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Introduction to Blood Shot

The last of the Blood books, Blood Debt, was published in 1997. Last millennium. Twenty-three years ago. And yet, people still ask me if there’s ever going to be another, which is embarrassingly gratifying. However, the answer has always been no. I have nothing more to say about these characters at novel length.

But neither am I quite done with them.

This is the second collection of short stories in the Blood ‘verse. The first, Blood Bank, still available in mass market paperback (we’re working on getting an epub)(it’s complicated) included the script I wrote for Blood Ties, the television series. Okay, technically, it included the script we shot, not the script I wrote, but I was the credited writer so let’s marvel at how writing for television works and not split hairs. It also included the process of writing that script, which more-or-less explains the preceding sentence.

This collection is split between four Vicki/Mike stories and three Tony stories from the Smoke ‘verse. (Smoke and Shadows, Smoke and Mirrors, Smoke and Ashes—now in an omnibus edition so you can find all three books at the same time! Yay!) Because the Smoke ‘verse is a subset of the Blood ‘verse, combining the stories seemed like a no brainer.

Vampires aren’t as crazy popular as they were a while ago, but there always has been—and I suspect there always will be—a core of fans to whom this is their mythos. Readers who love the potential for mayhem so carefully controlled, the struggle to hold onto Humanity, and yes, the sexual parallels. The books, and these stories, are for you.



Author’s Note

Given that Vicki has a certain presence in Toronto, it was inevitable that someone would discover just what she’s become. They never get it quite right though…

This story was adapted into a radio play for the BBC. I never heard it. I could have. I just didn’t.

I wonder if anyone in the UK got the Tremors reference.



QUID PRO QUO

“That first dose will keep him out for four or five hours, and I can safely give him two, maybe three more without ill effects.” Setting the syringe aside, he pulled a key ring from the discarded jacket and passed it back without turning. “Search the house. If you find her, restrain her, and bring her directly here.”

“Restrain her, boss?”

“I suggest you use a generous amount of duct tape.”

*

There were people in the house. Two of them. Given that their years together had taught her all the rhythms of his life, Vicki could say with confidence that neither of the hearts currently pounding out barely contained fear about two and a half metres above her head belonged to Metropolitan Toronto Police Detective Mike Celluci—which was interesting, because the house did.

As she slid out the end of the packing crate, an alarm went off, freezing her in place. Watch alarm probably. Maybe cell phone.

“Shit! Sunset!”

They were speaking quietly—high emotion, but low volume. Not that it mattered.

“So what? She’s not in here.”

“You one hundred percent positive about that, Steve? You sure that she’s not tucked in between the floors or buried in the insulation in the attic or behind a false wall?”

Whoever he was, he wasn’t stupid, Vicki acknowledged as she lifted the section of the false wall away and moved out into the crawlspace. This was unfortunate because he’d headed toward the door as he spoke, his footsteps and Steve’s beating a fast tattoo against the floor.

Fast enough to survive?

Good question.

The crawlspace slowed her a little—at just under a metre high it had been chosen for safety not speed of exit. Out into the laundry room. Up the stairs as the door closed. Across the kitchen in time to see Steve and the smart guy throw themselves into the car they’d parked in the driveway.

Also smart. Parking in the driveway made them look like they were friends visiting and gave them faster access to their wheels if, say, they’d stayed a little past sunset and had to haul ass or die.

Vicki’d bet the smart guy hadn’t planned on letting Steve drive and was therefore not the short, bearded, white man but the taller, clean-shaven, black man sliding behind the wheel. She’d have been inclined to say they didn’t look like criminals, except she’d been a cop long enough, back before it had come down to change or die, to know criminals didn’t actually have a look.

She could have caught them before they got the engine started. A closed car door meant nothing to her, but the whole sleeping-naked thing made her hesitate a moment too long. February in and of itself didn’t mean a lot, but she could hear Peter Yuen and his sister arguing as they headed up the driveway of the house next door and flashing the neighbour’s teenagers would definitely cause trouble for Mike.

As the black Jetta sped away, she considered the few inarguable facts she had. Not only did Smart Guy and Steve have a pretty damned good idea of what she was, but also thought they knew where she spent the day and were willing to break into a police officer’s house in order to do something about it.

The edge of the counter cracked under her grip.

“Just what I need,” she growled, heading back to the crate for her phone. “A pair of modern Van Helsings. Like my life isn’t complicated enough.”

Of the two halves of her life, maintaining some semblance of a normal relationship with Detective Mike Celluci seemed to be giving her the most problem. It required careful socializing with people who’d known them before she’d changed, and a safety net of lies complex enough to give the most jaded politician pause. The creature of the night thing? That she had down.

Never growing old had lost a little of its shine as she watched Mike’s hair grey and the lines around his eyes deepen, but being stronger and faster, being able to deal with the human and not-quite-human things that haunted the nights of a big city seemed a fair trade for being helpless between sunrise and sunset.

Or had been a fair trade.

Until today.

Still naked, she headed back upstairs, listening to Mike’s phone go straight to voicemail. Theoretically, he finished at three and by 5:47 PM shouldn’t be doing anything that would keep him from answering. And anyone who believed cops had half a hope in hell of keeping regular hours was in a prime position to buy some Saskatchewan beach-front property.

“We have a situation.” A situation; their personal code for someone knows. “Call me as soon as you can. Oh, and I’m heading into the office, so you can meet me there.”

She couldn’t stay at the house. Not and think clearly.

Pausing by the notepad on the fridge, she scrawled down the four numbers on the license plate that she remembered—AAK, blank, dash, blank, blank, 2—then went into the bedroom to dress. Half her clothes were here, half at her office downtown. She hadn’t spent the day there for months, but the belief that she maintained two separate residences allowed for a greater plausible deniability when friends couldn’t find her before sunset.

Smart Guy and Steve hadn’t been subtle in their search. Both bed and dresser had been shifted and both closets emptied enough to check the back walls. They didn’t bother moving anything too small to hide a body.

“Definitely knew what they were doing,” she snarled, yanking on a pair of jeans.

She repeated the sentiment a few minutes later, slamming the kitchen door behind her and locking it. It was the door Smart Guy and Steve had come in through, and they’d taken the time to not only pick the lock on the door but also the lock holding the chain rather than take a pair of bolt cutters to it. The cold, and the pungent hand lotion used by whichever one of them had actually handled the door, made it difficult to get any kind of a scent, and they’d both obviously been wearing gloves while they were in the house. Winter clothes blocked most of the fear sweat.

Scent would have allowed her to pick them out of a crowd regardless of how good a look she’d got at them. As it was, she might recognize their voices, but that wasn’t much to go on.

Still, she’d found other men with less.

“Picked the wrong damned vampire to stake this time,” she growled, forcing herself to relax her grip on the steering wheel before she broke it. Again.

Winter driving in Toronto was never fun. Winter driving at rush hour, Downsview to her office on King Street East, barely maintaining a grip on her temper was less fun by an order of magnitude.

As the door to her office closed behind her, Vicki exhaled what felt like the first actual breath she’d taken since sunset and admitted that just maybe the break-in—not to mention the possibility of true death that came with it—had left her a little tense.

Any lock could be picked, but the two heavy steel bolts and the two-by-four slid through steel brackets that secured the office door required an entirely different skill set. And tools. And would likely attract unwanted attention from the other tenants in the building, three-quarters of whom ignored the clause in their lease that stipulated studios in the renovated warehouse were not live-in.

She was safer here in the day than she was at Mike’s.

She’d given up that safety for Mike.

But then Mike had given up normal for her, so if someone, somewhere was keeping score, the game was tied as far as Vicki was concerned.

“By sunrise,” she muttered, crossing the room to her desk, “I’d like that to be completely irrelevant.” Find the car. Find out who owned it. Neutralize the threat. A few months ago, she’d had dinner with a man who designed digital storage protocols for the Ministry of Transport. He didn’t know it, but after she’d fed, he’d built her a back door into the system and set up the search protocols that allowed her to make the best use of it. With the day denied her, it was nothing more than a way of evening the odds. That said, she hadn’t mentioned it to Mike. It wasn’t like he shared all the details of his job.

Model and license information had just been entered when her office phone rang. The caller ID showed Mike’s cell number.

Speak of the devil.

“Hey. In case you didn’t get my message, we have a situation.”

“You have more than that, Ms. Nelson. You have one chance to save Detective Celluci’s life.”

She didn’t recognize the voice.

Or her own when she answered, but then her lips were pulled so far back off her teeth that was hardly surprising. “You’re a dead man.”

“One chance,” he repeated. He didn’t sound particularly worried about her reaction. “My people will meet you in front of your building and bring you to me.”

It didn’t seem like she had much of a choice. “When?”

“As soon as you can get out there. Leave your cell phone behind.”

He’d hung up without waiting for a response, but she called him a few choice names anyhow as she shrugged back into her coat and pulled her phone out of her pocket.

*

The black Jetta. Big surprise.

Smart Guy was still driving. Steve sat in the back and held up a phone as she closed the door. “Boss can hear every word. Try anything, and the cop dies.”

Vicki twisted around and smiled at him, giving the Hunger free rein. They thought they knew what she was. They weren’t even close.

There was a sudden, sharp smell of urine, and Steve whimpered. He hung onto the phone though.

“Stop terrifying my people, Ms. Nelson.” The speaker crackled as they pulled out into traffic, passing under a triple layer of overhead wires. “I can see you, I can hear you, and only your full co-operation will keep Detective Celluci alive.”

“If you kill him…” The small webcam had been mounted on the rearview mirror. She turned to stare directly into it. “…I will make you scream.”

“I don’t doubt it. I am, however, banking on the fact that you will do nothing to endanger Detective Celluci’s life. Your phone?”
“In the office.”

“Excellent.”

“You’re going to take my word for it?”

“If I find out you’ve been lying, you won’t be the one to suffer for it. Put the blindfold on. You’ll find it on the seat beside you.”

She found it on the seat between her and Smart Guy, almost covered by the spread of his grey wool winter coat.

Smart Guy hadn’t looked at her once, his eyes locked on the road. At the speed they were traveling along the snow-covered city streets, she could kill him and take control of the car without endangering anyone else on the road. From the trickle of sweat running down his temple and behind the curve of his jaw to disappear behind his fleece scarf, it seemed he knew that.

“Ms. Nelson?”
The threat was implicit in the question.

“Fine. I’m putting it on.”

It wasn’t just a strip of black cloth, it was a strip of black cloth that had clearly been designed as a blindfold—thicker where it passed over the eyes, the ends thin enough to tie securely. Whoever this guy was, he probably knew if anal retentive had a hyphen.

“Good. Now, since your hearing is undoubtedly good enough to pick up environmental sounds that may give my position away, Daniel, if you would.”

Smart Guy had a name.

Vicki heard the shush as the fabric of his coat brushed against itself, felt the air currents in the car shift, heard the click of switch, the whirr of a CD, and the dulcet tones of Celine Dion at a decibel level that had to be causing as much pain to the other occupants of the car as it was to her.

Unless, of course, her Van Helsing had recruited his minions from gay-men-trapped-in-the-nineties-dot-com.

“Couldn’t you just distract me by telling me your evil plan?” she muttered, hands up over her ears. A whimper of agreement from Steve in the back, but no reply from the big man. “Whatever he’s paying you guys, it isn’t enough.”

It might have still been possible to separate out distinct traffic sounds, but Vicki didn’t bother trying. She didn’t memorize the turns or try to time the sections of the trip. Wherever they were headed, she’d never need to find it again. The moment they’d laid their hands on Mike, everyone involved had died. Steve had died. Daniel had died. And their boss had died. Oh, they were still up and walking around, still apparently breathing, but it was only a matter of time. The only actual question remaining was just exactly how long their deaths would take. And that depended on the shape Mike was in.

Celine slid into My Heart Will Go On.

Vicki sang along. No reason they shouldn’t start suffering now.

Fourteen and a half songs later, they turned onto what felt like unploughed ruts. Before the fifteenth song finished, Daniel turned the car off and Celine fell silent.

All three of them breathed a simultaneous sigh of relief.

“Stay in the car, Ms. Nelson, until Daniel comes around and opens your door.”

By having Daniel do it, both minions were on the same side of the car as she was. Easier for one to react if she killed the other. Van Helsing was wasting his redundancies, since no one would die until Mike was safe.

She stretched as Daniel closed the door behind her.

“Turn to your right, Ms. Nelson.”

Vicki turned.

“Now walk twenty paces.”

Four paces took her through a doorway and inside an unheated building. Her heels made no sound against the concrete floor. Approximately two metres behind her on the left, Daniel matched his pace to hers, while on the right Steve’s boots thumped out an arrhythmic beat, the echoes defining a large, empty space. The air reeked of cloves, but sixteen paces in, she caught a whiff of a familiar scent under the spice.

Mike.

He wasn’t bleeding.

There weren’t spices enough in the city to cover that.

At twenty paces she stopped. Two heartbeats in front of her; four, maybe five metres away. Mike sounded drugged, his heartbeat slow, but steady. Van Helsing sounded excited, but not afraid.

“You may take off the blindfold, Ms. Nelson.” He sounded as calm up close and personal as he had over the phone.

The calm before the storm. Vicki stuffed the blindfold in her pocket and slowly opened her eyes, her vision sensitive enough that even the low light in the empty warehouse caused painful starbursts.

When she blinked them away, the first thing she saw was Mike. Arms, legs, and chest duct taped to a wheelchair, his eyes closed, his mouth slightly open, a glistening line of drool running down his chin, a small vapour cloud blooming with each breath.

Her would-be Van Helsing stood slightly to the left of the wheelchair, holding a gun to Mike’s head. He wasn’t particularly tall, had brown hair and brown eyes, was expensively dressed and vaguely attractive in an I’m confident enough to kidnap a decorated police officer in order to get the drop on a vampire sort of a way. Vicki had to admit she appreciated that kind of confidence—if only on an intellectual level.

She kept a tight grip on the Hunger. As much as she wanted to let it loose, allowing herself to give into blood lust would very likely add Mike to the body count, and that was the one thing she wanted to avoid.

“We meet at last, Ms. Nelson.” His words created a vapour cloud.

Hers didn’t. “You do know that it’s entirely possible I could kill you before you could pull the trigger?”

“I know.” He seemed impressed. “Which is why my men are also armed. If you begin to move toward me they will shoot.”

“They couldn’t hit me.”

“They won’t be aiming at you.”

Although she could smell the fear rising like smoke off the two men behind her, if she had to attach an emotion to this man, she’d say it was anticipation. He was studying her like she was the answer to the only riddle he’d never been able to solve. “You don’t want to kill me.”

His brows rose. “I beg your pardon?”

He knew what she was. He suspected she lived with Mike—knew about the connection between them at least. He got the keys to the house from Mike when he grabbed him, but finding her there had been incidental to his plan or he wouldn’t have waited until the end of Mike’s shift and the chance she’d wake. He took Mike because Mike’s life was the only thing that would allow him to control her. And if he wanted to control her…

“What is it that only I can do for you?”

He smiled then. “Make me like you.”

Vicki blinked. “Like me?”

“Yes. “

“You have no idea what I am.”

“Faster, stronger, immortal, nightwalker, vampire.” He gestured with his free hand. The hand holding the gun remained rock steady. “A piece of evidence here. A rumour there. A camera you weren’t aware of. Oh, don’t worry, it’s all been taken care of.”

“If you think this is a worried expression, you’re more delusional than I thought.”

“I was merely making it clear that you needn’t start ripping throats out to cover your tracks. It’s all been taken care of.” His brows lifted slightly. “I don’t want anyone else to put the pieces together, do I? I assigned Daniel and Steven to you exclusively, and I did what research was necessary myself. The only thing I haven’t discovered, is why.”

“Why what?”

“Why would you take the risks involved in tying yourself to a mortal life.”

She couldn’t stop her lips from lifting off her teeth. In all honesty, she didn’t try very hard. “There’s a lot of backstory.”

“I’m sure there must be.” He actually sounded bored. “And it’s not really important, here and now. The point is, I know exactly what you are, Ms. Nelson, and in return for the detective’s life, you will give that gift to me.”

Vicki hadn’t had a headache since she’d started walking the night, but the effort of holding herself back and trying to figure out what the fuck was going on had combined to wrap a band of pressure around her temples. “Okay, let’s leave what you think you know about me for a moment; who the hell are you?”

“You don’t know?”

If she had to bet, she’d say he honestly thought she should.

“My name is Damon Shea, and I am the CEO and majority stock holder of…”

“Shea Pharmaceuticals, a multinational, multimillion-dollar corporation run by a man too ambitious not to cut corners and too smart to get caught.”

A dimple flashed in one cheek. “See, you do know me.”

“And you want to become a vampire.”

“Think of what I could accomplish.”

Vicki snorted. “Yeah, I am. You kidnapped a police officer, drugged him, and are holding him at gunpoint—strangely enough, that doesn’t say using immortality to work for the greater good.” She spread her hands, carefully, aware of the weapons behind her. “But that could just be me.”

“Needs must, Ms. Nelson.” Shea shrugged. “As long as you co-operate, Detective Celluci will wake up with nothing worse than a dry mouth and a temporary craving for carbohydrates.”

“And you’ll release him when I agree to change you?”

“I will.”

She sighed. “The change isn’t instantaneous.”

“I said I did my research, Ms. Nelson. While I am changing, Daniel and Steven will keep an eye on your detective, as an insurance policy. You’ll have left him a note explaining enough to keep him from searching for you. After the change, you won’t be able to kill me because of the blood bond. Neither will I be able to kill you. You’ll be free to go, and I will then change Daniel and Steven as payment for services rendered.”

She wondered if Daniel and Steven believed that.

Didn’t matter.

“So,” he continued, “here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to sign the note I’ve already written, then you will allow me to secure you. Daniel and Steven will take the detective home, and after they call to inform us that he’s awake and fine, we’ll get started. There is no way out of this, Ms. Nelson. I’ve covered every contingency.”

The bang of a fist against the warehouse door was so loud and unexpected the shouting wasn’t entirely required. “Open up! This is the police!”

One of them, she expected it was probably Daniel, kept his head and pulled the trigger as she began to move. The round caught her just under her left shoulder and the pain broke the last of the Hunger free.

Her hand around Shea’s hand and the gun, she crushed the bones against the metal.

He screamed.

“A gunshot. A scream. Police’ll be breaking the door down.” He smelled liked terror now. Vicki smiled and said, “Time to leave.”

Flicking the bloody remains of Shea’s trigger finger out of the way, she turned just far enough to put a bullet into both Daniel and Steven’s heads then threw the moaning man up over her good shoulder and ran for the other end of the warehouse, not caring that blood from his hand left a trail on the floor.

She could have broken the door down, but she shot the lock off and shoved it open carefully enough to keep from ripping it off the hinges. Scuffing her feet through the snow to keep from leaving a clear impression, rage keeping her moving at nearly full speed in spite of the wound and the struggling man, she stopped by a set of tire tracks then made an impossible jump across them to a bit of bare rock. Looked down, smiled again, and dropped down into the ravine. She’d thought they were by the waterfront, but given the terrain, it was more likely they were in one of the recession-hit warehouses on Riverside Drive.

When she figured she was far enough from the warehouse to delay discovery, she tossed Damon Shea down into the snow. He stared up at her, eyes wide and shocky, heart racing, cradling his ruined hand to his chest, not so much holding the gun as unable to release it.

“You… called…”

“The police? Yeah, before I left my phone in the office.” One of the benefits of fighting to maintain some semblance of a life with Mike was that she still had friends on the force. She’d reported the threatening phone call and passed on the information about the car she’d seen lurking around the house.

“Research…”

“That whole vampires-are-lone-predators thing? That we never share our territory? That we’re top of the food chain? That we walk alone? You researched vampires, Mr. Shea.” Crouching in the snow beside him, she gave his shoulder a friendly pat. “You didn’t research me. And you know what you also missed considering? People in the process of breaking the law tend to overreact when the police show up.”

The banging on the door had caused one of the minions to panic, shooting the boss, who shot them both, and ran for it.

There were likely drops of her blood in the warehouse as well as Shea’s, but given the way budget cuts had created a massive backlog in the labs and given that the scene was pretty self-explanatory, the odds were good they’d never run the tests. In case the scene wasn’t self-explanatory enough, she’d have a talk with the uniforms on site before they wrote up their reports.

She thought about explaining all that to Shea, but the scent of his blood, steaming a little in the cold, loosened the last of her self-control.

*

“They lost Shea’s trail for a while, but they found his body later down in the ravine. Bastard slipped, cracked his head on a rock, and between that and the blood loss, well it was minus twenty-seven when they found him. And there wasn’t much left. A pack of feral dogs or maybe coyotes had torn the body apart, probably before it was even cold, but they found his weapon, three shots fired, two into his men and one into the lock on the rear door. Running ballistics is just a formality really.”

“Thank you, Constable.” Eyes silvered, she held his gaze with hers. He shivered as her voice whispered across his skin.

“Do you…”

“Shhhh.” She laid her finger against the swell of his lower lip. “I wasn’t here and you didn’t tell me any of this.”

When he nodded, she slipped past him and into Mike’s hospital room. Although he’d been essentially unharmed, the drugs had left him too out of it to protest a night under observation as vigorously as he could have.

He looked completely wiped, but he opened his eyes when she took his hand, obviously having been waiting for her to show up. After a moment, he closed his fingers around hers and squeezed. “What time is it?”

“Five fifty.”

“You’re cutting it close.”

She stayed to make sure that the police who found Damon Shea’s body found what she’d wanted them to find. “I’ve got time. You’ve got to love a February night.”

Mike’s mouth twisted into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “No, I don’t actually.”

“Well, maybe not this February night.”

“Vicki…” He paused and searched her face. Hospital rooms were never entirely dark and she had no idea how much he could see. He often saw more than she wanted him to. If he asked for her version of the story, she wondered what she’d tell him. Finally, he sighed, yawned, and said, “I’ve been lying here trying to figure out why Damon Shea of all people would grab me. I mean, there’s a lot of assholes out there who might want to get their own back, but Shea? It doesn’t make sense.” He met her gaze then, one of the very few who still could, and said, “You have blood on your sleeve.”

That was impossible, she’d changed her…

When Mike’s brows rose, she sighed.

“That’s what I thought.” And she was just as glad he didn’t say exactly what he thought, given the blood that wasn’t on her sleeve. “Shea was using me to get to you.”

“It didn’t work.”

“This time. But I’m a danger to you.”

“Given that you were the one grabbed and drugged…” Seemed reasonable to skip telling him about the gun to his head. “…I’d say I was a danger to you.”

“So…” He dragged her hand over onto his chest. “What are we going to do about it?”

She supposed she’d always known it would come to this. It wouldn’t be easy finding another territory, but she’d have to get out of the city entirely to put enough distance between them.

To her surprise, he laughed before she could say anything. “You’ve always thought too loud, Vic. And you’ve always been my weakness, from the moment I first met you, same way that I’ve been yours. And we’ve always lived the kind of lives where people could use that against us. So we’ll do what we’ve always done.”

His heart beat slow and steady under her hand. “We’ll watch each other’s backs.”

“We’ll watch each other’s backs,” he repeated. With that settled, his eyes drifted closed.

Vicki glanced over at the clock. If she stayed another twenty minutes, she’d still have time to get to her office before sunrise. As she watched Mike sleep, she realized that Shea had entirely missed the point. Mike was her weakness, but he was also her strength.

He kept her Human.

And should she ever be threatened the way he’d been tonight, he’d kill to keep her safe.

She just hoped he never had to.
 


Author’s Note

If Blood Ties had gone to a second season, this is one of the ideas I’d have pitched. (There were two others; they’ll probably be turned into stories in due course. Or, given that it’s been twelve years, in slightly later than due course.) It obviously would have been structured differently, Vicki’s part would have been played by Henry—since Blood Debt hadn’t happened in Blood Ties time—but the core of it wouldn’t have changed.

Until the notes came back…



SONGS SUNG RED

In a few short weeks, Millennium Ten, the latest club to spring up on Queen West’s transitional block between money and attitude, had become the place to be on a Friday night. It didn’t seem to matter that the bouncer guarding the entrance was an arbitrary ass, that the drinks were expensive, that the dance floor was too small; people still waited for hours in line, determined to get in.

Vicki didn’t like waiting.

As she made her way up the line, she let the Hunger rise. Not enough to give anything away, but enough that the people she passed knew. No one protested when the bouncer’s gaze skittered off her face and he stepped aside.

The stairs down to the lower level were lit with strips of neon, mounted low on the walls. Descending patrons could see their feet clearly while their features were already wrapped in a play of light and shadow that made everyone, if not more beautiful, more mysterious.

Vicki carried mystery with her.

A cluster of young women in brightly coloured, nearly-there dresses—high on thighs and low over breasts—shuffled aside on spike heels when she passed, instinctively giving way before the superior predator.

Making her way slowly around the room, Vicki ignored the crowd at the bar, her eyes locked on the moving bodies that filled the dance floor. It wasn’t easy, not with the combined scents of heated flesh and arousal, but she kept the Hunger damped down far enough it attracted only positive attention. Dangerous, but not deadly.

No one likely to approach her would believe the danger was real.

“You here alone?”

She’d known he was there before he’d spoken. Felt his eyes on her. Felt him move up behind her, close enough she could feel his clothing brush against her shoulder blades. He’d tipped his head forward to ask the question, warm breath lapping against her ear, his voice low, as intimate as possible given the ambient noise. He was tall, he had to be to pull off that maneuver when she was in heels, and he smelled like clean sweat and fabric softener.

Stepping back just a little, just enough for her ass to accidentally brush against him, she turned and smiled. “I am.”

He was in his mid-twenties, seven or eight years younger than she’d been when she changed. His eyes were a medium blue, flecked with gold. His hair was the same dark blond as hers, short enough to be military, but his beard, even though it was barely more than stubble, suggested otherwise. He wore a dark-blue button-down with the sleeves rolled up over muscular forearms, black jeans, and black boots. Fully aware she was checking him out, his eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled, and his smile said he thought he controlled their interaction.

“Do you want to dance?” He nodded toward the dance floor as if reassuring her that he actually meant dance—although given the vertical foreplay happening out there, Vicki wasn’t sure why he thought drawing her attention to it would be reassuring.

“Love to.”

There were protocols for this type of hunt. As easy as it would be to lead this young man out into the alley behind the club and take what she wanted, part of the fun was allowing him to believe he was leading her.

That way, everyone was happy. And besides, no one wanted fast food every time they ate out.

The press of bodies kept them close. He kept his eyes on her face as they danced. He was good, Vicki gave him that—one Hunter to another. She had no idea what song was playing; as his heart began to beat in sync with the throbbing bass from the surrounding speakers, she danced to the pulsing of his blood. The thin fabric of his shirt began to stick to damp skin, outlining muscle, accentuating movement. As she breathed in his desire, a little more of the Hunger slipped free.

Outside, in the real world, people would have instinctively moved away. Down here, in the fantasy, they moved closer, flirting with fear, believing the same anonymity that allowed Vicki to Hunt would hide them. Like lambs to the slaughter.

Clubs like this were practically designed to become blood baths.

Vicki hurriedly damped it down at the look of terror on her partner’s face and, rather than make her move at the end of the song, kept them dancing until he regained his confidence. It didn’t take long. When she slid her leg between his, rubbing against the hard muscle of his thigh, showing him what she wanted, he closed his hands on her hips, fingers hot and strong, directing her movement.

She let him think so.

At the end of the song, the music stopped. Before a protest could rise from the dance floor, the DJ leaned into his microphone and said, “And now the voice you’ve all been waiting for!”

A single spotlight illuminated a tiny, blonde woman standing alone on the small stage at the narrow end of club.

Vicki had no interest in even high-end karaoke, so she tucked herself up close to the young man’s body, tilted her face up—barely resisting the urge to lick the salt off the tanned column of his throat—and opened her mouth to suggest they take their dance elsewhere.

And the tiny woman began to sing.

Vicki closed her mouth again.

Soaring melodies and raw emotion held the audience in thrall without the need for words. Looking around the dance floor, Vicki could see smiles and tears and want and near worship. Strong arms wrapped around her from behind. His cheek resting against the side of her head, their bodies in contact from shoulder to floor, Vicki could feel the fine tremors running under her young man’s skin. He rocked his hips gently forward, in time to the music, and she knew the way no one else in the room could, that neither the motion nor his arousal had anything to do with her.

That wasn’t right.

At this stage in the game, that wasn’t possible.

As the last note soared through blood and bone, blue-green eyes met hers for an instant.

Then the spotlight went out.

Before mortal eyes had time to adjust, Vicki had slipped through the door marked staff only and was moving down the corridor behind the stage. Under normal circumstances, she’d have lingered long enough to tell the young man to forget he’d ever seen her, but these were not normal circumstances, and she very much doubted that while he was still in thrall to the song she needed to bother.

Light spilled into the far end of the hall through an open door. As she walked at a mortal pace toward it, her heels announcing her presence against the worn, tile floor, Vicki could hear a single heartbeat and smell…

Sea water?

The dressing room was functional rather than opulent—cinderblock walls, a rack for clothes, a dressing table.

