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ERIC:


THE WEDDING DAY


I shouldn’t have been doing what I was doing, but I was. I was supposed to be getting dressed, following the plan: slip into the monkey suit, get married, and fly away to Paris for the honeymoon.

Instead I was fucking the maid of honor, which while usually the objective for a single guy at a wedding, is less appropriate for the groom, even if he happens to be a vampire, like me. I could’ve blamed Rachel, the maid of honor in question, but it wasn’t her fault. I already knew she had no morals. She’d demonstrated that in all sorts of ways, ranging from helping a demon try to steal my soul last Christmas to blowing up my strip club and setting my movie theater on fire—all to get herself out of a demonic deal that really hadn’t been all that terrible in the first place. She was only the maid of honor because she was the bride’s sister, and that was the picture Tabitha, my vampiric bride-to-be, had stuck in her head about the way her wedding day ought to unfold.

In a way, I’d spent my entire engagement to Tabitha waiting for the newness of sex with her little sister to wear off, but it didn’t seem likely. As a tantric witch, if there was one thing in the world Rachel was good at, sex was it.

Sex between a human and a vampire is multilayered. For humans, it’s about danger, the dark thrill of being with one of the undead, the idea that at any moment your lover will sink his teeth into you and you may or may not see the light of day again. For vampires, it’s about getting to feel warm, being allowed to play with our food. It satisfies the primal urge to dominate the living I think we all have.

Sex with Tabitha wasn’t bad, since she was a Living Doll—a vampire with the ability to turn her bodily functions back on—so she could feel warm and wonderful like a human, but sex with Rachel was on another level. Every time I slipped inside her, Rachel used her tantric magic to make me feel alive, literally, and each encounter was better than the one before, another heartbeat, or another true breath, not the stuff we do just to push air out so we can talk.

Then again, it wasn’t just that either. I’ve always had a weakness for women in fancy dresses, their lipstick just right, all decked out to the nines . . . the way some of them still manage to look surprised that you noticed. In short, I was trying to stay faithful to Tabitha, but I was . . . less than successful.

I moved atop Rachel, her back pressed against the dresser, my eyes locked with hers. The butterfly tattoo on her left cheek caught my eye, a visible reminder of her thralldom. Any vampire more powerful than a Drone can make a thrall, but the amount of control and the strength of abilities passed on to the human participant is a variable, largely based on the power level of the vampire. Through me, Rachel was immortal—well, okay, ageless—but she was also bound to me. I could force her to obey commands.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to release you?” I asked. “I still don’t really believe in having thralls.” I was such a hypocrite. Counting Rachel, I had six thralls, including a mage named Magbidion, a few ladies I’d rescued from a pimp down by the Bitemore Hotel, and Beatrice, a young woman who’d once been enthralled by another vampire named Lady Gabriella.

Rachel smirked and shook her head. “I’ll keep the eternal youth, thanks.”

I nipped at her neck, playfully, without the fangs.

“You already ate,” she chided.

My eyes closed as I built toward climax, my fingers closing on her breasts, the metal rings in her nipples hard beneath my pressing thumbs. “So?” My breath blew cold against her neck, raising chill bumps.

“I want to try something.” Rachel pushed me out of her body, taking me in her hand before I could protest. It wasn’t how I wanted to finish. Rachel’s lips blurred. Words that humans aren’t meant to know or hear hissed at my ears. Rachel had lost her full mystic might when we’d killed the demon who’d given her magic, but the tantric side of her abilities had flourished. There are points on the body that funnel energy, or at least people who believe in that sort of thing think they do. They’re called chakras, and just then all of mine got hot.

“What are you doing?”

Her eyes told me she didn’t have time to answer, that for what she was doing the timing was vital. The pleasure built, a need to explode and then release, but with the release came something new, or perhaps old.

When you become a vampire, all of your bodily fluids are replaced with blood: tears, saliva, everything. Of course, an undead heart doesn’t beat, but mine was beating. A vampire’s blood doesn’t flow, but mine was flowing. Taste buds become specialized, sensitive only to blood, but my mouth tasted like cinnamon; it was all I could smell too, a side effect of Rachel’s twisted evil (and okay, awesome) magic. She held a single drop of the new side effect on the tip of her index finger.

“It worked,” she howled triumphantly.

I counted heartbeats, felt the core warmth creeping back into my bones. While my fiancée can turn her body back on like that, make herself seem alive, and that’s great and all . . . it isn’t much better than average human warmth. Like most vampires, I crave true warmth, a sensation the living take for granted. Is it any wonder I kept sleeping with the one woman in the world who made me feel that way, despite the fact that she had almost gotten me and several people I care about killed to save her own neck?

The telltale cinnamon odor of her magic faded, overpowered by the scents of sex and sweat. My tux had a wet spot.

Shit!

Vampires have an excellent sense of smell, vampire fiancées included. Tabitha might not smell it while in her Living Doll state, because doing so dulls her vampiric abilities and senses. But she wasn’t going to be the only vampire in attendance. I couldn’t walk down the aisle smelling like Rachel, that was for damn sure. If I did, it would get back to Tabitha eventually—I was sure of it.

My “best individual” (apparently it isn’t politically correct to say “best man” or even “best person” at a supernatural wedding), a Mouser named Talbot who’d been with me for several decades, ever since a particularly bad week or two in El Segundo, knocked on the door. “Eric? It’s time.” He opened the door a crack, looking dapper as hell, the custom-made tux perfectly fitting his massive muscular frame. Light from the hallway gleamed off his bald head and dark black skin. His kind can look human, but they’re far from it. A cough preceded his next sentence. “And Rachel, your sister is wondering where her maid of honor has run off to.”

“Do you want to see if it can get me pregnant? Want to be a daddy for real?” Rachel asked, beaming, ignoring Talbot completely. She’d put pink and blue streaks in her hair for the occasion—the wedding, not the sex—and that, combined with the current request, the twinkle in her bright green eyes, told me she’d given this much more thought than she wanted to let on. “You’re up all night already so it isn’t like you’ll lose any sleep.”

I gave Talbot a look that screamed “help,” but he did not come to my rescue.

“I’ll stall,” he said before slipping back down the corridor into the chapel. Coward. As I thought the word, I recalled the image of Talbot in his furred-out super-cat combat form, eyes and mane glowing as I hurled him through the air after a demon that had been getting away. Killing demons are what Mousers do best and . . .

Rachel was still looking at me expectantly, still awaiting my answer. I looked at her finger and remembered the question she’d just asked me.

Double shit!

“Are you crazy?” I asked her, panicked. “No!”

Rachel laughed, licking the fluid in question from her finger, but she sounded hurt. “It’s okay this time, but if you want to be really sure, maybe you should invest in some condoms, Master.”

“Don’t call me Master,” I growled. “Think of something! I can’t go out there like this.”

“So don’t go out there.” Rachel slipped back into her pink dress. “Dominate her, or . . . hell, she’s your creation. Tell her to get stuffed; leave her at the altar. You don’t need her for anything unless you want to fulfill the whole ‘ménage à trois with sisters fantasy,’ and even then, I can find you a pair of live sisters to do that. Fuck, baby, I’ll find you twins.”

Rachel is an enabler.

When I was human, I’d nearly gotten married. Instead of taking my vows and undergoing the big ring exchange, I’d gotten murdered by the man Marilyn, my then-fiancée, had been having an affair with . . . my best friend Whatshisname. It started with an R, I think. Ronald, maybe? Anyway, the important thing is that I rose as a vampire and also as a revenant, simultaneously, but I didn’t rise remembering what had happened. My memory still sucks.

Old Whatshisname and I had both become vampires, and we were friends for decades after we died. It had been only a year or so since I’d figured it all out. Then, I trapped him in a little soul-prison that looks like a marble (a fate he’d intended for me) and gave him to Lord Phillip, the ranking local high society vamp who wound up sticking the Stone of Aeternum in my chest as a reward. The Stone can be used to raise the dead and other funky crap, but in my case it’s supposed to make me a True Immortal (the living breathing kind) if I’m ever cured of my vampirism, not that I’m going out of my way to try.

Rising as two kinds of undead at once is supposedly what made me an Emperor-level vampire. Vampires are supposed to come in four different flavors: Drones, Soldiers, Masters, and Vlads. If they were beverages, Drones would be milk (no power to speak of and not worth crying over), Soldiers would be tea (a little bit of kick, but nothing that will keep you awake nights), Masters might be coffee (avoid before bedtime), and Vlads would be a concoction from Starbucks with an extra shot of espresso. But Emperors wouldn’t even be a beverage—we’d be something like whole chocolate-covered dark espresso beans. Every now and then, the universe cuts you a break. Speaking of which . . .

Guests had been arriving at the wedding in transportation modes of varying impressiveness. Usually this meant some type of limousine with windows that had been thoroughly blacked out. I’d hoped that by holding the wedding during the day we’d get tons of polite regrets. Instead the vampiric elite had all taken it as a challenge to find a way to be awake and attend. I think most of them did it just to chap my ass.

Out in the vestibule, I heard Talbot greeting Lord Phillip, but beyond that, rapidly approaching, I heard motorcycle engines—not just one, but maybe a dozen. Needless to say, no one on the guest list would be showing up on a motorcycle. Then I smelled wet fur. Werewolves. The first thought that went through my head was: I’m the luckiest motherfucker on the planet!

“Attention, undead filth!” a voice rang out with the crackle and pop of an outdated bullhorn. “Marriage is for the living, not the dead! Till death do us part, not in death do we start! Now burn!”

“Get cleaned up,” I ordered Rachel. Given her druthers, she’d have disobeyed, but that’s the great thing about thralls. They can argue with you until you make it an order, but then they have to obey.

My vampiric speed kicked in and I ran out of the dressing room still zipping up my fly. My adopted daughter Greta, a six-foot blonde, met me at the chapel door. She was dressed as a flower girl in white, a basket of rose petals in her hand. I’d rescued Greta from a truly bad situation and adopted her as my own. She’d been human, only nine or ten years old, and though I’d turned her on her twenty-first birthday, sometimes when I look at her I still see that little girl, feel that need to protect her. Whatever was coming, it was not going to hurt my daughter. “I’ve never seen werewolves like this before, Dad,” she said.

A Molotov cocktail burst through a stained-glass window, only to be deftly caught and flung out again by Ebon Winter, one of my guests. Imagine the most handsome man possible in all creation and you’ll be picturing Ebon Winter. He has that effect on people. Winter is a gambler and an artist. He sings, he owns a really upscale club called the Artiste Unknown, he designs his own clothes, and he’s one heck of an interior decorator. He’s high society, and his pathological need to bet on damn near everything, up to and including social interactions and how long it’ll take me to lose my temper, makes him a bit dangerous to hang out with, but otherwise not bad. I’d invited him even though he had told me he was betting against me in Paris . . . whatever the hell that meant.

“Phil,” Winter called over his shoulder, “a little cloud cover for our combustible groom?”

Lord Phillip effectively runs Void City, the slice of urban America I call home, along with who knows how much of the rest of the country. He’s short, fat, and balding, but he’s also the only vampire spell caster the Mage Guild hasn’t destroyed. He’s also in charge of the Veil of Scrythax, the magic what’s-it that helps conceal the existence of the supernatural from Void City’s more mundane inhabitants. Phil is rarely seen outside of the Highland Towers, preferring not to risk his unlife away from the ironclad protection of his mystic wards. My wedding was an exception.

“If you insist.” He smiled and began to open an umbrella. “Tut, tut,” he quoted, like a grown-up Christopher Robin gone horribly wrong, “it looks like rain,” and suddenly, it did.

Phillip’s clouds, black and rain-filled, rolled in so fast I scarcely made it out of the church in time to catch the last rays of vanishing sunlight and set myself on fire. Charbroiled and still sizzling, there was no way I’d have even a whiff of Rachel clinging to me. Not a drop of rain had fallen yet, but the werewolves were soaking wet, completely doused in water so holy I could smell the altar boys. They must have soaked themselves before the fight. Lovely.

The rain arrived right on cue, extinguishing my flaming carcass, and I laughed out of habit as the water washed over me, leaving me just as wet as the werewolves.

Werewolves usually look silly to me, but, even soaked to the skin, these guys were something special. Intricate patterns had been shaved into their fur like Celtic knotwork or henna tattoos. The flesh beneath had been inked in solid colors: black, blue, green, and red. I could tell which was the Alpha. I’d tangled with an Alpha werewolf not long before, the first truly impressive lycanthrope I’d ever seen, and the leader of these guys gave off the same vibe he had. I can take on normal werewolves in groups, but I’d never actually had to fight an Alpha, since the local Alpha, William, and I had worked out our differences at gunpoint. First time for everything.

Most of these wolves had crosses etched or painted on their claws. The Alpha smiled at me with a mouth full of fangs that showed the same kind of detailing. His fur was black as midnight and he stared at me through angry eyes, one blue and one brown. I was still happy he’d showed up.
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RACHEL:


LITTLE SISTER


Tabitha didn’t even leave her dressing room, the stupid cow. Standing in her white dress, she peered eagerly past me into the hall, but made no move to go help her husband-to-be.

“What’s going on?” Tabitha whined.

