on the way. There were three occupied cages—two with infected vampires, and one holding Dylan. Balen picked a huge hunting knife off a table and went over to one of the cages, no doubt ready to put down the vampires inside.

      “Hold on that,” Dario told him. “We’re going to open the tunnel entrance and kill every vampire that comes through, but just in case things go wrong, I want you to turn them loose.”

      “You can’t do that,” I argued. “What if they get out and start killing humans?”

      “They’ll be killed first, but I’m hoping they infect as many of Simon’s crew as they can.” He reached out a hand to touch mine. “You’re our last line of defense before we set the infected free. If this turns bad and we have to do that, I want you to leave.”

      “I won’t leave you,” I protested. I still wasn’t happy about turning the infected loose, but I saw his reasoning. I just hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      “You will.” He squeezed my hand. “I’m counting on you to avenge us and make sure Baltimore doesn’t fall to Simon’s Balaj. Don’t die and leave your city vulnerable.”

      He was right. Dario waved for silence and opened the door to the tunnels. All the vampires listened, sniffing the air.

      “I hear them. Quiet, moving carefully,” Balen mouthed.

      Madeline looked down at her phone, then turned the screen toward us.

      Mission accomplished. Leonora doesn’t seem interested in going down the tunnel. What should I do?

      I realized what Dario was trying to do. Simon’s forces coming through the tunnel in an organized fashion would overwhelm us. Simon’s forces panicked and fleeing an infected vampire on the rampage wouldn’t be so organized.

      Dario took the phone, typed something and turned it to us, pointing at Opal. Get Erica. Bring her down here.

      She raced up the stairs with a blur of speed. Why did he want Leonora’s partner? I doubted the girl knew how to fight and I was worried we’d have to spare valuable resources in guarding her.

      Opal returned, leading a perplexed Erica by the hand. The woman was just as beautiful as she’d been at the party, her petite form overwhelmed by an oversized T-shirt, her blond hair a tangle around her heart-shaped face.

      “What’s going on?” she whispered looked nervously at the infected moaning in their cages. I winced, thinking that Simon now knew we were here and ready for him.

      “You wanted to see me?” Erica asked. “Is it about Leonora?”

      “Yes, it is.” Dario grabbed her arm, and before I could take a breath he’d sliced it open with a box cutter from a nearby shelf.

      Erica screamed. The sound echoed in the room and down the tunnel. The infected went wild at the smell of fresh blood.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded. Erica struggled to free herself, but Dario held her fast. The girl’s scream had turned to loud cries.

      “I’m calling our Mistress in a way that, even in her lost state, she’ll recognize. Her blood-slave is injured, bleeding and afraid. She can’t help but come to her defense.”

      He handed Erica off to Opal who tried to soothe the girl. Erica sobbed in a corner as the vampire stroked her head. By this point the infected were snarling and slamming themselves against the cages, stretching arms out toward the human woman. The bars started to bow outward from their onslaught.

      There was also a sound that even with the all the noise in the room I heard—a rushing noise. A breeze blew from the tunnel and the vampires all tensed.

      They were coming.

      The first of Simon’s vampires burst through the tunnel door, barreling full speed into Dario. The rest became a blur and more and more poured through the opening. I swung my sword, taking out any that came my way past Dario’s Balaj. Then another sound came from the tunnel—screaming. The next vampires through the opening weren’t attacking, they were running away, and they were covered with bites and claw marks. Dario and Madeline continued to fight the initial wave, while Jasmine, Balen, and I took on the injured ones, easily killing them.

      Was this Leonora’s handiwork? Holy cow, I didn’t want to meet that woman in a dark alley if this was how she fought. Of course she was infected, starving with nothing to lose at this point. Plus she was coming for Erica.

      The third wave of vampires staggered through the opening begging for mercy. Dario killed each one and tossed their bodies off to the side. Finally, there was silence once more from the tunnel. I counted headless bodies and piles of ash and came up with twenty-five. The six of us had killed twenty-five vampires.

      But where was Simon? Had Leonora caught him in the tunnel? Had he even been in the tunnel?

      “I think that’s all, Boss.” Madeline wiped a knife on a nearby rag and looked over to the cages. “Can we? I can’t stand to see Hugo and Federico this way, especially now that there’s no hope for a cure.”