The young woman sitting in the captain’s chair, combing her hair, looked better than she had any right to, given the industrial lighting. Her song had commanded all available attention while she was on stage, but here the silence paid her beauty its due. She sat facing the door, her back to the mirror. Her feet were bare. The hem of her floor-length dress was…

Wet.

There was a drain in the floor, not really surprising in a basement room that had likely gone through a hundred renovations over the years, but the tiles looked dry.

As Vicki closed the door, the young woman looked up and smiled, familiar blue-green eyes crinkling slightly at the corners. “I know you,” she said softly. The comb slid through the long fall of her hair. “Vampire. Nightwalker.”

“I prefer Vicki, if it’s all the same to you.”

“Vicki?”

She frowned, and Vicki had to fight the urge to run her thumb over the delicate arch of her brows. Interesting. Probably a leftover from the dance floor; she’d never been physically interested in women.

On the other hand, as Henry was fond of saying, blood had no gender.

“Victoria.” Her voice slid over the syllables like she was tasting them, making them into a song. Vicki could see the tip of her tongue moving behind the parted barrier of her lips. “No, Vicki suits you better. Direct. To the point.” The comb slid through her hair again. “You may call me Lorelei, if you wish.”

“What are you?”

The question surprised a laugh out of her. “You’re young to the night. The day is not far behind you.”

“I know what I am.” Vicki allowed a little more of the Hunger to show, let it ride the throb of the bass beat from the club up to the surface. Allowed it to imply she was not going to ask again.

“What am I…” Lorelei tilted her head and watched the comb stroke through her hair, the movement slow, almost languid. The comb didn’t appear to be anything special; plain tortoiseshell plastic, wide teeth, and from the wear, she’d obviously had it a long time. “I am vaguely appalled by modern education. I am a stranger on these shores. I am a woman wronged.” When she lifted her head, her eyes were sad, and she met Vicki’s gaze as though she had nothing to fear. “Tell me, has your heart always been true?”

“I don’t…”

“Know what I’m talking about? Yes, you do.”

Vicki couldn’t remember when the other woman had started to sing. Thought maybe she’d been singing throughout their conversation, although that would be…

“I give you the freedom to be yourself, Vampire.”

*

“Looks like someone really hated these guys.”

Moving carefully through the destruction, Detective Sergeant Mike Celluci glanced over at his partner and muttered a terse, “You think?” The head office of Droege Shipping had been literally ripped apart. Desks and filing cabinets had been thrown through walls and windows, doors had been ripped from their hinges, and computers had been smashed. Even the light fixtures had been ripped from the ceiling, and if there was an unbroken piece of glass anywhere on the 26th floor—excluding the external windows—Mike hadn’t seen it.

The management offices along the west wall had received the same attention the central cubicles had. Rank had no privileges.

He nodded toward the steel mount that had held one of the destroyed cameras and then to Detective Dave Graham, his partner. “Dave, see if they got anything.”

“On it.”

The two security guards had been found by the employee’s lunchroom. Before it had been destroyed, the lunchroom had probably been a pleasant enough place—pale brown walls, a fridge, toaster oven, microwave, kettle, and two coffee makers. There’d been—Mike paused to count the pieces—six round tables, each with half a dozen comfortable chairs.

EMTs surrounded the survivor. Male, early twenties, black, six one or two, packing impressive muscle under the ruin of his uniform. Whoever had taken him down wouldn’t have had an easy time of it. He was already up on the gurney, strapped in with an IV working, but his eyes were open so Mike moved to him first, hoping to get some kind of a statement before they moved him out.

He shifted his coat far enough to expose his badge. “Can you tell me what happened?”

The injured man’s eyes opened a little wider, far enough for Mike to see his pupils were dilated. He rolled his head over, exposing what looked like bite marks on the side of his throat, and sighed. “So easy to fall into the darkness.” Long fingers clutched at Mike’s wrist. “You know?”

“Duncan Riley. Twenty-four. And you’re not going to get anything coherent out of him.” The EMT waited as Mike gently extricated himself from Duncan Riley’s grip. “He’s been babbling off and on about the seductive darkness since we got here.”

He seemed to be off at the moment, staring at the ceiling, smiling at nothing. “Seductive?” Mike asked.

The EMT sighed. “That’s what he says.” She stepped away as one of her team checked the straps. “And the evidence points to it being literally seductive, if you catch my meaning.”

Mike blinked. “He was…”

“He definitely had sex with a woman at some time after his uniform was ripped off him.” She shrugged. “Professional opinion from eyeballing the equipment.”

Mentally, Duncan Riley was obviously not 100%. “Physical condition?”

“All things considered, not too bad. His blood pressure’s way down, and given the way he reacts to touch, I’m guessing there’s going to be some bruising coming up along both arms.” Her tone was frankly appreciative of those arms.

“And the injury?”

“The injury? On his throat? No, it looks bad, but there’s no bleeding so it’s got to be a couple of days old. Looks like he got into a fight with a big dog or something doesn’t it?”

It didn’t actually. Mike had seen dog bites, and this… wasn’t.

Mike had also seen enough to know there were other things it could be.

He watched as they rolled him away.

“So easy to fall into the darkness. You know?”

Yeah. He did.

The other guard—Chris Adams, male, white, mid-forties—was dead.

“Not a mark on him.” The coroner stood and dusted off his knees as his people moved in with the body bag. “At least not one that’d kill him. If I had to make an educated guess, I’d say heart attack. He just wasn’t up to what he walked in on.”

Had he walked in on Riley and the darkness?

“Why didn’t he push the panic button?” Mike wondered aloud. “Call in the police?”

Dave snorted, moving into place at Mike’s side. “Who calls the police because their partner’s getting some?”

“Point,” Mike admitted.

“Not that one woman did all this,” Dave continued. “And whoever did do it, they took out the security cameras first. They all show the same thing, a blur then nothing.” Dave pointed toward the camera nearest the door. “That one first. Then that one. Then this one here. This kind of total destruction looks like crazy people did it, but no, they were thinking.”

“A blur?”

“Yeah. Like…” Dave grinned. “Like the Flash. Like evil Flash on a rampage.”

“You need to cut back on your caffeine.”

“You got a better idea?”

Mike glanced around at the ruin of Droege Shipping, then down at the body bag and sighed. “No.”

Over the last few years, he’d become a very good liar.

*

One moment she was dead to the world, the next Vicki was awake. She drew in a deep breath redolent with sex and blood and remembered.

The freedom of not holding back.

Of strength and speed and letting the Hunter run…

The sound of blood surging below the surface. The taste of salt licked from firm flesh. The feel of terror turning to desire.

She remembered seeing the security guard come through the door…

He hadn’t seen her yet, she wore the darkness like a cloak and she moved too fast for him to find, easily eluding the searching flashlight beam. Stepping out into the room, he tripped over a piece of the wreckage and swore, his voice a low rumble that rubbed against her like crushed velvet. As he reached for his radio, Vicki slid between him and escape, lightly running her fingers over the muscles of his broad back.

She ducked, his swinging fist passing over her head, and when they were face to face, she smiled, caught his gaze with hers, and had the darkness hold it.

His heartbeat quickened. His pulse throbbed at wrist and throat and temple and at the meeting of his thighs. She didn’t want terror, although terror had a flavor uniquely its own and it would take little effort to push his response toward it. She wanted the less primal, more personal response to her presence. She wanted to finish what she’d started in the club.

His name would make it faster to evoke a specific response but she didn’t want to know.

She wanted the heat and anonymity she’d left behind.

He was taller than the first young man. Built. With beautiful dark skin and eyes. And the seams of his cheap uniform parted so easily.

She pressed her face against the warm planes of his chest and breathed deeply. Taunting herself with his scent. Keeping the Hunger reigned in until she got everything else she wanted. When she looked up, he wrapped a hand around her cheek, his skin warm against hers. She caught his gaze again, her eyes silvered, and she let her desire draw up his.

“Say yes.”

He swallowed. She touched his throat, following the movement, then licked the sweat from the tips of her fingers. He exhaled, shakily, his breath smelling of mint and coffee.

“Say yes.”

“Yes.”

She slipped a hand behind his head as she took him to the floor, careful of her strength, careful not to damage him. His belt buckle jammed, so she ripped the leather apart and threw it hard enough to sink it into the drywall.

When he bucked up under her, his rhythm gone, his fingers dimpling the flesh of her hips, she let the Hunger go. Curved her body over him, hands gripping his arms, and sank her teeth into his throat. Hot blood gushed into her mouth as he slammed up into her one final time. She drank without caring, drank her fill, drank until…

“What the hell is going on here?”

It was the Hunter who twisted in place to face him, lips drawn back off bloody teeth.

The second guard gasped, staggered, and fell, right hand clutching his left arm.

Vicki felt her hands curl into fists. “Son of a fucking bitch.”

Rage sizzled under her skin. Rage at the singer who’d used her. Rage at herself for being used. The wooden end of the packing crate splintered against the cinderblock wall as she shoved it aside. Vicki had never been the icy cold anger type. Her anger burned, and she only barely managed to keep it under control as she slid through the false wall and into Mike’s crawlspace.

Sunset came late enough this time of the year that he was home. Above her. In the kitchen.

She used his heartbeat—slow and steady, more familiar to her than her own—to find calm. Enough calm, at least, to allow her to get a handle on her emotions. By the time she’d showered in the basement bathroom and shrugged into the robe hanging on the back of the door, she’d managed to use the same techniques that hid the Hunter to bury the events of the night before. Bury them deeply enough that even Detective Sergeant Mike Celluci wouldn’t be able to find them.

Mike worked violent crimes; if this wasn’t his case, he’d have heard about it.

He’d know where the evidence pointed and at what.

Not who.

And Vicki intended to keep it that way.

He could know what vampires were capable of, he just couldn’t believe it of her.

Her clothing was in the master bedroom closet with his—because that’s what normal couples did and they fought to keep the line as close to normal as possible—but she could avoid the kitchen on her way through and delay facing him until she was dressed and ready.

To lie.

Hide the rage at being used. Hide the other emotions roiling about below that.

Show time.

“Any chance there’s another vampire in town?”

Vicki stopped and stared across the kitchen at Mike, who watched her over the edge of his laptop, his expression 100% police neutral. The question was a little more direct than she’d been expecting but infinitely preferable to what were you doing between midnight and four AM. “Say what?”

“The offices of Droege Shipping were destroyed last night…”

“Destroyed as in blown up?”

He turned the computer around.

Vicki moved closer, frowned down at the pictures, and remembered strength and speed unchecked. “Messy. Explosives aren’t out of the question. Anyone hurt?” The logical question to ask. Cop question.

“One security guard dead. One…” Mike reached around and changed the screen. “…used.”

She remembered the heat of his flesh under her mouth. Remembered the cry he’d given, caught somewhere between pain and pleasure. She hadn’t been careful. If not for the coagulant in her saliva, he’d have bled out when she pulled away.

“Vicki?”

She forced her lips down off her teeth and made sure she had her anger under control before she looked up. “I can see why you asked.”

“And?”

“I’ll look into it.”

He had a small scar on his inner thigh where she’d gotten a bit enthusiastic and a puckered ridge across one shoulder where she’d shot him, accidentally, in another life. He met her gaze, not fearlessly because Mike Celluci was no fool, but in the full and certain knowledge that he was in no personal danger. “A man died, Vicki, I’ll be looking into it too. You share what you find.”

Oh, she knew what she was going to find, and she knew where to find it.

Mike sighed as the edge of the table cracked under her grip. He lifted his arm then let it fall back, clearly reconsidering reaching out for her. “Vicki?”

“When I know something…” He wouldn’t believe a smile so she didn’t try one. “…you’ll know something.”

*

Mike sat at the kitchen table listening to Vicki’s car pull out of the driveway, his hands curled into fists. She’d always been a terrible liar. She was better now than she used to be, but then her condition gave her plenty of opportunity to practice.

Sometimes she forgot that while he couldn’t hear blood moving under the delicate skin of her wrist, he wasn’t deaf. He’d heard the crash when she opened the packing case. Heard the way she moved as she showered and dressed. She’d been furious from the moment the sunset had wakened her. Furious and trying to hide it from him.

Why?

She’d have told him if she’d known there was another vampire hunting in her territory.

What else could have gotten her so angry?

Vicki could have…was capable of…

He forced his hands flat on the kitchen table.

…was physically capable of doing the damage, all the damage, Droege Shipping and its employees had suffered last night.

*

Millennium Ten opened at nine. At eight forty, Vicki ripped the lock off the back door, snarled, “Forget you saw me,” at the young man stacking cases of empties at the bottom of the stairs in the back hall, and made her way down the corridor to Lorelei’s dressing room. She could hear a familiar heartbeat, smell the sea, and had reached nearly full speed when she charged through the open door.

Only to be stopped by a single note that hung in the air like an invisible wall.

“Why so angry, Nightwalker? Didn’t you enjoy yourself?” Lorelei sat in the chair, combing her hair. Same position she’d been sitting in the night before. Same comb. Same languid movements. The cuffs of her jeans were wet, the denim dark against the pale skin of her feet.

Vicki threw herself against the barrier. The sea-water smell was stronger up against it. “A man died!”

“And you’re surprised?” Her brows rose. “Oh, don’t tell me; you’re one of those good vampires. Tortured. Tormented. Misunderstood. Sparkly. You’d have given that young man in the club last night a choice.”

“He’d made his choice,” Vicki growled, her eyes silvering.

“Did he know what he was choosing?” She laughed, unaffected by the Hunger as Vicki struggled to get closer. “You killed because that’s what you are. All I sent you to do was destroy the office.”

“Of Droege Shipping.”

“Yes.”

“What’s your connection to a shipping company?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I’ve got time.”

She paused the constant motion of the comb. “I suppose you do. Well, all right then. A long, long time ago…”

“How long?” Vicki demanded. She knew she should just let the woman talk, but anger made it hard to keep silent.

Lorelei met Vicki’s gaze, and Vicki found herself sinking into blue-green depths. Deeper. Deeper. This sea was confined but no less deadly for all of that. Anyone else would have drowned, but Vicki had the Hunger to pull her back to the surface.

“That long?”

“That long.” Lorelei’s grip tightened on the comb, her knuckles white. “Year after year after interminable year.” She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I had a lover once. He betrayed me. Heartbroken, I gave myself to the river, and the river changed me, tied me to it with the curse of lost love. Still grieving, I sang.”

Vicki rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah, singing. Very proactive. You should’ve kicked his ass.”

Lorelei blinked, frowned, and said, “Times change.”

“Assholes are eternal.”

She blinked again, then nodded. “True. The sailors who heard my song tried to get to me, but the river protected me and took their ships. Took their lives.”

“I know this story…”

“I can stop if you’re bored.”

The barrier between them continued to hold against her assault. “Go on.”

“If you’re sure.” When Vicki growled, Lorelei nodded and continued. “One day, a handsome young man named Fredrick Droege braved the river for my song, for me. He told me he loved me. Why wouldn’t I believe him? He’d risked drowning, risked death to hold me. He owned a shipping company, and he convinced me to sing only for him.”

“To sink the ships of his competition.”

“So you have heard this story.”

“Not that unusual,” Vicki snorted. She’d have been a lot more sympathetic had she not been used the night before. Had Chris Adams not died. “Let me guess. Fredrick Droege lied about loving you.”

“He did. And when I tried to leave him, the curse of love betrayed that had bound me to the river bound me as firmly to him. When he died, I became just another asset of the company, controlled by his son and then his grandson and now his great-grandson. Albert Droege. I have given them power, and power has corrupted them.”

“Yadda yadda. Same old. But if there’s no company there’s nothing for the curse to tie you to. That’s why you had me destroy the offices.”

“But it wasn’t enough.” A graceful gesture indicated both the dressing room and the club beyond. “They give me this, an audience for the songs I choose to sing to keep me happy.”

“Bird in a gilded cage.”

“It’s concrete.”

“It’s a metaphor.”

“Fair enough. The point is, I’m still not free. I need you to deal with the people who run the company. Begin with Albert Droege, work your way through the board of directors, and finish in the mail room if that’s what it takes.”

“Deal with?” Vicki snorted and folded her arms. “Nice euphemism. I don’t care how corrupt they are, you can’t make me kill for you.”

“Actually, I can.” She drew the comb through her hair, her smile cruel. “Who was he, Nightwalker? Who did you betray?”

Vicki watched in amazement as Henry exploded out into the light, face and hair a pale blur above the moving shadow of his body. The gunman on the nearest rack got a shot off just as she knocked him into the air. Henry’s howl of pain drowned out the ripe-melon sound of the gunman’s head making contact with the concrete floor nine meters down.

The smell of Henry’s blood rose to obliterate the singed sulphur smell of the gunpowder, the hot metal smell of the spent casings, and the warm meaty smell of the men below. Henry’s blood. The blood that had made her.

The Hunger ripped aside all controls.

When they were all dead, when the screaming and the running was over, when she stood with Henry in the midst of broken bodies, she drew in a deep breath of the rich, meaty, blood-scented air and laid her palm flat against his chest. Leaning forward, she licked a bit of blood from the corner of his mouth.

Henry caught her tongue between his teeth, carefully so as not to break the skin.

She moaned against his mouth, pushed a body aside with the edge of her foot, and dragged him to the ground. They managed to get most of their clothing out of the way without destroying it, and then it was flesh against flesh and a strength that could answer hers. No need to hold back. No need to be careful.

So Vicki let the Hunger have its head again.

She dragged his mouth back down to hers as she slammed up to meet his thrusts. Tasted the mix of lives on his lips as he could taste them on hers. Challenged his darkness. Matched it.

Streaked with blood, his skin was slick under her hands.

Her back arced up. His teeth found her breast as hers found his shoulder.

The world went red.

When she got back to the condo, Vicki stood just inside the master bedroom and watched Mike sleep. Watched the rise and fall of his chest. Traced the curve of the arm he’d flung over his head. Listened to his heart beat.

He shifted, and a curl of hair fell down onto his face.

She stepped forward, hand outstretched to brush it back but stopped as the movement pulled the saturated cuff off her sweater across her wrist, drawing a dark smear over bruises rising in the shape of Henry’s fingers…

*

The only other property Droege Shipping owned in Toronto was a trendy dance club called Millennium Ten. Technically, Mike was off the clock, but if this case involved—God help them all—a second vampire, he wanted it solved as quickly as possible. Nine twenty found him pulling up outside the club, using his lights to grab one of the rare Queen Street parking spots. He was still standing by the driver’s door, ignoring the traffic passing two inches from his ass, when he noticed Vicki’s car half a block east.

No real surprise that she’d found the same information and headed here as well.

In an effort to delay exposure to the music he could hear being pumped out the front door, Mike headed down the alley leading to the back of the club. The people he wanted to talk to wouldn’t be out on the dance floor.

Rounding the ubiquitous dumpster, he paused as the rear door opened and Vicki stepped into the alley, lips pulled back off her teeth, her eyes gleaming silver. The terror was instinctive, his hindbrain momentarily taking over. A little harder to place blame for the surge of arousal, but given the twisted strands of their relationship, it certainly didn’t surprise him.

He fought to control both reactions, knowing that with the Hunger released Vicki would sense them. If he wanted to maintain any kind of equality in the conversation they were about to have, he couldn’t…

Between one heartbeat and the next, Vicki was on the roof. And then she was gone, the not-quite-visible flicker of a vampire moving at full speed heading south toward the lake.

Forcing himself to unclench his jaw—they were definitely going to have a talk before the sun came up—he took a step toward the club and paused. Why would she be heading south? Relatively speaking, there wasn’t a lot of city between Queen Street and the lake.

Vicki had emerged from the club fully vamped out.

Something or someone in a club owned by Droege Shipping, the same Droege Shipping that had been destroyed by a supernatural creature the night before, had set Vicki on the Hunt.

To the south.

Albert Droege, the man with controlling interest in Droege Shipping, was currently staying in a company-owned penthouse at Queens Quay. Mike had spoken with him briefly that afternoon and had been ripped a new one for not having already found the vandals who’d destroyed the office. Were he a betting man, Mike would have bet big bucks that the elderly CEO’s temper tantrum hid something significant.

His gut told him that Vicki had gone south to find out exactly what that was, and given the mood she was in, she wouldn’t give a rat’s ass about following even the spirit of the law.

“Son of a fucking bitch!”

He hit the siren and forced his car out into bumper-to-bumper traffic. South on Niagara to Bathurst. South on Bathurst slowed by the fucking street car and an SUV driven by a fucker who wouldn’t yield. Left turn onto Queens Quay West. East to Droege’s condominium. He wouldn’t beat her there, but God willing, he wouldn’t be far behind.

The concierge met him at the door, mouth open to complain about his car, not so much parked as abandoned up on the wide sidewalk. Mike flashed his badge as he pushed by, heading for the elevators. Security had just been improved, replacing decades-old locks with electronic keypads. “Can you unlock the condos from here?”

“If it’s an emergency, but…”

“Unlock penthouse four.” If Vicki was already in there, no one would be available to let him in. Mike had no idea what the concierge saw in his expression, nor did he want to know, but as the elevator door closed he saw the man nod and run for his desk.

And thank fucking God it was only nine floors to the two-story penthouses.

The door to four was open when he got there.

The glass doors out onto the terrace were still closed. Good sign. Vicki wouldn’t have taken the elevator.

A crash from the upper level. Something breakable thrown, and thrown hard.

He ran for the stairs.

Charged through the first open door and nearly had his head taken off by a flat-screen monitor.

Although he was clearly terrified, Albert Droege was fighting back.

Mike would consider the implications of that later. Right now, he needed to keep the situation from escalating any further out of control.

“Vicki!”

She glanced toward him. Her lips were pulled back off too-white teeth and her eyes were as inhuman as Mike had ever seen them. He’d seen her vamped out before; had lain in her arms while she sank her teeth into his body and taken him to edge of darkness, but there’d never been a time when hadn’t been able to see Vicki. Here and now, there was nothing in her but Hunger, and words weren’t going to be able to stop her.

He felt himself responding and knew that in half a heartbeat he wouldn’t be able to do anything but bare his throat. A trickle of sweat ran down his side. One step, two… By the time he hit her, he was running full out. He dropped his shoulder, wrapped both arms around her, and took her with him out the open window.

If words couldn’t stop her, gravity might.

Vicki’s body took the brunt of the impact. She’d managed to get her feet under her, her knees and hips acting as shock absorbers for them both, but hitting the cedar decking still hurt like hell. Mike rolled, tasted blood, swore as pain shot up his arm from his wrist, and found himself, finally, staring up at Vicki as she lunged toward him.

*

Mike’s blood wasn’t, couldn’t be, enough to keep her fed, but it sustained her in other ways. The familiar scent cut through the song and stopped her before her teeth broke through the skin. Mouth against his throat, she breathed him in. Home. Humanity.

She wasn’t…

She couldn’t…

The song filled all the spaces Mike wasn’t and threatened to overwhelm her tenuous control. She skimmed a hand over his body, feeling him respond. Pain. Pleasure. Want.

She needed…

She had to…

She ran.

*

There were uniforms in Droege’s penthouse almost before Vicki disappeared over the edge of the roof. The concierge had to have called them.

By the time Mike filled them in on the situation—“I’m guessing she was on some kind of designer drug. A two-story drop barely phased her, and if you don’t stop touching my fucking wrist, I’m going to shoot you.”—Droege’s lawyer had arrived and Droege himself was unavailable for questioning. The lawyer issued a brief statement, the clear expectation being that everyone not a billionaire CEO should just clear out of the condo. A big believer in using bad moods to his advantage, Mike threw his weight around until Droege, through his lawyer, agreed to an appointment. At the club. Ten thirty AM.

Between filing reports and having his wrist taped, Mike wasn’t home until just past three. He made a coffee, sat in the dark, and tried not to think about silvered eyes. Tried not to think about pain and pleasure so entwined he couldn’t tell anymore where one ended and the other began.

Tried not to watch the clock as he waited for sunrise.

The crate behind the false wall in his crawlspace remained empty. He had to believe that Vicki had made it to the safety of her downtown office. He had to believe it because he wouldn’t believe the alternative.

*

Vicki’s car was still parked just down the street from Millennium Ten. She’d been ticketed, but somehow missed having been towed. Staring past his reflection in the car window, Mike flipped open his phone. The call went straight to voicemail.

“Nelson Investigations. Leave your name, number, and what you need me for after the tone.”

And what he needed her for? He unclenched his teeth long enough to growl, “Call me the minute you’re up.”

Few things looked less attractive than a dance club at ten thirty in the morning. The harsh glare of the overhead lights illuminated every stain, every scuff, every lie. Mike flashed his badge at the bored young woman running a steam cleaner over the carpet. She half turned, and pointed toward a door tucked in to the right of the small stage.

One end of the concrete corridor led to the exit up into the alley. The other to an open door, defined by a rectangular spill of light. Odds were good Droege wasn’t waiting in the alley, so Mike turned toward the light.

The room he stepped into seemed to be a dressing room. Four metres square, cinderblock walls painted a pale institutional green; if the tiny window high in the far wall didn’t give away its basement location, the off-center drain in the floor did. It held a dressing table and mirror, aluminum rack of clothes, and the most beautiful woman Mike had ever seen, sitting in an old wooden captain’s chair, combing her hair. She was singing softly to herself, but she looked up as he entered the room.

Her smile promised sunlight and laughter.

Mornings spent lazily in bed, warm under the covers, long legs wrapped around his as they rocked slowly against each other. Afternoons sprawled on the grass, her head on his lap, bending to lick spilled jam from warm skin. Evenings at the table surrounded by family, her eating off his plate as though she didn’t have exactly the same on hers, while under the table her touch wanders up his thigh. Nights together with no surprises in the moonlight.

Mike didn’t remember moving, but he was standing close enough to touch. He reached out, needing to know if the curve of her cheek was as soft as it appeared.

Her smile changed. “So easy,” she sighed, “for you to betray her.”

*

Considering how the investigation to this point had turned up sweet fuck all, Mike found it amazing that the Droege Shipping case was taking up so damned much time. An autopsy had determined that yes, the dead guard had been taken out by a heart attack. The coroner had refused to speculate on the cause although had allowed that given the state of his arteries, Chris Adams was a myocardial infarction waiting to happen. Duncan Riley, the surviving guard, remained physically fine and mentally unhinged. His doctors suspected he was reliving the night over and over… “He’s ejaculating every two, two and a half hours. All things considered, his recovery time is impressive.”

“Way, way too much information,” Mike muttered as he hung up. Rolling out his shoulders, he glanced toward the window where the sunset gilded the glass. Vicki’d be calling soon, and as little as he was looking forward the conversation, at least it would get him away from the piles of futile paperwork he’d spent the day on.

“Well…” Dave propped a thigh on the corner of Mike’s desk. “…what’d you turn up?”

“Big fat nothing.” Mike nudged his coffee mug out of harm’s way with the back of his bound wrist.

“Let me guess, Droege had no idea who could possibly be after little old never-cheated-anyone him.”

“Yeah, well, Droege’s lawyer seemed to have no idea.”

“He brought his lawyer to the club? That sucks.”

“To the club?”

Dave stared down at him for a long moment then shook his head. “If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a thousand times, paperwork kills brain cells. Did Droege,” he continued slowly, with heavy emphasis, “bring his lawyer to the club?”

“I don’t…” Mike frowned. The lawyer had been at the condo. Hadn’t allowed him to speak to Droege. The club was on Queen Street West. It was… There was… He didn’t… “I don’t remember.”

“Interesting.”

“Why?”

“Because lately, my friend, all your memory lapses tend to lead back to Vicki.”

“Vicki has nothing to do with this!” When Dave reared back, both hands up, he realized he’d been a little overly vehement. Dave hadn’t known what the bite marks on Duncan Riley meant. Hadn’t know it was Vicki that Mike had chased out of Albert Droege’s condo.

“Dude, chill. I didn’t say she did. I was thinking maybe you were distracted by a little afternoon delight not that she’s been ripping people apart. Not that it would matter if she was. You got it so bad, you’d never give her up.”

Mike rubbed his head wondering who the hell had the music playing so loud in the squad room. “Give her up…?”

“Rat her out,” Dave expanded, rolling his eyes. “Squeal on her. Turn her in. Betray her trust.”

“So easy,” she sighed, “for you to betray her.”

Memory returned as the music faded.

“Mike! Hello! Where the hell are you off to?”

“Back to the club.” He shook off Dave’s grip and pushed past him toward the door. “There’s a loose end I need to tie up.” But he’d have to beat the sunset to do it.

*

The second evening in a row, Vicki woke to a flood of memory.

The look on Mike’s face, equal parts fear and arousal, as she bent toward his throat.

Remembered the effort of moving against the music as she turned the Hunger back into the city.

Remembered the feel of flesh compacting under her grip as she dragged the dealer into an alley, his customers scattering. Remembered the hot splash of his blood. The dark taste of his terror.

It was easier as she fed to fight the music.

Easy enough to finally throw the first body aside and Hunt for another. One appetite fulfilled, others still needing to be.

So many people on the streets. Unaware.

An arm broken in passing, caught on the upswing between one blow and the next. So far beyond when he collapsed to the ground that the screams of his companion were nearly lost in the sounds of the city.