“Sorry, I’ve been ordered to wash up,” I snarked. “No vapid bimbo chat time left.”

I slid the frilly pink dress off over my head while waiting for Tabitha to react. Instead, she peeked out the door into the hallway, trying to get a glimpse of the excitement out front. Mom’s imagined voice chattered inside my head, “Don’t tease your sister, Rae, this is her special day.” I slipped out of the light blue thong I’d been wearing and, as a second thought, wiped my crotch with it before following my master’s instructions to wash up.

Cold water ran out of the tap and echoing raindrops spattered against the clouded glass of the restroom’s single exterior window.

“Too bad Mom couldn’t be here,” I called into the other room. “She probably thinks you’re still alive.”

“I know,” Tabitha answered.

“Want me to call her?” I teased. Mom had seen me buried. Before that, she’d watched the leukemia take its toll and break me until I was nothing more than a shell of myself, a pain-ridden harpy hurting everyone I’d ever loved because they got to live and I was a sick seventeen-year-old who was going to barely make it to eighteen and even that only if I was lucky. Tabitha could have saved me from the grave, from the sickness, from all of it. She’d been dating a vampire—Eric—even then, but as it was, I’d had to save myself, find my own way back to life.

You don’t want to know what they do to little witch wannabes in hell. If you’re strong enough, and willing, devious, and smart enough to play your cards right, you can work a deal to come back. First, though, you have to impress them. God, do you have to impress them.

“No!” Tabitha touched my back. “Don’t you dare!”

“I think Mom and Lord Phillip would hit it off. With all the work she’s had done, she still looks pretty fuckable.”

I pulled several brown paper towels free of the wall dispenser and smirked, thinking about Father Ike. I still didn’t understand how Eric had convinced a human priest to perform a marriage ceremony for vampires. When I asked Father Ike about it, the little old priest had laughed and cleared his throat. “I’ve been trying to save that wily old sinner since we served together in Korea. If he’s still walking and talking, then I believe there is hope. If I can get him into a church for any reason, so much the better.” Maybe if I’d met someone like Father Ike, back before I got sick, went to hell, came back . . . maybe it would have been different. Everybody ought to know a Father Ike.

“Rachel, please don’t screw this up for me.”

“Fine.” I held the paper towels under the now-warm water just enough to get it damp and wiped Eric’s scent off me. He was so paranoid. Tabitha’s senses were dulled when she played human, and playing human was the only way she could stay awake during daylight hours. She was still as hard to kill as a vampire, but her other attributes became utterly mundane. He should have just let it go. Now I had to make him sorry. “Look, you’re right,” I said, smiling. “This is your special day.”

“A little special for you, too,” Tabitha said. She handed my dress back to me. “Who did you meet?”

“Some guy,” I answered vaguely as I watched her reaction in the mirror, somehow disturbed by her ability. It takes insane levels of magic to fool a mirror. They reflect truth. “You don’t know him.”

That was true, too. She’d never really know Eric. You have to see terrible things, feel real pain and despair, and get angry enough to crawl out of your grave before you can see things the way he does. “You know what Mom would be worried about, don’t you?”

“The fight?”

“Something old.” I patted myself down with several more paper towels.

“Something new,” Tabitha interjected. I let her help zip up the back of my dress.

“Something borrowed. Something blue,” we finished together.

“I forgot all about that,” Tabitha fretted. Thunder cracked and lightning struck out in the street. Lord Phillip was having some fun.

“Don’t worry, Tab.” Slut! “I can take care of everything.” Bitch! I picked up my thong and waggled it at her. “Something borrowed and something blue all in one package.” It was a pleasure to watch her recoil.

“But you wore those; they smell like sex,” she whined, disgusted.

“It’ll spice up the honeymoon too, the smell of me and you all mixed up together . . .”

Uncertainty was pushed gradually aside by her desire to please Master. I wondered if she even knew that she thought about him in two different ways, the vampire part of her recognizing him as Master while the human part still conjured images of Eric, her one true love, her knight in shining goddamn armor.

“Maybe.”

Idiot. How he ever brought himself to turn you, much less propose to you I’ll never know, I thought. You can’t be that great a lay. “Or you and I could give him a three-way in the marriage bed. I guarantee you he’ll never forget it.”

She snatched the panties away with a sigh.

“No.” She sounded exasperated. “You promised me that you wouldn’t sleep with him.”

“And I’ve kept that promise.” Also true; we weren’t sleeping. “But it doesn’t hurt to offer. You know it’s what he wants. Of course he might settle for permission to fuck me every once in a while.”

“Shut up! Shut your filthy mouth!” The slap caught me by surprise, sharp and painful against my jaw. Anger had brought out a little of Tabitha’s vampire strength, spinning me around so that I bounced off the sink and then to the floor, pink taffeta bunched up around my feet. That was the line she shouldn’t have crossed. Eric could slap me if he wanted. As long as he got off on it I wouldn’t care, because my magic would make it feel as good to me as it felt to him, but Tabitha? No fucking way did she get to bat me around. I think that’s when I made my decision. How do you make a guy who doesn’t care what you do to him sorry? How do you punish a good-for-nothing piece of shit big sister for knocking you around? Same way.

“God!” Tabitha moaned. “Why do you have to say things like that? Shit! I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

For the briefest of moments, I considered using some of the power I’d leeched from Eric and going toe-to-toe with her in my own minor version of Eric’s uber vamp form. Killing her with his own power—power I wouldn’t even have possessed if he’d been able to keep out of my pants—would have been epic in a Fatal Attraction sort of way, but I only managed to get a little bit of power each time Eric and I fucked, and to be honest, it was too precious to waste on her. No. She deserved a little trip on the Tantra Train. That way I could bat her around in my own special way while simultaneously gaining a tool to make Eric feel guilty as hell. Perfect. Frickin’ elegant even.

All aboard.

I don’t use Tantra the way others might. Brahma, Shiva, Kali Ma, all that is for humans. What I use is older. It’s what a succubus might teach you in a Hadean back alley if she took a liking to you. Most forms of Tantra are about opening up to the energy that flows through us, tapping the creative force present in all life. Mine is about sex through power, for power, and of power—an unholy union. When I still had a demonic patron, I could tap into other branches of magic, like pyromancy—that sort of thing. Tabitha was going to wish that I had done just that: simply set her on fire.

I lay on the floor, unmoving. Tabitha stepped forward, the folds of her wide floor-length gown cascading over my arm. “I’m”—my hand went under her dress, touching Tabitha’s Muladhara, the chakra between her anus and vagina; it controls survival instinct—”fine.” You have nothing to fear. I forced a sense of safety less into her mind than into her being, her essence. I’m your sister. I won’t hurt you. She would be surprised by the things I know about people. For example, Tabitha was never supposed to be a Vlad. She should have been a Soldier at best. Maybe she had enough hidden depths to be a Master vampire, but I doubt it.

When an Emperor vampire—like Eric—turns a human woman, that person is elevated to Vlad status whether she deserves it or not. Any members of the same sex an Emperor turns become Drones—it’s why Kyle, Eric’s son, was “born” an idiot while Greta, Eric’s daughter, got to be a Vlad. It’s un-nature’s way of letting them keep friends around, but preventing those friends from becoming threats. The point is that Vlads usually get to be Vlads because they are incredibly strong willed and unique, which makes it harder for me to do my thing. Harder, but not impossible, and since Tabitha isn’t a normal Vlad . . .

“Safe,” she murmured.

Touching her through her gown was gonna work just fine. One chakra at a time, I manipulated the inner Tabitha: Swadhisthana over the groin to make my intrusion pleasurable, Manipura over the solar plexus to make what I was doing satisfy her hunger, Anahata over her heart to awake familial love and put her further at ease, Vishuddha at the throat so that I could still her tongue or guide her words. When I got to Ajna, the third eye, she was shaking violently, her spirit trying to fight me, shake off my control. Your spirit self knows things your brain doesn’t, and hers knew that this was bad mojo.

My lips touched her forehead and I could sense her deepest desires. She wanted to taste. Her body could pretend to be alive in every respect but one: her taste buds still reacted only to blood. I gave her taste, filling her mouth with the cinnamon flavor of my magic. The pleasure built as I placed my hands on either side of her head and kissed the final chakra.

The crown chakra is called Sahasrara; it controls everything else. It’s basically the doorway to consciousness. I took it last, stealing her mind. Normally when I do that to people I give them the most mind-blowing orgasm they’ll ever experience in exchange, but not Tabitha. She didn’t deserve it, so she got all the buildup without the release. Nice.

“Put on the panties,” I told her. “It’ll turn him on. Best not to think about why. He’s a man. They get off on weird stuff.”

“Okay,” she said in a conspiratorial whisper. “Why not?”

“I mean, if he can’t get kinky with his wife”—I straightened her dress, began to repair the damage I’d done to her makeup—”then he might want to stray.”

“You’re such a good sister,” she said. One bloody tear welled within her eye and I dabbed it away with the paper towels I’d used to dry myself. She was still seeming human, so the tear should have been a normal tear, not a vampire’s. I leaned in close, watched her eyes. I still had her in my power, and it wasn’t like she was strong enough to put up any real resistance . . . or I didn’t think she was, but it was almost as if I’d underestimated her, like she had hidden depths and was fighting my power. . . . Odd.

“No one else in the world has a sister like you,” she said with a smile.

“You have no idea.”
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ERIC:


THE HAIRY BIKER REVIVAL


This isn’t going exactly as I’d planned,” I coughed between gouts of flame. Note to self: next time you wind up fighting one of the increasing number of werewolf zealots in the United States, and an ally of yours is nice enough to summon up a storm so you won’t spend the whole melee on fire, don’t let the werewolves bless the rain and force your mouth open. It sucks.

Not that the fight itself was going well. Based on the combat chatter, the lead werewolf’s name seemed to be Deacon. He perched on my chest, hind claws cutting into my stomach, actively trying to rip my head from my shoulders. At least I could close my mouth.

“I’m coming to help you, Dad!” Greta’s scream bit through the rain and storm.

“No!” I shouted back. “Even the rain is blessed. You’ll be destroyed!” Greta’s tough, but any holy wounds she receives don’t heal unless I bleed on them. Of course, the way things were going, she’d be able to find my blood just about anywhere on the street.

My vampire speed just wouldn’t kick back in, and strength alone wasn’t cutting it. In short, my powers had picked a bad time to act finicky. Between the time I died and came back as a vampire, I’d been embalmed. Usually, that stops the turning process and you die for real, but not for me. I’d always thought that surviving my burial prep is what had screwed up my powers. Turns out I’d only been half right. Like everything with me, it was complicated.

The embalming didn’t kill me because I didn’t become a vampire in the traditional way at all. Like any other member of the Courtney family line who dies and is found “unworthy” of the big happily ever afterlife, I came back. Gotta love those family curses! As if that wasn’t enough, I’d also been enchanted by Lord Phillip—magic elixir in the embalming fluid or something—supposedly to slow the development of my powers and to hide me from my sire, who apparently would eventually show up to kill me, not just for shits and giggles, but because I turned out to be an Emperor-level vamp, like her, and Phil didn’t want that to happen too early for his Machiavellian plans, whatever they might actually be, to come to fruition.

Crazy, huh? Things got a little better recently, though. An Emperor’s powers don’t function properly until they create a memento mori: a repository for the more id-based portion of their power. Of course they can’t die until they create one either, so if something happens which might normally kill the vampire portion of an Emperor (in my case, getting explodicated with shaped charges of blessed C-4), you create one when your body reforms. My abilities had become more reliable since then, but the further I am from my memento mori, the screwier they get. And they’re screwy in the falling-out-of-the-sky Greatest American Hero sort of way.

Most Emperors use something small for a memento mori, the repository of their darkness—a ring or a necklace, something they can keep with them, something intensely personal—but since I’d created mine without knowing what I was doing and since it happened to be the closest of my personal effects that hadn’t joined me in reduced-to-less-than-ashes land, I’d used my 1964 ½ Mustang convertible. It answers to “Fang.” It feeds on roadkill. And since it is now, in effect, vampiric (with a few zombie-like tendencies), I try to keep it out of the sun—which is why I’d parked it a few blocks away on a covered deck. Parking closer might have been a good idea.

Ligaments in my neck started to pop. Skin sizzled with each drop of rain.

Then I heard it, the roar of one angry Mustang. I love my car, even more now that he’s a twisted evil undead machine. My skin turned gray, then black, and I started to grow. Finally, I was about to get my uber vamp on! Holy stuff doesn’t sting my Emperor form as badly as it does my normal vampire self. Even sunlight takes longer to kick in.

Behind me, in the church, I heard Winter say something about winning a bet and several vampires sighed while others applauded. Eight feet tall in my Emperor form, I flexed my leathery wings and clicked my claws.

“That damn vampire bets on everything,” I growled.

“It’s true,” Deacon spat, which could have been an acceptable response to my statement, but the way his eyes widened as he said it made me think we were talking about two different subjects altogether.

“What is?” Was he talking about me being an Emperor? My uber vamp form? What? I threw him off me like a rag doll, but he didn’t land like one. Spry and nimble, Deacon crouched on all fours, growling the opening of the Lord’s Prayer in Latin.