      Dario nodded, still at the opening of the tunnel and poised to attack. Madeline and Balen took care of the two infected vampires, leaving Dylan wide-eyed in his cage.

      “All done, Boss,” Balen told him, his voice husky with grief.

      “No, we’re not all done. We have one more of our family that needs a merciful release,” Dario said softly. “Bring Erica up here.”

      Jasmine led the woman, who struggled and pleaded the whole way.

      I hated to see her hurt further. “Don’t cut her,” I begged Dario. “Please. She’s done enough.”

      “I have no intention of cutting her again.” Dario reached out a hand and smoothed Erica’s hair. “I promised you that we would take care of you, and I meant it, but I need you to help us with one more thing. I need you to call her. Call your Mistress. Let her know that you’re okay, but that you need her.”

      Erica shook her head. “Please don’t. She’ll be okay. She’s not infected. Maybe she’ll get better. Just give her some time to get better.”

      Dario continued to smooth her hair. “Is that what you really want? You saw Hugo and Federico. You saw the infected at Leonora’s house. Is that how you want to remember her? Is that how you want her death to be, long, drawn-out, and painful?”

      Erica gulped, choking back a sob. “No. It’s just…I love her.”

      She probably thought Leonora would outlive her. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. She wasn’t supposed to have to mourn her lover.

      “I know you do,” Dario told her, his voice soft and caring. “We all do. That’s why I don’t want her to suffer any more than she already has.”

      Erica nodded, stepping toward the tunnel opening. “Leonora? I’m fine. I just got cut, but I’m fine now. Please come to me. I need you.” Her voice trembled. “I really need you.”

      Jasmine wrapped an arm around Erica’s shoulders and led her to the back of the basement, pushing the woman’s head against her chest and hugging her tight, no doubt so she couldn’t see what was to come. We didn’t have to wait long. Leonora wasn’t as fast as she should have been, and her regrown arm looked thin and weak. She was wearing her signature leather, making me wonder how she’d been lucid enough to put it on. Her skin was streaked with blood and her hair a snarled mess of black around her pale face.

      “Where is she?” Leonora gasped. “Where is my Erica.”

      “Here. Safe.” Jasmine called out. Erica struggled a bit, and the vampire tightened her arms, making soothing noises to the woman.

      “Good.” Leonora turned to Dario. Her eyes grew red, her hands shaking. “I’m so hungry. The vampires in the tunnel weren’t enough. I need blood. Just one or two. That’s all I need. Just a couple.”

      Dario’s grip tightened on the kukri. “Thank you, Mistress,” he said. “Thank you for all the sacrifices you’ve made over the years for us. Thank you for defending us and keeping us safe. And thank you, Leonora, for your friendship.” Then with a quick motion the knife sliced and the Mistress’s head toppled to the ground.

      “Thank you, Mistress,” the other vampires echoed, each one somber in a respectful pose. Jasmine gripped Erica tight as the woman began to sob.

      “Go home,” Dario said to me. “We’ll take care of the rest of this, and prepare our Mistress for her final sleep. I’ll call you tomorrow night.”

      It wasn’t a dismissal, or an exclusion. This was something their family needed to do, and although I might be part of their family, I wasn’t family enough to grieve with them. Plus I needed my sleep. Simon was still out there along with a handful of whatever vampires remained alive. No doubt tomorrow evening we’d need to face them, and we might not be this lucky.

      Dario walked me up the stairs. I turned to say good-bye and found my back against the door, his mouth on mine. I wrapped my arms around his neck and hung on with all my might. His lips trailed along my jaw and began to move down to my neck. I pulled away abruptly and saw the hurt expression on his face.

      “I wasn’t going to bite you.”

      “I know.” I reached my hands up to cup his face. “It’s just…I’ll tell you later. Right now you can’t kiss my neck.”

      “Okay.” He smiled, turning his head to kiss my palm. “Sleep. And don’t do anything stupid.”

      “The same goes for you.” I leaned forward to place a soft, gentle kiss on his lips. “Tomorrow night. Please call me as soon as you wake.”

      “I will.” He opened the door and I reluctantly left.