Blue eyes and broad shoulders and hair long enough for her to grip. His pulse pounding. Hips rising to meet hers. His blood tasted of desire. He was weak when she stopped but alive.

The look on Mike’s face…

*

Vicki ripped the back door of the club off its hinges and threw it across the alley. Before it landed, she was running into the dressing room at the end of the corridor, ready for Lorelei’s song when it hit her, When the Levee Breaks pounding into her ears at about a hundred decibels. She’d got her hand around fistful of hair when a bullet whistled past her cheek and smashed the mirror.

Lorelei’s comb caught the wires as Vicki turned, pulling the earbuds free. The song changed. Caught her.

On the other side of the room, his back pressed up against the clothing on the rack, Mike lowered his weapon, his movements as much beyond his control as hers were.

“Kill him,” Lorelei sang. “Kill him.”

Vicki could feel the Hunger rising along the notes of the song. “Mike, run!”

“The hell I will!”

She heard his heart pounding. Inhaled the scent of his fear. Her tongue swept over his throat, tasting… Fuck! She didn’t remember moving. The hard ridge of his gun dug into her hip, and she managed to find enough control to grunt, “Shoot me!”

“Not going to happen.”

“Do it!”

“No!”

He titled his head to the side, giving himself to her. Trusting her. Vicki’s teeth broke the skin and she froze in place, fighting the music with everything she had. Fighting the need to rend and tear. Fighting what she was. She licked at the blood welling slowly to the surface…

Home.

Humanity.

…and used the strength it gave her to turn, shards of the mirror grinding into the tile under her shoes.

Mike’s hand caught her elbow as she swayed, suddenly free of the song.

On the other side of the room, Lorelei stood and stared at them like she’d never seen a cop and a vampire hold each other up before.

Vicki was pretty sure she still had every intention of breaking the singer’s neck, but Mike’s grip on her arm held her in place.

“In spite of everything, you’d rather die—both of you would rather die than live with the pain of killing the other.”

“Because of everything,” Vicki growled.

To her surprise, Lorelei smiled, suddenly looking young and hopeful and…

Translucent.

Vicki stepped back, pushing Mike with her, as a vaguely Lorelei-shaped puddle of water ran down through the drain.

“Is she…?”

“An apparently undereducated guess says she’s gone. Free.” Vicki bent and picked up the comb. “Albert Droege is going to be pissed.” The plastic sounded like a distant gunshot when it snapped. “Can’t say that I care.”

*

Chris Adams’ grave had one of the bronze memorial markers set into a granite base, the whole thing flush with the ground. Easier for groundskeepers, but Vicki preferred the old slab markers. As much as it bordered on cliché, she liked cemeteries to look like cemeteries.

She’d gone to the hospital and pulled Duncan Riley up out of the darkness. Gave him back his life. Unfortunately, death’s embrace was a little more final. A lot more final.

“You weren’t responsible.”

“Reading minds now?”

Behind her, Mike huffed out a half laugh. “I know how you think. And you weren’t responsible.”

“For the condition of his arteries? No. For his heart giving out when it did…”

“Vicki, she was controlling you.”

Pushing back against Mike’s body, centring herself in the circle of his arms, grounding herself on the beat of his heart, Vicki remembered.

“I give you the freedom to be yourself, Vampire.”

But that truth was a line Mike couldn’t cross, so she smiled, touched the broken comb in her pocket, and said, “I know.”



Author’s Note

So, if you’ve read the Blood books, you know that (If you haven’t read the books, stop reading now.)(Although to be fair, if you’ve read the first two stories, you know that at the pivot point of Blood Pact, Vicki becomes a vampire.)(Where was I? Right…) you know that Mike stepped away from his relationship with Vicki in order to save her. He had no idea how it was going to turn out—all he knew at the time was that if it came to a choice between her dying and him never seeing her again, there was no choice.

I wonder if Vicki will be as strong when it comes time for her to chose…



IF WISHES WERE

Vicki had always hated the smell of hospitals—the smell of cleansers so overpowering that the trained police officer part of her wondered what they were hiding while the anti-social, easily annoyed part wondered why they couldn’t use scent-free products. Nor was she fond of fluorescent lighting, the horrible, pale green paint they clearly bought in bulk, and staff cutbacks that meant nurses were working their asses off to cover the basics and, as a result, were barely maintaining a white-knuckled grip on civility.

Bottom line, she hated hospitals for the same reason everyone else did. If she was in a hospital, it meant one of two things. She’d been hurt. Or someone she loved had been hurt.

She didn’t get hurt anymore. Not in ways modern medicine would understand. Not since she’d had to choose between changing and death. Not since she’d lost everything in her old life but Mike.

She listened to his heartbeat and told herself he’d be fine.

“It’s creepy when you hang around and watch me sleep.”

“Tough.” There was enough light for her to see him and not nearly enough for him to see her, but he always knew when she was there. Moving out of the shadows to the side of Mike’s bed, she wrapped her fingers gently around his right hand, careful not to disturb the cannula. Most of the damage was on the left—arm broken in two places, collarbone broken in one, three cracked ribs, multiple cuts from broken glass, and impressive bruising for those impressed by that sort of thing. “Besides, it’s not like you’re providing anything else to watch.”

“Excuse me for being boring.” He cleared his throat, and she offered him a drink; laid the straw against his bottom lip, and studied him while he swallowed. He had a purpling bruise on his cheek, but his body had absorbed enough of the impact that, by the time his head had hit, he’d gotten away with only a concussion.

“How are you feeling?”

Pushing the straw away with his tongue, he snorted. “Like I went out a second-floor window and hit a Buick.”

“You hit a Toyota.”

“Buick’s funnier.”

The plastic glass shattered in her hand.

“Not ready to joke about it?” he asked as she knelt to wipe up the water with a handful of tissues.

Not ever. The aluminum bar running along the lower edge of the bed buckled in her grip. “Do you remember anything?” she asked as she stood.

“No more than I did yesterday.”

“So S-F-A.” The wet tissues hit the garbage with a dismissive splat.

“Pretty much.”

The doctors called it retrograde, post-traumatic amnesia. Pointed out that it was relatively common in cases of moderate to severe concussion. Offered a not-even-remotely reassuring number of recovery statistics involving hockey players.

He remembered going to Scarborough to question a witness. After a non-illuminating interview, he and Dave Graham, his partner, had gone into a Second Cup for a coffee, where Dave had run into one of his exes. As Dave and Cynthia caught up, Mike had taken his coffee outside to enjoy the spring sun. Someone had screamed. Mike had yelled at Dave to call it in, and he’d run toward the sound. The next thing he remembered was waking up in hospital.

Dave remembered Mike flying out the second-floor window in a shower of glass, clearing the sidewalk, and landing on the roof of a parked sedan. Police found the apartment empty of both the tenant, Amy Shaw, and of anyone who could toss a six-foot-three, heavily muscled police detective out a window. Shaw, at five-two and barely a hundred pounds according to the neighbours, was considered more a witness than a suspect.

“You going to whammy me?”

Vicki raised a brow at Mike’s question. “Whammy?”

“The vampire mind-meld.”

“You’re on the good drugs, aren’t you?”

He ignored her. “I know, you promised to never whammy me, but as I want the name of the jackass who threw me out a window, I’m asking.”

“You have a concussion. I’m not playing with your brain while it’s bruised.”

“Vicki…”

“No.” She slid back into the shadows as a nurse came into the room and returned to Mike’s side when she left. “You should listen to the scary lady, Detective Celluci, and get some sleep. I’m going to go have a look at the apartment.”

“Be nice when you whammy the uniforms,” he murmured, eyes closing.

She bent forward, pushed a strand of hair off his forehead, and tried not to notice how much of it was grey. Kissed the damp skin exposed, nose wrinkling at the scents of so many other people. “I always am.”

*

The apartment looked more like a junk shop than a residence. Every horizontal surface was piled high with old dishes and magazines and, occasionally, a second horizontal surface, also piled high. Vicki spotted six old rotary phones, a Commodore 64, three waffle makers, and two nearly complete sets of thirty-year-old, grocery-store encyclopedias. Lamps—electric and oil—velvet paintings—Elvis and otherwise—and a stack of soup tureens—recognized from binging Downton Abbey. Stepping around a disemboweled vacuum cleaner, Vicki found herself reluctantly impressed that when Mike had been thrown out the window, half the contents of the apartment hadn’t gone with him.

The refrigerator held a litre of milk and an assortment of aging condiments.

In the bedroom, a twin bed had been shoved into a corner, the rest of the floor space taken up by a maze of bookcases. The contents were eclectic at best.

Vicki could smell dust, a variety of moulds, and the fear stink of a human female, recently but not currently present. Her clothes were in the closet. Her toothbrush and medications were in the bathroom. The stack of mail on top of a box labeled “cat toys”, held bills and beg letters and a flyer from Canadian Tire. Vicki took photos of the bills. She found no computer, but a tangle of chargers filled some of the limited space on the kitchen counter.

Amy Shaw would be back.

And she’d walk right into the waiting arms of the law—who got enthusiastic about making an arrest when one of their own had been attacked.

Vicki wanted a crack at her first. For exponentially the same reason.

She acquired a copy of Amy’s picture from the uniform in the stairwell; white female, slender, mid-thirties, short green hair, dark rectangular glasses, and an apparent fondness for liquid eye-liner. Amy clearly didn’t cook, and without a car, it was unlikely she traveled far to eat. Unfortunately, sunset had been at 8:01. Vicki hadn’t gotten to the hospital until after ten, and there wasn’t a restaurant in the area that stayed open after eleven on a Tuesday. She might be the only person in Toronto who missed January and darkness by five.

For all that she’d bitched more than once about Mike using her as a hunting dog, she couldn’t track the scent of a single woman she didn’t know through Scarborough when that scent was nearly ten hours old. The trail led down the stairs, out the back door into an alley, along the alley to the sidewalk, and then disappeared under half a hundred footprints. A stranger in the midst of strangers.

With Mike in the hospital, she saw no point in returning to the house they shared in Downsview and drove instead to her office. She caught a familiar scent on the west wind as she got out of the car. A familiar fear. When she was three metres from the entrance to the building, the slender, green-haired woman sitting on the step raised a trembling hand.

“Don’t come any closer.”

Vicki stopped. “Amy Shaw?”

“That depends.”

Sometimes it did. Appearances could be deceiving. Arbitrary identities were far from the strangest things Vicki dealt with.

“Are you Vicki Nelson?”

“I am.”

Amy’s arms tightened around the bundle in her lap. “I need your help.”

*

Getting both of them inside while maintaining the two-metre distance Amy swore was necessary had been an inconvenience given double doors and keyed locks. Fortunately, the building’s other tenants had learned to ignore both Vicki and her clients, although most of them weren’t sure why.

“The detective came too close. I warned him, but he didn’t listen.” Leaning against the inside of the office door, Amy gently rocked a roll of purple fabric back and forth. “I don’t like being touched, right? So that’s what I asked for, to make it so no one touches me.”

Vicki perched on the edge of her desk and shoved her office chair across the room. “Sit. And asked who?”

Amy unrolled the fabric—it turned out to be a Ryerson University hoodie—and held up…

“A brass gravy boat?”

“It’s a magic lamp. With a genie inside.” Amy frowned, pulled the chair closer, and sat down. “They told me you dealt with the weird stuff.”
“I do,” Vicki sighed. “But hope springs eternal.” With luck, the smell of scorched metal came from the lamp and not the building’s wiring. Again. “Let’s see if I understand the situation. You found the lamp.”

“I bought it at a charity yard sale with a hand-held vacuum and an old Underwood typewriter. I know a place I can get ribbons. For the typewriter,” she added when Vicki frowned.

“Okay, sure. When you got it home, you rubbed the lamp.”

“It was really tarnished.”

“Then the genie appeared.”

“Not what I expected.” Amy shook her head. “I mean, even if I’d been expecting a genie—and I wasn’t, right?—I wouldn’t have expected that.”

“What?”

“Fire that didn’t burn.” Her heartbeat sped up. Her breathing grew shallower and faster. “A voice I could hear…” Trembling fingers touched her forehead. “…in my head, not my ears. It said it was a genie, and as I was the owner of the lamp, it would grant me three wishes.”

Fire that didn’t burn would make a fairly persuasive case, Vicki acknowledged. “So you wanted to not be touched, and the genie interpreted that as toss anyone who comes within two metres out a window?”

“Only people intending to touch me!” Amy protested. “Not random people in a crowd.”

She was so defensive, Vicki frowned and wondered if she’d been at Victoria Park station yesterday morning. Two teenage boys had gone off the platform and were nearly killed by the next train. Police had assumed they’d shoved each other. Maybe not.

Amy pushed at her glasses. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

…arm broken in two places, collarbone broken in one, three cracked ribs, multiple cuts from broken glass, and impressive bruising…

“You sure about that? I doubt Detective Celluci intended to touch you.”

“He wanted me to calm down.”

Which might not have put touching entirely off the table. And then Vicki remembered why Mike had been in Amy’s apartment. “You screamed. Why? Was it the genie?”

“It was my second wish.” Her shoulders rose protectively, and she curled around the lamp. “I wanted to find something that would make me special.”

Given the state of her apartment, it wasn’t hard to work out what something meant. A lost da Vinci. The Arkenstone. Metal arm with a star on the shoulder. “And did you? What was it?” she asked when Amy nodded. Mike wouldn’t have responded to happy screams.

Instead of answering, Amy set the sweater and the lamp on the floor and stood. She unzipped her over-sized windbreaker and let it slide off her shoulders. She was naked to the waist, but, in the grand scheme of things, bare breasts weren’t particularly notable next to a second and third set of arms…

Not arms, tentacles, Vicki corrected.

…that unwrapped from around Amy’s waist and stretched out to either side, bifurcated tips spreading. “I found them…” All four tentacles twitched when she sketched quotes around the word found. “…when I took my sweater off. Special.”

Vicki wasn’t sure if special emerged on a laugh or a sob. “Can you control them?”

“What difference does it make? I’m not keeping them!” She grabbed her jacket off the chair and shoved her arms back into it. The tentacles writhed, apparently unhappy about being hidden away again. “You need to fix this!”

“What was your third wish?”

“I only made two.” Elbows clamped against her sides, she struggled with the zipper. “What does my third wish have to do with…”

“Use the third wish to fix it yourself,” Vicki snapped. It wasn’t that she was unsympathetic… She thought of Mike lying in a hospital bed. Actually, she was entirely unsympathetic.

“No. I’m using the third wish to…” Amy pressed her lips tightly together into a thin, pale line.

After a moment, when Vicki was sure she wasn’t going to be told about the potential third wish, she sighed. “You’ve got tentacles. I’m not sure what you think I can do. I’m a private investigator and there’s nothing about that to investigate.” She allowed her voice to pick up an edge. “You’ve also acquired a potentially deadly don’t touch me zone and that’s reason enough to take you down.” For those two boys. For Mike.

“Take me down?”

“You’re a danger the police can’t handle. Dealing with that’s my job.”

“You’re supposed to help me!”

“How?”

Amy opened her mouth. Closed it. The sides of her windbreaker billowed.

“You’ve got the means to help yourself, Ms. Shaw.”

“I don’t…”

 “Use the third wish.” If Vicki’s eyes silvered and her voice dropped past command into coercion, she figured an Amy Shaw without tentacles would thank her.

Amy’s shoulders slumped. She dropped back onto the chair and picked up the lamp. “Do it now?” she asked, in a voice that suggested she’d finally realized this was something she’d done to herself.

“Yes.” Given time to think things over, Vicki doubted she’d go through with it.

“Here?”

“Yes. Here and now.”

“I didn’t intend to hurt anyone.”

“I admit that’s a nice change.” Most of the people Vicki dealt with fully intended to cause as much damage as possible.

Lamp cradled against her body with her left hand, Amy began rubbing it with her right. From the way the windbreaker rippled, it seemed the tentacles had joined in.

Vicki hadn’t expected I Dream of Genie – in her experience reality seldom made an accurate crossover to pop culture—but neither had she expected a trickle of flame to become a column of fire that lapped against the ceiling and threw no heat. If the genie spoke, she couldn’t hear it, but she could sense an ancient, barely restrained malevolence, and her reaction was instinctive. Her eyes silvered, her lips drew back from her teeth, and she snarled.

It had been paying attention to Amy, much the way a child with a magnifying glass pays attention to an ant, but now it turned to her.

Vicki snarled again.

“Nightwalker?” Beyond the flames, Amy’s voice trembled on the edge of panic. “Undead and undying. Death in the darkness. What are you talk… Blood? She wha… Oh.” And it dove off the edge. “Vampire! She’s a vampire!”

 “Amy!” It seemed Amy’s accepting attitude toward genies didn’t extend to others in the metaphysical community. “Amy! I won’t hurt you!”

Amy ignored her, the power in a name not enough to break the power of the genie over the one who held its lamp. “Of course I know what vampires are! No, I don’t want to die! I don’t… Do you promise? You won’t let her kill me? I know. I can say that. I can. I wish…”

“Amy!” Vicki charged forward, hit the two-metre mark, and slammed against the far wall in under the loft. She bounced up onto her feet, her bones too dense to break, but bruises already rising.

“I wish for the genie kept captive in this lamp to be free!”

The flame roared.

Vicki leapt onto her desk and flung herself up into the loft she used as shelter from the day, slamming the steel door behind her. She could smell paint blistering. Wood scorching.

Smoke.

Pork.

The inside of the door grew hot under the pads of her fingers.

She’d had the loft built to withstand fire. If the building went up, she wouldn’t be comfortable, but she’d survive. Although explanations, she acknowledged silently, would be a bitch.

The fire alarms in the studio should have gone off, setting off the building’s alarms. They hadn’t.

At nine minutes, the inside of the door felt cooler.

At ten, Vicki opened it.

Her office was empty. She took a quick look under the loft. Completely empty. Except for puddles of melted metal and glass and a pile of ash and bone residue by the door that looked like it had been tipped out of a cremation urn. Crematoriums burned between 760 and 983 degrees Celsius. Wood and fabric burned at a significantly lower temperature than flesh, which explained why her furniture appeared to have been vaporized. The walls, ceiling, and floor looked scorched, but she saw no structural damage. The fire alarm and the brass lamp were the only untouched items in the room. Although the bathroom door had been closed throughout, so it was possible the plumbing had survived.

“Genie redecorating. I suspect I won’t be collecting on my insurance,” she muttered, dropping down from the loft. Her phone and keys were in her pocket, but everything else had been lost with her purse. “I’m half inclined to hunt you down for that alone, you inconsiderate shit.” Squatting beside Amy’s remains, she poked at the lamp. “Okay, protecting the fire alarm was you being funny, I get that. And you definitely had a few anger issues when the leash came off. But, if the lamp is your prison, why not take it with you rather than risk someone using it again?”

It was obviously still magical or it would have been destroyed like everything else.

She poked it a second time. It slid about six centimetres across the floor. Smart money said genies couldn’t handle their own lamps. “At the risk of stating the obvious, Ms. Shaw, it looks like you solved your problem.”

*

She watched Mike sleep. Listened to him breathe. The person who’d put him in hospital had been dealt with, and four and a half hours remained until dawn. Vicki stood in the shadows and pretended it was these most recent injuries that had aged him.

He’d be sixty in a couple of years.

She’d always be thirty-four.

*

“…say there is no way all 2,500 ounces of gold could have been removed from the 14,000 windows of the Royal Bank Plaza.”

Vicki stopped drying her hair and started paying more attention to the television.

“Except that all 2,500 ounces are gone from both the south and the north tower,” Ian Hanomansing of CBC news pointed out.

A muscle jumped in the jaw of the middle-aged white man with the two-hundred-dollar hair cut and the three-thousand-dollar suit. “Until our investigations are complete, we’re assuming it’s a trick of the light.”

“Because otherwise it would have to be…” Hanomansing raised a brow. “…magic?”

The muscle jumped again. “And we all know, there’s no such thing.”

“Damn, genie,” Vicki snickered, “pretty ballsy way of restoring your finances.” Given that bankers weren’t known for thinking outside the box, the odds were extremely low they’d ask her to track the perpetrator down, so she gave herself permission to enjoy the spectacle. Sure, at almost 1,500 dollars an ounce it was a sizable theft, but, as evil-doing went, it didn’t even register on the measure she used these days. No harm, no foul.

“As the gold was a micro coating to reduce heat, how could its removal have weakened the glass?”

“As I said, we’re not certain the gold has been removed.”

“The police say that the piece that killed Kai Johnston had been stripped of gold.”

“That may have happened after it fell.”

Harm.

And foul.

With her laptop slagged and her phone in the charger, she wrapped the towel around her waist and settled in front of Mike’s computer.

The Royal Bank could deny all it wanted, but the gold was missing and Kai Johnston, a fifty-three-year-old Hawaiian-Canadian, was dead. The triangular piece of gold-free glass that had killed him at 2:34 in the afternoon had fallen from a shattered section covering fifteen square metres of floors thirty-one and thirty-two on the east side of the South Building. Two other people had been injured, but given the amount of glass that had fallen and the number of pedestrians often around the plaza, it was a miracle no one else had died.

The gold had been gone when the sun came up. The weakened glass had taken eight hours to fall. If it had fallen at either the beginning or the end of the work day, or when the sidewalks were crowded during lunch…

The removal of a micro layer of gold shouldn’t have weakened the glass.

Something had.

That was the problem with magic, all bets were off.

An internet search on genies was not particularly helpful.

“Supernatural creatures from Islamic and pre-Islamic Arabian mythology. Come from another world beyond the known world. Well, that depends on whose known world you’re referencing, doesn’t it?” Her known world was larger than it had been. “Can take different forms. Have free will, can be good or evil.” Vicki considered Amy’s remains, scooped into a plastic bag and currently sitting on the corner of Mike’s desk. “What do you think?” she asked, poking the bag. “Good genie having a bad day or psycho nutbag? What’s that? Yeah, I’m going with psycho nutbag too. It’s not all Disney out there, Ms. Shaw.”

Searching how to defeat genies pulled up a list of gaming forums too specific to be helpful.

“Once again, people are your best resource.”

Vicki had only been changed for nineteen years and, not surprisingly, most of the resources she’d nurtured during her years on the police force were seldom helpful in her weird new world. But Henry Fitzroy, the vampire who’d changed her, had been around for over four hundred years—the tomb of the bastard son of Henry VIII at Richmond empty for all that time. He’d gathered an impressive Scooby Gang over the years, some of whom she’d inherited when he left Toronto. If Dr. Sagara didn’t have the information Vicki needed, she’d know where to find it.

*

“So, Dr. Sargara says you need information about the jinn.” Dr. Hariri stared up at her, eyes narrowed. “For work. What exactly do you do?”

Vicki handed him her card. “I’m a private investigator.”

 “Vicki Nelson. Otherworldly crimes a specialty? You believe a jinn has committed a crime?”

She shrugged. “Client confidentiality, Dr. Hariri. I don’t judge.” She could get the information and leave him unaware they’d ever spoken, but she’d rather add a new member to her HR team.

“I see.” He tapped his upper lip with a finger then shrugged in turn. “What exactly do you need to know?”

She pulled the lamp out of an old backpack and set it on Dr. Hariri’s desk. “How to get one back into this.”

“That’s not…” As his fingers touched the handle he froze and leaned forward, expression shifting from dismissive to awe. “Where did you get this?”

“My client found it at a charity yard sale.”

“The inscription isn’t Arabic. It’s Aramaic. The lamp itself looks Assyrian, so that would put it post Babylonian conquest sometime between 605 to 612 BC, which, if I’m right—and I may not be of course, we’d have to do testing—this could be among the oldest Aramaic inscriptions ever found. Do you have any idea how incredible this is?”

She thought of her empty office. Of Amy in her plastic bag. Of a triangular piece of glass. “Incredible is one word for it. Can you translate the inscription?” 
“Probably, but not off the top of my head. You’d need to leave it with me.” Attention locked on the lamp, he slid it across his desk. “Something like this will take time. I’ll have to consult…”

“Dr. Hariri.”

He met her gaze. Wet his lips. His breath slipped in and out, fast and shallow.

“Get it translated as soon as possible.” Without breaking eye contact, she tapped the card on his desk as she stood. “Call me the moment you have a result.”

*

A new club out in Parkdale meant new business opportunities, so Vicki headed west for a bite to eat. Club drugs were mostly Ecstasy, Meth, and LSD, but she found an entrepreneur also selling Rohypnol and led him into the dark corner between the back of a public parking lot and the rear wall of the club.

Nostrils flared, she leaned in closer to the pulse in his throat as he pulled a leather card case out of his pocket. Few dealers used. He smelled clean.

He barely bothered to fake a smile. “So, just the candy or can I interest you in something else?”

Her smile was completely sincere.

The smell of fresh urine overwhelmed the stale residue at the base of the wall.

She left him propped against the fender of a Buick—Mike was right, Buick was funnier than Toyota—missing his drugs, his cash, and any desire to continue in the same business. He’d probably shake the compulsion in a day or two, but he’d see her in his nightmares for a while, and that might be enough.

In turn, she’d have to deal with the addicting taste of his terror. Make sure it was entirely out of her system before she fed like this again. Giving into that darkness led to loss of self and torches and stakes and she wouldn’t do that to Mike.

When he di…

When she los…

Later, she’d have to fight stay on the side of the light.

*

“You okay?”

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” When Mike’s brows rose, she smiled the most human smile she had left, the one she saved for him. “Don’t worry, I ate emergency rations.”

“Dave says Amy Shaw hasn’t been home.”

“Smooth segue.” He understood he couldn’t supply all her needs, but he didn’t want to hear the details. Which was fortunate, as she had no intention of telling him. “Do you remember anything yet?”

“Not damned thing. Doc says I might never get the memories back.” His grip on her hand tightened. “You looking into that fatality downtown with the windows and the missing gold?”

“Yes.”

“Is it connected to what happened to me?”

In the old days, Vicki had been a terrible liar. That had changed when her humanity became a lie. She thought about lying to him now, but there were too many external factors she couldn’t control to get away with it. “Yes, it is.”

“You dealing with it?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Good.” He shifted carefully, favouring his left side. “Unless I start pissing blood, they’re sending me home tomorrow.”

No. Stay here. Where you’re safe.

 One corner of his mouth curled up. “I told them I had someone who could watch me at night.”

“I thought you didn’t like it when I did that?”

He waggled his eyebrows lecherously. “I like it fine when you’re watching up close and personal.”

I don’t want to watch you die.

She blinked the thought away before he could read it off her face and bent to kiss him goodbye.

“You don’t taste like drug dealer,” he murmured against her mouth.

“I brushed my teeth.”

She dropped Amy’s remains into the medical incinerator on her way out of the building.

*

“Well, if it isn’t Victory Nelson. You never text, you never call. Was it something I said?” At seventy-seven, Mama Sweet’s arms weren’t as strong as they’d once been, but her mind was as sharp. She held Vicki out at arm’s length and frowned. “And this isn’t a social call is it? Even though you promised me three months ago that you’d stop by for drinks.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” Mama Sweet didn’t accept excuses, so Vicki didn’t make any. “I’m looking for someone, I thought you might be able to help me find him.”

“Might be able to?” The older woman snorted and sat back down at the table, waving the three heavily muscled young men away. “Go play Pokemon or whatever it is you kids do these days. I’m safer with Victory than I am with the three of you.”

“Pokemon?” Vicki asked when they were alone.

“Pissing off the young is one of the greatest pleasures I have left.” She folded her hands, the knuckles swollen and painful looking. “What do you want?”

“Person I’m looking for needs to convert a lot of gold.” The genie had been locked away for a while, and gold wasn’t a viable currency anymore.

“Two downtown towers of it?” When Vicki said nothing, Mama Sweet rolled her eyes. “Fine, don’t tell me. And in return?”

Vicki slid a piece of paper across the table. No one came to see Mama Sweet empty handed. She’d started out in Toronto’s Jamaican gangs in the sixties, objected to the lack of opportunities for women, and when she got out of prison—the objection had involved the application of a baseball bat—she’d worked her ass off to become the best fixer in the city. Back when she’d been on the force, Vicki had arrested her twice. She’d gotten off both times and insisted Vicki stay in touch. Which had been weird enough, Vicki had. Over the years, Vicki’d watched Mama Sweet age, and if Mama Sweet had, in turn, noticed Vicki wasn’t aging, she hadn’t said anything. Yet.

Mama Sweet frowned at the description on the paper. “Who’s this then?”

“That’s the man who dumped the body of one of your people in the Don last week.”

“And you didn’t take it to the police because?”

“Because the police wouldn’t consider my witness credible.” Because the police didn’t believe a troll lived under the Bloor Viaduct.

“But you do.”

It wasn’t a question, so Vicki didn’t answer it.

Paper refolded and slid into the pocket of the man’s dress shirt she wore, Mama Sweet nodded toward the door. “Wait on the porch. I’ll make a few quick calls.”

*

Vicki perched on the porch rail and watched traffic go up Ossington. And down Ossington. And listened to a passing gaggle of teenagers argue in two languages. One of them might have been Farsi, she had no idea what the other was. The topic seemed obvious, given the way they were waving their phones around.