“Form up, Apostles!” he shouted.

I hazarded a glance at the door of the church and the vampires crowding in under the awning to watch the show. Phillip held up a charred bit of metal, as if that would explain something to me about why he’d stopped tossing lightning bolts. More cautious vamps watched through the eyes of their human thralls. It’s a trick that I don’t know, but then again I prefer things up close and personal. Not one of them looked like they had any intention of helping me out.

Werewolves are good pack hunters. Vampires do well in ones and twos, but large-scale organization isn’t our thing.

“Looks like you’ve got your hands full, boss,” Talbot’s voice caught my ear. He wouldn’t help me either. Talbot only fights in self-defense or when he’s hunting or when he damn well feels like it. There was no way he was risking that tux. Mousers are like that.

Twelve werewolves charged as one, wet fur glistening as they came. Time slowed for everything except me and Fang, raindrops slowing in the air, then freezing, motionless, like a wire-fu bullet-time moment from a huge effects movie, plus fur and fangs.

Two and a half tons of zealotry and claw looks dangerous no matter how fast it is or isn’t moving, but the pause in battle gave me time to think. I wasn’t facing just one Alpha wolf. This was a pack of Alphas. The other eleven didn’t look like Alphas at first, because next to Deacon any other werewolf looked like a runt. Time returned to normal before it occurred to me that I ought to be hitting things, so I stupidly met the pack head-on.

Fang charged into the mass from the side, scattering them between us. One Apostle found himself being drawn slowly and inexorably beneath Fang’s undercarriage, screaming as he went. Getting eaten by Fang is not a pleasant way to go, and the werewolf fought it, claws scoring the asphalt as he struggled. Everywhere I touched the wolves, their holiness stung. The blessed rain was taking its toll too, and I actually began to wonder whether I was going to make it without a little help. Covered in a mass of werewolves, I stumbled back against Fang, and then I felt them. The rats.

Once before, I’d summoned a cloud of bats to block out the sun. I had no idea how I’d done it then, but I’d seen the same sort of thing depicted in stained glass back at the Highland Towers. This time, it was rats, a plague of them. They crawled out of the sewer like they’d been massing underground waiting for my call. Surging out of storm grates, more rats than I would have thought could possibly have been infesting the area swarmed to my rescue, gnashing, biting, and paying no attention to the holy water.

Deacon grabbed the werewolf Fang was eating and hauled him out from under the Mustang with a horrendous rip like a cow tearing in half. That I know what that sounds like frightens me a little. Either way, the lycanthrope came free, though he was legless below the knees.

“Enough!” A voice like a nun’s ruler on your knuckles cut through everything. I didn’t see the speaker right off, but I knew his identity. Father Ike doesn’t yell very often, but when he does, it demands attention. I’d ask him if he had a little touch of vampirism, but I know that’s not where he gets the juice. He gets it from belief. The Apostles jerked up short, and a Semitic man wearing a priest’s alb and preaching scarf over his single-breasted cassock stared at us all in a combination of disapproval and bemusement.

“Sorry, Ike,” Deacon and I said together, surprising each other as well as our accomplices with our familiarity.

“Eric,” he said, pointing at the rats. His gaze told me he wanted them gone. I transformed back to normal, wearing my standard “Welcome to the Void” T-shirt and jeans, the warmth of the newly formed clothes sinking into my skin despite the rain. With the uber vamp gone, the rats scurried like, well, like rats, back into the nooks, crannies, and drains from which they had emerged.

Pleased with my contrition, Ike and his glare moved on to Deacon. The sable fur vanished as Alpha werewolf was replaced by a tall blond man in his early thirties, heavily muscled, but proportioned evenly like a martial artist. I noticed the tattoos and other artwork weren’t present in his human form and both eyes were brown. He had a chin you could crash a bus into, and the bus might come away with the worst of it.

Fang backed timidly into the shadow of the church, the ghost of John Paul Courtney (my great-great-grandfather—yet another recipient of the Courtney family curse that had caused my vampirism) appearing in the passenger’s seat once the darkness covered the car. In life, he’d failed to do whatever it is the curse actually wants us Courtneys to do, but it turned him into a ghost and tied him to his magic revolver in kind of a Jiminy Cricket role to other cursed Courtneys instead of vamping him, which I guess is like being second runner-up or something when compared to the grand prize of being found worthy and actually being allowed to die.

What can I say? I’ve led an interesting death. So had John Paul Courtney. In his day, he’d been almost single-handedly responsible for scaring religion into the lycanthrope community. All the good little werewolves, the ones that said their prayers to God, Buddha, or the deity of their choice at night—he left them alone. All the bad little werewolves got a bullet from El Alma Perdida (the aforementioned magic gun) right between the eyes and had their furry little souls trapped inside. I don’t think JPC realized that when he died, his spirit would be tied to the gun, too. Seeing him jogged my memory. El Alma Perdida was in Fang’s glove box. I had a gun specifically for killing werewolves, a magic gun with fucking magic bullets, in my magic car and I’d forgotten all about the damn thing until the fight was over.

“Typical.” It’s no use being exasperated with my memory. As far as I know it’s exasperated with me too and doesn’t work correctly out of spite. I walked under the awning, glad to see I wasn’t the only one who felt like a teenager caught fighting on the playground.

Heavy rain became drizzle as the wet werewolf in human form stood drenched and downcast before Father Ike. The Apostles shuffled clear, eyes averted, tails tucked between their legs. Sharp soft whimpers escaped their throats as Ike spoke.

“You know better than this.” Father Ike placed a hand on Deacon’s arm. “I expect better. You’ve come so far.”

“But they’re getting married, Father. The dead can’t marry. It’s evil . . . wrong.”

“Oh, I expect they can in some circumstances.” Ike patted Deacon twice, then moved his hand. “In China the dead may marry the living or each other. It isn’t exactly the norm here, but then again neither is vampirism or lycanthropy. Would I refuse to marry two lycanthropes because they are sometimes wolves and, as animals, have no right to marriage or to heaven?”

“It’s not the same, Father,” Deacon growled.

“Not exactly, no.” The sun peeked out from behind the clouds on Father Ike’s smile. “But I expect it may be more similar than you are willing to admit. In death, I believe that there is no marriage, but the two souls I join together here today are neither exactly dead nor alive. I’m willing to let Him worry about the particulars of it all. Aren’t you, Simon?”

“No,” Deacon/Simon bristled. “No, I am not, but I will respect this place and I will respect you, Father. I’ll come by later to repair the window.”

“Don’t worry about the window.” Ike nodded toward the church. “It’s been taken care of.” It was, too. None of us saw it happen, but the hole was gone and there was no broken glass to be found. Every vampire parted the way as Ike walked toward us, each monster steering well clear of the priest for fear that even a careless touch might cause him or her to burst into flames. He stopped short before passing Lord Phillip.

“I won’t have unnatural rain over my church again, Phillipus.”

“Mea culpa, Isaac.” Phil sounded whipped. It was a pleasant sound.
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RACHEL:


ALWAYS THE BRIDESMAID


Ebon Winter sang “Agnus Dei” at my sister’s wedding and I saw animated corpses with goose bumps and blood-streaked cheeks. If you check my iPod, you’ll find a selection of Amy Grant (a very guilty pleasure if you’re a witch). Her version of that song had been my favorite. After hearing Winter’s, I had to delete it. He’s like that. Once he covers a song, you can’t listen to any other version without comparing it unfavorably to his.

If there really is a god out there, I mean besides something created by the minds of man, a glorified receptacle of group belief, I think she should have either struck Winter down for daring to sing a song like that or lifted him up and rewarded him for the act. I took the lack of chariot, flaming or otherwise, as yet another sign that she isn’t there. Maybe hell made me cynical.

My sister walked down the aisle to a haunting rendition of “Here Comes the Bride” played on the church organ by Winter, and I tried not to sneer at how beautiful she looked. Tabitha’s always been the pretty one, like Vivian Leigh’s version of Scarlett in Gone with the Wind. Undeath agreed with her. It always takes off a few pounds and skinnies a person up a little. She’d been left with a wasp-like waist further accentuated by her ample breasts. Her long black hair hung down past her shoulders, and her dress was a marvel of white satin and lace. It was all I could do to stifle the urge to step on the six-foot train of her dress.

Eric’s other female thralls stood in as bridesmaids. Beatrice’s fiery red hair was done up in ringlets, cascading down her back, her startling blue-gray eyes reminding me of the storm clouds outside. She’d once belonged to Lady Gabriella, but she was happier with Eric. We all were. Behind Beatrice stood the ex-blood whores, three thralls Eric had rescued from a prostitution ring run by Petey and his gang, a group of child vampires out of what used to be Sweet Heart Row.

Gladys winked at Esteban, Lady Gabriella’s lover, in a teasing way, curling strands of her recently dyed purple hair around her finger. Erin, the mousiest of the bridesmaids, elbowed Gladys when she noticed, only to find herself subtly rebuked with a withering glare from Cheryl, whose short brown hair and severe temperament remained unchanged for the happy occasion.

Tabitha was oblivious to it all and probably would have been whether I’d been controlling her or not. How fitting that she should be attended by whores and a hellion.

As if he could read my mind, Father Ike delivered a look of stern rebuke, which I returned with a lascivious smile and a mouthed “Eat me.” The nerve of him, to look down his nose at me in a church full of vampires.

An arrangement of “Mama, I’m Coming Home” for pipe organ announced the groom. In jeans and tennis shoes, he walked down the aisle wearing his “Welcome to the Void” T-shirt like it was a tux, looking so hot it made me want to tackle him before he reached the altar.

Ike’s frown vanished when he saw Eric. Was it because my sister had agreed to walk down the aisle first and let Eric follow? Or was it the strange hold Eric had over some people, Tabitha and me included? I couldn’t hate him if I wanted to. Get angry? Sure. Get even? Absolutely. But stay mad? Never.

When Eric arrived at the altar, he winked at Tabitha and they kissed. Father Ike cleared his throat to the sound of amused chuckling from the audience.

“Sorry, Father,” Eric murmured after the kiss.

Father Ike preached. He preached about love and faithfulness and he quoted freely from the Bible about the things love is, isn’t, and must always be. I hadn’t been to church since I was seven, but I found myself listening to him, feeling guilty about myself, and hating him for it. When he came to the part where they ask if anyone knows why the bride and groom should not be married, I couldn’t say anything even though I wanted to. It was like his presence sealed my mouth. Eric didn’t belong with Tabitha, he belonged with me. I gritted my teeth and surveyed the crowd. Talbot’s eyes met mine and he shook his head ever so slightly. Then Eric raised his hand.

“Look,” Eric coughed. “I have something.”

If Tabitha had been completely human she would have shit herself. The vampire crowd ate it up just like they had the kiss: more polite laughter and condescension. Vampires don’t get married. They hook up, abide together, but they usually don’t have a ceremony. It’s considered childish, naïve.

Eric took Tabitha’s hand in his. “Sweetheart. I know why I want to marry you. I like sleeping with you.” He glanced apologetically at the man in priest robes. “Sorry, Father.” Tabitha squeezed Eric’s hand, but he kept speaking.

“I didn’t want you to leave; I still don’t. I do care about you and I guess that’s a kind of love, but even so. You’ll still be marrying me.” He emphasized the “me” as if the thought of anyone wanting to be his wife was unthinkable. “I’m not going to be faithful. I’ll try, but we both know I’ll fail. The only woman I ever managed to be faithful to was Marilyn, and she’s dead.

“Be it on a hunt or with one of my thralls when I’m feeding, whatever . . . and when I do, I’m not going to feel bad about it. I might apologize to make you feel better, but . . . all I’m trying to say is that you know me. You know what you’re getting. Don’t go into this thinking I’ll change. I may be wrong, but one day you’ll want to leave me or something will happen to you and once it’s all over, before too much time has passed, I won’t even remember your name. Is that what you really want?”

No one will ever know what my sister might have said if I hadn’t had her under my control. I almost amped up her nervousness, her embarrassment at his words. I think I could have made her dump him at the altar if I’d pushed hard enough, but Eric is my master and while I wanted him to feel bad, to get even with him for what happened before the wedding, I didn’t want to have to deal with him pining over Tabitha, like he had over Marilyn, and trying to get her back.

So instead I concentrated on the change in plans I’d have Tabitha introduce—taking me with them on the honeymoon. I focused on being in Paris with Eric and all the time Tabitha would be asleep, the times where it would be just Eric and me . . . then I reinforced her love for him. It was already at an irrational, soul-encompassing level and I fanned the flames, quelled the doubts, and squashed her anger. To Tabitha, his outburst was romantic, a sign of affection, the act of a man who is experiencing love, true love, for the first time and, like a frightened child, is confused and lost.

“I do,” she said without hesitation and with the sort of conviction that made me—her controller—glow inside.

“Really?” asked Talbot, echoing aloud the look on Father Ike’s face.

“You still got the ring, best individual?” Eric snapped.

“Yes.”

“Then shut up,” Eric said through clenched teeth.

“Do you, Tabitha Elizabeth Sims,” Father Ike broke in, “take this individual to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, in sorrow and in strife? Do you promise to love, cherish, and obey him until you depart this world?”