      I wasn’t five steps from my car when I got the call.

      “I’ve got something of yours.” Simon’s voice was smooth, smug. I heard a voice in the background shouting something. Zac? How in the world had he found Zac? And why?

      “I have your human boyfriend and if you want him to live, I’ll propose an exchange. You for him.” He rattled off an address, then hung up abruptly. I shrugged the scabbard off my shoulder and placed it on the passenger seat, then climbed into my car and headed west to Security Boulevard. It seemed I wouldn’t be getting that good night’s sleep after all.

      And I was about to do something incredibly stupid.
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      I saw Zac in the corner of the room, spotlighted with excessive lighting as compared to the rest of the building. Someone clearly wanted to make sure I saw him. His eyes widened as he saw me and he jerked his head to the side. There was a thick strip of duct tape across his mouth and his hands and feet were bound and looped together so he was hunched over.

      I made my way to him, trying to ignore his frantic head bobbing. Yeah, there’s a bad guy over there. I got it. Even without the head bobbing or the staged setup I would have known. The static of vampire crawled across my skin. Simon. He’d kidnapped Zac, and I was the ransom. It wasn’t exactly a surprise that he was lurking in the shadows, waiting to make his dramatic entrance.

      Simon met my expectations. The vampire moved from the shadows, as if he were coming to form from their smoky depths. I gripped my sword in a defensive, cross body posture. I wish I could have been casually flippant in my stance, but vampires moved so quick that I knew I couldn’t react in time. Better to look scared and defensive than be dead.

      “My pet. Why did you run away from me? I thought we’d had such an enjoyable time the night before. You did enjoy it, didn’t you? You do want to do it again, don’t you?” His voice was smooth and hypnotic. “I can’t tell you’ll I’ll be gentle this time, because that’s no fun. We’ll fight. I’ll win and drink from you again, and maybe this time we’ll play a bit afterward. You’ll like it, that I promise. And this time I won’t let you go. I’ll make sure you’re naked and caged, and that you stay there until I awaken. Then we’ll play again and again, every night until I tire of you and drain you dry.”

      He came into the light and I smirked to see what I’d done to him. His neck was a mess of punctures and tears, the skin black around the oozing holes that my blessed keychain had made. There were two more in his cheek, and I was sure there was a matching one under his jaw.

      “Those won’t heal,” I told him, refusing to rise to the bait and counter his what-I’m-going-to-do-to-you villain monologue. “They’ll never heal. My marks will fade in eight weeks, but you’ll carry those marks for the rest of your life, which really won’t be very long.”

      He reached up a finger and jabbed it in one of the holes, then flicked the blood on the floor and shrugged. “Minor wounds that only serve to remind me of how sweet last night was. You’re mine Aria. Fight all you want, but in the end, you’ll be mine.”

      I curled my lip. “Think so? Then bring it.”

      His foot hooked around a metal pole that was laying on the ground and popped it upward and into his hand as he came forward. I’d seen how fast Simon could move, but this was slow and deliberate. I wasn’t sure if he was doing it to unnerve me, or if he was wary of my sword. I was hoping the latter.

      He swung a few times and I dodged, looking for an opening that just wasn’t there. Simon was fast with the pole and with a quick spin I saw the end coming right for my hip—the hip that was still bruised from the fight with Wolfram. I desperately parried, trying to deflect the blow. The metal rod connected with the hilt of my sword, bouncing and smacking my hand before I had time to redirect it. My hand went numb and Trusty clattered to the floor. Simon advanced swinging so fast that I had no choice but to back away from my weapon. With a kick he sent it into the corner.

      That left me with my crucifix. Dancing away from the pole slashing at my head I grabbed it from my pocket. Then using my skills gained in playground jump rope, I waited for a space in the swing of the pole and launched myself forward.

      Simon recoiled in surprise, bringing one hand up to push me away and dropping the pole. My keychain hit his palm, and the vampire’s flesh sizzled and smoked.

      He laughed, closing his hand around the weapon and my fingers, his other arm snaking around my waist to hold me in place. Then he twisted until my wrist was at the breaking point, forcing me to let go of the keychain.