She turned when the door opened.

One of the muscular young men handed her a piece of paper and said, “Mama says, a not very big guy beat the shit out of Two Ton until he gave up KayTrenholm who gave up Eddie Ease. She also says, come by next Tuesday evening.” He frowned. “Mama says come by, not Kay. Bring pie.”

*

Eddie Ease owned a condo in a building across from St. Lawrence Market. An upper-middle-class building beginning to show its age, the lobby looked as though it had been recently renovated to make room for a concierge. Vicki flashed her fake badge through the glass, and, once the door opened, walked straight to the desk and the middle-aged white man behind it. Probably downsized recently from a better job, he clearly thought being a middle-aged white man was protection enough. Idiot.

Vicki smiled and let him fall into the silver in her eyes. “I was never here. When I leave, you won’t see me.”

“You weren’t. I won’t!” He licked his lips, his knuckles white where he gripped the edge of the desk. “I’m sorry. Please, I… I have a family.”

Not as much of an idiot as she’d thought. Or a more perceptive one, at least. “Good for you. Next time, check ID and ask questions when someone flashes a badge. Don’t just open the door; these things aren’t hard to come by.”

“I will. Thank you. I’m sorry.”

She could feel the pull of his fear all the way to the stairs and felt it fade the moment she stepped out of sight and literally out of mind. The temptation to step back was strong. Hunger fighting her control, she gritted her teeth and climbed to the sixth floor, moving too fast to register on the security cameras. Eddie Ease had a corner unit at the far end of the brightly lit, freshly painted hall. Odds were very good he kept his business away from his home.

As she walked, she sifted through the surrounding lives. Hearts beating, blood flowing; slowed in sleep.

Power.

The hair lifted off the back of her neck and continued to lift as she approached Eddie’s door. She remembered fire, and the Hunter broke loose as instinct took over from rational thought. She raised a hand to force the door. It opened just before her palm made contact.

“I didn’t hear anyone knock,” Eddie said over his shoulder, turned to look at her, and moaned. His heart sped up. Visible skin gleamed with sweat. Blood pounded through wrists and temples and throat. Vicki snarled before she could stop herself. Eddie staggered back until he hit a wall, then he slid to the floor, eyes rolling up, consciousness surrendering to terror.

“A little extreme, don’t you think, Nightwalker?”

The genie was… Five-seven. Six-two. Dark. Fair. A slender Asian. A burly redhead. Female. Male. Both. Neither. No heartbeat. No blood moving temptingly under white, black, brown skin. Nails cutting half circles into her palms, Vicki pulled herself back from a darkness she didn’t own and said, “At least he wasn’t a screamer.”

“Oh, well done. You know what I am and still manage a jest.” It rose out of the leather club chair and became a pillar of smokeless fire. “You have found me. What do you want, Nightwalker? Have you come to pay homage?”

“Not even close.”

“Then why are you here?”

She frowned, suddenly realizing she had no idea of what to do now. For fifteen years, she’d been the fastest, strongest, darkest… She’d come up with a way to find the genie, found it, and faced a pillar of fire. How did she defeat a pillar of fire? She didn’t even have the lamp.

“Ah, hubris.” Vicki could hear the amusement in the fire’s voice. “I stand between the gods and humanity, little blood-drinker. When I last walked this world, taking who and what I desired, there were heroes and sages and mighty wizards fit to challenge me. Now your wizards are children, your sages are unable to see the truth, and the only hero I have to face is you. A hero out of the darkness for a time without light. I tremble. I shake. I…”

“Am a genie. You’re a genie,” she clarified.

“Jinn.”

“Right. Jinn. Given you’re a jinn, why do you need Eddie to change your gold to currency? You took the gold off a skyscraper. Can’t you change it yourself?”

“I did.” It moved aside, and Vicki saw coins spilling out of a basket on the floor next to the chrome-and-glass coffee table. “But the daric is no longer in use, and I am unfamiliar with its modern replacement.”

Made sense, Vicki acknowledged silently. There were more than a few Canadians still having trouble with the new plastic bills, and they hadn’t spent centuries locked in a magic lamp. And it clearly couldn’t just create what it wanted, or it wouldn’t have taken the gold. “You plan on staying around?”

“The way to my home has been long closed.”

A troll lived under the Bloor Viaduct.

“All right.” Her city. Her rules. “Amy held your prison, you get a pass for frying her. Kai Johnston could be considered an accident, don’t have any more. Humans aren’t toys; don’t play with them. If you stay, no more of them die at your hand.”

To her surprise, the fire began to laugh. In her own defence, even given her life, laughing fire was still way out past the borders. “Oh, I have missed the ridiculous arrogance of your kind. For such enjoyment, you may live a while longer.”

One moment, she was enclosed in flame.

The next, she stood in her empty office.

*

“What part of it’s creepy when you watch me sleep do you not understand?”

Now he was awake, Vicki settled on the side of Mike’s bed, pressed against his hip, enjoying the warmth she could feel through the thin hospital blanket. “The part where I care about being creepy.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re a few pints past that.” He took her hand, wrapped it in his, and pressed it to his chest over his heart. “What happened? You look thrown. And not through a window thrown, either. Find something new in the woodpile?” When she hesitated, he tightened his grip. “Talk to me.”

“Not here.” She saw a flicker of red in the corner of her eye, turned, and realized it had to have been an LED on the machine shoved into the corner of the room. Had to be, because there was nothing else in the room. “There’s too many vulnerable people here. I need a favour,” she added before he could respond. “I’m waiting for a call from a Dr. Hariri. If it doesn’t come in before dawn, I want to forward it to your phone. Tell him I’ve been detained, that he should get some rest, and I’ll see him in his office at nine tomorrow…” It was five thirteen. “…tonight.”

“You want to use my phone, and you want me to pass on a message?” The creases around Mike’s eyes deepened when he smiled. “What did your last slave die of?”

She could hear the nurses talking down the hall. Room 417 was terminal.

“Vicki?”

“Don’t die.”

“Hey…”

“Just, don’t.”

He studied her expression for a long moment, then kissed her knuckles. “I wasn’t planning on it. Not until I’m old and wizened and people give me shit about robbing the cradle.”

He pulled her head down onto the right side of his chest, the side not arguing his mortality with cracked ribs, and she listened to his heartbeat and thought, Not then either.

*

“…police were already on their way, called in to assist a member of the staff having trouble with a customer. The assumption is that the two incidents aren’t connected, as a preliminary investigation by the fire marshal suggests the cause of the fire that destroyed the restaurant was most likely an exploding gas range. The customer is assumed to be among the nine dead. The fire marshal had no comment on why the fire seemed to be contained within the restaurant, not spreading to the surrounding buildings or the apartment upstairs.”

Vicki gently leaned the bathroom door against the slightly scorched wall of her still-empty office and released the crushed handle. She had a comment. She had a few comments. Most of them involved profanity.

*

“The words engraved on the lamp appear to be the spell that contained the jinn. It seemed the…” Dr. Hariri paused, rubbed tired eyes, and sighed. “…wizard who imprisoned him wanted to ensure the jinn could be re-imprisoned should it escape.”

“Just what I wanted to hear.” Vicki patted the lamp. “How does it work?”

“The words are inscribed in a circle…” He moved a book from the closest tottering pile on his desk and flipped it open to a tabbed page. “…sorry, carved in a circle. The lamp is placed in the centre of the circle. The jinn is summoned. That’s another spell… wait…” He yanked at a piece of paper protruding from the bottom book.

Vicki caught top three books as they fell.

“I had to call in few favours.” The notes had been written in three different colours of ink. “Fortunately, I have a colleague at Istanbul University cataloguing their ancient literature collection. Took her about four hours, but she was able to put her hand on what I needed. I was fairly certain I’d read a reference to it in a 1930s dissertation, but eighty years later, there’s no telling where the manuscript might have gotten to. It was written by…”

“Dr. Hariri.”

He blinked.

“The spell?”

“Right. We had to fill in a few words with frog DNA… That’s a Jurassic Park joke.”

“I know.”

“It’s just you’re a little young for… Never mind. Problem is, the spell won’t work.”

“Because of the frog DNA?”

“No, that should hold. It was synonyms mostly. It’s because…” Pulling on a pair of white cotton gloves, he opened a book even Vicki could tell was ancient. “…you don’t have an angel.”

“I’m sorry?”

“In the Koran, jinn, humans, and angels make up the three known sapient creations of God. As jinn predate the Koran, I suspect the word angel actually refers to one of the lesser gods who helped humanity lock away certain troublemaking jinn.”

“Okay. How do we summon this lesser god?”

“We don’t. We can’t. Mythology is not reality, Ms. Nelson. It doesn’t matter anyway because the angel…” Dr. Hariri touched the text with a white cotton finger. “…approached the wizard.”

“Wonderful.” She swept her gaze around the room—at the books, at the papers, at the lamp. “All right. Back to square one. What does the lamp actually say?”

“Place me in the centre of words carved round—then there’s the words.” He traced the etched lettering. “And after… Summon the jinn to be sealed with immortal blood.”

“Say again.”

“Summon…”

“After that.”

“Sealed with immortal blood?”

“Thank you, Dr. Hariri, you’ve been a great help.” She picked up the lamp and the summoning spell and frowned down at the paper. “Could you write this out phonetically?”

*

“He’s buying one of the last of the old warehouses on the waterfront.” Eddie Ease twitched in Vicki’s grip. “Said he needed room to build a palace. He doesn’t want to deal with the city, so I’m acting as his agent.”

“He’s not a he,” Vicki growled.

“Yeah, well, that’s his choice isn’t it?”

To be fair, Vicki acknowledged, it was.

*

Vicki was impressed the jinn had found real estate in the Lower Donlands that hadn’t already been gentrified. But then, jinn. It could be convincing in ways other buyers couldn’t.

The bulk of the warehouse had been given over to storage—a huge, two story space with high windows and a stained concrete floor. The security lights provided an artificial dusk, plenty of light for Vicki to carve the words from the lamp into the enormous circle she’d drawn on the floor with a tire iron, a rope, and a piece of sidewalk chalk. Not her first rodeo—approximately a circle wouldn’t do. Retrieving the tire iron and setting the lamp in its place, she began gouging out the words of the spell as quickly as accuracy allowed, the concrete rolling up like lines of chunky orange peel. It was almost eleven. She didn’t have all night.

At two forty-three, she straightened, cracked her back, and moved to stand beside the lamp, paper in one hand, knife in the other, prepared to read the summoning.

“As if I wouldn’t know you were here.” The pillar of fire moved around the outside of the circle. “As if I wouldn’t feel words of binding in a space I’d claimed as my own.”

Probably for the best. Her French accent sucked; her phonetic Aramaic could only be worse.

“Do you assume you’re safe from me, Nightwalker, there inside the words you carved?”

“Talking pillar of fire,” Vicki pointed out. “I’m not assuming anything.”

“Clever meat sack.” It advanced toward her, crossing the spell.

Sealed with immortal blood was a little unspecific regarding the necessary volume. Figuring too much beat too little, she drew the blade of the knife across her left forearm, then her right, hissed at the pain, and, about to be engulfed by fire, took the fight to the jinn, throwing her arms around the flames.

It screamed.

And it burned.

Vicki screamed and hung on.

The flames became a lion, fetid breath in her face as teeth tore at her shoulder.

The lion became a snake, length looped around her, her ribs cracking.

Through the pain, she wondered if she’d wandered into the wrong story. Or if the sidhe were jinn seen through a different geography and culture.

The snake became a fucking enormous crow with a beak like a pickax.

Tentacles…

Then a man. Broad shouldered, dark eyed, skin slippery with her blood. “I can give his youth back to you, Nightwalker.” It smiled knowingly. “I can give you two or three times the years he has remaining. Delay the time you’ll spend in darkness without him.”

What would she give to delay Mike’s death? To delay watching him die?

If she changed him, she’d lose him the way Henry had lost her. Vampires were apex predators and they did not, could not, share a territory. Not that it mattered, Mike would never agree to the change. He’d made that profanely clear on more than one occasion.

If the jinn changed him, made him young again…

…she’d lose him the moment he realized she’d made the decision for him. It might be worth the risk with someone else; his youth restored, she could wait a year or two while he dealt with the betrayal of his trust. But that wasn’t something Mike would, or could, forgive.

She knew what the future held. He’d lose his strength. Muscles weaken. Bones grow fragile. Hands that now touched her with passion would turn to swollen joints and tremors. If he was lucky, his heart would fail before the rest of his body wore out a piece at a time. She would watch, forever thirty-four, as he diminished.

Died.

Rotted.

The last anchor to her humanity gone. No one left who’d known her before. No one left to say enough.

Did it matter if he never forgave her as long as he had a few more years before death claimed him?

Yes.

Because it wasn’t about Mike. It was about her. Always had been.

Mike would live the life he chose, and she would love him for however long that lasted. When he died—at the end of a mortal span or next Thursday while trying to bring in a couple of Scarborough gangbangers—she would mourn him. She would weep and she would rail and she would paint herself with the blood of the undeserving. Of the dark dregs of society who dared to live when he was dead.

And then she’d stop because she was Vicki fucking Nelson, and if she was strong enough to watch the man she loved wither, if she was strong enough to watch him go into the ground because that was what he wanted, then she was strong enough to do what she had to.

“Make a wish, Nightwalker.”

Her lips drew back. “You have nothing I want,” she snarled and slammed her forehead into his nose.

He swore as he jerked back, eyes wide, nose bleeding.

Tossed his head, became fire again as a drop of blood fell…

…and hit the lamp.

Vicki stumbled, arms empty, a little faint from pain and blood loss.

Sealed with immortal blood.

“Points for originality,” she muttered, touching the growing lump on her forehead. “Also, ow.”

Licking her own arms, as undignified as it felt, put the coagulant in her saliva to work, and by the time she’d eradicated the spell—not the sort of thing she wanted left lying around, that never ended well—the bleeding had stopped. A spray bottle of bleach took care of the DNA evidence—splatters of blood on a torn-up floor would be investigated sooner or later. Probably later given the backlog in the labs Mike kept complaining about, but no point in being careless.

The lamp… Three wishes and, after, the jinn would still be confined.

Glass falling.

Mike thrown through a window.

And the sort of metaphysical S.O.B. who thought nothing of lives lost.

She picked the up the lamp, holding it carefully so as to keep from even suggesting the faintest possibility of a rub. The brass felt warm, satin smooth, and smelled alive. She touched it to her cheek… bit through her lip and wrapped the sneaky fucking thing carefully in three layers of green plastic garbage bags.

*

It was five thirty-seven. Sunrise was at seven twenty-five. She should wake Mike so they could spend at least part of that two hours together, both of them conscious. She’d fed on the way home—another packet of drug money donated anonymously to Covenant House—the edge taken off before Mike insisted on them reaffirming he was alive. For however much longer he had.

He threw an arm up over his head, the sheet slipping down around his waist. The grey threaded through the thick mat of his chest hair turned silver in the predawn light.

Maybe watching him sleep was a little creepy.

Vicki slipped out of her clothes and slid into bed on his right side, tucking her face into the curve of neck and shoulder, listening to his heartbeat, lips against his pulse.

The lamp was downstairs in her basement crypt, safely hidden.

Not the least bit tempting…



Author’s Note

Since her change, Vicki hasn’t used a gun, but since I wrote this for an anthology that included guns as part of the theme, I had to come up with a reason for her to change that. Giant snakes seemed like a decent reason.

Fortunately, Vicki is a better shot than I am. When I was in the reserves, we were given a Browning 9mm with ten rounds in the magazine and pointed at a row of targets. The target to my left had eleven holes in it. You do the math.

And okay, I admit it. I used the fantasy “pounding on things and yelling gets the job done” trope. Point in my favour: at least the pounding and yelling didn’t replace actual CPR.



NO MATTER WHERE YOU GO

“I overheard a couple of uniforms talking today.”

Her head pillowed on Mike’s shoulder, palm of her right hand resting over his heart, Vicki made a non-committal hmm.

“There’s been some vandalism in Mount Pleasant Cemetery the last couple of nights.”

She tapped her fingers on sweat-damp skin to the rhythm of the rain against the window, wrapping it around the steady bass of his heartbeat. “You don’t say.”

Mike closed his hand around hers, stopping the movement. “Someone dug a small fire pit on a grave and cremated a mouse. The officers responding found wax residue on the gravestone, chalk marks on the grass, and evidence of at least four people.”

“Uh huh.” Vicki rose up on her left elbow so that she could see Mike’s expression. He seemed to be completely serious. Although the pale spill of streetlight around the edges of the blind provided insufficient illumination for him to see her in turn, his eyes were locked on her face, waiting for her to draw her own conclusions.

“You think some idiot’s trying to call up a demon.”

“I think it’s possible.”

“And you think I should…?”

He shrugged, a minimum movement of one shoulder. “I think we should check it out.”

“We?”

His fingers tightened, thumb moving down to stroke the scar on her wrist. “I don’t want you there alone.”

She had a matching scar on the other wrist, a pair of thin white lines against pale skin, a reminder written in flesh of a demon nearly unleashed on the city by her blood. But that had been years ago, when Vicki Nelson, ex-police detective, not-particularly-successful private investigator, had only just discovered that creatures out of nightmare were real.

“Things have changed.” Turning her hand in his, she stroked in turn the puncture wound on his wrist, already healing even though it had been less than an hour since she’d fed. “I’m pretty sure vampire trumps wannabe sorcerer.” When he didn’t answer, merely continued to look up at her, brown eyes serious, she sighed. “Fine. A vampire and an exceedingly macho police detective definitely trumps wannabe sorcerer. Worst case scenario, it won’t be much of a demon if all they’re sacrificing is a mouse. We’ll check it out tomorrow night.”

Dark brows rose. “Why tomorrow? It’s barely midnight.”

“And it’s pouring rain. They won’t be able to keep their fire lit.”

“So tonight…”

Vicki grinned, tugged her hand free, and moved it lower on his body. “Well, if you’re so set on not sleeping, I’m sure we’ll think of something to do.”

*

Mike Celluci had spent most of his career in Violent Crimes. One night, back before the change, when alcohol had still been able to breach the barriers Vicki kept around her more philosophical side, she’d called the men and women who worked homicide the last advocates of the dead—bringing justice if not peace. Over the last few years Mike had learned that, on occasion, the dead were quite capable of advocating for themselves. That knowledge had added a whole new dimension to walking in graveyards at night.

By day, Mount Pleasant Cemetery was a green oasis in the centre of Toronto, the dead sharing their real estate with a steady stream of people looking for a respite from the press of the city. At night, when shadows pooled in the hollows and under the trees and clustered around the hundreds of headstones, the dead seemed less willing to share.

“Isn’t this romantic.” Vicki tucked her hand in the crook of Mike’s elbow and leaned toward him with exaggerated enthusiasm. “You, me, midnight, a graveyard. Too bad we don’t have a picnic.” She grinned up at him, fingers tightening over his pulse. “Oh, wait…”

Mike snorted and shook his head, but he understood her mood. It had been too long since they’d worked a case together. And okay, a cremated mouse and some wax residue wasn’t exactly a case, but it was more than they’d had for a while.

He tugged her off the path, following the landmarks from the original police report. “It was this way.”

As they moved further from the lines of asphalt and the circles of light that barely touched the grass, Vicki took the lead.

“Do you know where you’re going?” he asked. With no moonlight, no starlight, and, more importantly, his flashlight off so as not to give away their position, he stayed close.

“I can smell the wet ash from their fire. The candle wax.” She frowned. “Smells like gardenia.”

And then she froze.

Mike froze with her. “Vicki?”

“Burning blood. This way.”

He knew she was holding back so he could match her pace, his hand wrapped around her elbow as he ran full out, trusting her to steer him around any obstacle. They headed into the older part of the cemetery, where ornate mausoleums housed the elite of the early 1900s. Clutching at her outstretched arm as she suddenly stopped, he nearly fell, finding his balance at the last minute. They were close enough together, he could see her turning in place, head cocked.

“There.” A mausoleum set off a little from the rest. “I hear four heartbeats.”

Not for the first time, he wished she could return to the force. They had a canine unit, they had mounted unit, they had a mountain bike unit for Christ’s sake, why not a bloodsucking undead unit? Her abilities were wasted within the narrow focus of her PI’s license.

He could see a flicker of light through the grille in the mausoleum’s door as they moved closer.

Teenagers. Peering carefully through the ornate ironwork, Mike could see four—three watching the fourth as she chanted over the smoking contents of a stainless-steel mixing bowl set between the four white candles burning on the marble crypt in the centre of the mausoleum. A triple circle about six feet in diameter had been drawn in what looked like sidewalk chalk on the back wall—a blue ring, then a red ring, then a white ring. In the centre of the innermost circle was a complex scrawl of loops and angles.

Mike knew better than to equate youth with an absence of threat, but nothing about the kids looked dangerous. Two of them—a thin, white female and a tall, East Indian male—were all but bouncing out of their black high-tops. One of them—white male, shortest of the four—stood with his shoulders hunched and hands shoved into his hoodie’s pockets, looking a little scared. The body language of the girl doing the chanting suggested she wasn’t going to accept failure as an option.

He glanced down at Vicki and mouthed, “Demon?”

She shrugged and lifted her head to murmur, “I have no idea,” against his ear.

Whatever it was they were doing, they hadn’t done it yet. Teenagers, he could handle. Demons…

He could handle demons, but he’d rather not.

Pushing his coat back to expose the badge on his belt, he pushed open the door. “Tell me,” he snapped in his best voice-of-authority, “that you’re not raising the dead because that never turns out well.”

The scared boy made a sound Mike was pretty sure he’d deny later. The other two froze in place, mouths open. The chanting girl stopped chanting and turned—white female, pierced eyebrow, pierced lower lip. She had what looked like a silver fish-knife in one hand and an impressive scowl for someone her age. This close, he doubted any of them were over fifteen.

“Ren!” Scared boy took a step toward her. “It’s the cops.”

“I can see that.” She shoved a fall of black and white striped hair back off her face. “It doesn’t matter. It’s done!”

“What’s done?” Vicki asked.

Mike hadn’t seen Vicki move, so he was damned sure Ren hadn’t. In all fairness, he had to admire her nerve—if he hadn’t been watching her, he wouldn’t have seen the flinch as she turned to find Vicki smiling at her from about ten centimetres away.

“The ritual.”

“I don’t see a demon.” Vicki peered into the bowl. “Unless it’s a very small demon. Another mouse,” she added, glancing over at Mike.

“Demons.” The bouncing boy rolled his eyes. “As if.”

“That’s so last millennium,” the girl beside him snorted.

Ren’s gaze skittered off Vicki’s face, but with the Hunter so close to the surface, Mike gave her points for the attempt. “If you must know,” she said as pride won out over a preference to keep the adults in the dark. “I’ve opened a portal.”

“A portal?” Mike repeated, glancing around the mausoleum.

“Might be a very small portal,” Vicki offered.

All four teenagers looked over at the circles chalked on the rear wall.

“It takes time!” Ren said defensively. She set the knife down forcefully enough that the metal rang against the stone then moved around the crypt so that nothing stood between her and the wall.

Given that Vicki made no move to stop her, Mike figured the odds of the portal opening were small.

“Come on.” Ren beckoned to the others. “We need to be ready.”

“But Ren, they’re cops!” the scared boy protested, hanging back as the other two joined her.

“Their laws have no relevance here.”

Mike sighed. The last things he wanted to do was spend the night arguing with teenagers. “Okay, guys, I get that you’re bored and looking for some excitement, but at the very least this is trespassing. Let’s just pack things up, promise to take up hobbies that don’t involve graveyards, and we’ll see you get home.”

Ren ignored him. Spearing the scared boy with an imperious gaze, she snapped, “Cameron!”

The scared boy ran to join the others just as the centre of the chalked circle flared white then black then cleared to show a dark sky filled with stars too orange to be familiar. Mike thought he saw the dark silhouettes of buildings and was certain he could smell rotting meat.

“We are so out of here,” Ren sneered as she stepped back through the circle pulling Cameron with her. An instant later, Vicki stood holding the black and silver hoodie of the unnamed girl as the other two followed.

Almost immediately, someone began to scream.

Cameron.

The circle started to close. The first fifteen centimetres in from the white chalk line already returned to grubby stone and flaking mortar.

Mike knew what Vicki was going to do before she did it. As he charged around the crypt—to stop her, to join her, he had no idea—she shot him a look that said half a dozen things he didn’t want to consider too closely and dove through a hole no more than a metre across. Then half a metre. He couldn’t follow.

All four kids were screaming now.

Vicki was stronger, faster, and damned hard to kill, but in another world she might be no more of a threat than Cameron was.

Barely a handspan of portal remained. Mike snapped his extra clip off his belt, threw it and his weapon as hard as he could into the dark, then stood staring at a blank stone wall.

The silence was so complete he could hear the candles flickering on the crypt behind him.

*

Vicki had no idea what the hell she was facing. It looked a bit like The Swamp Thing, only a phosphorescing grey, with three large yellowing fangs about ten centimetres long—two on the top, one on the bottom across a wobbling lip from a jagged stub. It was big—three, three and a half metres high although it was hard to tell for certain given that it rested its weight on the knuckles of one clawed hand as it stuffed bits of Cameron into its mouth. The other three teenagers crouched among the rubble at the base of a crumbling wall and screamed.

Moonlight and starlight reflected off the pale stone of the ruins, denying them the merciful buffer of full darkness. There was light enough to see their friend die.

The scent of Cameron’s blood pulled the Hunger up. Although Vicki drew her lips back off her teeth and shifted her weight onto the balls of her feet, she held her position. She could do nothing for Cameron.

If the creature was willing to move on, she’d let it.

It wasn’t.

The kids realized that the same time she did.

On the bright side, as it lurched toward them, ramped-up terror stopped the screaming.

It roared and swatted at her too slowly to connect as she raced up the closest pile of rubble. When the rubble ended, she launched herself onto its shoulders, wrapping both hands around its head.

Her fingers sank deep into rubbery flesh, but got a grip on the bone beneath as she twisted. Back home, bipedal meant a spine and a spinal column, but she wasn’t in Kansas anymore. Nothing cracked.

It wrapped a hand around her leg.

Snarling, she wrapped her hand in turn around one of the upper fangs, snapping it off at the base and jabbing it deep into the creature’s neck as it yanked her off its shoulders. The flesh parted like tofu wrapped in rubber, and it cut its own throat.

Just before she hit the ground, Vicki realized that the orange fluid spilling from the gash was not what she knew as blood.

One problem at a time! She rolled with the impact and bounced up onto her feet, ready for round two.

Rising up to its full height, throat gaping, it staggered back a step. Cameron’s leg fell from lax fingers. It wobbled in place for a moment, then it collapsed with an entirely unsatisfactory squelch.

Under normal circumstances, Vicki’d make sure it was dead, but nothing about this even approached normal so she turned instead to check on the kids. Heads down, huddled close and weeping, all three still cowered at the base of the wall. Stepping toward them, she kicked something that skittered across the uneven pavement.

The 19-round magazine for a Glock 17.

Mike’s scent clung to it.

A heartbeat later she had the Glock in her hand. He hadn’t been able to follow her through the contracting portal so he’d…

Which was when it hit her.

Even through the nearly overpowering scent of Cameron’s blood, Vicki knew exactly where she’d first touched the ground in this new world. There was no sign of the portal.

No way to get…

The air currents against her cheek changed. She threw herself down and to the side as an enormous flock of black, featherless birds dropped out of the sky—those that could landing on the fallen creature, the rest circling, waiting for their chance to feed.

Scavengers. With curved raptor beaks, they ripped off chunks of flesh, fighting challengers for their place on the corpse with the bone spurs on the tips of their pterodactyl-like wings. About a dozen fought over the pieces of Cameron.

They weren’t particularly large, but there was one hell of a lot of them.

A shriek of pain brought her back up onto her feet and racing toward the kids. Denied their place at the feast, a few of the birds were making a try for fresher meat, wheeling and diving and easily avoiding Ren’s flailing arms. Vicki could smell fresh blood. One of the kids had taken a hit.

Twisting her head just far enough to avoid a bone spur ghosting past her cheek, she grabbed the attacking bird out of the air, crushed it, tossed it aside. And then another. And then she was standing over the kids, with blood that wasn’t blood dripping from her hands, teeth bared, killing anything that came close enough.

After a few moments, nothing did.

Recognizing a predator, those scavengers not feeding pulled back to circle over the corpse.

Ren screamed when Vicki turned toward her.

“Be quiet!” Vicki snapped, giving thanks for the whole Prince of Darkness thing when Ren gave one last terrified hiccup and fell silent. Considering the welcome they’d already had, the odds were very good screaming would not attract bunnies and unicorns. “Now do whatever it is you have to do to get us the hell out of here.”

The girl’s eyes widened. “What?”

“Open the portal that’ll take us home.” Vicki gave her points for looking in the right direction, but given Ren’s rising panic, didn’t wait for a response. “You can’t, can you?” She kept her tone matter-of-fact, used it to smack the panic back down, didn’t let her own need to scream out denial show. “Not from this side.”