“I do,” she answered breathily.

“And do you, Eric—” Ike began.

“I’ll do what I can,” Eric interrupted, eliciting another round of chuckling.

“Then by the power vested in me by Almighty God, superseding the lack of recognition by the reigning government, I now pronounce you husband and wife.” He put his hands on their shoulders, causing both of them to flinch as wisps of smoke escaped from underneath their garments. The touch was fleeting, but half the audience seemed ready to bolt. “Eric, you may kiss the bride . . . again.”

Their kiss was inappropriate for a wedding, but I don’t think those gathered expected anything less. After a few minutes, Eric had to forcibly push his bride away. What can I say? If he thought he wanted Tabitha, then Tabitha he was going to get. It was my duty to help him. That’s what thralls are for. If she wanted Eric, then she was welcome to him as well, but only on my terms. I’d been willing to share. I still was, but Tabitha wasn’t. She had refused to share Eric with me when I had lain dying in the hospital. He could have saved me from hell had she asked, replacing the struggle to return with the easy embrace of vampirism. And she refused to share him with me now that I’d made my own way back.

You know what happens to greedy sisters who won’t share their candy, don’t you? They get a stomachache. Or in Tabitha’s case, maybe the term heartburn was more appropriate.

Since this was a vampire wedding, there were no photographers. A couple of hired artists roamed around, making sketches for the guests. A much more expensive one had been hired to paint an official portrait of the supposedly happy couple. At least there was cake, even though only the thralls could eat it.

During the reception, my master and his bride slunk off as night fell to hunt together for the first time as a joined unit. Tomorrow they would leave for Paris and the honeymoon, leaving the rest of us behind to watch after things and to look out for Greta in Eric’s absence. Lord Phillip had been kind enough to arrange for their transportation and accommodations as a wedding present.

Or such had been their plan.

The plan would change now, of course; I’d go with them to make certain feeding didn’t become a problem. Just in case. Tabitha would insist. And as for the marriage bed, she’d want me there too. Sisters share.
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ERIC:


WEDDING NIGHT AFTERMATH


I can’t talk about the wedding night. I promised I wouldn’t and until I forget about that promise, I’ll keep it. Three bodies were in bed with me when I woke up the next afternoon: one dead, one undead, and one alive. Two of them were related to each other (Tabitha and Rachel) and the third I didn’t recognize, but her ghost loomed over me with an angry countenance.

“You didn’t turn me,” shouted the Asian ghost whose bleached blond hair looked more orange than any other color. Her spectral form was as naked as her corpse and had the same bluish pallor.

“Was I supposed to?” I rolled the dead girl off the bed, which isn’t as gross (or unusual) as you think if you’re used to sleeping with vampires.

Her slap would have connected if she’d been able to affect corporeal objects, but she wasn’t anything special from a supernatural point of view, just your standard ghost. Enough will to hang around and bitch, but not enough juju to manifest physically. It happens. “She told me that you’d make me immortal.” The ghost pointed at Rachel’s sleeping form accusingly.

“No,” Rachel said sleepily. “I said he’d make you immoral.”

“But I thought . . .” Whoever the girl was, she started to look more panicked than angry. I’d met her before, but I couldn’t remember her name. Kim? Mei? Chun-li? Something.

Rachel leaned up on her elbows and my eyes were drawn to the golden rings in her pierced nipples, the choker around her neck with its tiny golden padlock. “I can’t help it if you were a dumb horny twat.” She sniffed dismissively. “Eat her, Master.”

“I think I already did, and don’t call me Master.”

“I don’t mean her blood, Eric. I mean her essence, her soul. You have all the powers of a revenant and a vampire. Eat her soul so she can’t make a return trip to get back at you. She’s going to hell anyway; she had a foursome with two other girls and a vampire.” Hands wandering along her own body, Rachel paused at her left nipple ring, twisting it casually. “Then come back to bed.” Millions of years of evolution told me to do whatever was necessary to get back into bed and do more of what I’d done last night. Forty-odd years as a vampire told to me to sink my fangs into Rachel while doing it.

There are times when I do the wrong thing. If last night’s corpse had been a little younger, she’d still be alive. Even when I’m out of control, I care about kids, feel protective of them. Somewhere around the age of consent, that need to defend vanishes. In the old days, I would have called a mage and paid to have the ghost moved along to its final destination, but if Rachel said she was hellbound (and Rachel ought to know), then wasn’t destroying her doing both of us a favor?

The transition from angry vamp to vengeful ghost is quick, but far from painless. It no longer felt like I was being pulled apart so much as like my whole body had gone to sleep and was in the process of waking up: pins and needles everywhere, and I do mean everywhere. My vision blurred, rendering the world in muted watercolor tones, except for other ghosts. Spirits look alive to one another.

Her slap connected the second time, and the pain made me angry. I own up to my faults. My speech back in the chapel proved that. Rachel’s voice sounded far away. “You’re getting better at that, baby. Hardly any hesitation at all. Now eat her!”

If being a vampire was a world of cold punctuated by brief moments of warmth at feeding time, being a revenant was a world of ice with no relief.

The girl—Suzie was her name, I remembered suddenly—swung at me again, but when we made contact she screamed. Apparently soul sucking is like riding a bike: once you’ve done it, you never really forget how. Her spirit body pressed against mine, sinking into me, a vulgar intimacy.

“I’m never going to get to Paris, am I?” she asked.

“Seems unlikely,” I told her, but she was gone. I watched a ghost get sucked into hell once. I tell myself I can’t remember her name either, but I do. Marilyn is someone I’ll never forget. I can’t tell you which seemed worse—getting sucked into hell or getting devoured by a revenant. If given the option, I’d avoid both. “Is there anything in particular you wanted to see?” I asked the air.

“The Eiffel Tower,” something whispered in my mind. The voice could have been hers. I like to think the scream that followed it wasn’t, but I like to lie to myself, too.

“I’m not doing that again unless I have to,” I told Rachel. My skin was freezing when I transitioned back. Mother Nature wanted to remind me that I was an undead monster . . . like I’d forgotten.

But you can’t give in to that self-pity crap. Pithy little vampires that can’t face the music piss me off almost as badly as those Doris Day “Que Sera, Sera” motherfuckers who think being dead is “da bomb” or however the hell they put it nowadays. I shook it off and let Rachel warm me up the way only she can, let the memory roll off into that place where forgotten things go. I didn’t even remember her name. Suzie Hu. She wanted to see the Eiffel Tower . . . Okay, so I hadn’t forgotten her yet. Give me time.

In the middle of round two, I got a call from William, the local Alpha. He and his pack live out at Orchard Lake and we have a semi-truce. I stay out of his area and he stays out of mine.

“I didn’t know the Apostles were planning to crash your special day.” He cut right to the point without a hello. “But you should know . . . I called my connections at the Lycan Diocese and they’re not going to call him off. They aren’t going to help him either. You’re on your own, but so is he.”

“Wonderful. So—” Rachel crawled back in bed next to her sleeping sister on the king-sized mattress and I lost my concentration. What the hell had I been saying? “So. Okay, so—are the Apostles something I need to take care of before I go to Paris?”

“You’re going to Paris?” William asked.

I turned away from Rachel and Tabitha, focusing on the conference table and chairs that occupied the corner closest to the window. The ghost of John Paul Courtney sat in one of the three chairs. He was clad in the same checkered shirt he always wore, holding his wobbly head in place with one hand while he puffed a nearly expended spectral cigar that he held in the other. Cigar smoke drifted up through the bullet holes in his chest. His jaws clenched with disappointment in me, his descendant.

“That ain’t right,” he said. “What yore doin’ with them two sisters ain’t right at all. You keep testing Him like this and bad things’ll happen.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said, answering both JPC and the werewolf on the phone. “It’s for my honeymoon.” Plus, I thought, according to Lord Phil, the vampire that sired me lives in Paris and she’ll be looking for me soon, so I might as well go looking for her and save us both the wait. I wondered if she knew about the curse that had created me or if her sudden detection of me now that I had full Emperor powers was driving her crazy with questions.

“If he knows,” William told me, “he might follow you.”

If who knew? I thought. Oh, yeah, Deacon.

“Fine by me.” I looked at Rachel. She’d seen me as a ghost before, and had noticed Suzie’s ghost, but she gave no sign that she could see John Paul Courtney. Interesting. “I just don’t want them fucking around with my stuff while I’m gone. I’m leaving Greta and Fang here with Talbot and the girls. Lord Phil has promised to look out for them, but . . . I don’t know, maybe I should just cancel the trip.”

William sighed on the other end of the line. “That’s the last thing we need. If Deacon goes and pisses off that blood-sucking sorcerer, it’ll start another Vampire and Werewolf War. I’ll track Deacon down. He’ll listen to me as long as I’m not trying to talk him out of ending you. Keep your eyes open. If he’s going to France, then he’ll have to start out in Lozère.”

“Huh?”

“Vampires may flit willy-nilly across the globe, but werewolves are territorial. If you’re a werewolf and you’re going to France, particularly if you’re going there to start trouble, you have to check in with the Alpha . . . and in France there is just one Alpha who is in charge of everything.”

I covered the receiver and cursed. “Great. I don’t suppose you know the man in charge.”

“La Bête du Gévaudan,” he answered as if I ought to know, as if that should’ve rung a bell.

“That doesn’t sound like English.”

“That’s because it’s French. It means the Beast of Gévaudan.”

“I guess I’d better bring El Alma Perdida then,” I said.

“I’m not sure it will be any help if the Beast decides to come after you. He’s the oldest werewolf in the world. Some say that he’s truly immortal.”

“Just peachy,” I said. “Thanks for the heads-up.” I hung up the phone and looked back at Rachel. “I’m going out.”

“Tabitha asked you to force her awake before you left,” Rachel said.

I got dressed without answering, resisting the urge to change into a bat and manifest my clothes. It would have been a waste of blood and I was already hungry. Hungry enough that I didn’t want to feed on Rachel. The sun was still up, but I didn’t care. I had to get away from my bride, her sister, and the dead body on the floor.

“I forgot,” I said as I stepped out, bracing myself for the sun the way another person might have prepared himself to run out into the rain. “Get someone to take care of the body.” I burst out the door, ready to dash for the shadows, only there was no sun. I was in the hallway outside the Honeymoon Suite at the Void City Hilton.

Rachel giggled behind me and I slammed the door. A few seconds later, I walked back in and carried the dead woman down with me to the parking lot so that I could feed her to Fang. Waste not, want not, as the saying goes. See how domesticated I am? Even taking out the trash. Isn’t married life grand?
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RACHEL:


LET’S MAKE A DEAL


One of the advantages of being enthralled by a vamp as kick ass powerful as Eric is that the deal comes with immortality that lasts as long as your master does or until he sets you free. And as masters go, Eric is the best. Since he doesn’t “believe” in having thralls, he still treats us . . . well . . . like people (while most vampires seem to forget that after a while). He keeps his promises, too. Other vampires will offer to let their thralls go as a twisted-ass loyalty test. Not Eric. He means it. He used to have a seventh thrall, an ex-stripper named Ebony, but Eric packed her and her two kids up and sent them to live out at Orchard Lake with the werewolves, then released her from thralldom. All because she said it would make her happy.

Why she wanted out is beyond me. Being an Emperor’s thrall has too many benefits. We’re all a little stronger than normal humans, our senses are sharper, and we heal faster. But better than that is this: calories don’t matter. Beatrice noticed it first. Do you know what it’s like to be able to jump from twelve hundred calories a day to unlimited? And he wonders why we all want to jump his bones. I ordered up a Belgian waffle, two sides of bacon, hash browns, and scrambled eggs (with cheese). It’s not the breakfast Eric would have ordered, but I wasn’t eating for him.

If I’d been eating for Eric, I would have gone with T-bone steak (rare), three eggs (over easy), pork sausage (links, not patties), cheese grits (add salt and pepper), and a biscuit (split in half and buttered). Tabitha can’t stand to watch people eat, because it’s one of the few human things she can’t enjoy, but Eric falls in with the rest of the vampire pack. He loves his food porn. Nothing explicitly sexual about it; in fact, Eric keeps it strictly compartmentalized, no eating naked or food play in bed. When he’s been really good, I choose cold pizza for breakfast. Pizza is his favorite.

I’d just started eating, when I got a text on my cell.

Where are you?—Andre


All of Winter’s goons used Standard English when texting. So did most of the thralls working for the vampiric upper crust. It’s like they were from another planet . . . which I guessed made Andre Winter’s chief ambassador to Earth.

AFK . . . food


Before my attention was back to breakfast, my cell dinged. Another text.

Winter wants to see you.—Andre


im nt h1s btch. I thumbed the letters angrily, then bounced my cell off Tabitha’s shoulder. It hit with a wet sound, and the smell of rancid filth assailed me. Corpse sweat. Brown trickles of fluid had begun to form on Tabitha’s upper body, covering her skin with a growing sheen of nastiness. Some vampires get it every night, but not Tabitha. It had happened to her once before, just after she turned for the first time, but as far as I knew it hadn’t happened since.