      I used the only free body part I had and head-butted him in the nose. In response he threw me to the ground, launching himself on top of me before I could scramble to my feet or even roll away. I struggled, but eventually he managed to straddle my hips with his thighs, his weight on my chest trapping my arms. I was pinned to the floor, practically immobile while he still had both hands free.

      His eyes had gone dark with bloodlust, fangs huge compared to his other teeth. Slowly he traced my lips with a finger, then eased my head to the side. I tensed my muscles, I tried to fight, but with just a bit of pressure my cheek touched the floor.

      His breath was cool against my neck. It was the same side as he’d savaged last night.

      “Admiring your handiwork?” My words were muffled, my face pressed against the floor.

      “Yes.” There was sex in that one word, and unbidden my body reacted. He chuckled and reached a hand between my legs. “We’ll get to that in due course, my pet. First I feed. Then I’ll take care of my other desires.”

      His fingers pressed and probed me through my pants, his lips and tongue caressing along the edge of my ear. I was on fire with need, my breath coming in short pants.

      “Patience dear. Patience.” He murmured. Then I felt the press of fangs against bruised flesh, felt the sharp stab of them puncture my skin.

      Simon screamed. I’d once heard a rabbit being taken from a field by a hawk. It was the same ear-shattering, blood-curdling scream of someone in intense pain—someone who knows they’re going to die. He jumped off me, no doubt thinking that distance would alleviate his suffering. Wrong. I sat up and watched him as he flailed about the floor, black blood and smoke coming from his mouth and nose. He clawed at his face, digging grooves in the skin. Now the smoke and blood was also coming from his eyes and ears. Black lines of veins opened up along the skin of his arms. The screams abruptly stopped, then Simon sort of melted, his body becoming a pile of wet, smoldering clothing.

      I felt nothing. Well, I did feel some satisfaction for a job well done, but that was it. No euphoria. No need to dance on his grave, or in his muck. Dead. Huh. Seems Essie was right after all. I reached up a hand to touch the torn skin of my neck, feeling the crusty lines of clear nail polish defining the symbol that I’d painted on both sides of my neck.

      “Brings a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘bad blood,’ doesn’t it?” I told the wet, gooey pile of vampire remains. Then I got up, picked up my sword, and went over to Zac who had rolled sideways and tried to scoot his way out of the room. Bastard swords aren’t optimal at cutting rope in tight spaces, but I made do as best as I could given that the only other items I had on me were a butter knife and a keychain. Zac flexed his fingers and straightened his legs, then he carefully peeled the duct tape from his mouth. Judging from how slow it came off, I’d bet it hurt.

      “You were telling the truth. You’re some kind of Van Helsing, hunting down vampires in the city.”

      I shrugged, helping him to his feet. “I’m a Templar. I’m Baltimore’s Templar. And yes, there are vampires in the city. They’re not all as bad as that guy, but I’d advise you to stay clear and pretend like this never happened.”

      He nodded and I wondered if this would change the dynamic at the Wednesday night Anderon games. Maybe he’d give me more hit points. I sure could use them before we had to go through the Fairy Forest next week.

      “So what do I do now?” Zac asked. Then he glanced over at the pile of goo and shuddered. “What do you do now?”

      “I make a phone call so someone who can clean this up before the employees arrive in the morning. Then I run home and rest up so I can work my shift at the coffee shop, then do a magical ritual at midnight tomorrow to get rid of my demon mark. You go home and get some sleep, then go to work tomorrow like normal.”

      He nodded, took a few steps then halted. “Um, that guy grabbed me from my parking lot. I don’t even know where I am. Do you think you can give me a lift?”
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      I slept in until past noon before dragging myself in to work. As the employee with the least seniority, I’d gotten stuck with the late shift on Halloween. Closing was at ten. Even with clean up and reconciliation, I’d be home in plenty of time for my ritual. Even so, I asked Reynard and Raven to go ahead and prep for me, just in case.

      I was a bit of a rock-star in the Balaj’s eyes for having killed Simon, and had every intention of riding that fame as long as I could. Maybe now they’d come to see me as more than just dinner with a sword. Maybe someday they’d come to realize that humans weren’t the weaklings they’d always thought them to be.