“We weren’t going to go back.” Ren waved a trembling hand at the corpse and the scavengers and the sky of red stars. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this!”

“Yeah, well, surprise.” A scavenger with more appetite than survival instinct tried to take a piece out of the top of her head, and Vicki crushed it almost absently, wiping her hand on her jeans as she watched the circling birds. Some of them were flying fairly high. They’d be visible as silhouettes against the night to anyone—or anything—with halfway decent vision. It reminded her of lying on the sofa with Mike, soaking up his warmth, and watching the National Geographic channel…

“They’re going to draw other scavengers. The way vultures do. Maybe other predators. We have to find cover.”

“How do you know that?”

“Animal Planet.”

“But you’re a…” Even though she was clearly fine with poking holes into other realities, Ren couldn’t seem to say it.

This was neither the time nor the place for denial.

“Vampire. Nightwalker. Member of the bloodsucking undead.” Vicki frowned, trying to remember the rest and coming up blank. Three would have to do. “I have cable. And I’m your best bet if you want to survive this little adventure.” Hand on the girl’s shoulder, Vicki could feel her trembling, but whether it was from Cameron’s grizzly death or the proximity to one of Humanity’s ancient terrors there was no way to be sure. Unfortunately, Vicki had no time for kindness that didn’t involve keeping these three kids alive.

No time to give into fear of her own.

She studied the area, for the first time able to look beyond the immediate need to kill. This wasn’t the night she knew. The portal had opened on a broad street that looked a bit like University Avenue by way of a hell dimension, the paving cracked and buckled. The closest stone buildings were ruins, but some offered more shelter than others. The solidest of the lot was on the other side of the corpse—not worth the risk—but about two hundred meters away, where the road began a long sweeping arc to the left, was a structure that still had a second and third floor even though the actual roof was long gone. Better still, it looked as the though the colonnaded entrance had partially collapsed leaving an opening too small to admit Cameron’s killer—or more specifically, under the circumstances, its friends and family.

“There.” She pointed with her free hand, giving Ren a little shake to focus her. “We need to get those two up and moving and into that building. What are their names?”

“I don’t…”

“What? You don’t know?”

“Of course I know!” A hint of the girl who’d faced them in the tomb emerged in response to Vicki’s mocking tone. Vicki gave herself a mental high five; anger wouldn’t hobble action the way fear would. “Their names are Gavin and Star.”

“Star? Seriously?”

“What’s wrong with Star?” Ren demanded, jerking her shoulder out from under Vicki’s hand. “It’s her name, and it’s better than the dumbass name her mother gave her!”

Vicki didn’t care who gave her the name, as long as she answered to it.	

Gavin had a long, oozing cut along the top of his forehead, and she let the scent of fresh blood block the stink coming from the creature’s corpse as unfamiliar internal organs were exposed. The kid’s eyes were squeezed shut, and he had both arms wrapped around Star. Star’s eyes were open, her pupils so dilated the blue was no more than a pale halo around the black. Calling their names had little effect.

Vicki could feel terror rising off them like smoke.

Given what a joy this place had been so far, if she could feel it, so could other things.

She could work with terror if she had to. When she snarled, Star blinked and focused on her face. Gavin opened his eyes. As she pulled her lips back off her teeth, she could hear their hearts begin to pound faster and faster as adrenaline flooded their system. She was a terror they understood. Hauling them onto their feet, she pointed them the right way and growled, “Run.”

Hindbrains took over.

Stumbling and crying, they ran.

Ren shot her a look that promised retribution, and raced to catch up.

*

“So a teenage girl opened a portal to another reality on the wall of a mausoleum, went through with her friends, and Vicki followed them, then the portal closed. Is that it?”

“That’s it.”

“Are you bullshitting me?”

“Why the fuck would I joke about something like that?” Mike growled into his phone.

Thousands of kilometres away in Vancouver, Tony Foster sighed. “Yeah. Good point. Okay, it’s eleven now, if I can get on the first plane out in the morning, I won’t be there until around three in the afternoon, given the time difference, so…”

“Too long.” Over the years, Mike had heard more screaming than he was happy admitting to. The kid on the other side of the portal had been screaming in pain, not fear. Not under threat; under attack. And Vicki had landed right into the middle of it. “You need to reopen that thing, now.”

“Over the phone?”

“Now,” Mike repeated. Years ago, Tony Foster had been Vicki’s best set of eyes and ears on the street, then Henry fucking Fitzroy had gotten his bloodsucking undead self wrapped up in the kid’s life and Tony’d headed out west with them while Henry taught Vicki how to handle the change. After Vicki’d come home, Tony’d stayed with Henry. Next thing Mike knew, Tony’d actually had the balls to walk away and make a life for himself—a life that included a job, a relationship, and magic. Real magic. Not rabbits out of a hat magic, that much Mike knew but not much more. In all honesty, he hadn’t asked too many questions. Vicki was about all the it’s a weird, new, wonderful world he could cope with.

Tonight, his ability to cope with the fact Tony had gone all Harry Potter was moot. He needed to get Vicki and the kids back. Tony was the only one he knew who might be able to do it.

Who could do it.

“All right.” On the other end of the phone, Tony took a deep breath. “Was one of them a sixty-year-old Asian dude?”

“No, I told you…”

“I know what you told me, but I had to check. That means the girl who opened the portal wasn’t actually a wizard; she just found a spell and had enough will power and need to make it work. So all you have to do is repeat exactly what she did.”

Mike glanced around the mausoleum at the bowl and the candles and the chalked circles. “All I have to do?”

“Send me pictures of everything she used. As much detail as you can. Doesn’t matter how small or insignificant. I’ll run it through my database and see if I can identify the verbal portion.”

“You have a database for this sort of shit?”

“Yeah, well, I like my shit organized.”

“She burned a dead mouse.”

“She probably killed it first. Send me the pictures then go looking for a mouse of your own.”

A mouse of his own? “Tony, where the fuck am I going to find a live mouse in Toronto at one in the morning?”

“No idea. You may have to use your badge and go all fake official business on a pet store owner.”

“I can’t…” He rubbed at his temples and sighed. “Yeah. Maybe. Pictures are on their way…”

*

The ruins were dry and didn’t smell too bad, and if something skittered away while Vicki checked the first floor, well, it was skittering away. Good enough. She let Ren maneuver her friends through the partially blocked entrance while she kept watch, then slipped in behind them.

The gaping windows threw patches of grey against the marble floor. Ren tucked the other two into the angle where the grey met a pile of fallen masonry. Hands clasped, knees drawn up to their chests, they stared out into the darkness and shuddered at every sound.

As Vicki moved past her, Ren grabbed her arm and snarled, “Leave them alone!”

The scent of blood was still too strong for Vicki to push the Hunger completely back, but she damped it down as far as she could before she turned. Not quite far enough, if Ren’s reaction was any indication, but in spite of a surge of fear so intense Vicki could all but taste it, the girl maintained her grip and repeated, “Leave them alone!”

“I’m not going to hurt them.”

Ren snorted. “Yeah, right.” She tipped her head to one side, exposing her throat. “Come on then. If you’re going to do it, do me.”

Tempting.

“Let’s table that offer until I have to feed,” Vicki sighed. If she hadn’t fed before meeting Mike at the cemetery, she doubted she’d have been able to tear her gaze away from the pulse throbbing humming-bird fast under the pale and slightly grubby skin. As it was, she glanced down at the fingers still clutching her arm and said, “Let go. I’m only going to put them to sleep. Give them a bit of a break from this place.”

“Why should I trust you?”

“Because I’m asking you to, when I could be telling you to.”

“Oh. Right.”

When Ren released her, Vicki ignored the way the girl’s fingers trembled, nodded once, and moved to deal with the other two. A command to “Sleep. Dream of pleasant things.” wasn’t the way she’d been trained to deal with shock, but, hey, whatever worked. Star’s hoodie was back in the mausoleum, so she shrugged out of her jacket and spread it over them before straightening and returning to Ren’s side.

“So how was it supposed to be?” she asked from just behind the girl’s left shoulder.

Ren flinched, but kept her gaze locked on the road outside the entrance to their shelter. “How was what supposed to be?”

“This. You told me that this wasn’t how it was supposed to be. So…?”

“It was supposed to be…” She swiped at her cheek with the palm of her left hand. “I thought it said this was the home we always wanted.”

Vicki waited.

“My grandma died,” Ren continued after a moment. “I hadn’t seen her since we moved to Toronto, like, four years ago, but she wanted me to have her bible. My mom, she checked to make sure there wasn’t any money in it, but totally missed this piece of stuff like leather that had writing on it. Probably because it was in Greek, and my mom never learned to read Greek. My grandma taught me when I was little.” She paused to swallow a sob and rub her nose against her sleeve before repeating, “I thought it said this was the home we always wanted.”

“What was wrong with the homes you had?” The look Ren shot her suggested she not be an idiot as clearly as if the girl had said the words out loud. “So no one cared that you were sneaking out at night?” None of the kids looked like they’d been starved or beaten, but Vicki knew that didn’t have to mean anything as far as indicators of abuse went. “And no one’s going to care if you never make it back?”

Ren snorted. “You really don’t get it, do you?”

“Actually…” Vicki didn’t bother finishing, and Ren clearly didn’t need her to.

“This my fault. I told them about this. I convinced them to come.”

“You didn’t force them to come here.”

“I didn’t tell them we were coming here.”

“True.”

“You’re not very comforting.”

“Not my…”

The skittering returned.

Pulling Mike’s Glock from where she’d tucked it up against the small of her back, Vicki whirled and blew the head off something that looked like a cross between a rat and a Rottweiler seconds before it took a bite out of Star’s leg.

“…job,” she finished, ignoring Ren’s scream in favour of grabbing the rat thing by the tail, carrying it outside, and whipping it about forty metres back toward the flock of scavengers. On her way back inside, she scooped up a double handful of grey sand from where the building met the road.

She could feel Ren watching her as she scattered the sand over the blood and brain spatter on the floor.

“You have a gun. What kind of vampire carries a gun?”

“One that’d like to keep us all alive until morning.” Vicki told her, rejoining her at the door. With any luck the bang had scared off the rat things and hadn’t attracted anything else. “The gun’s Detective Celluci’s. He must’ve tossed it through as the portal was closing.”

They turned together to face back down the road, where the arc of ribs, stripped clean of flesh, gleamed in the spaces between the black birds.

Vicki could hear Ren’s heartbeat and breathing speed up. “We’re never going back, are we?”

“Please.” Given the light levels, Vicki made sure the eye-roll could be heard in her tone as she stretched the truth a bit. “This isn’t our first portal; Mike’ll work it out.”

“The cop?”

“He’s got resources.” He’d probably been on the phone to Tony before Vicki’d hit the ground on the other side, and Tony’d know how to fix this. Tony had to know how to fix this.

“But he’s a real cop?”

“He is.”

“And you’re a real vampire?”

“I am.”

“Oh man, that’s totally like a bad romance novel!” And this time, Vicki could hear the eye-roll in Ren’s voice.

She grinned, thinking of Henry. “Kid, you don’t know the half of it.”

Something skittered in the background, but didn’t come close enough to shoot. Ren’s shoulder pressed up against hers, although Vicki doubted the girl had consciously sought out the contact. “You’re a vampire, right? And given the whole non-sparkling, lack-of-emo thing, I’m guessing you’re like a traditional vampire?”

Vicki frowned, decided not to bother translating the teen speak, and shrugged. “Traditional enough, I guess. Why?”

“If there’s like even a sun here, what happens to you when it rises?”

*

“All right, I’ve got the mouse.” It was in a little, green plastic carrying cage, and Mike felt like shit every time he looked in at it. He’d had to drive out to the Super Walmart at Eglinton and Warden to get it, and that went on the growing list of experiences he never wanted to repeat.

“What colour is it?”

“What fucking difference does the colour make?”

“It’s probably safest if we keep as close to the original ritual as possible.”

Setting the cage on the crypt, Mike took a deep breath and reminded himself that he—and more importantly, Vicki—needed Tony. “Probably?”

“Well, magic is mostly a matter of will, so you should be able to bull through any minor variations, but…”

There was a whole wealth of things Tony clearly didn’t want to say in that but. That was fine. Mike didn’t want to hear them. He shone his flashlight down into the bowl and scowled. “I can’t tell what colour it was, it’s too burned. She must have used an accelerant.”

“That was the spell working. Is there dirt in the bowl? Toss it out and get fresh,” Tony instructed when Mike grunted an affirmative. “I’ve sent you the symbol you have to draw in the middle of the circles.”

“That’s not what was there before.” Mike squinted down at his screen. “It’s, I don’t know, backwards.”

“It’s supposed to be. The original was a cut-rate gate; one way only. This is the inbound symbol.”

He found a broken piece of sidewalk chalk, no doubt tossed aside by the idiot teenager who’d gotten them all into this mess. “I’ll call you back when I’m done.”

“Don’t take too long, remember…”

“You don’t have to fucking remind me about the time,” Mike snapped and hung up. Sunrise hadn’t been his friend for some years now.

*

Returning from disposing of another rat thing’s body, Vicki glanced up at the sky where the stars were definitely a little dimmer. Clearly it had been too much to hope that this shit-hole would be a shit-hole without a dawn. Sitting down next to Ren, she sighed. “Okay, I didn’t want to do this, but can you shoot?”

“A gun? Eww, no. Guns are stupid.”

“Guns are dangerous. People are stupid. And we don’t have time for that lecture right now.” Vicki pulled out Mike’s weapon and held it resting across her palms. “If I shut off at dawn, you’re going to have to keep us all alive until sunset.”

Ren shook her head. “I can’t.”

“Kid, you opened a portal between worlds. In my book, that says there’s not a lot you can’t do if it comes down to it. Hopefully, it won’t come down to it, but if it does…”

“I don’t even like first-person-shooter games!”

Vicki ignored the protest and held up the Glock. “How much can you see?”

“What?”

“I can see in the dark. How much can you see?”

Frowning, Ren leaned away from the gun. “It’s not as dark as it was.”

Not an answer, but it would have to do. “Okay, these are the sights—ramped front sight and a notched rear sight with white contrast. You aim with them, but I’ll use some wreckage to build a shelter with a limited access, so all you’ll have to do is point and shoot. Now the Glock has a triple safety system to prevent accidental discharge, but once you’ve released the external safety, here, the two internal safeties automatically disengage when the trigger is pulled.”

“Forget it!” Ren shoved at Vicki’s arm. “I’m not going to shoot anything!”

“Would you rather be eaten by a giant rat?”

“No, but…”

“Then pay attention.”

*

 “It’s arunda-ay!”

“It’s nonsense!” Mike protested. “It doesn’t mean shit!”

On the other end of the phone, Tony sighed. “It means we get Vicki back,” he said quietly. “Try it again from the top.”

One hand gripping the edge of crypt, Mike glanced over at the square of sky he could see through the grille, took a deep breath, and started again.

And then again.

One more time before Tony muttered, “Close enough.”

“Close enough?”

“Look, like I said before, it’s mostly a matter of will. The rest is just a way to focus power.”

“I don’t have that kind of power.”

“How badly do you want Vicki back?” The phone casing cracked in Mike’s grip, and although he couldn’t have heard it, Tony snorted. “That’s plenty of power, trust me. Light the candles and get the mouse.”

The mouse seemed oblivious to its fate. Mike thanked heaven for small mercies. He couldn’t have coped with a terrified animal. “Why…?”

“Its death symbolizes the journey from one world to another. I don’t like this either, but I don’t think you can skip it. Put it in the bowl and cut its throat then set it on fire and start the chant. When you finish, the gate should open.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“I’ll be on the first plane to Toronto. Don’t hang up, just set the phone down. I’ll chant with you.”

“Will that help?”

“It can’t hurt.”

The silver knife was surprisingly sharp. The mouse’s head came right off. It helped, a little, that it didn’t have time to suffer. Its fur had just started to smoulder when Mike began the chant.

*

The rat things were getting bolder. She’d killed two more and had just given thanks that they didn’t hunt in packs when she saw a large shadow moving through the building across the road. Back home, a lot of predators hunted at dusk and dawn. It figured, Vicki noted silently, that would hold true here as well.

No, not moving through the building. Slithering.

All things considered, she supposed she shouldn’t be surprised by giant snakes. “And no fucking sign of Samuel Jackson when I could really use him,” she muttered, rubbing the back of her neck. She could feel the dawn approaching. The shelter she’d built would give Ren and the kids a chance against the rat things, but giant snakes were a whole different ballgame.

“What are you looking at?”

Vicki glanced down the road to where the portal wasn’t and shook her head. “Nothing.”

*

The portal wasn’t opening.

The stone under the symbol remained solid.

He should have known this magic shit wouldn’t have a hope in hell of working. Charging around the crypt, Mike smacked the wall with both palms. “God damn it! Open up!” And again. And then with his fists. “Open the fuck up!”

There was a whoosh behind him.

He turned to see the mixing bowl melting in the heat of the flames.

Turned again to see the centre of the circle flare white, then grey under a smear of blood.

*

“All right, you’re going to have to…” The flash of light she caught in the corner of her eye had probably been nothing more than an indicator that dawn was closer than she thought, but Vicki turned toward it anyway.

“Is that?” Ren’s fingers closed around her arm hard enough to hurt.

“It is.”

“But what if it doesn’t lead home?”

Vicki took another look across the road. She couldn’t see the snake. Probably not a good thing. “Trust me, we’ll still be trading up.” It was hard to find the Hunter this close to sunrise, but somehow she managed it. “Gavin! Star! Wake up and come here. Quickly!”

Still wrapped in her imperative, they did as they were told.

Vicki shoved Ren out into the road and the other two out behind her. “Get them through the portal,” she growled. “Get them home.”

“What will you be doing?”

“I’ll be right behind you.” She could hear the slithering now. “Run!”

To her credit, Ren grabbed her friends’ hands before she started to move.

They’d made maybe twenty metres when the rush of wind at her back had Vicki spin around and squeeze off five quick shots.

Giant snake.

With arms, of a sort.

And no visible eyes.

The bullets dug gouges in the charcoal grey scales. It paused, head and arms weaving about three metres off the ground, but seemed more puzzled than injured.

“Vicki!”

“Keep running!” Next time she ended up on another world with teenagers, she’d add don’t look behind you.

On the bright side, the giant snake thing had to be keeping the rat things under cover.

Fifty metres further and hunger apparently won over annoyance. Vicki felt air currents shift as the snake lunged. She dropped, rolled, came up, and grabbed the nearest limb above the… well, fingers given their position, snapping it at the elbow.

Leaping clear of the flailing, she raced down the street and hauled Gavin back up onto his feet. He’d torn his jeans and his palm was bleeding and desperate times…

She dragged her tongue across the torn flesh and shoved him toward Ren adding what should have been a redundant, “RUN!”

Pain didn’t seem to make the creatures of this world cautious. If forced to guess, Vicki’d say the snake thing was pissed.

Diving under its charge to the far side of the road, she got a grip on its other arm, braced herself against a piece of broken pavement, and hauled it sideways. There was a wet crack at the point where the arm met the body.

And more flailing.

Ren had shoved Star through the portal and was working on Gavin by the time the snake got moving forward again.

Another time, another place, and Vicki might have admired its single-minded determination, but not here and not now. She grabbed the polished leg bone of the creature she’d killed when they arrived, made it between the snake and the portal just in time, and slammed it as hard as she could on the nose.

“Vicki, come on!”

A glance over her shoulder. The kids were through.

And the portal was about twice as big around as the snake.

The snake didn’t seem to know the meaning of the word quit.

She hit it again.

“Vicki! It’s closing!”

Mike.

The portal was still bigger than the snake.

And the sun was rising.

She threw the bone. It skittered off scales. When the snake lunged, she stood her ground and emptied the Glock into its open mouth. Changed magazines, kept firing. Ignored the pain as a fang sliced into her upper arm.

Stumbling back, she could smell burning blood.

A hand grabbed her shirt, then she was on her back, on the floor of the mausoleum, still firing into the snake’s open mouth.

The portal closed.

The snake head dropped onto her legs.

“Vicki!”

She felt Mike pull the weapon from her hand. Grabbed his hand in turn and sank her teeth into his wrist. Mike swore, she hadn’t been particularly careful, but he didn’t pull away. One swallow, two, and she had strength enough to tie up a couple of loose ends. “Star, Gavin, forget this night ever happened!”

“I don’t…” Ren began.

Vicki cut her off. “Your choice.”

“I want to remember. Well, I don’t really want to remember but…”

Raising a hand to cut her off, Vicki managed to growl, “Sunrise.”

“Got it covered.”  Mike lifted her and dropped her into the open crypt. The open occupied crypt.

And then the day claimed her.

*

“Okay, I’m impressed with your quick thinking…” Vicki shimmied into the clean jeans Mike had brought her. “…but waking up next to a decomposed body was quite possibly the grossest thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“At least the body didn’t wake up,” Mike pointed out, handing her a shirt. “Given our lives of late, that’s not something you can rule out.”

“True.” She shrugged into the shirt and moved into his arms, head dropping to rest on his shoulder.

“You need to feed.”

The wound in her arm had healed over, but was still an ugly red.

“Later.” She needed more than he could give, and right now, she needed him. “The kids?”

“They’re all home. The two you told to forget are…” She felt him shrug. “I don’t know… teenagers. The other girl, Ren, she’s something. You’re going to have to talk to her.”

“I know. Cameron?”

The arms around her tightened. “Teenagers run away all the time.”

She could tell he hated saying it. “I was too late to save him.”

“Yeah, Ren told me.” He sighed, breath parting her hair, warm against her scalp. “There isn’t enough crap in this world, they had to go looking for another.”

Vicki shifted just far enough to press the palm of her right hand over his heart. “There isn’t enough love in this world, they had to go looking for another.”



Author’s Note

I’ve always considered this a linking story between the Blood series (Blood Price, Trial, Lines, Debt, and Pact) and the Smoke series (Smoke and Shadows, and Mirrors, and Ashes) as it’s Tony and Henry talking about Vicki with a bit of Celluci and Lee on the side. (Stop it. Not like that.) Written in 2008, it holds up pretty well except for the lack of smart phones. Even I winced at Tony’s PDA.

Also, this bit of business advice: When asked to be in an anthology with Charlaine Harris, say yes.



BLOOD WRAPPED

“What do you think of that?”

“The window display?”

“The shawl!”

Henry stepped closer to the Treasures of Thailand window and examined the lime-green silk shawl draped more-or-less artistically over a papier-mâché mountain. “Nice,” he said after a moment, “but not your colour. If I were you, I’d wear the turquoise.” A wave of his hand indicated a similar shawl hanging in the window’s ‘sky’.

“It’s not for me!” Tony Foster shot a scathing look at his companion.

“Ah, for Lee then. In that case, you need a deeper green.”

“It’s for Vicki!”

“Vicki?” Henry turned, frowning slightly, to see Tony staring at him with an expression of horrified disbelief.

“You didn’t forget. Don’t tell me you forgot. You must have gotten Celluci’s email.”

“Emails.” Over the last few weeks there had been a series of messages from Detective Sergeant Michael Celluci. Each of them had been as direct and to the point as the detective himself tended to be, falling somewhere between terse and rude, and each of them had been read and promptly deleted. “About Vicki’s birthday.”

“Right. So…” Looking relieved, Tony nodded toward the shawl. “…what do you think?”

“I think you’re unnecessarily concerned,” Henry told him. “It’s just a birthday.”

Tony stepped out into the middle of the sidewalk and stared at the bastard son of Henry VIII, once Duke of Richmond and Somerset, Marshal of the North, now vampire and romance writer like he’d just grown another head. “Are you insane?”

*

Tony took a long drink of his latte, set the mug carefully back on the artfully distressed surface of the coffee shop’s round wooden table, leaned forward, and looked Henry right in the eye. It was something not many people could or would do and not something he dared on a regular basis, but he needed to make sure Henry understood the seriousness of the situation. “She’s turning forty.”

“She’s essentially immortal,” Henry pointed out, keeping the Hunter carefully masked despite the other man’s provocation.

“What difference does that make?”

He spread his hands. “An infinite number of birthdays.”

“So?” Taking the opportunity to look away without backing down, Tony rolled his eyes. “She’s still only going to turn forty once.”

“And someday, God willing, she’ll turn a hundred and forty, two hundred and forty…”

“You just don’t get it, do you?”

“Apparently not.” Taking a swallow from his bottle of water, a modern conceit he appreciated since it granted him an accepted public behavior—and there were many in Vancouver who drank neither caffeine nor alcohol—Henry studied Tony’s reaction and shook his head. “Apparently not,” he repeated. That Vicki Nelson, who had been the first child of his kind he’d created in almost four hundred and seventy years, would care about something so meaningless as a birthday was hard for him to believe. Granted, she’d been definitely human before the change, strong-willed, opinionated, with a terrier-like determination… No, not terrier. That implied something small and yappy and Vicki was neither. Pit bull then. Aggressive on occasion, but more often badly handled and misunderstood. He grinned at the thought of anyone attempting to put a muzzle on Vicki Nelson.

“What? You’re wearing one of your I’m so clever smiles,” Tony told him as his thoughts returned to the coffee shop. “Have you thought of something to get her?”

Best not to mention the muzzle. Toronto, and Vicki, were three thousand odd kilometers away, but the idea of that getting back to her gave him chills the way nothing had in the last four centuries. “I’ve known her for years and I’ve never given her a birthday present.”

“Forty, Henry.”

“And why is that so different from thirty-nine?”

Tony sighed. “You write bodice rippers, Henry. I can’t believe you know so little about women!”

“No woman in my books has ever approached forty.” Grocery bills might be negligible, but he still had condo fees and car insurance to pay, and middle-aged heroines didn’t sell books.

“Yeah, and your fans?”

From the mail he got, his fans were definitely closer to middle age. Given that they thought he was a thirty-five-year-old red-head named Elizabeth Fitzroy, he declined all invitations to romance conventions. “We don’t exactly converse, Tony.”

“Maybe you should. Look…” Elbows planted on the table, he leaned forward. “…forty is a big deal for women. It’s either the age where they have to stop pretending or have to start pretending a lot harder.”

“Pretending what?”

“Youth, Henry.”

“Vicki will be forever young.”

“No,” Tony shook his head. “You’ll be forever young; you were changed at seventeen. Vicki was thirty-four when you drew her over to the dark-side—you know, dark? Literally.” As Henry frowned, he waved at hand at the coffee shop’s window and the night sky just barely visible behind the lights of Davies Street. “Never mind. The point is, she was human twice as long as you were. And she was in her thirties. And she’s a woman. Trust me, forty counts. And if you can’t trust me, trust Celluci. He’s living with her.”

Vampires did not share territory. By changing her, Henry had lost her to his mortal rival. He winced. That had sounded like a line from a bad romance. Rubbing his forehead, he wondered what had happened to make his life so complicated. Stupid question. Vicki Nelson, ex-Wonder Woman of the Metropolitan Toronto Police, had happened. Vicki had seen past the masks and gotten him involved in life in a way he hadn’t been for hundreds of years. Vicki had pushed Tony into his life and had, with her change, been at least indirectly responsible for the two of them ending up in Vancouver. Forty years to such a woman should mean nothing.

“Look at it this way, Henry,” Tony’s voice interrupted his musing. “Vicki’s essentially immortal; that’s a long time for her to be pissed at you.”

On the other hand, who was he to say what forty years should mean to such a woman? He moved his water bottle, creating concentric rings with the condensation. “What are you getting her?”

Tony, ex-street hustler, ex-police informant, third assistant director on the most popular vampire detective series on syndicated television, and the only practicing wizard in the lower mainland, sagged against the wrought iron back of his chair. “I have no fucking idea.”

*

There were two messages in Henry’s voice-mail when he woke the next evening. Both were from Tony. The first was, predictably, about Vicki’s birthday. According to the script supervisor working on Darkest Night, women of her age appreciated gifts that made them feel young without reminding them of their advancing years. Given that Vicki’s years weren’t exactly advancing, Henry had no idea of what that meant.

Assuming it contained more of the same, Henry intended to delete the second message without listening to it but he hesitated a moment too long.

“Henry, there’s a little girl missing from up by Lytton, and someone called Kevin Groves about her.”

Kevin Groves who worked as a reporter for The Western Star, one of the local tabloids, had the uncomfortable ability of recognizing the truth. Given that his byline had once run under the headline OLYMPIC ORGANIZERS RELOCATE FAMILY OF SASQUATCH, this was occasionally more uncomfortable for those who knew about his skill than it was for him. Over the last year, he’d become an indispensable way of keeping tabs on the growing metaphysical activity in Vancouver and the lower mainland.

Like attracted like. Henry had experienced this phenomenon over his long life and as Tony gained more control over his considerable power, he was discovering it in spades. While Henry would move heaven and earth for those he claimed as his own—allowing the rest humanity to go its own way—Tony had bought into the belief that with great power came great responsibility and become something of a local guardian for the entire lower mainland. A policeman, as it were, for the metaphysical.

Henry, because he considered Tony his, very often found himself acting as the young wizard’s muscle. Vicki referred to them alternately as Batman and Robin or the new Jedi Knights and for that alone deserved to have her birthday forgotten.