I ran across and grabbed my cell before it got more yecch on it and hurried to the bathroom to wash it off before the corpse sweat dried there. I retched into the sink as the smell grew, less rotting body odor than the unenviable scent of backed-up sewer. All thoughts of breakfast forgotten, I grabbed my overnight bag and rushed naked into the hall before the odor permeated everything.

Why the fuck was she getting the sweats now? She hadn’t discovered any new powers (that sets it off sometimes). Getting married hadn’t . . . Shit. She was trying to fight my magic. Some inner part of her wanted to shake free of the hold I had over her. How cute!

I slipped into a crimson thong, a pair of tight side-stitched low-rise jeans, a white long-sleeved crop top, and my black Skechers.

So you’re not interested in his deal then?—Andre


wht d3al?


The one Winter would like to speak to you about.—Andre


5p311 !t out, @55.


I’m afraid I didn’t understand that last text.—Andre


Grr. Andre’s inability to read a simple text message pissed me off no end. “Fine.” My fingers jabbed the keys rapidly.

Spell it out, Andre. What deal?


I didn’t wait in the hallway for Andre’s next text message. I wanted caffeine even if Tabitha’s stench-ridden protest had put me off my breakfast. A quick trip to the elevator and down to the hotel lobby took me to an embedded Starbucks. My Venti Mint Chocolaty Chip Frappuccino Blended Creme with Chocolate Whipped Cream and a double shot of Espresso was still in progress when my cell beeped.

Winter proposes a deal that will give you what you want. You want the issues between you and your sister over Eric to end. If you work with him, by the end of the game, you will no longer have to worry about the competition.—Andre



Before replying, I read the message twice more.

Does he have a bet riding on the outcome? I texted. My drink vanished, barely tasted, while I waited. I bought a Raspberry Apricot Thumbprint Scone and ordered another Frappuccino, constantly checking my cell for messages. Ten minutes later, the response came in, a simple Yes without the —Andre.

WTF?!? Winter said he was betting against Eric in aris . . . I stabbed Send and watched the little animation, a winged envelope flying into the distance, as my cell transmitted the message.

Meet him and talk about it tonight, Andre’s message blinked back at me. Just because Winter has bet against Eric in Paris doesn’t mean he expects him to lose in Void City.

When and where?


Meet him at the Iversonian. Sunset.


What? “Why the hell is Winter asking to meet at someone else’s club? Much less a true immortal’s club?” I murmured to myself. Iver Richardson a.k.a. the Iversonian, the club’s owner, is a true immortal, a collector of the unique, both sentient and nonsentient. He rarely gives his acquisitions up, which is why others started calling him the Iversonian, and he has a massive control complex, which is why he named his club the Iversonian in some sort of weird bid to “own” the nickname. He’s tangled with Talbot (which was a check mark in his favor as far as I’m concerned), but true immortals can’t be ended—not really. Their essence can be absorbed by another of their kind, and under the right circumstances they can be freed from their body, transmuted completely to spirit, but even then, they are still present somewhere. I wonder if a revenant can eat the essence of a true immortal. The thought danced in my head, a tantalizing bit of curiosity.

Why not Winter’s club? I texted back.

Discretion, he sent back.

“Discretion.” I strummed my fingers on the tabletop in the Hilton’s lobby. Fine. I’d go, but if Winter thought he was going to try anything funny with me . . . I’d saved up enough of Eric’s imperial glory to defend myself. I tapped into a small sample of the power I sapped from Eric every time we had sex and smiled as my fingernails turned black and cold, extending into claws.
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ERIC:


THE DEMON HEART—NEW AND IMPROVED


Fang drove me into the shaded lower level of the Pollux Theater’s parking deck and I stared across the street at the newly refurbished and repurposed Demon Heart—or rather, Demon Heart Lanes Bowling Alley. What the hell had I been thinking? I’d traded strippers for synthetic Day-Glo balls, bowling pins, the sweet smells of griddle cakes and bowling alley pizza . . . Ah. That had probably been it. The pizza.

I took the short walkway from the parking deck to the lobby of the Pollux, my movie palace, and smiled at the improvements. The place had been gutted by fire several months ago, and Ebon Winter had restored it for me as a wedding gift.

Many things hadn’t been changed at all, or if so, only subtly and with magic. The front was still four glass doors opening into a spacious area where, in times long past, moviegoers had purchased their tickets from a ticket seller inside a golden colored ticket booth. Winter had wired the booth with modern connections and credit card readers even though I wasn’t likely to ever need them, given that I hardly ever show movies to the public. A state-of-the-art alarm system had been installed as well, with a full set of Guild-certified wards layered over it.

My chandelier was now self-cleaning, as was the mirrored entryway. The concession stand had been reworked too, only now there was a wine rack with a selection of blood wine from Lord Phillip’s own stock. Vintages with which he had grown tired were no longer poured out or flung into the fireplace, but were instead used to restock my supply. I’m sure that was some sort of insult, but Phillip knew I wouldn’t take it as one, and for that matter, he knew I just didn’t care. I grabbed a bottle without looking at the label and headed through the theater doors, down the center aisle, right up to the stage.

Talbot was sitting dead center in the mezzanine, his heartbeat a steady thrum of calm composure, breathing in slow deep draws as if he were napping. We didn’t speak. There was no need. I knew what had his attention.

I looked past the rows of new, more comfortable seats, let my gaze linger on the clever way that Winter had reworked the decorative hangings over the curtains concealing the organ pipes stage left and stage right to resemble the figures I’d seen squaring off against one another in stained glass at the Highland Towers. On the right, a female uber vamp with fierce red eyes, dark black skin, and engorged breasts glared at a vampiric knight in holy armor on the left. My gaze drifted further up to the apex of the dome’s ceiling, where a magical painting of a night sky had replaced the old representations of Castor and Pollux that had been destroyed by the fire. The new painting showed the sky directly above the Pollux, but as it might have appeared if there were no light pollution—a clear perfect night sky that changed with the seasons. Winter has style, I’ll give him that, but when I looked down at the stage to the same object that fascinated Talbot, that’s when I felt a little shiver of excitement.

“The Mighty Wurlitzer,” my theater organ, was well worth our attention. If you look it up on Wikipedia, they have a list of sixteen or so Wurlitzer theater organs that are still in their original locations. That number is one off.

My Wurlitzer really was original to the building, though it had been sold to a collector when I got blown up and had my assets seized while I was trying to re-form. Now, thanks to Winter, it had been returned to its place, stage left and in the upright position. I have a love-hate relationship with the damn thing. An organ like this should be treasured, should be played and maintained. An organ like this brings back memories . . . and memories and I don’t get along.

I read somewhere that music and musical ability are stored in a different part of the brain than most data. The words might escape me, but I’ve always been able to sit down at something with the right number of keys and re-create a tune. When I died, I could still play, so apparently my muscles will never forget what to do.

At the start of every movie at the Pollux, back when it was open to the public, in addition to the cartoons, newsreels, and sometimes even local folks demonstrating their talents, there was always a sing-along and some organ music when the show was about to start and again after it was over. Ode to bygone days. Blah blah blah.

“Are you going to play it?” Talbot’s voice was a study in restrained eagerness, his eyes focused on the organ.

“Why,” I asked. “Want to hear ‘Take Me Out to the Ball Game’?” I ran my hand along the top of the stage. Before the renovations, the floor had been too uneven for modern productions, but it was smooth now, up to code. I wouldn’t have changed that.

“Is that what you feel like playing?”

“Sure.” No. I looked up at him over my shoulder, momentarily surprised to see him wearing something other than a suit and tie. He wore a loose-fitting T-shirt, the sleeves torn or cut away to reveal his well-muscled arms to the best effect. A musky scent, sweat for his kind, clung to him. He’d been working out. Why?

“Then play it. Or not.” His tennis shoes slid across the new carpet as he stood to leave. Just to make him show his real desire, I leapt onto the stage, crossed to the Wurlitzer, and turned the blower on. The subtle hiss of air whispered through the pipes. Talbot froze. In the good old days that sound had had much the same effect as the sound of a DTS test in front of the feature presentation in a modern theater. Talbot found his seat, waiting.

“Pick a song,” I said.

“Any song?”

“Yeah, but I want a favor in exchange.”

We both knew what he wanted. He wanted to see if it still worked, if when I played, he’d see the same sight that had made him my boon companion for the last twenty years. He wanted a song that could vanquish demons and save the world. He wanted me to be a hero, a golden soul . . . like in El Segundo. I swear to God, you save the world one fucking time and some people never let you live it down.

But then, I guess everybody has their little eccentricities. Talbot’s is that he thinks I’m a hero. Whoever bought him DVD copies of Angel ought to be shot.

“Stardust,” he said quickly.

Fucking “Star Dust.” It had been our song, me and . . . old what’s-her-face, the woman whose name I’m pretending to forget: Marilyn.

“Don’t you want to know my favor first?”

Talbot laughed. “You want me to find out what’s wrong with Tabitha.”

“How’d you know?”

“You walk in here the day after your wedding without taking a shower and think I don’t know something’s up? I smell Tabitha, Rachel, and some Asian woman, Eric.” He gripped the rail of the mezzanine, leaning precariously over the edge. “You aren’t the only one with a discerning olfactory sense. Mine tells me more about what you did last night than I want to know, but what I know about Tabitha tells me . . . I should look into it.”

I looked down at the keys.

“It could be that someone magically ‘spiked’ the hotel room as a perverse wedding present. Just find out what happened for me.”

Shoes hit the carpet on the mezzanine floor. Bare feet moved on metal. A glance showed me Talbot, perched on the rail at as close to the optimum acoustic center of the theater as he could reach without a rope.

“You comfortable?” I asked.

“Yes.” I looked away before he grinned.

“I suppose you want me to sing it too?” I didn’t look at him. I was fuming, but this was my fault. I’d offered.

“Please,” Talbot answered.

So I did . . . and no offense, but not the Nat King Cole version. I like that one, too, but the first time I heard a song called “Stardust,” it was sung by Hoagy Carmichael, just him and a piano, and it was spelled “Star Dust.” The tune was slow, mournful even. That’s how I heard it, how I think it should be played, and how I played it then.

It didn’t sound quite right on the Wurlitzer, but partway through the song, I could feel that didn’t matter. Playing the song hurt, singing it was worse. Drops of red stung my eyes before splashing down on the ivory keys. Something seized in my chest, but I ignored it, tried to shrug it off, make light of it.

“Well?” I asked as the last note reverberated through the theater. “Am I going to Hollywood?”

But Talbot couldn’t answer. He was sobbing gently. During the song he’d transformed and I hadn’t noticed. It was pitiful to watch, really, a massive furry demon eater, no longer perched like a predator but slumped over the rail, his silver mane glowing dimly in the dark. Luminescent tears illuminated the subtle texture of his smooth black fur as he gripped the rail with metallic silver claws. He stared at me through star emerald eyes, then a white glow flowed over him as he changed back to the human form with which I was more familiar.

“Even with her gone—” he said. His voice broke and he started over. “Even without her here, on this plane, your soul still shines like a star when you sing that song, Eric. I was right when I picked you.”

“Stop looking at my soul, Talbot,” I muttered as I shuffled off the stage, shaking. “Just go find out what’s wrong with Marilyn . . . I mean Tabitha. Make sure it isn’t anything permanent.” The trembling started when I said her name, like an earthquake under my skin. I ached for Marilyn. Playing the song brought it all back: the smell of her, the feel of her breasts, her tongue against mine, her voice in my ears. “Star Dust” was playing on Fang’s radio out on the parking deck and I could hear it through the walls.

The world vibrated and my vision blurred from the tears, not water, but blood welling up within my eyes . . . and I howled in sudden pain. The Stone of Aeternum flared in my chest, bright enough to make shadows, shapes of my spine and rib cage visible through my skin. Fire lanced through the ring finger on my left hand and the band of gold, the wedding band Tabitha had given me, smoldered and hissed as it melted off my finger. I caught the drips of molten gold in my right hand, grinding my teeth as the hot metal seared my skin.

“What the fuck?” I blinked blood out of my eyes.

“True love . . .” Talbot whispered to himself. “Shit. He almost cured himself.”

“How. Fucking. Romantic.” I spat through the pain.

It didn’t stop. The burning did. The gold cooled, and the light from the gem faded, but the memories of Marilyn kept coming. My fingers through her hair. Lower memories of sex came too, but mostly it was the sound of her voice young and old, the perfume she wore, the way she smelled fresh out of the shower, the echo of her heartbeat . . . even the ashtray taste of kissing her right after a cigarette.

“Too bad,” I tried to say. “She’s a corpse already. She’s burning in hell where she belongs.” The words wouldn’t come. Instead I yowled, a low pitiful sound that turned into a scream. I’ve always said that I’d go crazy when I lost Marilyn and it occurred to me that was exactly what was happening—a full-on vampire meltdown. The wedding. The marriage night. The song. All together they’d been too much. I’d said good-bye, but I couldn’t let go.

I felt the change coming and something else came with it. After I was blown up, when I reformed, I’d almost come back alive, but the Courtney family curse reached in and revamped me. It hurt like a bitch. This felt the same, like having swung close to being cured by or in association with the Stone of Aeternum, the curse was trying to swing the pendulum of me in the opposite direction.

When it rains it fucking pours.