      With Simon dead, the Balaj had easily routed the rest of the invading vampires. Dario had jumped into the role of Master—a role he’d never wanted. Nearly three quarters of their Balaj was dead. It meant Dario was Master over a very small group, but I knew he’d be loyal and tireless in protection of his family and their territory as their Master.

      Get rid of the demon mark. Move next week. Those were the only two things remaining on my action-item list. Well, that and getting this apple-spice latte just right.

      “Girl. That’s more than a curling iron mishap there. Looks more like a pit bull tried to rip your throat out.”

      I adjusted the scarf I’d unfashionably tied around my neck. It kept slipping, which meant I’d been fielding comments and questions all day.

      “Worse than a pit bull,” I told Anna. “A vampire.”

      Petie snorted. “Not the sexy, sparkly kind either, by the looks of that thing.”

      “Or the George Hamilton kind,” Brandi added. “I thought they were supposed to leave tiny little marks, not chew your head half off.”

      My co-workers were getting a lot of mileage out of the vampire jokes and comments. I wondered what they really thought happened to my neck, and actually appreciated that they weren’t hounding me for answers or trying to schedule an intervention. I’d been hurt a lot since I started work here. They had to be thinking I was into an adrenaline junkie sport or pushing the limits of safe BDSM or something.

      “So, next Tuesday? That’s the big day?” Anna asked.

      “Yep. Tuesday.” I’d told them about my move, and those who weren’t working had offered to help. Petie even was borrowing his cousin’s truck to haul my furniture.

      The day flew by, my mood in the stratosphere in spite of my chewed-up neck. Closing time went without a hitch, and I drove home euphoric and ready to prep for the ritual. Between Reynard, Raven, and me, we shouldn’t have any problems getting rid of this demon mark. After all that had happened, this was quite honestly the easiest task I needed to face in the last week.

      I arrived at my apartment with sixty minutes to spare and walked in on chaos. Reynard stood in the middle of the room, carpet rolled up and magical supplies on every table and counter. In front of him, red-faced and waving both arms in the air was my landlord.

      “Who is this?” he shouted at me, pointing at Reynard. “I get complaints that you’re having sex in the hallways with some man, that men are in and out of here like you’re a twenty-four/seven quick mart, that you were carrying a bag that was leaking blood to your apartment the other day. Then I walk in and see this. Carpet’s ruined. Stuff stapled to the walls. And you’re violating the no open flame rule.”

      “I don’t have any pets,” I countered. Unless he was considering Raven to be a pet, that was pretty much the only clause in my lease that I hadn’t broken.

      “Out. I want you out now!”

      No! Not when I had a ritual to do in less than an hour. “I’ve got another week on my notice. My new place isn’t ready yet. Just a few more days, please.”

      Just tonight. If I could make it through tonight, I’d just crash on Brandi’s couch until Tuesday and my move-in.

      “No. I’m changing the locks. Get out now, and you have until Tuesday to get your stuff out of here.”

      “How am I supposed to get my stuff if the locks are changed?” I argued, noticing that Reynard was hastily shoving magical supplies into bags.

      “You’ll just need to call me and I’ll let you in. I’m supervising your move-out. There’s no way I’m letting you stay here with the carpet all torn up and weird Satan-stuff painted on the floor. You’re liable to burn down the entire building before next week.”

      I thought about calling Tremelay. This had to be illegal. Having a cop argue my case might make my landlord reconsider. Or it might just waste time, and time wasn’t something I had right now. Forty minutes.

      “Just give me five to get a few things,” I told the landlord, joining Reynard in hastily stuffing things in bags.

      I made sure I had everything including my sword and Raven, then followed Reynard out while the landlord started changing the locks. I had no clothing, not even a toothbrush, but I did have the important things. Now the question was where were we going to be able to do this ritual? We couldn’t be interrupted once we began, and I wasn’t sure we could manage to get the circle laid out in the time left and not carelessly screw something up. At least my apartment had the painted-on circle that would have saved us twenty to thirty minutes in drawing.

      A circle. What I was about to do might jeopardize my new lease, but I’d have to take that chance.

      “How do you feel about a little breaking and entering?” I asked Reynard.