Occasionally, Henry wondered if he wasn’t using Tony as an excuse to become involved. Celluci had called him a vampire vigilante once. He’d meant it as an insult, but when Henry thought of little girls gone missing, he also thought that the detective had been more perceptive than he’d been given credit for.

Moving quickly into the living room, Henry picked up the remote and turned on the TV.

“…while playing in the backyard with her mother working in the garden only metres away. There is rising fear in this traumatized community that a bear or cougar or other large predator has come out of the mountains and is devouring their children.”

Henry suspected the reporter had taken advantage of a live feed to get that last line on the air.

The young woman stared at the camera with wide-eyed intensity and the certain knowledge that this was her time in the spotlight, “Julie Martin’s distraught father has declared his intention of taking care of who or whatever has made off with his precious little girl. A spokesperson from the Ministry of Natural Resources has suggested that it would be dangerous for search parties to head into the wood unless accompanied by trained personnel but admits that their office is unable to provide trained personnel at this time.”

She makes it sound like the Ministry should have grizzled trackers standing by. Henry waited until they cut back to the news anchor who solemnly reiterated that four-year-old Julie Martin had disappeared without a trace in broad daylight, then as the screen filled with a crowd of angry and near-hysterical townspeople standing outside the RCMP office, berating two harassed looking constables for not having found the child, he turned off the set.

If Kevin Groves had gotten a call about Julie Martin’s disappearance and felt it had validity enough for him to call Tony then the odds were good it wasn’t a police matter. Or a matter for the Ministry of Natural Resources as it was currently mandated.

At 6:47 pm Tony would likely still be on the soundstage, so rather than leave him a message Henry went straight to the source.

“Western Star; Kevin Groves.”

“It’s Henry.”

Very faintly, Henry heard the reporter’s heartbeat speed up. Everyone had a hindbrain reaction to vampires, the most primal part of them gibbering in terror in the presence of an equally primal predator. Kevin Groves knew why.

“So, are you… that is, I mean… You’re calling about the missing Martin kid?”

“I am.”

“Werewolves.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“I had a tip that there’s werewolves in the mountains.”

There was, in fact, a pack working an old mining claim just outside of Ashcroft. “And you believe that a werewolf took Julie Martin?” It wasn’t unheard of for a werewolf to go rogue, they were more-or-less human after all.

“No. Just that there’s werewolves in the mountains, but if that’s the case then…”

“Then?” Henry prodded when Kevin’s voice trailed off.

“Well, you know. Werewolves!”

“Is that it?”

“One of the Martins’ neighbours saw something large and hairy carrying a small body.”

“In its mouth?”

“No, but…”

“Werewolves don’t have an intermediate state. They look like wolves, or they look human.” Essentially like wolves and essentially like humans but close enough. “It’s not werewolves.”

“The old lady seemed pretty sure it wasn’t a Sasquatch.”

Even six months ago Henry would have believed it wasn’t a Sasquatch went without saying. “Large and hairy?”

“That’s what she said.”

They couldn’t save every child who went missing in British Columbia, but large and hairy pointed toward something the police might not be able to handle. “Give me the witness’ name and we’ll check it out.”

*

“So…” Just past the Spuzzum exit, Henry pulled out and passed an empty logging truck then tucked his 1976 BMW back into the right lane. “…where’s Lee?”

“He’s down in LA for a couple of days, auditioning for a movie-of-the-week.”

“He’s leaving Darkest Night?” Lee Nicholas, Tony’s partner, was one of the leads in the popular syndicated vampire detective show.

“What? No.” That pulled Tony’s attention off the screen of his PDA. “They’ll be shooting in Vancouver, so he figures he can do both. CB’s willing to adjust our shooting schedule if necessary.”

“That doesn’t sound like him.” Chester Bane was notoriously inflexible when it came to situations that might cost him money.

“He’s hoping he can scam some free publicity.”

Henry snorted. “That does. What,” he asked a few kilometres later when it became obvious Tony wasn’t going to pick up the conversational ball, “are you finding so fascinating on that thing?”

“Sorry, I was just going over the list of possible… um, things.”

“Things.”

“Suspects who might have taken the kid. But they’re not exactly people.”

Eyes nearly closed in the glare of oncoming headlights, Henry sighed. “Let’s hear the list.”

“Well, there’s Bugbears, a kind of a hairy, giant goblin. Or Chimeras, because the lion and goat parts are hairy and that might have been all they saw. It could be anyone of a number of different demons, but then we need to find out who’s calling them. Uh…” He squinted at the screen as he scrolled down. “Displacer Beasts look like cougars except they’re black and have tentacles so it wouldn’t necessarily be carrying the kids in its mouth. Ettins are two-headed giants that live in remote areas and…”

“Tony, where did you get this list?”

“Sort of from Kevin Groves.”

“Sort of?”

“He lent me an RPG monster index. RPG: role playing game,” Tony expanded when Henry’s silence made it obvious he had no idea what that meant. “Like Dungeons and Dragons.”

“I’ve never heard of it.”

“Really? Because it’s old. Well, oldish.” When Henry replied with more silence, he sighed. “I wanted to go in with more information than ‘hairy thing that eats children and hopefully isn’t a werewolf’.”

“So you went to a game?”

It was Tony’s turn to snort as he powered down and twisted around to slip the PDA into a side pocket on his backpack. “Yeah, well, believe it or not, Googling big hairy eats children doesn’t pull up anything useful.”

“But imaginary…”

“Henry, whatever this is, I guarantee it’ll be considered imaginary by most of the world. Hell, we’re considered imaginary by most of the world.”

“I’m sure more people than you expect believe in third assistant directors.”

“You’d be surprised.” Slouching down as far as the seat belt would allow, he propped his knees up on the dashboard. “Ninety-nine percent of the world’s population is in denial about something. Take you for instance.”

That drew Henry’s attention off the road. “Me?”

“You’re still in denial about Vicki’s birthday.”

“I said I’d get her something.”

“Yeah, but it has to be something good, and I don’t think you’re giving it much thought.”

“There’s a child missing…”

“You want to talk about that all the way to Lytton? Because I don’t.”

“Fine.” Henry pulled out and passed a pair of trucks. “What about a gift certificate?”

“Dude, it’s a good thing you’re hard to kill.”

*

The village of Lytton was about a two hour drive from Vancouver. Henry had picked Tony up at his apartment in Burnaby at twenty to eight, and it was a quarter to ten when Henry left the highway and steered the BMW down Main Street.

“You think they usually roll the sidewalks up this early,” Tony wondered staring out at the dark windows, “or is this a reaction to the Martin kid getting grabbed?”

“Bit of both, I expect.”

“I feel like we’re being watched from behind lace curtains.”

“Why lace?” Henry wondered.

“I don’t know.” Tony waggled the fingers of his left hand in front of his face, sketching lacy lines of power in the air that dissipated almost instantly. “It’s creepier I guess.”

“I don’t know about the lace, but we’re definitely being watched.” Henry could feel the fear and anger roiling through the town. Could feel some of it directed toward them. With a child missing in a village of only three hundred and eight souls, any and all strangers would be suspect. “It might be best if we were… unnoticed.”

“Do you have to use such cheesy set-up lines?” Tony muttered, laying two fingers against the metal strip between the front and back windows. In the last few months, he’d gotten enough practice in with the notice-me-not spell that he no longer needed to consult the instructions on the laptop. Of course, there were still one hell of a lot of spells he wasn’t as adept at so the laptop remained close at hand.

From their perspective within the car, nothing changed, but Henry felt the watcher’s attention drift away.

“Could be a troll under the railway bridge.”

“Julie Martin wasn’t anywhere near the bridge,” Henry reminded him. “And a troll would never hunt that far from home. They’re creatures of habit.”

Grace Alton, the witness who’d spoken to Kevin Groves, lived out past 8th Street where Main began to curve toward Cache Creek, three houses closer to town than the Martin’s. Old enough to be part of the original settlement, the small, white frame house was set back from the road at the end of a long, gravel driveway.

Henry pulled in behind an aged Buick and parked. “There’s lights on in the front room. She’s still up.”

“It’s just ten, why wouldn’t she be?” When Henry turned and lifted a red-gold brow, Tony shrugged. “Right. Country.”

*

Standing on the front porch, Tony fingered the ball bearing that anchored his personal notice-me-not and glanced back toward the car. Because he knew exactly where the BMW was parked, he could almost see a shadowy outline—anyone else would have to bump into it to find it. Which was how he’d found it the first couple of times although it had been more slam into it than bump. His right knee ached remembering.

“One heartbeat. She’s alone.”

“Does it matter?”

“Makes it simpler,” Henry said as he opened the door.

“The door’s not… Right. Country,” he said again as he followed Henry into the house. By the time he reached the living room, Henry was on one knee beside an ancient recliner, holding the hand of an elderly woman who was staring at him like he was… something elderly women really got into. Tony had no idea of what that might be although from the décor, crocheted doilies and African violets figured prominently. The place smelled like cat piss, and the fat black-and-white cat staring disdainfully at Henry from the sofa seemed the most likely culprit.

Unlike dogs, cats had no issues with vampires.

Or wizards, Tony noted as the cat turned that same unblinking green stare on him, and if there was a spell they deigned to acknowledge, he hadn’t found it yet.

“Just tell me what you saw,” Henry said softly, and by the way the old lady leaned toward him, Tony knew his eyes had gone dark and compelling.

“I was out back, wasn’t I, checking to see how the trellis at the end of the old summer kitchen had come through the winter. I have roses in the summer, pink ones, they climb right up to the roof. I saw something moving down by the river. There’s nothing wrong with my eyes.” Her upper lip curled. “I don’t care what that constable says, I can see at a distance as well as I ever could. All right, fine, up close maybe I should wear my glasses, but at a distance I know what I saw.”

“What did you see, Grace?”

She preened a little, an involuntary response to Henry’s attentions, which given the visible as opposed to actual age difference, was kind of creeping Tony out. “It was passing between those two clumps of lilac bushes. They’re nothing much now, but you should see them in the spring. Lovely. And the smell. Snotty young pup from the ministry wanted to tear them out. I tore him a new one, that’s what I did. Those lilacs are older than he is.”

Tony wasn’t without sympathy for the guy from the ministry, whichever ministry it happened to be.

“What did you see passing between the lilacs, Grace?”

“I saw something bigger than a man but hunched over. And it had a big hairy hump. The shape looked wrong. It looked… evil!” She drew out the final word with obvious enjoyment and Tony, who’d seen some terrifying things over the last few years, suppressed a shudder. “It was moving fast, but I saw, I saw clear as anything that it was holding a child. I saw the leg kick and the poor little thing had on a red rubber boot. Julie Martin was wearing red rubber boots when she disappeared, you know. I yelled for it to stop, but then it was gone, so I came inside and I called the Mounties, and they didn’t believe me. Oh, they were polite enough, those young men, but they didn’t believe me not for one minute. Are you sure the boot was red, they said. Like I couldn’t see a little red boot against a big hairy creature. Not like a Sasquatch, I told them, they’re just misunderstood poor dears. This was un-groomed, ratty. I don’t like to judge, but it was clearly a creature of evil appetites come down out of the mountains to feed. He asked me what kind of creature, and I said how would I know, did I look like I knew creatures. And he said maybe the light was playing tricks, so I said the light was a lot better back when I saw it because they hadn’t exactly hustled to get here, you know. When they left, I said to Alexander…” She gestured toward the cat, who looked bored. “I said, we’ll involve the fifth estate, that’s what we’ll do, and I called the paper.”

A messy pile of tabloids, topped by a copy of The Western Star, had a place of prominence beside her chair. The only visible headline screamed, IT’S NOT A RACCOON! Tony rubbed at a healing bite on his calf. It had actually been a Pekinese with a really bad temper.

“The man at the paper, he believed me.”

“I believe you, Grace.”

She patted his cheek with her free hand. “I know, dear.”

As amusing as it was to see Henry Fitzroy, vampire, treated in such a way, Tony couldn’t see how this was getting them any closer to finding Julie Martin. They’d gotten as much information from Kevin.

Then Henry leaned closer. “What did you hear, Grace?”

Her eyes widened. “Hear?”

“What did you hear?”

She frowned, slightly, and cocked her head to one side. “I heard rustling, through the bushes, but that might have been the wind. I heard the river, of course. I heard…” She looked surprised. “I heard a car door slam.”

*

“Werewolves drive.”

“Some of them,” Henry admitted as they crossed the back yard. “But not very well.”

“It’s been a long winter, and kids are easier to hunt than elk. Maybe they’re taking food back to the pack.”

“It’s possible, but unlikely that there’d be enough rogue werewolves around to form a pack.”

“You just don’t want it to be werewolves,” Tony muttered, staring into the gap between the lilac bushes. The gap was only minimally less dark than bushes themselves. The sky had clouded over and he could barely see his hand in front of his face. “You’ll have to guide me through to the other side. I don’t want to risk a light until I’m blocked from the road, there’s only so much a notice-me-not can cover.

“Guide me,” he repeated a moment later as Henry set him down. “Not carry me.”

“This was faster. You need to put more work into that night-sight spell.”

“Yeah.” Tony snapped on his flashlight, beam pointed carefully at the ground. “I’ll get right on that in my copious amount of spare time between working and saving the world. You got anything?”

Crouched, Henry brushed a palm over the crushed grass. “Unfortunately, the police believed Grace enough to check this out. There’s no scent here now but theirs.”

The tracks—the mess the police had made visible even to Tony—followed a path behind the lilacs probably created by deer or some other non-small-child-eating animal. The police appeared to have reached a set of tire tracks that led up between two houses and back to the road and stopped their search.

“Do you think Ms Alton told the Mounties about the car door?”

“No. She didn’t remember it until I asked her specifically what she heard. I think because this…” Henry indicated the tracks. “…is the obvious place for a car, but the tracks just as obviously haven’t been used this spring, the police assumed Grace was…”

“Making things up to get attention?” Tony offered diplomatically.

“Possibly. And you can’t exactly blame them; there’d be no reason to bring an abducted child down here unless you had a car and this…” He waved at the unused tracks again. “…says there was no car. But because we know there was a car involved we need to find another place you can bring in a vehicle. Wait here.”

“Why…”

“Because I’ll be moving quickly and I don’t want you to fall in the river.”

Tony sighed and turned off the flashlight. He couldn’t see the river, about three metres away and down a steep bank, but the sound of rushing water filled the night, drowning out every other sound.

Five minutes. The scar on his left palm itched, and he thought about conjuring a Wizard lamp. Ten minutes. When he got his first decent job in Vancouver, he’d bought a cheap watch with a luminescent dial, tired of spending unacknowledged time in the dark. Fifteen minutes. He yawned and nearly swallowed his tongue as Henry’s pale face appeared suddenly out of the shadows.

“Just past those cedars it’s all bare rock. It wouldn’t be impossible to get something with four wheel drive and a high clearance along the edge of the river and then back up to highway 12 right at the bridge.”

“Just because it wouldn’t be impossible doesn’t mean there was a car there,” Tony pointed out as they headed for Grace Alton’s driveway and the car. “I doubt Ms Alton heard anything over the sound of the river, Henry. That track’s likely got nothing to do with…”

Henry held up a small red boot.

*

Boot in one hand, laptop balanced on his knees, Tony scrolled through his spell directory. “Here it is, Pair-bonding, joining two halves back into a whole. I cast the spell on the boot and it acts like a compass leading us to its mate.” He pulled a black marker from the pack between his feet and slowly drew a rune on the instep of the boot.

“Whatever has the child reeks of old blood, old kills,” Henry growled, driving up onto the bridge. “The stench hides its nature.”

“If it isn’t rogue werewolf, there’s nothing that says some of the smaller giants couldn’t drive. I mean, as long as the car was big enough.” Pulling out a plastic grocery bag of herbs, he removed a spray of small red berries almost the same colour as the rubber, and dropped it in the boot. “Belladonna,” he explained. “To clear the way. I’m working the sympathetic magic angle. It’s a diuretic, makes you piss, and that’s clearing that way anyway.”

“I didn’t ask.”

Boot balanced on his palm, Tony reached for power and carefully read the words of the spell.

The boot slammed against the middle of the inside of the windshield.

Henry’s nostrils flared.

Tony sighed, powered down the laptop, and performed a quick clean cantrip. “Yes, I pissed myself,” he muttered defensively, cheeks burning. “Like I said, it’s a diuretic. At least the boot didn’t blow up. Or melt. Or break your windshield.”

“But you’re still using too much power.”

“Am not. New spells always need a bit of fine tuning.”

“Fine tuning? My car…”

“Is clean. Fresh. All taken care of.” He slouched down in the seat. “Whether they believed Ms Alton or not, the cops had to have searched the riverbank, how come they didn’t find the boot?”

“I found it by scent down deep within a crack in the rock. The RCMP would have needed to have gone over the riverbank with a fine-toothed comb to find it, and I doubt they have sufficient manpower even for this given the foolishness of the recent budget cuts.”

“You sound like Vicki. Only with less profanity.”

Although she hadn’t been a police officer for some years before Henry changed her, Vicki continued to take government under-funding of law enforcement personally.

“Speaking of Vicki…” Because speaking of the boot or the child or the thing that had taken her would only feed his anger and that would make it dangerous for Tony to remain enclosed with him in the car. “…do you think she’d like one of those purple plants?”

“Purple plants?”

“Like all those plants Grace owns.”

“Would Vicki like an African violet? For Christ’s sake, Henry, she’s turning forty not eighty.”

Reaching across the front seat, Henry smacked him on the back of head. “Don’t blaspheme.”

Just before the sign for the Nohomeen Reserve, a gravel road led off to the east, into the mountains. The boot swung around so quickly to the passenger window, it nearly smacked Tony in the head. As Henry turned off the highway, it centered itself on the windshield again, bouncing a time or two for emphasis.

“Not exactly a BMW kind of road,” Tony pointed out as a pothole nearly slammed his teeth through his tongue.

“We’ll manage.”

After a fifteen kilometres, the road curved to run nearly due north, past the east edge of the Keetlecut Reserve and further up into the wild. They passed a clear cut on the right—the scar on the mountainside appallingly visible even by moon and starlight—then three kilometres later the boot slid hard to the left, the rubber sole squeaking against the glass.

Leaning out past Henry, Tony stared into the darkness. “I don’t see a road.”

“There’s a forestry track.”

“Yeah.” Tony clutched at the seat as the car bounced through ruts. “Remember what you said earlier about a high road clearance and four-wheel drive? And hey!” he nearly shrieked as they lost even the dubious help from the headlights. “Lights!” 
“We don’t want them to see us coming.”

“You don’t think the roar of the engine will give us away? Or the sound of my teeth slamming together?”

A moment later, Tony was wishing he hadn’t said that as Henry stopped the car. Except that he didn’t want the engine to give them away. He didn’t want to walk for kilometers up a mountain through the woods in the dark either, but then again Julie Martin hadn’t wanted to be snatched out of her backyard, so in comparison, he really had nothing he could justify complaining about.

He crammed handfuls of herbs into an outside pocket on his backpack and wrestled the red rubber boot into the plastic bag. When he held the handles it was like a red rubber divining rod, pulling with enough force it seemed safest to wrap the handles around his wrist. As he leaned back into the front seat for his backpack, it started to rain. “Wonderful,” he muttered, straightening and carefully closing the door. “Welcome to March in British Columbia. Henry, it’s almost one, and sunrise is at six oh six. Unless you want to spend the day wrapped in a blackout curtain and locked in your trunk, we need to be back at the car by three. Do we have time…”

“Yes.”

That single syllable held almost five hundred years of certainty. Tony sighed. “I don’t want to leave her out here either, but…”

“We have time.”

The flash of teeth, too white in the darkness, suggested Tony stop arguing. That was fine with him except he wasn’t the one who spontaneously combusted in sunlight or bitched and complained for months after he spent the day wrapped around his spare tire and jack. And it wasn’t like camping out was an option. He skipped the Brokeback Vampire reference in favour of suggesting Henry head for his sanctuary and he go on alone. “I’m not entirely helpless, you know.”

“You’re wasting time,” Henry snarled.

*

The evil that had taken the child was close. The drumming of the rain kept him from hearing heartbeats—if these things had hearts—and the sheets of water had washed away any chance of a scent trail, but Henry knew they were close never the less. Vicki would have called it a hunch and followed it for no reason she could articulate, so he would do the same.

For twenty minutes they moved up the forestry track, his hand around Tony’s elbow both to hurry his pace and to keep him from the worst of the trail invisible to mortal eyes in the dark and the rain. The white bag pulled straight out from Tony’s outstretched arm, a blood hound made of boot and belladonna. A step further and the bag pulled so hard to the right Tony stumbled and would have fallen had Henry’s grip not kept him on his feet.

The track became two lines in the grass that led to a light just visible through the trees. Not an electric light, but not fire either. A lantern. Behind a window.

“Werewolves build shelters,” Tony muttered, ducking under a sodden evergreen branch. “Or the pack could be squatting in a hunting cabin.”

“I hear nothing that says these are werewolves.” But also nothing that said they weren’t.

The rain continued to mask sound and scent, but its tone and timbre changed as they drew closer to the building and a pair of large, black SUV’s. The cabin, crudely built and listing to the left, did not match the cars.

Lips drawn back off his teeth, Henry plucked a bit of sodden fur from where it had been caught in one of the doors. “Dog. And the stink of old death I caught by the river lingers still.”

“It was wearing dog? Okay.” A moment while Tony assimilated that. “Still could be giants then, these things…” A nod toward the SUV’s. “…are fucking huge. Hang on.” Releasing one handle, Tony reached into the bag and used the ball of his thumb to smudge out the rune. With the boot now no more than a reminder that a child’s life hung in the balance, he wrapped the plastic tight, and shoved it into his jacket pocket. “I’ll likely need both hands.”

The rune in his left hand throbbed with the beat of his heart.

As they stepped under the eaves of the roof and out of the pounding distraction of the rain, Henry felt something die. Not the child—he could hear her heartbeat now, too slow but steady, probably drugged—an animal who had died terrified and in great pain. Growling deep in his throat, he looked in through the filthy window.

Half a dozen kerosene lanterns hung from the rafters of the single room. One lantern alone made shadows, mystery. Six together threw a light that was almost clinical.

There were two men, middle-aged and well fed, standing at each end of a wooden table stained with blood. Henry saw nails and a hammer and didn’t need to see anymore. Over the centuries he had seen enough torture to recognize it in the set of a torturer’s shoulders, in the glitter in the eye. Both these men were smiling, breathing heavily, and gazing down on their work with satisfaction.

He had seen their expressions on priests of the Inquisition.

They might have started by accident, inflicting pain on a hunting trophy wounded but not killed. Over time, they had come to need more reaction than an animal could provide, and to answer that need Julie Martin lay curled in the corner of an over-stuffed sofa wearing one red rubber boot and one filthy pink sock. Her face was dirty, but she seemed unharmed. From what he knew of men like these, Henry suspected the drugs that had kept her quiet had kept her safe. There was no point in inflicting pain on the unaware.

The raw pelts draped over the back of a chair had probably been worn when they took the girl. Perhaps as disguise. Perhaps as a way of working themselves up to the deed, reminding themselves of pleasures to come. Grace Alton had seen the evil. Had seen clearer than anyone had believed.

“They’re just men.” But not even Tony sounded surprised.

“There is no such thing as just men,” Henry growled, barely holding the Hunter in check. “Angels and demons both come of men. To say these two are just men is to deny that. Is to deny this. I want the girl safe first.”

“I’ve got her. Just open the door.”

Henry didn’t so much open the door as rip it off its hinges, rusted nails screaming as they were torn from the wood, the blood scent roiling out to engulf him.

He sensed rather than saw Tony hold out his scared hand and call. A heartbeat later the young wizard staggered back under the weight of the child and grunted, “Go.”

Henry smiled.

And the two men at the table learned what terror meant.

*

Tony slid the boot onto Julie’s foot and lifted the sleeping child off the back seat of the car, settling her against his shoulder. Driving back to Lytton, the drugs had begun to release their hold and, to keep her from waking, he’d sung her a Lullaby from his laptop. It hadn’t seemed to matter that the words were in a language she’d never heard nor would probably hear again. She’d sighed, smiled, and slipped her thumb into her mouth. Now, he wrapped them both in a Notice-me-not and carried her up the road to her parents’ house. Although it was just past two in the morning, all the lights were still on when he laid her gently on the mat and rang the bell.

Rolling the ball bearing between his thumb and forefinger, he walked back to the car listening to the crying and the laughing and wishing he could bottle it. The sound of hearts mending and innocence saved; it would make the perfect present for Vicki.

*

“You think she’ll remember anything?”

With the notice-me-not wrapped around the car, Henry drove back toward Vancouver at considerably more than the legal speed, racing the sunrise. “I hope not.”

“You think they’ll ever find the bodies?”

He shrugged, not caring. “I expect someone will stumble over them eventually.”

“You didn’t leave anything that would lead the cops back to you? I mean…” Tony slouched against the seat belt strap. “…these were men.”

Henry turned just far enough that Tony could see the Hunter in his eyes. “Would you have preferred we left them to the law?”

“Hell, no.” He scraped a bit of mud off his damp jeans. They hadn’t done anything to that kid yet, but they were definitely going to. “It’s just monsters are one thing, but those…”

“Were also monsters. Do you have to throw up again?”

It had been reaction not to what Henry had done, but to suddenly realizing just what they’d prevented. It had also been incredibly embarrassing, but the rain had washed the stink off his boots.

“No.”

“Good. It doesn’t matter if or when they find the bodies, Tony. There’s nothing that can link them back to us. To me.” His teeth were too white in the headlights of a passing transport and his eyes were too dark. “No one believes in vampires.”

Tony stared at the face of the Hunter unmasked and shuddered. “Dude, we’re doing a hundred and fifty-five klicks. Could you maybe watch the road?”

*

“All right, I still don’t understand how forty is any more important than one hundred and forty, but I think I’ve got Vicki’s birthday covered.” Henry pulled a jeweller’s box from his jacket pocket and opened it. “One pair half carat diamond earrings.”

Tony stepped aside to let Henry into his apartment, peered down at the stones, and nodded. “Good choice, not too flashy, not too small. Diamonds are forever, and so is she.”

“Now, read the card.”

“Ah, you’ve included a newspaper clipping about the miraculous return of Julie Martin. Very smart. Almost makes up for the pink, sparkly roses on the front of this thing. Blah, blah, blah, as you approach the most wonderful years of your life, blah, blah, young as you ever were, blah, in your name a pair of evil men have been sent to Hell where they belong.” Tony looked up and grinned. “Man, they really do make a card for every occasion.”

“I added the last bit.”

“No shit? Seriously, Henry, it’s perfect. You don’t have to wrap it, she doesn’t have to find space for it, and you can’t beat the sentiment.”

“You think she’ll like it?”

“Like it?” Tony snorted as he tossed the card onto his kitchen table. “I think she’ll want to collect the whole set. You should start thinking about what you’re going to do when she turns fifty.”

“Fifty.” Halfway across the apartment, Henry froze.

“Fifty. Sixty-five. Seventy-five. Ninety. One hundred. One hundred and twenty-seven.”

“One hundred and twenty-seven?”

“Kidding. You get her something really fine at one hundred, and you’re probably good until at least one-fifty…”



Author’s Note

A lot of people liked Brianna Bane when she appeared in Smoke and Mirrors. She had… spunk. (Boomer joke.) Now, I don’t have kids, nor do I spend much time with kids, and I’ve never seen Mean Girls so I’m particularly proud of how these kids turned out.

The Smoke stories seem to be tied to the books a little more than the Blood stories are. I think this works if you haven’t read the books, but I have no real way of telling.

The orange and seed thing? It’s what my doctor told me to look for during breast exams. I don’t know where Tony heard it. I don’t want to know.



AFTER SCHOOL SPECIALS

“Ashley, your freak sister is doing it again.”

The drawl was unmistakable; Sandra Ohi, Ashley’s only serious competition. Having come back from South Carolina for second term after having actually worked on a movie with her mother, a movie where she had lines and got to cry on camera, a movie shown in class during Black History month, Ashley would have ruled the eighth grade girls at The Nellie Parks Academy except for one thing.

Arranging her face in the expression her mother usually saved for her father—somewhere between “Oh, it’s you.” and “Drop dead.”—Ashley turned to face Sandra and the trio of girls currently in her inner circle. “Why so interested in a grade five, Sandra? Oh that’s right,” she continued, too sweetly, “you were told to stop hanging around with the grade threes.”

As Ashley’s posse snickered, Sandra tossed a perfect fall of blue-black hair back over her shoulder. “As much as I would have preferred to avoid her, the little weirdo is standing in the middle of the atrium talking to the ceiling. She’s impossible to avoid. Everyone has noticed her. I’m glad you don’t mind that’s she’s so noticeable.”

“Well, you’d know about having a sister who’s noticeable, wouldn’t you?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Last I heard the whole entire senior year of Mackenzie College had…” Ashley matched Sandra’s annoying emphasis. “… noticed your sister.”