The uber vamp roared, and it had a hunger that could not be sated by blood, could never be sated because it . . . I . . . wanted Marilyn and could never have her again, not even the hope of her, and I had dared to try and move on, dared to try to replace her.

My eyes closed and my mind touched the minds of every waking vampire in the city. They recoiled. Some of the sleeping vamps woke, their screams joining mine as if waking from a dreamless sleep that had somehow been invaded by a nightmare. My thralls. I sensed them, all but one, running toward me. Gladys’s voice echoed dimly in my head. I’m coming, baby. Hold it together. But there was no holding things together. Fang’s horn honked over and over again in the distance, engine revving, tires squealing.

Cool! Rachel’s thought hit me as the theater shrank around me or I grew. I flexed my wings, preparing to fly out into the day and feed, feed until somebody stopped me, until someone found a way to put me down, but knowing that they wouldn’t be able to, wouldn’t stand a chance, not until the pain went away, and it never would.

Then there was blood in my mouth. It scalded my throat, but I drank it blindly. I’d had the blood only once before, in El Segundo, and it was one of the many reasons (all involving me) for which Talbot had been cast out, exiled by his people, willingly giving his “holy blood” to a vampire. And just as it had done then, it brought me back under control, damped down the rage and the loss. But this time I wasn’t grateful.

When I change into a bat, it feels like I’m being forced into too small a space, the full-body equivalent of my balls retracting to protect themselves from the cold, but for the first time changing back into my normal human shape felt the same way. Talbot grabbed my face, forcing one of my eyes open, and I hissed at him.

“Hold still, damn it,” he shouted, letting the claws of his left hand sink into my face to give him a better grip.

I hissed again and he swore. Smoke billowed from my cheek, but his claws weren’t burning me, my blood was burning them. I don’t know what he said, because it was in Cat, but it was definitely a swear word.

“Is he okay?” The voice was John Paul Courtney’s.

“PMS,” Talbot said, his eyes never looking away from mine. “Postmortem stress. Most vampires go through it within a few days of being turned, but Eric never has. It’s why his eyes were still blue.”

Were?

“Were?” asked the ghost. He reappeared closer, then shrank from what he saw. “They’re going clear, washed out, dead pigment clear, like a normal vampire. That ain’t supposed to happen. He’s the last of the Courtney line subject to the curse, the one who c’n—” He caught himself as if he’d said too much. “It just ain’t.”

“Let. Me. Go!” Purple light covered my skin and I changed into the uber vamp again, hurling Talbot into the concrete base of the mezzanine. I could feel them, the bats, the rats, all the little creatures that would answer my call. They were mine to command. Others too: the vampires—the Drones, the Soldiers, the Masters, all the undead who weren’t Vlads. I touched their minds and they quaked in their graves, in their beds, wherever they were.

Talbot rolled to his feet, claws reaching up toward the ceiling, and cut loose with more Cat-speak. It seemed important, incredibly earnest. He charged me again. At his touch, I was changed involuntarily back to my human form. I tried to push him away from me, but I was weak, too weak even to support myself. Warmth washed over my skin. My heart didn’t beat, but the warmth spread, seeping into my muscles, my organs, and even my bones. I was core warm.

Talbot looked back into my eyes, his face beaded with sweat, and he smiled. John Paul Courtney stood next to him, hat in hand, worried.

“They’re turning blue again,” John Paul said with glee. “I don’t know what you done, but you done good, cat.”

“Thank you, Mother,” Talbot said, ignoring JPC. “Sekhmet is kind to all her children.”

“That some kind of cat religion?” John Paul asked. “You guys pray to some cat god?”

“Cats don’t worship anyone,” Talbot said as he lowered me gently into a seat. “I just needed a little help from my mother.”

“You still think your mom’s an Egyptian goddess,” I said with half a smile.

“You still think she isn’t,” Talbot told me, “which is why I’ve never even started to tell you about my father.”

“You’re in deep shit now,” I said, suddenly grateful after all. “You gave me your blood again. You worked your cat magic for me again. What does that buy you, like a hundred more years of exile?”

Talbot didn’t answer.

Gladys burst in through the double doors, and Talbot stepped away. Gladys is the oldest of my thralls, older than me, but she doesn’t look a day over twenty-five now. Her hair, recently dyed purple (thanks to an errant comment from me), brushed against my face as she sat in my lap, pushing my mouth against her neck in case I wanted to feed, then cradling me against her breasts when it was clear that I didn’t.

Her breath tickled my scalp in calming bursts with each cooing shush that moved past her lips. “It’s all right,” she said. “It’s all right.”

Erin and Magbidion came next, followed at a restrained pace by Cheryl. Erin slid wordlessly into the seat next to me, her hand on my arm—her way of letting me know she was there if I needed her. She’d come out of her shell a lot since I took her and the other two away from Sweet Heart Row and made them thralls instead of blood whores, but she’d never be much of a talker. Blond bangs fell down over her face, mostly covering it. She squeezed my arm. Magbidion stood next to Talbot, shuffling his feet and looking for a place to stand where he’d be helpful and frustrated to find that the girls had it covered.

“You okay, boss?” That was Cheryl. She stood in the door, staring down at the other thralls with vague disapproval at the way they fawned over me. She likes me, she really does, but she doesn’t like that she likes me, which is why she’s kept her brown hair cut short when she knows I’d prefer it long.

“I’ll be fine.”

“You need anything before I go back across to the Demon Heart?”

“No. I’m good.”

“Send one of them back when you can,” she said. “I can’t do everything by myself.” She can, though, and we all know it, but that’s just Cheryl being Cheryl.

“Mags,” I said to the dark-haired man standing next to Talbot, “go help Cheryl. Gladys and Erin are going to tuck me in upstairs.”

“You got it, boss.” Damn, but he sounded chipper. I swear, you save someone’s soul from a demonic loan shark and they go all puppy dog on you.

“And Talbot . . .”

“You’re welcome,” he said. “I’ll go start work on that other thing as soon as I get cleaned up.”

“Thanks.”

He left, and Erin and Gladys helped me up the stairs to my bedroom. Winter had remodeled it, too, turning the space into a proper bedroom instead of a room with a bed against one wall and a sink against the other. He’d replaced the double with a king-size, put in a proper shower, even a fifty-two-inch projection screen on the wall. He’d extended the space into the storage area on the other side to make room for a walk-in closet. There was even a little fridge so I could store my magic ice sword without the condensation leaving wet rings on the floor. It was nice.

The girls took off my clothes, tucked me into bed, and lay next to me so that their body heat would keep me warm. Just before I fell asleep, Beatrice showed up and took Erin’s place. She’d been over at the Highland Towers and it had taken her longer to make the commute. We didn’t do anything because, despite my many indiscretions with Rachel, I was really trying to stay faithful to Tabitha.

It may sound funny, but to a man from my generation, especially from my family, wedding vows are important. You don’t break them casually even if you cheated all through the courtship. Once you tie the knot, you stay faithful until the knot is cut. Even thinking about marriage made my ring finger ache. What the hell was up with that? I tried to put it out of my head and I actually slept again, which is a bit unusual for me. Weirder still, I dreamt.
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ERIC:


A MIDSUMMER’S DAYDREAM


I hate dream sequences. I’m not fond of travel sequences either. The last one I had any respect for was in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, when they get on the boat and Gene Wilder sings, proving that Wonka is a complete nut job, but in a fun way. In my dream, though, I was having sex with a beautiful woman, a vampire I’d never met before, and she wasn’t my usual type.

She was a classic beauty, rounded cheeks, well fed but not fat. She came from a time when women didn’t exercise to excess, crafting their bodies into works of sculpted deprivation. Pale cold breasts overfilled my hands, unusually short thick nipples poking out from between my fingers. We were in Fang’s backseat, top down, parked in the driveway of an abandoned house looking down on Void City. Nearby, in the remains of the two-story wreck, mice scampered, their tiny claws scrambling across the damp floorboards. Wet grass from a brief evening shower sent up a heady smell of life in contrast to my lack thereof.

“Dites-moi,” she whispered, her voice urgent as she reached down and guided me inside her. “Tell me you trust me.”

“Sure,” I said, not wanting to lose the moment.

Moonlight caught on a necklace that was either gold or platinum. Eight strands of metal all hooked into a central jewel—a large emerald. An irrational urge to grab the necklace and tear it off, to run over it with Fang, rose in my chest.

“If you trust me, then tell me.” She nuzzled my neck and I pushed her face away with my left hand. Her fangs flashed in the night; a frustrated hiss left her throat.

“I don’t like to be bitten,” I told her firmly. “If you aren’t okay with that then we should stop right now.”

“How can you say no to this body?” Her arms came up behind her head. Her tempo increased, the wet slap of our bodies drowning out the sounds around us. She was cute, but the pit hair was too much.

“Aw, come on! What the hell? Don’t they sell Nair in my sex dreams?”

“Tell me where it is!” She dug into me with her nails, suddenly extending them into claws that tore through my shoulder muscles. I shouted an obscenity or seven. With the muscles severed, my arms wouldn’t move properly and I growled.

“Get off me, bitch!”

“Tell me what it is, your memento mori! Tell me and this pain can end.”

Sure, I could have told her that I didn’t have clue one what she was talking about, and at the moment that was actually true, even though we were in my memento mori’s backseat. I was too confused, too jumbled up by what had happened with the Wurlitzer in the real world to recall the ins and outs of vampiric metaphysics, but I wasn’t about to start explaining myself to an errant bit of S&M kink hanging about in my head, particularly one that hadn’t even bothered to shave her pits.

So I popped my fangs; the vague pain as they forced my other teeth to move aside paled in comparison to the constant tearing of my shoulders as her claws flexed inside, flaying the meat. A vampire’s pain receptors don’t work like the living’s. New pain hurts, but it’s fleeting. Once the damage is done, the pain fades, unless the wound keeps tearing, then the nerves wake up again. The chick on my tip (oh, good grief, now I sound like a rapper) . . . the vampire on top of me knew how to keep her claws moving, stoking the agony to new life over and over.

Unable to get at her throat, I sank my fangs into the tenderest flesh available and jerked my head back like a zombie tearing into a fresh corpse.

That’s not the worst bit.

Her breast came away, revealing rotted meat beneath. Decomposing flesh, the smell of it, filled my nostrils. Black blood seeped from the wound and I gagged . . . and came. That was the worst bit.

“Non! Vous êtes mauvais! Très très mauvais!” Above me, she began to grow. A black tinge crept across her skin, the same color as my uber vamp’s.

“Oh,” I spit the hunk of rotten meat out of my mouth, “that’s not right. Who’re you supposed to be? My sire? What? Do I get to have an Oedipus complex now?”

Wings, long and leathery, sprang from her shoulders. I’d seen her before, or a representation of her. A stained-glass likeness of her fighting one of my ancestors could be found hanging in a hallway at the Highland Towers. My ancestor had been a knight. He’d been turned into a vampire. And he’d asked for forgiveness. It had been granted and he’d run away, had fled all the way to America, where I had no doubt that his ghost was embarrassed by the lot of us, right down to his great-great-whatever John Paul Courtney, and me in particular.

“You’ll pay for that, whelp!”

As the uber vamp, she still had hairy pits. I shook my head. “That just gets me. I know it’s probably chauvinistic or something, but . . . doesn’t that bother you?”

She was confused. So was I. This didn’t feel like a dream. Everything was too real.

“The pit hair,” I snarled. “Doesn’t”—my skin turned black and I started to grow—”it”—the wounds in my shoulder closed around her claws—”bother you”—my wings sprouted, pushing me away from the car seat, shifting us forward—close to standing—”to be”—purple light from my uber vamp eyes washed across her body—”so fucking hairy?”

I gain an extra three or so feet in stature, but my legs and torso aren’t the only parts of my body that get bigger. She grunted in acknowledgment. And, not to be icky, but so did I. We sagged against each other, momentarily overcome by the new sensation.

“It is true that I am your sire,” she said in my ear. “I do not understand how you managed such a thing, and for that reason alone you must be destroyed.”

I thrust in hard, bottomed out, and kept pushing. “How are you in my dreams?”

“Maybe you’re in mine,” she said, grinding against me.

“Shit.”

She licked my neck with a long gray tongue.

“Are we fucking or fighting?” I asked.

“Must there be a difference?” Her fangs pierced my skin, and it felt like ten-penny nails ripping through my neck. I struggled, but it was hard for me to get any leverage. I flapped my wings, pulling us skyward, but she was already letting go, smoke billowing from her mouth as she fell away from me.

“What,” she coughed, “have you been feeding on?”

“Mouser,” I said.

We hung in the air, held aloft by our wings, glaring at each other in the night. She tried to lock gazes with me, but I kept my focus low, staring at her breasts. The one I’d bitten had already regenerated. As I watched, her flesh began to gray, her wings receding. Plummeting toward Fang, she screamed, more in frustration than fear. She landed on the hood, feetfirst, with a metallic thunk and a distinctly less metallic snap. Her legs gave and she fell to one side of my car.

“How is this possible?” She rolled away from the car, already trying to stand. “No vampire that has passed through the threshold of death and embraced undeath can—”

“Drink the blood of a Mouser?” I completed her sentence as I landed in front of her. “Yeah, I’ve never been much of a joiner.”