      A light mist had started to come down, glistening in the glow of the streetlights like a thousand tiny prisms. Reynard put out his hand and looked skyward. “Normally I’d be ambivalent, but we can’t do the ritual in the parking lot, not with this rain. We need to find somewhere indoors, and fast.”

      Fast was the key word. Reynard and I ran for my car. It was tough making it the two miles from Fells Point to the new house. Traffic was insane, and there were kids in costumes everywhere. What normally was a ten-minute drive took nearly twenty.

      Fifteen minutes. I threw the car into park, grabbed my bags and ran. We had no time to spell the door locks open. I hated to break a window, but we needed in and fast so I pulled Trusty from the sheath and wound back.

      “Wait.” Reynard had dropped the bags and was rummaging through his billfold. He yanked out two long, narrow pieces of metal and got to work.

      “I thought you were ambivalent about breaking and entering.”

      “Ambivalent, not averse. Damn, these deadbolts are such a pain.”

      Ten minutes. “Get it open now or I’m busting out the window,” I warned.

      “And have the cops on us in the middle of the ritual? It’s your funeral, girl, not mine.”

      With a twist of the knob, the door popped open. We both gathered up our bags and ran, Reynard taking a quick second to turn the flashlight on his phone to light our way. Once down the stairs, we both sprang into action, pulling supplies out of our bags, and nearly knocking each other over in our haste to get things set up.

      “Where’s Raven? Do you have Raven?”

      “Yes, that bag over there.”

      “Where’s the black candle? Oh, there it is. Did I mention this is an amazing circle? I might need to come hang out at your house regularly.”

      Three minutes. “Shut up and hurry.”

      We finished, taking a few seconds to double check that everything was in the right place. One minute. That was cutting it pretty close.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Ready,” Reynard said, scraping a match along the edge of the box.

      He lit the candles while I chanted, then I smudged as he sealed the ritual space and marked the quarters with his knife. Raven’s fox figurine quivered in the south quarter, the white board next to her. She hadn’t said anything since we’d stuffed her in the bag back at my apartment, but I was pretty sure once this was all over with, she’d be scolding me for the disrespectful treatment.

      “On this night when the veil between the worlds is thinnest, we seek to break the ties that bind us to the netherworld, and establish protection from the minions of hell,” I began.

      “Chalk and sage, light and smoke, the energy of our spirits all form a safe space and concentrate our power to sunder bonds.” Reynard’s energy joined mine and Raven’s in the circle and he sat, closing his eyes to concentrate.

      “Balsur, I command you, the spirit of ill-will, to leave this world completely. As a warrior of God, I command you to take your mark from my soul, as creatures of evil have no hold over me. Mali spiritus expellas. Vade. Vade.”

      The room shifted, as if the ground under the building had suddenly moved two feet to the right. I concentrated and began to chant, feeling the mark on my ribs begin to burn.

      “Vade. Vade. Vade.”

      The boiler suddenly roared to life, an orange glow visible through the sooty window that looked into its depths. I kept chanting. I kept chanting even as a dark figure came from behind the furnace. He was fluid, like smoke come to life, and his eyes glowed red in a misshapen face.

      Balsur. Still I chanted. Minutes. I only had minutes left until the hour of midnight was well past. I could hold on that long no matter what he did.

      It wasn’t what he did, it was what he said. Balsur floated around the circle, hovering over me and brushing against my skin with tendrils of smoke. I shivered but didn’t falter.

      You’ll miss me, little Templar. You think I haven’t helped you these past few months? Kept you alive? Helped bring your enemies to their knees—and to their deaths?

      He hadn’t. In fact, I was pretty sure he’d thrown every obstacle in my way in an effort to box me into a corner where I’d need to call on him, where I’d have to barter my soul away, where I’d make a decision that would chip away at my grace. I was chipping away at my grace on my own. I didn’t need him helping with that. I kept the chanting steady, watching Reynard out of the corner of my eye. I’ll give the guy credit, he was clearly rattled, but he was holding it together.

      There will be loss in your life. Your mother and father are not young. I can help ensure they are here for you for decades more. How do you think your great-grandmother has lived so long? I can grant them the same.

      Essie? No! Gran might be a bit of an odd duck, the granny-witch black sheep of our family, but I refused to believe she’d bartered her soul for immortality. Had someone else? Had Tarquin made a deal rather than see her die from something horrible? Had her parents?