Sandra’s eyes narrowed and the nostrils of her extremely expensive, made-in-America nose flared. “Your father’s show is stupid.”

Her father had taught her to never bother arguing an unarguable position. “Yeah, well, that doesn’t change the fact that your sister is a slut.”

Apparently Sandra’s father had taught her the same thing. “At least my sister is a slut in a different school!”

Embarrassing family members might be the norm, but they could be denied as long as they weren’t sharing the same cafeterias and hallways and extracurricular activity rooms. Unfortunately, until she graduated and moved on to high school at the end of the year, Ashley was stuck with Brianna intruding on her space.

Well aware that she’d scored the final point, Sandra sneered and swept past, trailed by her three acolytes—also sneering.

Ashley took a deep breath, and then another, because after a certain age screaming wasn’t cool. “I’ll be in the atrium,” she snarled and stalked off.

Her girls were smart. They didn’t follow.

*

“Ow! You’re hurting me, you big cow!”

Ashley tightened her grip on Brianna’s arm and dragged her out the front door of the school. “Stop being such a baby.”
“I’m telling!”

An extra yank kept the little dweeb off balance and unable to kick. “I’m telling first because you promised to stop the freak show at school!”

“I wasn’t doing nothing.”

“You were staring at the ceiling,” Ashley snapped, pulling her sister close and spitting the words right into her face. “And you were talking to yourself.”

“I was talking to my familiar.”

“It’s not a familiar. It’s a bug in a box!”

“Well, it’s smarter than you!” Brianna rubbed her arm and scowled up at the older girl. “And better looking, too!”

“There’s the car.” Pushing the brat in front of their father’s Lexus would have consequences. They’d so almost be worth it. “Come on!”

“I don’t have to do what you say.”

“I’ll drag you.”

Brianna glanced down at the pavement and then up at the car, clearly considering it, but when Ashley started forward, she hurried to keep up. Once strapped into the back seat, she pulled a small gold jewellery box out of the breast pocket of her uniform jacket, opened it a crack and peered inside. Opened it a little wider. “Oh great. My familiar’s dead.”

Ashley rolled her eyes. “It’s a bug!”

“Probably died from having to be in the same car as you.” She dumped the dead cricket out on her palm and poked it once or twice. “Hey.” Two hard kicks to the back of the driver’s seat. “Hey, Theodore, unlock the window. I gotta open it.”

“Your father says no. Not after what happened the last time.”

“I didn’t actually go anywhere!”

“Still no.”

“Suit yourself.” She flicked the dead cricket at the back of the driver’s head. It bounced off his hair and against all odds dropped into the space between collar and skin.

Rubber shrieked against asphalt as he braked.

Ashley sighed. “Next time let her open the window, dumbass.”

*

“CB Productions, may I help you?” Phone tucked under her chin, Amy continued to sort and staple the next day’s sides. “No, the box company is long gone. You’ve reached CB Productions; home of Darkest Night, the highest rated vampire detective show in syndication. What? Well, we’ve never heard of you either. Can’t beat the glamour of show business,” she muttered as she hung up, slammed in another staple, and added one more set to the finished pile. “There are days…” Sort. Staple. Stack. “…when I think I should have stuck with NASCAR.” Sort. Staple. “Crap!” More and more, this was becoming one of those days. She hurriedly put the stapler away as the boss’ daughters came through the front door.

They were better than they used to be. Although it was a DEFCON 4 as opposed to a DEFCON 5 kind of better.

“You’re wearing too much black stuff on your eyes,” Ashley sneered. “Are you trying to look like a raccoon?”

“Why, yes I am.” Amy smiled broadly, insincerely, and threateningly. “Thank you for noticing. Your father is waiting for you on the sound-stage and…”

“Is Mason there?” Ashley interrupted, having taken a careful step back from the desk.

“He is.” And star of the show or not, Mason would be sacrificed for the greater good.

“Then I’m going in to see him.”

 “Happy days. And Tony is in your father’s office waiting for you,” she told Brianna as Ashley rolled up her uniform skirt another inch and left for the sound-stage.

“She thinks Mason likes her, but Mason thinks she’s a creepy little girl,” Brianna snorted.

“Mason’s not usually such a good judge of character.”

“My familiar died.”

“Again? Girl, you’re hard on crickets.”

“I need something sturdier.”

“Why do you need a familiar at all?”

Brianna stared at her for a long moment, brows drawn in to a deep vee over her nose. “Because,” she said at last.

Amy nodded, a little unnerved by how well she was getting along with CB’s younger daughter. “Not a good reason, but it’ll do.”

*

“Come on, Brianna, concentrate. A wizard has to learn to focus before they can learn to do anything else.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s the first lesson.”

“You never started at the first lesson.”

“I’m not eight.”

“Nine!”

“Whatever. The point is…” Tony cut off his I’m a grown-up and you’re a little girl speech as Brianna’s eyes narrowed. That was never a good sign. “Look, it’s important that you learn this right, because someday I may need you to fix something I’ve screwed up.”

“That’s what’s in it for you. What’s in it for me?”

“I won’t turn you into a smoking pile of ash and tell your father you did it to yourself by accident.”

“Oh. Okay then.” She sighed and slumped further down in the chair, kicking one foot against the desk. “My familiar died.”

“The bumble bee?”

“That was two familiars ago!”

“Sorry. The uh…”

“The cricket!”

“Right.” He sent a silent prayer to whatever gods might be listening—and at this point he was pretty damned sure that there were gods listening—that CB keep refusing to get her a cat. “Bri, maybe you’re not meant to have a familiar.”

“Yes I am. It makes me feel…” She closed her lips tightly around what she felt.

Tony didn’t need her to tell him that it made her feel less alone. Because after all, he was the grown-up and she was the little girl. “Come on, Bri, focus your power in one spot.” He sketched a sparkling blue circle in the air. “You can do this.”

“I want a wand.”

“You don’t need a wand.”

“I want a wand.”

“Use your finger.” He sighed. “Use a different finger.”

*

CB had his daughters one weekend a month and three days a week after school. He gave them free run of his studio, had his people supervise their homework—and in Brianna’s case the word homework had taken on a whole new meaning—and at some point in there, he saw that they were fed. Sometimes, when Ashley refused to be parted from Mason Reed, they ate from the catering truck. Sometimes, when volume won out over his patience and they swore an oath to never tell their mother, they ate fast food with one of the writers. Sometimes, they went to nice restaurants so he could show his beautiful daughters off to the world.

Over, the years, he’d learned that enough money excused anything up to and including biting the waiter.

“Tony won’t teach me to blow things up,” Brianna complained, pushing the last of her smoked salmon and spinach fettuccini around the bowl. “He won’t teach me to do anything good.”

“Tony’s just doing what Daddy tells him,” Ashley sniped.

CB winced as his youngest narrowed her eyes. His eldest was obviously still annoyed at having to leave Mason. “I’m sure Mr. Foster will teach you to blow things up when he thinks you’re ready.”

“I’m ready now!”

“Oh yeah, like you’re so ready to be trusted, Cheese. You can’t even keep a cricket alive!”

Copper-coloured sparks danced on the end of Brianna’s fork. “You’ve got one of Mason’s socks in your back pack!”

“Girls, indoor voi…”

“Liar!”

“Am not! You’re pathetic, Ashes!”

“Girls, don’t raise…”

“You don’t even know what pathetic means, you freak!”

Crushing the linen napkin in her fist, Brianna leaned forward, her eyes barely slitted open. “Mason thinks you’re creepy!”

“Daddy!”

“Twenty dollars each to keep your voices down.”

Ashley sniffed and Brianna looked mutinous, but they held out their hands. As CB passed out the money, he could feel the restaurant staff breathe a sigh of relief. Fortunately, they were too early for the crowds, and the only other diners had been seated as far away as possible. Over the years, he’d also learned that it was best to show his beautiful daughters off to a little bit of the world at a time.

Ashley sniffed again and stuffed the bill in her pocket. “I’m going to the ladies room.”

CB moved to block her way. “What do you do if someone approaches you?”

She rolled her eyes. “Scream blue murder, and if it’s a guy, kick him in the nuts so hard his eyeballs bleed.”

“Good girl.”

“I’d blow him up if Tony’d teach me,” Brianna muttered as her sister crossed the restaurant, pinging the empty water glasses with a fork as she passed.

“He’ll teach you someday.”

“Promise.”

“Yes.” He beckoned the waiter over with the check. Lingering was seldom a good idea.

“My cricket died.”

“So my driver informed me.”

“It made me very sad.”

He pulled out his pen to sign the bill. He usually took the girls somewhere he could run a tab in case of unexpected expenses.

“Very, very sad. Very, very, very sad.”

A tear trembled on her lower lashes, and he shuddered. “What will it take for you to feel better?”

Her gaze flickered around the table. “Your pen.”

“My pen?” He stared down at it. He’d had it specially carved from Brazilian rose-wood, had it made to fit his hand. Most pens were far too small for him to use comfortably. The gold inlay was eighteen carat.

A second tear trembled and her lower lip went out.

Tony Foster couldn’t teach her anything more dangerous than that.

He handed her the pen and said, without much hope: “Don’t tell your sister.”

*

Connie Neill hadn’t wanted to be a teacher, but she hadn’t wanted to starve either and teaching paid the bills. She tried not to resent the time it took from her real work, from the great literature she could create if only the world supported talent as it should. She was less successful at not resenting the oh-so-privileged girls she taught, who would always have enough money to follow their muse should any of the spoiled brats ever find a muse willing to allow their…

The chalk snapped under her fingers and before she could stop herself, she’d drawn a jagged white line across the board.

When she reached for the brush, it fell from the shelf.

When she stepped back to retrieve it, she nearly tripped over her desk chair.

When she threw out a hand to save herself, she knocked a stack of books off the edge of her desk.

When she turned to face her fifth grade math class, all but one of the girls was laughing. Brianna Bane was chewing on the end of an oversized pen and staring at the floor. No, not staring, watching something run along the base of the far wall.

Oh, bloody wonderful, she thought as she picked up a fresh piece of chalk and returned to the problem on the board. The last thing this dump needs is mice.

*

“Ashley, your freak sister is at it again, only this time she’s talking to the floor outside the science lab.

“I didn’t think you knew where the science lab was.”

Sandra’s lip curled at the lame response, evidence she’d thrown Ashley off her game. “It’s right next to your freak sister.”

*

The science lab was on the second floor at the front of the building. Brianna was on her knees in the hall outside the classroom door, ear to the floor. Ashley grabbed her arm, yanked her to her feet, and pushed her up against the wall before anyone else saw them. “Now, what are you doing?”

“I can hear something,” Brianna told her sulkily after a short, unsuccessful fight for freedom.

“You can what?”

“Hear something in the floor.” She looked down at the scuffed tile. “It’s a lot easier to hear from up here than downstairs.”

“Yesterday, you were listening to something in the ceiling?” When Brianna nodded, Ashley gave her a short, sharp, shake. “You said you were talking to your cricket!”

“I was! But I was listening to the ceiling!”

“Is it something… you know, weird?”

“You mean is it something freaky like me?”

“Yes.” A short shake for emphasis. “That’s exactly what I mean.”

“I think so.”

There was, unfortunately, no way she could lift both feet off the floor at the same time. “Is it something bad?”

Brianna shrugged. “I dunno.”

“That’s it.” Still holding her sister, Ashley headed for the stairs. “We’re calling daddy.”

“What can daddy do?”

“Send Tony.”

*

“Calling the men in the white coats to come and take away your freak sister?” Sandra called across the lawn.

“Calling the newspaper to report a Sasquatch roaming around,” Ashley yelled back. “You better hide before they get here.” She pocketed her phone and dragged Brianna over by the sidewalk. “Okay. We wait right here for him.”

Brianna’s lower lip went out, and for a moment, Ashley was afraid there’d be trouble. “She wouldn’t call me freak if she knew I was a wizard.”
Okay. Different trouble. “Yeah, she would, and you know it.” Ashley had a hundred cutting replies ready for “Your sister thinks she’s a wizard!” So far, she hadn’t had to use them. “You can’t tell people!”

“I know that, stupid-head!” One loafer kicked a muddy swath through the new spring growth. “It doesn’t matter, they wouldn’t believe me. I’m nine! Besides, there’s no point in telling people you’re a wizard until you can be a wizard.”

“Frustrating?”

Brianna’s sigh sounded a lot older than nine. “You have no idea.”

After a moment, Ashley moved closer and bumped the younger girl with her hip. “I’m sorry I called you a freak last night.”

“Okay.”

“And you’re sorry you said that Mason thinks I’m creepy.”

“Sure.”

From behind the hedge came Sandra’s distinctive laugh.

Ashley’s lip curled. “The moment you can blow things up…”

Brianna nodded. “She’s top of the list.”

*

In the final approach to The Nellie Parks Academy, Tony closed out his uplink and began to power down. It was always best to approach CB’s daughters with both hands free.

“They’re out there waitin’ for you, dude.”

He leaned around Theo, CB’s driver, and sighed. “Yeah. I see them.”

“Man, you must’ve acquired some powerful bad karma in your last life to get stuck babysitting those two in this one.”

“I hear you.” He snapped the laptop closed and zipped the case shut. “But I’m not the one locked in a car with them.”

“Yeah.” Theo snorted. “I hear that. I figure I was like a slave trader or something last life and that’s why little black girls are making this life a living hell.”

“But only three days a week.”

“So maybe I wasn’t one of them really bad slave traders, you know. Hey!” he called as Tony opened the door. “I can’t park here so you call me when you need me to come back.”

“And you’ll be…?”

“Off looking for better karma, dude.”

“Good luck with that.” Tony slammed the door, slung the computer case off his shoulder, and turned as the car drove away.

“Oh, that’s lovely,” Ashley sneered.

He looked down at his classic and paint-stained The Apprentice sweatshirt.

“Thanks for dressing up,” she continued, through an impressively curled lip. “I thought gay guys were supposed to have taste.

“I thought little girls were supposed to be made of sugar and spice.” He smiled down at her. “Seems like we were both wrong.” And switching to a slightly more sincere smile, he turned to her sister. “What’s up, Bri?”

“Didn’t Daddy tell you? She’s hearing things in the floor!”

“Is your name Brianna too? That must be really awkward, both of you having the same name.”

“Bite me!”

“If only it wouldn’t get me fired. Bri?”

Arms folded over her uniform jacket, Brianna rolled her eyes. “I can hear something in the floor.”

“What?”

“I don’t know, do I?”

Tony sighed. “What can you hear?”

“Muttering and moving, and the muttering moves.”

CB had been quite clear that he was to deal with whatever it was Brianna had heard. “Well, let’s go have a listen shall we?”

“If you don’t quit patronizing me, you’re gonna be second on the list!”

Tony didn’t need to ask what list. Besides, he was impressed by a nine-year-old using patronizing correctly in a sentence. He couldn’t have done it when he was nine. “Sorry, Bri. Ashley’s call upset your dad and you know how he likes to share the joy.”

“He yelled.”

“He did.”

 The three of them shared a moment, then Brianna sighed. “It’s not a big deal or anything. Ashley got all stupid.”

“Oh ‘cause hearing things in the floor is normal,” her sister muttered as they went inside the building.

The school smelled better than Tony remembered schools smelling.

“I sort of know it’s there all day,” Brianna explained on the way up the stairs. “But I can’t really hear it until most everyone leaves.”

“Does it sound angry?” he asked.

“More cranky.”

“Do things ever happen while you can hear it? Like, if you hear it in a room, do things happen in that room?”

“Things that aren’t supposed to happen? Like chalks breaking and books falling and that kind of stuff?”

“Yeah. That kind of stuff.”

“You know, if a teacher sees you, they’re not going to like it that you’re here,” Ashley pointed out as they reached the second floor.

“I’ll tell them I’m Brianna’s tutor.” Which was even the truth. When Brianna went to turn right, Tony reached out and turned her in the opposite direction. “No, it’s gone this way now.”

“You can hear it.” She made it more an accusation than a question.

“No. But unless there’s a lot going on behind the walls, there’s something this way. Come on. Ashley?”

Hands shoved into her jacket pockets, the older girl shook her head. “You guys go wandering. Do that weird stuff you do. I’ll wait here.”

“You’re sure?”

Her lip curled. “I don’t do weird.”

They walked slowly through the halls, Tony following the feeling that a bit of the world was cock-eyed, and Brianna sticking close by his side. After a while he noticed that they’d synchronized so perfectly he could only hear one set of footsteps.

Finally, Brianna poked his side. “Are you lost?”

“No.” He matched her near whisper. “Reach out. Can you feel it?”

“Reach where? And what am I s’posed to feel?”

“It’s hard to describe.”

“Totally not helpful!”

“Sorry.” Trouble was, most of his analogies weren’t particularly age appropriate. “Okay, concentrate and focus. Reach out and grope the world. It’s an orange, and you’re feeling for a seed.”

“I’m groping the whole world?”

“Not the whole world, just this part of the world.”

She frowned, stumbled, and would have fallen had he not grabbed for her. When she looked up at him, she was smiling. “I can feel a seed!”

“Because you focused and you concentrated.” A little reinforcement couldn’t hurt, although it didn’t look like she believed him.

The frown returned. “It’s really close. What is it?”

Good question. “It might be a Brownie.”

“Students aren’t allowed to be Brownies. The principal is always on a diet.”

“What does that…”

“The cookies.” Brianna interrupted impatiently. “If you have Brownies, you have cookies.”

It took Tony a minute to work that out. By the time he realized they were talking about two different things, it was past time to mention it.

A sudden burst of noise stopped them outside the music room. Side by side, they carefully peered through the glass at a choir practice.

“It’s in there,” Brianna muttered as one of the altos reached out to turn a page. Her music stand fell, and the whole row went crashing down.

“I think you’re right.”

The choir mistress’ baton snapped.

Brianna snorted. “I know I’m right.”

“Come on, I’ve seen enough. It’s a poltergeist,” Tony told her as they headed back to Ashley. “They like to hang around the uh… emotional turmoil of young girls.”

“So it’s not here because of me?”

“It might have come to this school instead of another school because of you. Your power might have attracted it.”

“Like you attracted that girl who tried to kill you by sucking your…”

“We aren’t going to talk about that,” Tony interrupted, ears burning. “We, you and me, we aren’t ever going to talk about that.”

“Not even when I grow up?”

“Not even.”

They walked in silence for a moment or two then Brianna asked, “Are they dangerous?”

Tony hoped she was asking about poltergeists, because right now, that was all he was willing to discuss with the boss’ youngest daughter. “They can be. But mostly they’re just trouble makers, not too bright but not actually malicious. Do you know what malicious means?” He took her snort as a yes. “They’re hard to get rid of, so we’ll just let this one be, okay. You keep listening and the moment it sounds actually angry, you call me, and we’ll deal with it.”

“You’ll teach me how?”

“Sure.” The heat of her regard warmed the side of his face.

“You don’t even know how!”

“Not right now, no. But I’ll work it out by the time we need to know it.” He heaved the computer case back up onto his shoulder. “We’re wizards. It’s what we do.”

*

In a just world, Ashley thought the next afternoon, when once again, Brianna was late meeting her at the curb, I’d be the wizard and then I could stuff her into a jar and keep her in my pocket.

“Lose your freak?” Sandra sniffed as she sashayed past, hem of her kilt flipping rhythmically, her posse giggling reinforcement behind her.

Ashley ignored the lot of them as she went back up the stairs and into the school. No Brianna in the atrium. No Brianna in the hall outside the science room. Where the hell was she?

*

Brianna sat on an overturned bucket in the custodian’s closet by the library.

She heard things in the floor, and Ashley called daddy. Daddy yelled at Tony. Tony found out about poltergeists on his computer in the car on the way to the school, because if he knew what it was she’d heard, he wouldn’t have brought the computer with him.

She had a computer. And Ashley’d got rid of the Net Nanny about twenty minutes after their mom’s last boyfriend had put it in. They’d found out all sorts of good stuff about mom’s last boyfriend.

Last night, she’d found out all sorts of good stuff about poltergeists. Even though it took her a bunch of tries to spell it right.

The seed was moving around in the orange, but she couldn’t get it to come close. Tony said it was attracted to her power. But it wasn’t. She frowned and kicked at the side of the metal bucket. Wizards worked things out. Tony said it was what they did.

There were still some other girls in the school being all emotionally turmoiled, so maybe she needed more power to make it leave them.

Tony said she needed to learn to focus.

Fine.

And to concentrate.

Whatever.

Tony just pointed and drew blue lines in the air.

She wasn’t Tony. Maybe he was right and she didn’t need a wand. Maybe he was a jerk. Reaching into her backpack, she pulled out the pen. It was wood. And smooth. And it smelled a little like her father’s cologne.

She pointed the pen at the floor, and she concentrated on being focused. She concentrated as hard as she could but nothing happened.

Because it wasn’t a real wand! The pen bounced off the wall when she threw it, and an instant later a bag of rags bounced off the shelf and landed beside it. The muttering in the walls wasn’t muttering now. It was laughing. Laughing at her.

Her lip curled. She kicked the rags aside and snatched up the pen.

A copper-coloured spark gleamed on the pointy end. By the time she’d carefully spelled poltergeist in sparkling cursive script about an inch above the tiles, it wasn’t a pen anymore.

She didn’t have to wait very long.

The mops fell over first. Brianna covered her head with her arms as they clattered around the tiny room, biting back a shriek as they whacked against her shoulders. The paper towels flew off the shelf and unrolled. She batted them aside. The lids flew off two bottles of floor cleaner, and the contents sprayed toward the ceiling. Cleaner couldn’t hurt her.

She felt it touch her pattern.

She gripped her wand, ducked a flying bar of soap, and smiled.

*

“There you are!” Ashley grabbed her sister’s arm and dragged her along the hall toward the front doors. “Mom’s going to be here in a minute, and you know she throws a total fit when we’re late.” She glanced down at what Brianna had clutched in one hand. “Tell me you weren’t hunting for another bug.”

“I wasn’t.”

“Yay. Why do you smell like floor cleaner? Never mind. Don’t tell me.” She brushed at Brianna’s jacket as they walked. “You’ve got bits of paper towel all over you.”

Narrow shoulders rose and fell. “Some got shredded.”

“Were you fighting?” Ashley asked as they emerged onto the broad, stone steps. She stopped on the path and pulled Brianna around to face her. “You’d better tell me.”

“Sort of.”

“Did you win?”

“Totally.”

“Good. You know what Daddy always says…”

“…no point in fighting if you don’t win.” Brianna grinned up at her.

“I see you found your freak,” Sandra called from the lawn. “Maybe you should put a leash on it.”

“All right. That’s it.” Ashley began unbuttoning her jacket. “This school isn’t big enough for all three of us. I’m going to rip her hair out and stuff it in her bra with all those socks!”

Brianna’s hand on her arm stopped her. “It’s okay. Let it go.”

Ashley looked from the hand to her little sister. “She keeps calling you…”

“I know. But mom’s here.” As the car pulled up, Brianna pocketed the little gold jewellery box, the new copper clasp gleaming for an instant in the late afternoon sun. “We’ll deal with Sandra tomorrow.”

The muttering from the jewellery box sounded pleased.



Author’s Note

I readily admit that while I’m an easy cry where books are concerned, I don’t usually evoke tears with my own writing. I know too well what I did and how I did it. This, however is one of three stories (out of seventy plus) that makes me tear up a bit at the end. As always, your mileage may vary.



SEE ME

“Mason, you want to move a bit to the right? We’re picking up that very un-Victorian parking sign.”

Huddling down inside Raymond Dark’s turn-of-the-19th-century greatcoat, Mason Reed shuffled sideways and paused to sniff mournfully before asking, “Here?”

Adam took another look into the monitor. “There’s fine. Tony, where’s Everett?”

Tony took two wide shots with the digital camera for continuity and said, “He’s in the trailer finishing Lee’s bruise.”

“Right. Okay… uh…” Adam was obviously looking for Pam, their PA, but Pam had already been sent to the 24-hour drugstore over on Granville to pick up medicine for Mason’s cold. He’d already sneezed his fangs out once, and no one wanted to go through that again. Tony grinned as Adam’s gaze skirted determinedly past him.

Although he’d been the 1st Assistant Director since the pilot, this was Adam’s first time directing an episode of Darkest Night—the most popular vampire/detective show in syndication—and he clearly intended to do everything by the book, including respecting Tony’s 2AD status. Or possibly respecting the fact that Tony was one of the world’s three practicing wizards. Even if he didn’t get a lot of chance to practice given the insane hours his job required.

CB Productions had never had the kind of staffing that allowed for respect.

“I’m done here, Adam. I’ll get him.”

“If you don’t mind…”

Chris on camera one made an obscene gesture. “Adam, dude, Everett’s with Lee.”

Tony flipped Chris off as he turned and headed for the trailer that housed makeup, hair, wardrobe, and, once, when the writers were being particularly challenging, three incontinent fruit bats.

Halfway there, he met Everett and Lee heading out.

Everett rolled his eyes and cut Tony off before he got started. “Let me guess, Mason’s nose needs powdering.”

“It’s a little ruddy for one of the bloodsucking undead.”

“My sister’s wedding is in four days,” Everett growled, hurrying toward the lights. “I’ve already rented a tux. If he gives me his cold, I’m putting itching powder in his coffin. And you can quote me on that.”

Tony fell into step beside Lee, who, unlike Mason, was dressed in contemporary clothing.

“I get that it’s artistic, the real world overlapping Mason’s angst-ridden flashback, but after four seasons, I can safely say that our fans could care less about art and the only overlapping they want to see is James Taylor Grant…” He tapped his chest. “…climbing into the coffin with Raymond Dark.”

“Not going to happen.”

“Jealous?”

Tony leaned close, bumping shoulders with the actor. “It’s basic geometry. Mason’s bigger than me, and you and I barely fit.” At the time, they’d been pretty sure they weren’t coming back for another season and had wanted to go out with a bang. Tony still had trouble believing the show had hung on for four years. He had almost as much trouble believing he and Lee had been together for over two—not exactly out, although their relationship was an open secret in the Vancouver television community.

Their own crew had survived a dark wizard invading from another reality, a night trapped inside a haunted house that was trying to kill them, and the imminent end of the world by way of an immortal Demon Gate hired to do some stunt work. Relatively speaking, the 2AD sleeping with the show’s second lead wasn’t worth noting.

Tony handed Lee off to Adam and headed down the block to check out the alley they’d be using as a location later that night. Stepping off the sidewalk and turning into the space between an electronics store and a legal aid office, he switched over to the Gaffer’s frequency with one hand as he waved the other in front of his face. “I think

we’re going to need more lights than Sorge thought, Jason. There’s bugger all spill from the…”

He paused. Frowned. The victim of the week was an impressive screamer. Pretty much simultaneously, he remembered she wouldn’t be arriving for another two hours and realized that the scream had come from in front of him, not behind him.

Had come from deeper within the alley.

“Tony?” Adam, in his earbud.

“I’m on it.” He was already running, muttering the night-sight spell under his breath. As it took effect, he saw someone standing, someone else lying down, and a broken light over a graffiti-covered door at the alley’s dead-end. Still running, he threw a wizard lamp up into it. People would assume electricity.

Most people.

The someone standing was a woman, mid-twenties maybe, pretty although overly made-up and under-dressed. The someone on the ground was an elderly man, and even at a distance, Tony doubted he’d be getting up again.

“Tony?” Lee led the pack running into the alley behind him.

“Call 911,” Tony snapped without turning. He’d have done it himself, but these days it was best to first make sure the screaming was about something the police could handle. Like called to like, as he’d learned the hard way. Having Henry Fitzroy, bastard son of Henry VIII, romance writer, and vampire based in Vancouver was enough to bring in the fine and freaky. Since Tony had started developing his powers, the freaky vastly outnumbered the fine.

Dropping to one knee beside the body, he checked for a pulse; found nothing. Checked for visible wounds; found nothing. The victim wasn’t breathing and didn’t begin breathing when Tony blew in two lungfuls of air, so Tony shifted position and started chest compressions.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

A smudge of scarlet lipstick bled into the creases around the old man’s mouth.

Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.

A glance over his shoulder showed Lee comforting the woman, her face pressed into his chest, his arms around her visibly trembling body.

Eleven. Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen.

The old man was very old, skin pleated into an infinite number of wrinkles, broken capillaries on both cheeks. He had all his hair but it was yellow/white and his teeth made Tony think of skulls.

Sixteen. Seventeen. Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty.

His clothes belonged on a much younger man, and given what he’d been doing when he died—fly of his jeans gapping open, hooker young enough to be his granddaughter—he was clearly trying too hard.

Twenty-one. Twenty-two. Twenty-three. Twenty-four. Twenty-five.

Where the hell was the cavalry? There’d been a police cruiser at the location. How long did it take them to get out of the car and run two blocks down the street?

A flash of navy in the corner of one eye, and a competent voice said, “It’s okay. I’ve got him.”

Tony rolled up onto his feet as the constable took over, stepping back just in time to see Lee reluctantly allowing the other police officer to lead the woman away.