Fang roared to life behind me.

“How?”

“If we’re really in a dream, then anything is possible,” I lied, hoping she’d believe that rather than figuring out Fang was my memento mori.

“Could the car—” she whispered, then interrupted one thought with another. “Bien sûr que non. I sensed magic from within his chest.

“Is that what you did, clever boy?” She slowly stood, her legs mending as we spoke. “Did you hide your memento mori in your own body?”

“Maybe.” She sensed magic inside me? The Stone of Aeternum, I thought.

Last year I’d gotten into it with a demon and wound up with a magic rock that is supposed to make a vampire who finds a cure for vampirism immortal if he manages to find a cure while the stone is in his heart. I don’t go for all that magic mumbo jumbo, but I’d held on to it, just in case it actually worked. The rock technically belonged to Lord Phillip, who wanted to use it for a magic ritual to make himself more powerful, but in the meantime, he’d been willing to let me hang on to it as long as I promised to hand it over on demand. I think he was more interested than I was in whether it would work or not. If the stone was powerful enough to throw Mommy Dearest off the scent of my real memento mori, off Fang, then I was even more pleased that I’d held on to it.

She smiled at me, and our surroundings faded. She had the information she thought she wanted, and I had an edge, a tiny one, but she’d been an Emperor (Empress?) for more years than I’d been on the planet . . . and I had the sneaking suspicion I was going to need every little break I could get to take her down.
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RACHEL:


THE WRONG SORT OF PEOPLE


An hour before sundown, a gray Void City Department of Public Works van pulled up outside the Iversonian. A brown-haired man in a blue work suit stepped out of the passenger’s side and peered out from behind the tinted lenses of his Bono-style sunglasses directly at my hiding spot in the open parking lot across the way. He was slightly tubby, but cute in a fun-to-hang-out-with-but-I-wouldn’t-do-him sort of way, and seeing him brought out a sigh. I didn’t need to see the little name tags sewed onto his work suit to know that his name was Melvin or that he worked for the Mage Guild.

He waved at me before yelling across the street.

“I’m just doing a standard sweep. Will I find anything?”

“Nothing of mine, but there’s an assload of weird crap I don’t recognize. Soul magic or some such.”

“That’ll be the Iversonian’s work.” Melvin worked his way across the road in grids. I watched him, admiring his attention to detail, his craft. Kind of a turn-on really, seeing him in action. Fifteen minutes later, he stopped on my side of the road, breathing a little hard, a thin layer of sweat beading on his forehead. “True immortals’ powers range nearly as far afield as vampires’. The Iversonian is good with the trickier stuff, but none of this is leveled at Winter, only at folks who want to mess with Iver’s place or who become violent.”

“So Winter picked this place so he could take advantage of the Iversonian’s well-laid protective countermeasures?”

“It’s cheaper than paying the Guild for the same level of shielding.” Melvin rubbed his nose with a well-worn square of faded cloth, then swabbed his brow with it. “I’m going to set a class nine detection web on the area, piggyback it on what’s here in case someone decides to use any magic.”

Damn it. “Go ahead,” I huffed as if the precaution wasn’t necessary, and looked up at the tiered signs of the Iversonian’s self-titled club. “IVER,” “SON,” and “IAN” were staggered up the side of the massive white building. It looked better at night. “I wasn’t planning anything, just showed up early to be certain Winter didn’t have any strange ideas about a peaceful meeting.”

“Fair enough.” Melvin blew his nose on the cloth and squirreled it away in his jumpsuit pocket, putting himself right back into the “never in a million years” category. Not that I didn’t watch him cast the spell. He worked magic like he’d been doing it all his life, and I realized that he had.

“How young?” I asked as he walked toward the van.

“My earliest memory is sitting in front of the High Magus and listening as he decided what to do with me. I think I was two or three.”

Shit!

“It should be safe to cast in this area in two or three hours, but before then”—he winked at me and climbed into the driver’s seat—“I wouldn’t.”

Clouds of exhaust spat free of the public works van as he drove off. A guy like that could write his own check, be a member of the High Council. What the hell was he doing working jobs like this—routine service calls for a fricking vampire? I’d used him before when I’d tried to have Eric’s soul captured, but I’d never realized how much he’d been worth the money.

My cell chirped. Another text. This one from Talbot.

Shenanigans, where you at?


Talbot was just as bad as the damn thralls, spelling everything out like textspeak was below him. And don’t get me started on the stupid nickname.

FU cat.


Play it your way, Shenanigans. His message flashed up, vibrating even as I sent my reply. I hate it when he does that. Eric wants me to find out what the hell was going on with the gang bang honeymoon. You have anything you want to tell me?

“Fuck! Of all the times Eric picks to be curious!” I stabbed the number for the Irons Club into my cell. It wasn’t really where I’d learned how to be a thrall, but I’d been there with J’iliol’lth and with Roger. People knew me there, and though they might not like the way I’d gotten free of my contracts, my current master was more important than any of theirs, so they’d have to talk.

“Irons Club. This is Gregory speaking. How may I assist you?”

“This is Rachel Sims, thrall to the Emperor Eric.” I heard an intake of breath, close to a gasp at the sound of Eric’s name. Greg’s a stuck-up ass with a limp, but he knows his place. “I need a gallon of werewolf blood and I need it in less than an hour.”

He scoffed. “That is quite the—”

“Can you get it here or not?” I looked at the skyline. Dark was coming too quickly, sunset in progress. I needed to be done with the call before Winter showed. Why couldn’t Talbot have texted me earlier?

“He’s never asked for anything like this before, and I’m not sure where else to get it,” I dissembled. “The Irons Club keeps a stock of exotic blood for when the rich and powerful with thralls to match want something out of season, right? Money is not—”

“We can provide it, of course, but the Irons Club is not a vending machine or a mercantile, Ms. Sims. We are a group of like-minded individuals united to assist each other in serving our masters to the utmost. You can have the werewolf blood to make your master happy, but . . .” He paused for a second, enjoying having me in a tight spot. “You will not receive our assistance in exchange for any level of monetary compensation. You will owe us a favor and you will respect the rules and regulations of the Irons Club.”

I held the phone to my ear and considered that. Did I have other choices? Where else could I get werewolf blood? Back before I had double-crossed J’iliol’lth, I’d have tried contacting one of the local demons who dealt in that sort of thing: blood, body parts, etc. But now, most demons wouldn’t work with me anymore, or rather, they weren’t worth the trouble. In a way, getting out of a demonic contract the way I had bought me the respect of the demonic community, but realistically all that meant was they’d screw me to the wall at the first opportunity so they could be the one who got one over on the mortal who’d gotten the best of J’iliol’lth, used him up, played him, and gotten him eaten by a Mouser. I was out of choices.

“Fine. Leave it for me at the front desk of the Void City Hilton, and I’ll play nice with the Irons Club.”

“When we need you, if it doesn’t directly interfere with your master’s plans, you’ll provide your assistance?” His voice rose at the end of the sentence like it was a question, but I didn’t think it was supposed to be one.

“Yes.” A powder blue Porsche Cayman S (I thought Talbot’s car magazines said they only came in black) turned onto the street. Only one vampire would be caught dead driving a car like that. Only one vampire could pull it off. Winter.

“You’re familiar with the rules?”

“Not as such, but I agree anyway.”

“Your werewolf blood will be at the designated location within the hour. It will be under the name Marie.”

“Good.” I hung up as Winter stepped out of the Porsche.

My phone buzzed again. Shenanigans?

sum vmp s hsling me. brb. I tapped the message and sent it. When I looked up again, Winter was standing in front of me. Before I could saying anything, my phone was in his hands and he was scrolling through the messages.

“The cat calls you Shenanigans?” He laughed, handing back the phone, and despite my outrage, I felt a tingle down below. Winter was dressed for clubbing, in clothes so stylish I didn’t even know what to call them yet. They were all Winter originals, and he always saved the best for himself. “Well?” Winter walked around me once, eyes raking up and down my body, not luridly, but evaluating me, as a designer might eye a potential new model. “Does the Mouser have your tongue as well as your dignity?”

“Talbot thinks I’m always up to something,” I spat, “therefore . . . Shenanigans.”

“I like it.” Winter wrinkled his nose at me, those blue eyes of his sparkling. That he wore contacts was obvious only because I already knew him to be a vampire. “So. You’re in a great deal of trouble and you’d like to get out of it.”

“I’ve got a plan.”

“Yes, I heard.”

I doubted that, and my expression must have given me away.

“Vampire hearing, dear. Vampire hearing. You didn’t expect Eric to notice that you’d hijacked your sister’s volition? Or you thought he’d play it off?”

I nodded.

“He’s married now, darling, and men like Eric, from Eric’s time, the greatest generation, particularly the Courtney family . . . they take vows very seriously.” Winter caressed my shoulder and the cool dampness surprised me. He’d been in mist form this whole time! Being able to turn to mist is a rare ability. As far as I know, the only two vampires in Void City who can do it are Winter and Lord Phillip. I was impressed.

“And you can convince him otherwise.”

“No, but you can, and I’ll tell you how. In exchange, I want your help.”

“I won’t hurt Eric.”

“Of course not.”

“Then what?” I stepped away from him, up onto the sidewalk.

“As you may already know, I’ve bet against Eric in Paris, but that doesn’t mean I’m betting against him in Void City.” A limo pulled up, and some of Winter’s entourage began piling out of the car. I inhaled sharply, ready to use my magic, then I remembered Melvin’s damn spell.

“All I want you to do is keep him in Paris for at least a week. Is that so hard? I’ll even set you up with a little assistance.” Winter followed my gaze toward his groupies. “Don’t mind them. I’ve rented out the Iversonian for the evening. I can’t exactly throw myself an anniversary of immortality party in my own club.”

“All I have to do is keep him in Paris?”

“Yes.”

“And you’ll get me out of this?”

“Mmmm-hmmm. You won’t believe that it will work, of course. So you’ll only owe me if you do what I tell you to do and it works. I’ll even be kind enough to renegotiate your debt to the Irons Club. You’ll still be bound by the rules, but I’ll let it be known that calling on you needlessly will make me needlessly pissy.”

His entourage gasped in unison. The idea of a pissy Winter seemed like a bad plan to me too.

“What about Eric? He won’t be hurt, will he?”

“Hurt? Yes. Destroyed or permanently altered? No.”

“Fine. I agree. Tell me how to get out of it.”

He whispered the answer in my ear, and I shook my head.

“Bullshit.”

Winter stepped through me, his mist sending a shiver down my spine. “Think what you will, Shenanigans. But if you use my solution, you owe me. Paris. One week. Don’t forget.”

As soon as Winter headed into the club, I texted Talbot. Dn’t no n.e.thng abt htl rm. We all hd fun. Whre r u?

Headed back to the Pollux to get Magbidion. Why?


No rsn.


Tabitha didn’t rise until an hour after sunset. I still had time . . . if I hurried and if I didn’t take any chances. I dialed information and asked for the number for Triple-T Waste Disposal. Sorry, sis, I thought to myself, but it’s you or me, and if Eric finds out that I put the whammy on you, I’m dead meat.
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ERIC:


“. . . BUT I AIN’T STUPID”


I handed the cell back to Talbot. He took it calmly, slipping his precious iCall or uDial—whatever it was—back into the pocket of his suit coat. Magbidion stood on the other side of the hotel room, retching at the smell and made doubly uncomfortable by the purple glow of my eyes. Revenant’s eyes. I hadn’t transformed into uber vamp mode, but my anger was showing.

I hoped I was wrong. I hoped Rachel would be smart enough not to kill her sister in an attempt to cover up her little mind-control joyride, but when I know about something, I have to act. I’d rather not know. If my friends really hate me and are nice to me just because they get something out of it? Great! But I expect them to keep it to themselves.

Hell, I’d have forgiven Whatshisname for all the stupid crap he pulled: arranging my son’s death, trying to steal my soul, wrecking my car, setting me up to fight William and his pack, murdering me . . . all of it, if he’d just said he was sorry and either stopped being an asshole or got better at concealing it. It’s weird, but it’s the way I work. Anybody can get a free pass, but they don’t get many, and when they run out . . . they die.

The scents of rotten meat and sewage mingled in our nostrils, the final remnants of Tabitha’s corpse sweat episode. Talbot and I acted as if it was no big thing, but even after I’d showered Tabitha off and sent her clothes, the bedding, sheets—everything that could reasonably be incinerated—out to be incinerated, the smell still threatened to bring tears (or blood in my case) to our eyes.

I looked at the bedside phone and shook my head. It was a test I wanted Rachel to pass. The chain of evidence goes like this: Talbot had suspected Rachel of doing something to Tabitha, Magbidion had been able to confirm the extent to which Rachel was doing something to Tabitha, and my text conversation with Rachel and my knowledge of just how scheming and low-down she can be filled in the rest.

I didn’t know how Rachel was intending to do it, but if she was, there is one surefire body disposal method in Void City, Triple-T Waste Disposal, three oni brothers who won’t report anything to the police for any price and who dispose of the evidence. I used them myself before Fang turned out to be almost as good. He leaves the bones behind and they don’t, but . . .