      Mine would never forgive me. Yes, they were getting old. I’d be wracked with grief when the inevitable happened—but it was inevitable. This was a grief that every human must experience in their lifetime—over and over and over. I was strong enough to go through what all my pilgrims must endure.

      Little ones sometimes die too. Those nephews of yours. That little baby niece you are so fond of.

      Was he threatening them, or just painting a grim future? Did he know something? I chanted through gritted teeth, determined not to break my concentration. When demons were desperate they threw everything they had at you, and they lied.

      Vampires die too. There are ones besides Simon out there who would love nothing more than to rip your lover’s head off while you watch. Some of those vampires are right here in Baltimore, in his own family.

      Now that just pissed me off. If there was someone disloyal in Dario’s Balaj, he’d deal with it. And with both of us working together, we’d make sure any rotten apples met their final death.

      Balsur suddenly changed tactics. You love that vampire. I could return his soul. I could give him life. Say the word and he’ll be human once again. I’d even make sure you had children—beautiful, healthy children. Yours and his.

      My voice grew husky at the thought of Dario and me, kids running around us. Dario in the daylight.

      As twisted as it might seem, the thought was repugnant. He was a vampire. I got the feeling that while he wasn’t ecstatic with the deal he’d made, he’d come to terms with it and built a worthwhile life. He was now the Master of the Baltimore Balaj. What was he supposed to do as a human? Work retail? Mow lawns on the weekend? It was an absurd thought. Two minutes left. I had this.

      Balsur must have realized this wasn’t working either. He slid over to Reynard, who just looked more determined than ever as he chanted.

      I can give your friend back her life.

      Could he do that? I got the feeling he wasn’t lying. My heartbeat increased. Raven had died because of me. As much as that haunted me, I couldn’t let her death be in vain. As if in agreement, the little fox figure at the circle’s edge trembled.

      She will have a physical body, healed and whole, just as she’d been before. She can live out a normal life. It will be as if she never died.

      I kept chanting, but Reynard stopped. It was the one thing he couldn’t say no to. He was throwing my soul into the fire by withdrawing his energy and letting the ritual fail. It was all on me now—me and Raven. I shook with the added effort of holding the circle on my own.

      “I’m sorry, Aria.”

      I didn’t blame him. He’d chosen the woman he loved over me, a virtual stranger. I didn’t blame him at all. There was no anger in my heart at his betrayal, if anything, the sorrow of his grief, the pain of love lost, only made my voice stronger.

      One minute. The final countdown. Balsur again shifted around the circle, and this time he reached down to pick up the fox figurine.

      My eyes widened and I struggled to hold my concentration. Smoky fingers caressed the lelek rakban and I heard a scream—a woman’s scream.

      “No,” Reynard protested. I got the feeling that he would have physically assaulted Balsur, maybe even me, but the energy of the circle had grown to the point that we were all rooted to the line of white. We were part of the web of silver and gold that was spinning around us, forming a mandala.

      I won’t let you go, my Templar. I’ll never let you go, Balsur hissed, his fingers tightening on the figurine.

      He would let me go, because I wasn’t his to have. The clock ticked to five past midnight and I broke my chant to stare directly into the demon’s red eyes.

      “Vade.”

      Balsur’s screams were a jarringly different note than Raven’s as he crushed the little fox, dust spilling to the ground. His smoke form sucked into the center of the mandala of energy and light that was our circle, vanishing, pulled through a hole in the veil.

      Then he was gone. The air in the room lightened, the mandala of light fading until we were just two people sitting on a basement floor, a cold unlit furnace in the corner, dust from what had been a resin fox figurine glittering white on the gray cement.
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      I stood in front of a row of cages filled with meowing occupants. One of the unexpected perks of my new place was that it allowed me to have a pet.

      Tremelay had gone all bad-cop on my former landlord, the management company for the new place had kindly allowed me to move in early, my friends had rearranged their schedules and assisted with the late-notice transportation of my boxed belongings and furniture. Dario was busy stabilizing the Balaj and getting adjusted to his new role, but he still came by every evening to spend at least a few hours with me. My neck was healing, the bruise on my hip was almost gone, the hospitals were no longer filled to capacity with epidemics of food poisoning and mysterious intestinal ailments.