She was pretty, he could see that objectively, even if, unlike Lee, he’d never been interested in women on a visceral level. Long reddish-brown hair around a heart-shaped face, big brown eyes heavily shadowed both by makeup and life, and a wide mouth made slightly lopsided by smudged scarlet gloss. Tears had trailed lines of mascara down both cheeks. Below the neck, the blue mini-dress barely covered enough to be legal and he wondered how she could even walk in the strappy black high heels. She wasn’t trying as hard as the old man had been, but Tony could see a sad similarity between them.

“She’s terrified she’s going to be charged with murder,” Lee murmured as Tony joined him.

“Death by hand job?”

“Not funny. You don’t know that she…” When Tony raised an eyebrow, Lee flushed. “Yeah, okay. But it’s still not funny. She really is terrified.”

“Sorry.” Tony moved until they were touching, shoulder to wrist.

The police seemed a lot less sympathetic than Lee had been.

“I’m going to see if she needs help,” he said suddenly, striding away before Tony could reply.

“This is not a reason to stop working,” Adam called from the sidewalk at the end of the alley.

“Does anyone care that I’m fucking dying over here?” Mason moaned beside him.

*

Standing at the craft services table, drinking a green tea and trying very hard to remember that the camera really did put on at least ten pounds, Lee attempted to ignore the jar of licorice rope. The memory of the woman in the blue dress had kept him on edge for two days, and he kept reaching for comfort food.

Movement on the sidewalk out beyond the video village caught his eye, and desperate for distraction, Lee gave it his full attention. He’d have liked to have been able to tell Tony later that he was surprised to see the woman in the blue dress again, but he honestly wasn’t. Grabbing a muffin and sliding a juice box into his jacket pocket, he picked his way through the cables toward her.

“These are for you.” When she looked down at the muffin in her hand, a little confused, Lee added, “The other night, you felt… it looked like you weren’t getting enough to eat.”

She had on the same blue dress with a tight black cardigan over it. The extra layer did nothing to mask her body, but he supposed, given her job, that made sense.

“So, the other night, did the police ever charge you?”

“No.”

Something in her tone suggested he not ask for details. “Were they able to identify the old man?”

“No.” Her hair swept across her shoulders as she shook her head. “I don’t think so. They wouldn’t tell me anyway, would they?”

“I guess not.” He heard a hundred unpleasant encounters with the police in that sentence, and he found himself hating the way she seemed to accept it. “I never got your name.”

“Valerie.”

“I’m Lee.”

“I know.” She smiled as she gestured behind him at the barely organized chaos of a night shoot.

The smile changed her appearance from attractive to beautiful. Desirable. Lee opened and closed his mouth a few times before managing a slightly choked, “Right. Of course.” He glanced down, unable to meet her gaze any longer, noticed her legs were both bare and rising in goose bumps from the cold, looked up to find her watching him, and frowned. “Are you warm enough?”

Expectation changed to confusion and she was merely attractive again. “I’m fine.”

“You sure? Because I could…”

“Lee!” Pam trotted up, breathing heavily, one hand clamped to her com-tech to keep it from bouncing free. “They’re ready for you.”

*

Tony watched Lee take his leave of a familiar hooker and follow Pam onto the section of street standing in for Victorian Vancouver. Tony hurried to meet him just before he reached his mark and leaned in, one hand resting lightly against the other man’s chest. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. I was just talking to…”

“I saw.”

“Her name’s Valerie.”

“I know. Police let it drop when they questioned me about finding the body. They didn’t charge her.”

“Yeah, she said.”

“Apparently you don’t scream if you’ve just killed someone and there was still five hundred and twenty-seven dollars in the guy’s wallet.” Tony frowned “They said there was no ID, though.”

Lee frowned as well, a slight dip of dark brows. Not quite enough to wrinkle his forehead. “They said a lot.”

Tony shrugged. Past experience had taught him that a lot of cops weren’t too concerned about maintaining a hooker’s privacy, but he had no intention of getting into that with Lee. “She say why she came by? Are we on her stretch of turf?”

“No.” Lee shook his head, careful not to knock James Taylor Grant’s hair out of place. “Well, maybe. But I don’t think that’s why she came by.”

“Get a room, you two!” Adam’s shout moved them apart. “And Tony, unless you’ve been cast as Grant’s new girlfriend…”

“And the Internet goes wild,” someone muttered.

“…get your ass out of my shot.”

Lee handed Tony his green tea and visibly settled into his character as Tony moved back beside the camera. When he looked for Valerie, she was right where Lee’d left her, cradling the muffin in both hands. Suddenly becoming conscious of Tony’s regard, she turned her head slightly and their eyes met.

Tony almost recognized her expression.

“Upon reflection,” he said softly to himself, hands wrapped around the warmth of the paper cup, “I don’t think that’s why she came around either.”

*

“You don’t have to come in now, you know.” Eyes half closed, Tony stared blearily across the elevator at Lee. Early mornings were not his best time. “Cast call isn’t for another hour.”

Lee waved it off. “Five thirty, six thirty—they both suck. But my car’s back in the shop, it’s too early to haul one of the drivers out when you’re going in anyway, and once I’m there, I can always grab some shut-eye on the couch.”

“I don’t know.” Tony sagged against the elevator wall, the stainless steel cold even through three layers of clothing. “We’ve been seen a lot together lately, and that roommates thing only goes so far.”

“Tony, it’s five o’clock in the morning, even the paparazzi are still asleep. What’s up with you?”

“I’ve just been thinking about it, that’s all. About the choice you’re making for…” He waggled his coffee between them. “…us. And I want you to know that I appreciate it.”

“What the fuck brought that on?”

Lee’s eyes started to narrow, as if he could read the word “Valerie” in the space between them, so Tony hurriedly muttered, “I don’t know. Lack of sleep.”

After a moment, Lee leaned in, gently bumped the sides of their heads together— a manly embrace for the security cameras—and stepped away as the elevator reached the parking garage. “You’re an idiot.”

Unlike Lee’s expensive hybrid, Tony’s elderly car seldom broke down, and Tony gave thanks that his ancient brakes worked as well as they did when he pulled out of the underground garage and nearly ran down a brown-haired woman in a short blue dress.

“Is that…?”

“Yeah, I think it is.” Lee twisted in his seat as she disappeared behind a panel van in the small parking lot. “Pull over.”

“What?”

“I should talk to her.”

“About what?”

“I don’t…” Sighing, he faced front again. “Doesn’t matter. She’s gone. Maybe it’s the way we met, maybe it’s just that she’s so vulnerable in spite of… everything. I think she needs a friend.” When Tony glanced over, Lee was frowning slightly. “There’s just something about her, you know?”

“Yeah.” Tony could feel her watching from wherever she’d hidden herself and worked very hard at unclenching his jaw. “I know.”

*

Finished at four thirty—almost like a person with a real job—and back home by six, thanks to traffic, Lee sagged against the minivan’s seatbelt and muttered, “I should never have gotten rid of the bike.”

Richard, CB Productions’ senior driver, shrugged as he pulled into the condo’s driveway. “Well, you got domestic.”

“Jesus, Tony had nothing to do with it.” Lee wondered which of them Richard thought had lost their balls. “CB suggested the insurance wouldn’t cover me if I kept riding.”

Richard shrugged again. “Yeah, that’s a good reason too. You going to need a ride in tomorrow?”

“No, my car’ll be ready in the morning; I’ll drive. I’ve got a late call, it’s all Mason and the…”

Girl. Woman. She was standing on the other side of the street. Watching him through the breaks in the rush-hour traffic. Smiling. Looking good. Looking beautiful. Looking even better than he remembered, actually. The black sweater had fallen open, and soft curves filled out the drape of the dress.

“Lee?”

Lee was already out of the car. “Thanks for the ride, Richard.”

By the time the traffic cleared and he had a chance to get across the road, she’d disappeared. He crossed anyway, although he had no idea which way she’d gone or what he’d do if he caught up to her. He knew better. He was on a syndicated vampire show, for crying out loud, he’d had crazy stalking fans before. Not as many as Mason, but then, Lee wasn’t the one actually wearing the fangs.

He wondered if she was homeless. The unchanging wardrobe suggested as much. There really wasn’t much he could do, except give her money, but he found he wanted to do something. Be the hero.

He didn’t get much chance to do that these days.

*

It had been another fifteen-hour day, and all Tony wanted was a chance to spend some time with Lee before falling into bed and starting the whole grind all over again in the morning. The flashing lights on the patrol cars and other emergency vehicles, not to mention the bored-looking police officer approaching his car, suggested otherwise.

“Sorry, only residents are allowed into the building right now.”

“I live here.”

Her gaze flicked down to his car. When it flicked back up, she didn’t even pretend to hide her disbelief. “Driver’s license, please.”

Tony handed it over and stared past her as she checked his name against a list. Two EMTs were rolling an elderly man wearing sweatpants and a UNBC t-shirt out of the building on a stretcher.

Tony knew dead.

He knew freshly dead.

He knew long dead and decaying.

He knew undead.

This guy, he was dead.

“Who is he?” he asked, as a man in a rumpled trench coat zipped up the body bag.

The officer glanced over her shoulder. “No idea; no identification. Custodian found him in the mechanical room.” She handed Tony back his license. “ME says natural causes. You’re good to go, Mr. Foster.”

Lee was distracted that night, but hey, dead guy in the mechanical room, so Tony figured he had cause.

Hoped that was the cause.

Next morning, when Tony pulled into the studio parking lot, he found himself parking next to Constable Jack Elson’s red pickup. Jack had started coming around when a bit player had died under suspicious circumstances, had hung in there when the circumstances had changed from suspicious to really fucking strange, and continued to come around because he was dating the production company’s recently promoted office manager. Leaning on the tailgate, he was obviously waiting for Tony.

“Go easy in there,” he said, as Tony joined him. “Amy’s…”

“In a mood?”

“That’ll do.” Jack rubbed his hand over his head, ruffling his hair up into pale blond spikes. “I had to cancel on her again. I’m working a missing person case, and unless he magically appears in the next twenty minutes there’s no way I’ll be free for lunch.” Blue eyes narrowed. “He’s not likely to magically appear in the next twenty minutes is he?”

Tony rolled his eyes. The RCMP constable had been a part of what Amy liked to call “CB Productions and the Attack of the Big Red Demon Thing”, where all the cards had been laid on the table—and then incinerated—and was remarkably open-minded for a cop, while still managing to maintain his profession’s suspicious nature. “Not as far as I know. Why?”

“He was seen four days ago in Gastown. You were in Gastown four days ago. Know a twenty-seven-year-old named Casey Yuen?”

“Name doesn’t sound familiar.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “You know they… well, we found a body in an alley down the street from our shoot?”

“The John Doe? I heard you found him. And I checked him out, but he’s about seventy years too old.”

“They found another elderly John Doe in the mechanical room at Lee’s condo last night.”

“I heard. You weren’t there when it happened.”

“You checked?”

Jack shrugged. “Things happen around you. But I also heard it was natural causes both times. And that the first guy’s heart had a good reason to give out.”

Valerie. Who he’d seen outside their building the morning of the day the old man had died. It hadn’t even occurred to him to tie her to the second death until Jack’s innuendo.

“The second death occurred in the early evening,” Jack pointed out after Tony filled him in. “And I think I’d have heard if it was a second death by hand job. That’d make it a pattern and we watch for those.”

“Neither man had ID.”

“That’s not as uncommon as you might think.” Jack studied him shrewdly. “I’ll check to see if the second body gave any indication of recent sexual activity, but I suspect there’s another reason your working girl is hanging around. Lee was playing white knight at the scene and she showed up at the shoot later.”

“How…” Tony cut himself off. “Amy.”

Jack shrugged. “All I’m saying is that if the girl was outside your building, odds are good she was there for Lee, not because she’s been helping absent-minded old men die happy.”

“I’m not jealous.”

“Did I say you were?” But he was thinking it. Tony didn’t need to be a wizard to see that on his face. “Look, Tony, old men die. It happens. Sometimes they get confused and wander off without identification. Before he went into the nursing home, we got my granddad an ID bracelet, just in case. But, right now, I’m more concerned about that missing twenty-seven year old.”

“I could…”

“No.” Jack held up a hand. “I don’t want you out there playing at Sam Spade with a wand. I just wanted to know if you knew him.” If you were involved said the subtext. “If I run into any weird shit, trust me, I’ll call you.”

*

Tony didn’t have an office. He had a corner of a table in one end of the soundstage near the carpentry shop where craft services occasionally set out the substantials rather than have cast and crew tromp through the truck. Barricaded in behind a thermos of coffee and a bagel, he alternated between working on a list of what he needed to do before they started the day’s shooting and thinking about the woman in the blue dress.

Sure, Lee seemed taken by her, but Tony wasn’t jealous.

He was suspicious. Not the same thing.

The old guy in the alley had five hundred and twenty-seven dollars in his wallet and was dressed to score. Tony remembered his initial impression of trying too hard and anyone trying that hard—not a lot of eighty year olds would shoehorn themselves into a pair of tight, low slung jeans—hadn’t been wandering around randomly.

When he called lunch, Tony reminded everyone to be back in an hour, then told Adam he might be late. That there was something he had to investigate downtown. If Adam believed the investigation was necessary to protect the world from a magical attack, well, Tony wasn’t responsible for Adam’s misconceptions.

Jack Elson could go fuck himself. Tony wasn’t playing at anything. Two men were dead, Valerie had a connection to them both, and she was hanging around Lee.

And he didn’t have a fucking wand.

The drive into Vancouver from Burnaby wasn’t fun, traffic seemed to be insane at any time of the day lately, but Tony wanted the car with him, just in case. In case of what, he had no idea. Stuck behind an accident on McGill Street, he pulled out his phone and realized that of the three people he could call for advice, two of them would be dead to the world—literally—until sunset. His third option, Detective Sergeant Mike Celluci, would likely tell him the same thing Jack had. Stay out of it.

Lee was in it.

So was he.

As the car in front of him started to move, he pocketed his phone and hit the gas.

Gastown was a historic district as well as an area the city was fighting to reclaim, and in the middle of the day in late fall, the only people out and about were a few office workers hurrying back from lunch, a couple of bored working girls hoping to pick up some noon trade, and a man wearing a burgundy fake fur coat passed out in a doorway. The alley didn’t look any better by daylight.

Tony walked slowly past the graffiti and the dumpster and the other debris he hadn’t noticed that night. He walked until he stood on the spot where the old man’s body had lain, checked to make sure no one was watching, and held out his left hand. The scar he’d picked up as a souvenir of the night in Caulfield House was red against the paler skin of his palm. The call wasn’t specific; he had no idea of where the old man’s identification was, he just knew it had to exist.

That would have to be enough.

Come to me.

It took Tony a few minutes to realize what he was seeing—that the fine, grey powder covering his palm was ash. He traced the silver line back to a crack where the lid of the dumpster didn’t quite fit. Watched it sifting out and into his hand. There was quite a little stack of it by the time it finished. Mixed in with the ash were tiny flecks of crumbling plastic and what might have been flecks of rust.

The old man had ID with him that night. Someone had burned it then dusted it over the garbage in the dumpster. Even if they’d looked, the police would never have found it.

Tony flicked his hand and watched the ash scatter on the breeze.

Most modern identification was made of plastic.

It would take more than a cheap lighter to destroy it so thoroughly.

*

Lee wasn’t exactly surprised to see Valerie standing at the end of the driveway when he headed out to work. He pulled over and unlocked the passenger-side door. She stared at him for a long moment through the glass—although, given the tinting, he doubted she could see much—and then, finally, got into the car.

Enclosed, she smelled faintly of cinnamon. He loved the smell of cinnamon. Her lips were full and moist, the lower one slightly dimpled in the middle. Her eyes made promises as she said, “I know places we can go where we won’t be interrupted.”

“That’s not why I stopped.”

“That’s why everyone stops.” A deep breath strained the fabric of the dress. “I can give you what you need.”

“I have what I need.” As a line, it verged on major cheese, but it was true. “What do you need?”

“What do I…?” She blinked and the promises were unmade. “No one’s ever asked me that before.”

“I’m sorry.”

She looked startled by the sympathy. He had a feeling no one had ever apologized to her before, either. Slender fingers tugged at the hem of her dress. “I… I could use a ride downtown.”

“Okay.” Lee pulled into traffic. “That’s a start.”

*

Amber snapped her gum and pushed stringy hair back off her face. “So you’re not a cop?”

“No.”

“Or some kind of private dick?”

Tony spread his hands. “I don’t even play one on TV.”

“Then why are you askin’?” She sagged back against the building and yawned. “You don’t look like some kind of religious nutter. What’d this girl do for you that was so fucking great you need to find her?”

“It’s not what she did for me…”

“Ah.” Amber cut him off. “I get it. Jealous boyfriend.” She laughed at Tony’s expression. “Honey, you haven’t looked at my tits once, and even the nutters check the merchandise. And…” Her voice picked up a bitter edge. “…you turn, just a little, when a car goes by. Enough that a driver could check us both. You’ve got a history. Afraid he’s going to find out about it?”

“He knows.”

“Uh huh.”

Tony had no idea how this had suddenly become about him. “Look, I just need to find Valerie. Reddish brown hair, short blue dress.”

“Black heels? Black sweater, kind of cropped? She just got out of one of them expensive penis-mobiles on the other side of the street,” Amber added when he nodded. “At least someone’s making the rent today.”

Tony turned just in time to see Lee’s car disappear around the corner and Valerie walk into a sandwich shop. He shoved the fifty he’d been holding into Amber’s hand and ran across Cordova, flipping off the driver of a Mini Cooper who’d hit the horn.

The sandwich shop was empty except for the pock-marked, middle-aged man behind the counter.

“The woman who just came in here, where did she go?”

The man smiled, looking dazed. “I didn’t see a woman.”

“She just came in here.”

His smile broadened. “I didn’t see a woman.”

The guy was so stoned he wouldn’t have seen a parade go through. The only other door was behind the counter. When Tony moved toward it, he found himself blocked.

“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Counter guy didn’t look stoned now, he looked pissed.

“Look, I need to find that woman.”

And the smile returned. “I didn’t see a woman.”

It wasn’t magic, at least not magic Tony recognized, but it wasn’t right.

*

“I gave her a ride, Tony, what’s wrong with that.”

“Nothing’s wrong with it.” Tony paced the length of Lee’s dressing room and back again, wishing he had another ten or twenty meters to cover. “It’s just… she wants something from you.”

Lee rolled his eyes. “No shit. But I’m not going to give it to her. I feel sorry for her. She’s in a bad situation.” He caught Tony’s wrist as he passed and dragged him to a stop. “You should know about that.”

Except this still wasn’t about him. “I think she had something to do with those two deaths.”

“Then why did she scream that night in the alley? Why did she scream and attract attention to herself if she had something to do with the guy’s death?”

“She screamed because I was already on my way into the alley. She knew she was going to be discovered and screaming would shift suspicion away.”

“You have any evidence to support this theory?”

“I found the old man’s ID…”

“Tell Jack.”

“It’s been destroyed. I’m guessing that between the time he died and the time she screamed—and he was still warm so that wasn’t long—something reduced his ID to a fine ash.” Tony twisted out of Lee’s grip. “Your average hooker couldn’t do that.”

“You could.” From the look on his face, Lee knew exactly how that had sounded. “Look, you have no proof Valerie’s involved in anything but bad timing. You’re not a detective…”

“And you only play one on TV.”

“Is this about me? Because I’m paying attention to her? For fuck’s sake, Tony.”

“I saw how she looked at you.”

“I’m an actor. Lots of people look at me.”

Tony meant to say, “I think you’re in danger.” but when he opened his mouth, what came out was, “I saw how you looked at her.”

Before Lee could respond, Pam rapped on the dressing room door and called, “They’re ready for you on set, Lee.”

Lee took a deep breath and shrugged into the overlay of James Taylor Grant. “We’re done talking about this,” he growled, opened the door, pushed past Pam, and slammed the door so hard two framed photos fell off the wall.

“I think you’re in danger,” Tony said, staring at the broken glass.

*

“Lee…”

“I’ve got that promo thing tonight.” Lee shrugged out of Grant’s leather jacket. “With the American affiliates. There’s going to be a lot of liquor, so I’ll probably get a room at the hotel.”

Not the sort of hotel a basic streetwalker could score an entry to. “Okay.” Tony held out the next day’s sides. “You’ve got a 10 AM call tomorrow.”

Lee looked down at the paper, up at Tony, closed his eyes for a moment and sighed. “She’s very beautiful, and I’m not dead, but I would never…”

“I know.” And ninety percent of the time, he did.

*

If he wanted to talk to a hooker, Tony had to go back to where the hookers were. Back in Gastown, he wrapped himself in a notice-me-not and wandered along the sidewalks, searching for Valerie among the men and women who had nothing left to sell but themselves.

A little voice in the back of his head had started trying to tell him that she was with Lee when he spotted her outside the Gastown Hotel on Water Street. Same blue dress. She was standing by a car. A classic Chevy Malibu. Mid-sixties probably, jet black. Tony couldn’t see much of the driver except for the full tribal sleeve tattoo on the arm half through the open window.

He was a block away on the wrong side of the street, so he started to run. Stopped when she half turned and looked right at him.

Her eyes widened, and he had no doubt she could see him clearly.

As clearly as he could see her. Surrounded by traffic and people, she was entirely alone. Her need to be seen hit him so hard it nearly brought him to his knees.

Then she shook her head, got into the car, and by the time he reached the curb in front of the hotel, Tony couldn’t tell which set of taillights he needed to follow.

*

Nine-thirty the next morning, Tony was out in the studio parking lot waiting for Lee, pretending he wasn’t. He stepped back as Jack’s truck pulled in and then stepped forward again when the constable stopped a mere meter away. “Listen, Tony, can you do me a favor. Tell Amy…”

“No.”

“I’m just going to be late, that’s all. I’ve got another missing person and my time is fucked.”

Tony closed his hand over the edge of the open window. “This missing person, does he own a classic car?”

He got his answer from the look on Jack’s face when he pushed up his sunglasses. “Tony?”

“Check around. See if an old John Doe with a tribal sleeve turned up. Left arm.”

Jack glanced down at the paperwork on the seat beside him. “My missing person has a tribal sleeve. Left arm.” When he looked up, his eyes had narrowed to the point where they were nearly cliché. “What do you know?”

“I spooked her, and she got careless.” He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “And this isn’t a police case.”

Jack stared at him for a long moment and finally nodded. “You want me to call you when this old John Doe turns up?”

“You can.”

“But I don’t need to.”

Tony shrugged.

“So while I’m dealing with this case that isn’t a police case, what are you going to be doing.”

“Research.”

“Where do you research this kind of shit?”

“I work on a vampire/detective show, Jack.” Backing away from the truck, Tony spread his hands. “I’m going to talk to the writers.”

*

Lee half expected Tony to be waiting for him in the parking lot. They were used to spending nights apart—hell, they’d spent five weeks apart during hiatus while he was in South Africa shooting a movie—but this… He couldn’t fucking believe they were fighting over a woman. Wasn’t that what straight guys did?

When Tony finally appeared forty minutes later, Lee stepped toward him only to be yanked back into place by the stunt coordinator.

“I’m trying to keep you from breaking bones,” Daniel growled. “Pay attention.”

They moved directly from set-up to rehearsing the fight scene to shooting the fight scene.

*

By the time Lee was free and the crew had scattered for lunch, Tony was behind closed doors in CB’s office.

“How long’s he going to be?”

“Jesus, Lee, how should I know.” Amy reached under her hair to adjust her headset. “Stupid PA quit and it’s not like I don’t have the whole office to…” She rolled her eyes as the phone ran. “CB Productions, can I help you?”

His scene later in the day was all weird, esoteric dialogue, the vampire/detective version of techno babble. He should go to his dressing room and run lines, but all Lee could think of was brown eyes and chestnut hair and a blue dress. “I’m done until three. Tell Tony I’ve gone into downtown.”

Amy nodded, rolled her eyes at whatever was being said on the other end of the phone, and waved him toward the door.

*

Valerie was waiting on the corner of West Cordova and Homer Streets. Well, not waiting for him, but since he was the one who drove up beside her and stopped, Lee figured she might as well have been. “Hey!”

Her smile made him feel immortal.

“You hungry?”

“Hungry?”

Her confusion made him feel like pounding the men who’d all asked her a different question. “You do eat, don’t you? Come eat with me,” he continued, not waiting for an answer. “You and me. Just food. I promise.”

“Just food?” She pushed her hair back off her face.

“Lunch.” It felt like they were speaking two different languages. “I’ll pay for your time, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

*

“He went where?”

“Downtown.”
“Son of a bitch!”

“Hey!” Amy lunged up from behind her desk, grabbed Tony’s wrist and hung on. “You want to explain yourself?”

Faster to explain than fight. “Lee’s hooker is something like a succubus.”

“She’s a demon? Tony, do not tell me we’re starting that demon shit up again because we barely survived the last time they came visiting!”

“No, I’d know if she was a demon.” After Leah and the Demon-Gate, if there was one thing Tony could recognize, it was a demon. “I said she was something like a succubus. All her victims are men, probably men sexually attracted to her but…” He waved a hand. He didn’t have a lot of actual fact although the show’s writers had come up with a lot of theories. “Anyway, she’s definitely sucking the life out of them, and she wants Lee.”

“Who doesn’t,” Amy muttered, using her grip to fling him toward the door. “Don’t just stand here talking, move!”

*

The sandwich shop was not the place Lee would have chosen, but Valerie seemed comfortable there, so he tried not to think about health code violations.

“Why don’t you want me?”

The upper curve of her breasts was creamy white.

“I do want you.”

She gave him a twisted smile and stood. “Then why don’t we…”

Lee reached out and pulled her back down into her chair, trying not to think about the feel of her skin. “Look, I want to help you. You can get out of this life. I know people… a person… who has.”

It wasn’t until she glanced down at the bracelet his fingers made around her wrist that he realized he was still holding on. When he let go, she frowned.

“Why are you doing this?”

He shrugged and went with the truth. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

She licked her lips and he couldn’t look away from the glistening moisture her tongue left on the pink flesh. “We should deal with that.”

He gave her back a twisted smile. “I’m trying to.”

Her laugh stroked him. “Not what I meant.”

“I know. Why are you doing this?”

Suddenly, she was only Valerie again. “What?”

“You asked me, I’m asking you.”

She stared at him for a long moment, and, just as suddenly, she wasn’t Valerie, she wasn’t anything he knew. To begin with, she was one hell of a lot older than mid-twenties, and when she spoke, her voice sounded as though it came from very far away as well as from inside his head. “I take them into me, but it never lasts, and I’m alone again.”

Over the last few years, Lee had seen a lot of things that terrified him. This wasn’t one of them. “…maybe it’s just that she’s so vulnerable, in spite of… everything.” What he’d said to Tony still stood. A word like everything covered a lot of ground.

“You don’t have to be alone.” And he was back in the sandwich shop again, sitting across a grimy, laminate table from an attractive woman in a blue dress. “I think you could use a friend.”

“A friend?” This expression, the staring like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing, he recognized, although he was usually the one wearing it. “You don’t know…”

“I have a pretty good idea.” He shrugged. “I’m the second lead in a vampire/detective show. I read some weird shit. Not to mention, my life has gotten interesting lately.”

“And you still think we could be friends?” She stared at him like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. All things considered, Lee found that kind of funny. “I’m a…”

“Hooker.” He grinned when the corner of her mouth twitched. “Yeah. I know people who’ve got out of… that.”

“That?”

“Something very like that. My partner’s ex is kind of…” It was as if thinking of Tony magically made him appear. There he was, suddenly standing on the other side of West Cordova, and even through the sandwich shop’s filthy windows, he looked…

Terrified.

“There’s something wrong.” Lee shoved his chair back and tossed his card onto the table. “That’s got my cell number on it. You can call any time. We’ll work this out. But I’ve got to…”

“Go.”

“Yeah.” He gripped her shoulder as he passed, and ran out the door. “Tony!”

*

Tony’d found the car but he couldn’t find Lee, and his hand was shaking too much to use his phone, and…

“Tony!”

He turned in time to see Lee start across the road toward him.

To see the SUV come out of nowhere.

To hear the impact.

To see Lee flung into the air. To see him land crumpled by the curb in a position the living could never hold.

Tony knew dead.

He froze. His heart shattered like Lee had been shattered. Then he took one step. And another.

She reached the body first. Stood there for a moment, searching Tony’s face. Then she dropped to her knees, gathered Lee up onto her lap and pressed her mouth to his.

“Oh my God! I didn’t see him.”

Panicked hands grabbed Tony’s arms, fingers digging painfully deep in a grip he couldn’t break.

“He was just suddenly there.”

All Tony could see was a red face and wide eyes and a mouth that wouldn’t stop moving.

“I swear I didn’t see him. I wasn’t going that fast. He didn’t look. He was just there!”

Then other hands grabbed, and other voices started to yell out words that stopped making sense, and Tony finally managed to break free.

He found Lee sitting on the edge of road, his jeans were torn and there was blood on the denim, blood on his shirt, and a smear of scarlet lipstick on the corner of his mouth.

His heart starting to beat again, Tony bent and picked the blue dress up off the pavement.

Together, they watched a cloud of fine silver ash blow away on the breeze.
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