      Raven was gone. I’d returned armed with Tremelay to force the landlord to let me in and immediately went to each of the lelek raktarban hoping one of them was warm to the touch with glowing eyes. Nothing. Reynard wouldn’t speak to me, and I wasn’t sure if it was guilt over his willingness to damn me to hell to bring Raven back to life, or anger that I hadn’t agreed to the exchange of my soul for my friend’s life. I’d lost him as a friend. And I’d lost Raven twice. She’d died twice for my soul. And that weighed heavily on me.

      An orange tabby in front of me pawed at the cage and I reached out a finger to touch her soft paw. I’d lived with animals my whole life down in Middleburg. Maybe the addition of a cat to my house would help me get past this grief, this guilt.

      A commotion caught my attention and I turned to watch three shelter attendants racing after a dog. It wasn’t big, the dog’s head would probably come to just above my knee, but this boy was built like a tank. He looked to be a bull terrier mix, with a chisel-shaped head and a black spot above his eye. He was also scarred all over his white body, with a tattered ear and a diagonal pink wound just healing across his muzzle.

      The dog ran, knocking over metal tables and crashing into throw rugs as it dodged the attendants. The volunteer next to me caught her breath. “How did…? That’s one of the dogs from the fighting ring they busted up this week. He’s…we had him in the back room.”

      The back room. Where they euthanize dogs and store them in the freezer for bulk pick up and delivery to the pet crematorium. He looked like a fighter rather than a bait dog, and the fact that this low-kill shelter was about to put him down meant he wasn’t suitable for adoption. It meant he couldn’t be trusted as a pet.

      And he was coming straight for me.

      The dog’s narrow dark eyes fixed on me, and he put on a burst of speed. The volunteer shrieked and hid behind me. I wished for a moment that I’d brought my sword, even though I don’t think I could ever have used it on an animal, vicious or not.

      The dog jumped, nearly knocking me over as he slammed into my leg. Yeah, this guy was short, but he had to have weighed nearly a hundred pounds. Crazy thing must have the density of lead. And he was humping my leg, balls bouncing as he thrust. I could swear the dog was grinning.

      The attendants ran up. One went to snap a leash on the dog and he growled, showing sharp teeth in a powerful jaw. Then he went back to humping.

      “I thought you did it,” the one attendant hissed to the other.

      “I did. I checked with the stethoscope. It was done.”

      Oh, God. They’d killed this dog, but for some reason it hadn’t worked. How did that happen?

      “It clearly was not done. I’d even put him in the freezer. If I hadn’t heard the commotion, he would have frozen to death in there.”

      “Guys? If someone doesn’t get this dog off me I’m going to need to run to the pharmacy for a morning after pill.”

      “Sorry, sorry!” The attendant went to grab the dog and he growled again before dropping from my leg and sitting by my feet.

      “Was it good for you?” I asked him.

      The dog took his front paw and dragged his nails across the floor. Dog nails shouldn’t be sharp enough to cut through cement, but for some odd reason, this one’s were. I bent down and saw the mark he’d made with his dremel-like paw.

      It was a check mark. It was a crude, stylized bird.

      “Raven?” I whispered. Grief was doing more than plunging me into a depression, it was making me crazy. Was I going to go through life, thinking I saw signs of Raven’s continued existence everywhere? She was gone, she was dead and gone. Twice. And I needed to get it through my thick, overly optimistic head that she wasn’t coming back.

      The dog nodded, long tail like a whip as it swung back and forth. Again he made a check mark in the concrete.

      I might be crazy, but even if this wasn’t Raven, I had to take this as some sort of divine sign, my own personal burning bush.

      I reached out a hand to the attendant and took the leash, bending down to snap it on the leather collar that was still around the dog’s neck. “I’ll take this one,” I told them. I looked over at the sweet orange tabby, still extending a soft paw from between the cage bars. “And her too. The dog and the cat.”

      “But he’s not safe,” the attendant protested.

      “Clearly not. He’s a menace to every bitch in heat in the city. I still want him. I’ll sign a waiver, whatever. I want him.”
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