“Shenanigans, huh?” From my seat at the edge of the bed, I put my cold dead hand on Tabitha’s equally chilled one as she slept. She was safe, but if I hadn’t woken up from the Lisette dream feeling paranoid, Tabitha might have been destined for oni cuisine. I may not be the world’s best husband, but if anyone’s going to kill my wife, it damn well better be me.

“I thought it was a good fit.” Talbot paced the room. “You wanted to know, right? I know that you don’t want to know a lot of things, but this?”

I took a deep breath and didn’t let it out for a few seconds. It’s a human thing. I still do a lot of human things for all that I’m dead.

“Yeah.” The phone on the nightstand wasn’t ringing yet. I wanted it to keep right on not ringing. “I needed to know. You did the right thi—”

Ring. I eyed the phone like it had betrayed a confidence, but that didn’t stop it from ringing again. Ring. Ring.

“Damn.” As the phone rang, I remembered the punch line to an old Cajun joke about a man who wins the lottery and tells his wife she can build any house she wants as long as he can have a “Hello Statue.”

No. I want wanna dem tings what goes bring bring and have dat little ting what dat you pick up and say, “Hello? S’datch you?”

I picked up the “Hello Statue” with a laugh trapped in my throat, choking out a word. “Yeah?”

“She just called.” The voice on the phone had a slight accent. It was Tiko, Timbo, or Tombo . . . one of the three. The oni didn’t waste much time, straight to business. “We’re supposed to meet her over at the Void City Hilton PDQ. She said we should head on up to the Honeymoon Suite and wait outside. Do we go?”

“Uh-huh. I’ll hand you your check when you get to the room. I might even have a body for you to dispose of. Just don’t let on that anything’s up.”

“Sixty grand, right?” You could hear the greed in his voice, like Scrooge McDuck thinking about his money bin.

“That’s right.” I hung up the phone. Hard. Plastic shrapnel scattered in all directions as my knuckles scraped the phone’s inner mechanism. Pain flared, then faded too quickly, curlicues of torn skin weaving themselves back together fast enough to see. I killed the nightstand next, putting my fist through the alarm clock, an electrical jolt buzzing through my arm before the cord melted. I couldn’t smell it over the lingering odor of corpse sweat, but I saw the sizzle and the smoke.

I put my fist through the television, too, and then stopped in my tracks, not from the pain, but from the searing memory of a house near the beach and a blond little girl whose foster father was not even worth biting . . .

“I’m not even going to bite you,” I said under my breath.

“What, boss? You hungry?” Magbidion held out his arm.

“No.” In my mind’s eye, I saw my work boot on the back of the man’s head, forcing his skull into the floor. “No. I’m fine. When’s our flight?”

“You’re supposed to leave at midnight.” Talbot looked at his watch. “You’ve got plenty of time, even with airport security the way it is. After all, it’s not like you’re going commercial. Do I need to try and reschedule?”

“No.” I squeezed my fist as tight as I could, watching as bits of glass, wood, and plastic rose to the surface, pushed out by my regenerative process. Two years ago, I would have thanked Lord Phillip for the use of his plane without a second thought, but nowadays, the idea that I didn’t know exactly what was in it for Phil made me nauseous. But I’d promised Tabitha a honeymoon in Paris, and that’s what she got. “Go back to the Pollux and make sure Beatrice doesn’t need any help getting her stuff together.”

“I thought Rachel was—”

I glared at him.

“Right. You sure you don’t want me to stay?”

I shook my head.

Talbot left.

Ten minutes later, I heard heavy footfalls in the hall. Okay, to be fair, I heard the three oni talking to each other in the elevator on the way up too. Yeah. My hearing isn’t quite at Superman’s level, but it’s good.

A check for sixty thousand dollars was sitting on top of the television. I got it, opened the door, and smiled at the three oni. For triplets, they sure looked different. Not one of them had the same number of horns or eyes, or the same skin color.

“What now?” one of them asked.

“Now we see if she’s going to go through with it or not.”

Three Japanese ogres waited in the hallway. A magician whose soul I’d saved waited in the bathroom. My wife waited, even though she didn’t know she was waiting. We all waited.

Two minutes later, I heard Rachel’s heartbeat outside on the sidewalk several stories down. It’s not the sort of thing I usually notice, but I was specifically listening for her. Her heart was pounding; she was out of breath. Concentrating, I heard her exchange words with someone briefly. Was she checking for messages? Saying hello?

As the sun set outside, Rachel came up in the elevator.

“It’s okay,” I heard Rachel whisper to herself. “I’ve got time.”

With a clunk and a swish, the elevator doors opened and I could smell the werewolf blood. See? Now that’s just clever. Werewolves were out to get me again, so why not vanish her sister and make it look like the werewolves did it and Tab got a few good shots in before they took her down? Rachel could even guilt-trip me over the whole thing for not forcing Tabitha awake and taking her with me for the day.

“Okay, guys. We’ve got to do this fast. Like five-minute-meal fast.”

She slid the key through the card reader, sending whatever magic codes were needed to signal the hotel’s security system to unlock the door. Shouldering it open, she stepped into the room, looking over her shoulder at the oni and unscrewing the top of the blood-filled jug she was carrying.

“I can see why Talbot calls you Shenanigans,” I announced, stepping forward into the patch of light that spilled through the open doorway.

Werewolf blood ran out of the plastic jug when it hit the carpet, creating a slick, growing puddle. Strong and bitter, the scent cut right through the other smells in the room.

“Lucy,” said one of the oni in his best Ricky Ricardo imitation, “you got some ’splaining to do.” The others laughed and Rachel tried to run.

“Stop.” Though spoken softly, I made it a command, and Rachel froze with such violence that she looked like a dog that’d just run full speed to the end of its leash and had been surprised by the sudden stop at the end. Rachel fell backward into the blood puddle, the rich liquid soaking into her hair.

“No magic.” Another command. “Don’t move.”

“I can explain. Eric. Master, I can explain.”

Fang, I called for him with my mind and felt his engine start in response. Get your undercarriage up here.

“I’d like to hear all about it.” My hand closed around her throat and I picked her up, carrying her across the room at arm’s length. Ripping the window treatment down with my left hand, I broke the window with Rachel. Glass rained down onto the street and sidewalk below, some of it shattering into even smaller pieces as it struck Fang’s windshield. Rachel’s eyes widened at the sight of my Mustang rolling up the hotel’s exterior wall in a tire-gripping defiance of gravity.

“No,” she choked. “Please. Let me explain.”

Bright light flared from the butterfly tattoo on her cheek, and I sensed her trying to pull free of my control. It’s been decades since my sinuses hurt. Pressure built, but I fought back, reaching out for her along my link and holding tight. Her tattoo sizzled, the skin darkening like a brand. She winced against the pain and I stopped pushing.

“I turn a blind eye to a lot of shit, Rachel.” Fang came to a stop over the window, and I wondered just what the Veil of Scrythax would make people think they saw. Would they simply believe they were seeing a movie stunt? A line of smiley-face stickers stared at me from Fang’s undercarriage and someone (obviously Greta) had written “OK I LUV YOU BYE-BYE!” in blue sparkly paint pen underneath them. “I really do, but this? You think you can explain this? Tell me if I have it all wrong somehow, but you mind-raped my wife and forced her to engage in a . . . honeymoon gang bang and then, when you got caught out, you decided to feed her, your sister, to oni and blame it on the werewolves. Did I miss anything?”

“He was right,” Rachel whispered.

“Who was right?”

“You.” She stopped struggling even as I pushed her back against Fang, the line of smiley faces peeking out at me behind her shoulders. “You’re right about everything. And I’m sorry.”

“What?” I let her go at the word sorry, but she didn’t drop. Her body clung to the metal, and I kind of wished Fang would go ahead and eat her, but he knows me too well. Apologies are one of my weaknesses. And like I said, I’ll give anyone a free pass. Up till now Rachel hadn’t used hers. I didn’t even think she knew how to call it in, but—

“At the wedding, I tried to talk Tabitha into giving you a three-way, just once for your honeymoon as an extra special kinky surprise and she hit me with her vampire strength. It spun me around into the sink and when she walked over to me, I . . . I just reacted.” Tears flowed down Rachel’s cheeks. Crocodile or not, they were convincing. “I struck out and took her over with the dark tantra. I meant to let her go, right after, but you seemed to have such a good time that I thought I’d hold on to her until after the honeymoon. She’s not hurt, just incredibly uninhibited and suggestible.”

I turned my back on her.

“When I thought Talbot was going to find out, I freaked and decided to cover it all up. Magbidion’s good enough that even if I let her go, I was afraid he’d figure out what happened. I wasn’t plotting against you, Eric. I wasn’t in league with anybody. I promise. I fucked up. I fucked up bad, but I’m sorry and it won’t happen again. I swear. I swear to whoever you want me to swear to.”

At the door, Tiko and the boys waited eagerly. “You’re not going to let the car eat her, are you?” one of them asked.

“You can go, boys. Thanks for coming.”

I shut the door and listened to the sounds of their grumbling departure, subconsciously amazed that the elevator was strong enough to hold their combined weight. Oni are heavy. Behind me, my sister-in-law sobbed and I did not smell cinnamon. With the window broken, the odor of Tabitha’s corpse sweat was fading and I could detect the acrid scent of burnt electronics. In the bathroom, Magbidion was taking a piss.

I was going to let Rachel go. I had her dead to rights, caught red-handed attempting the unforgivable, but I was going to let her go because she said she was sorry. If you look up “gullible fucktard” in the dictionary, I’ll be right there waving at you.

“You ever watch Lost in Space?”

“What?” Eyes red and puffy, Rachel blinked at me between sobs.

“I watched a lot of TV the first few years after I got turned. Lost in Space was on that first year. They had a robot and spaceships. It blew my mind, plus it had this gal, Marta Kristen, playing Judy Robinson. I lusted after that woman.”

Rachel did that whole body shake and snuffle that happens to little kids when they’ve been all-out sobbing and have barely managed to stop and might start up again at any moment.

“But the character you remind me of is Doctor Smith. He was a constant pain in their ass, always getting them into trouble, trying to sell them out to aliens, the whole spiel, but Doctor Robinson would never kill him and he never let Major West kill him either, no matter what kind of shenanigans he got up to.”

I pulled her off the car with a sound like tearing sheets of Reynolds Wrap apart.

“You have three choices.” I held up a finger. “One. You can stop being my thrall and go do your own thing. If you do that, you need to leave Void City and stay the hell out of my business.” She shook her head and I held up a second finger. “Two. You can stay my thrall, but no more of this crap, no hitting on me, no using the dark tantra thing on me or Greta or Talbot or Tabitha . . . or the girls . . . not even on Fang. No ‘accidentally’ letting me see you naked. None of it. And if I catch you out, just once, one sniff of cinnamon when there isn’t any real cinnamon around, one slipup, and option three”—I pointed at Fang, still parked over the window—”is the last thing you’ll ever see.”

“Two,” she coughed.

Yeah, I thought, no shit option two.

“What about Tabitha?” Rachel asked after a second. “What do we tell her?”

“Mags,” I yelled at the bathroom. “Can you alter a vampire’s memory?”

“I’d need help. Vlads are a little too strong for me alone.” He looked at Rachel. “With her help, I could fix it.”

I knew I was making a mistake, but I didn’t want to have to tell Tabitha that I almost fed her sister to my car, and I didn’t want to tell her about the first night of our honeymoon either. This way, I could pretend like it never happened. It was easy. Stupid, but easy . . . and I’m good at both.

“Help him, but no foolishness. I want her ready to fly to Paris with me and Beatrice.”

Rachel bristled at that, but she was wise enough not to question it. “Eric?”

“Yeah?”

“Why don’t you just order me to do all those things, like make it a master-thrall command?”

“Because then you’d be my slave and I don’t do slaves. You have free will. Use it. Now get it done.”

I walked out of the hotel room, out of the hotel itself, and met Fang down on the sidewalk. John Paul Courtney was sitting in the passenger’s seat. “I’m prou—”

“Shut up!” I snapped.

Fang played “Born to Lose” by Ray Charles and I told him to shut up, too.
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ERIC:


DA PLANE! DA PLANE!


Get on a plane and fly to Paris. Simple, right? It should have been. Everything was arranged. A midnight departure meant that with the twelve-hour flight and the seven-hour time zone change we ought to show up in Paris while it was dark outside. My not-so-blushing bride was all packed. I was all packed. Even Beatrice was all packed. Our passports had been taken care of (courtesy of Lord Phillip) and for the first time in four-plus decades, my identification even had the right last name on it. Rachel didn’t show up to see us off, which got on Tabitha’s nerves, but I thought it was a good call. Whatever it takes to keep you out of trouble, yeah?

I was carrying the last of the bags out to the limo (Phil insisted) when I heard motorcycles.

“Shit. Tabitha. Beatrice. Get your asses in the limo!”

Beatrice grabbed Tabitha’s arm in an attempt to hurry her toward the limo, but Tabitha pulled away from her. “What is it? What’s going on?”

“It’s the holy hairy wedding crashers. I think they want to see me off. Get in the car!”

“No.” She’d been seeming human, but still managed to pop her claws. As she got better at managing her powers, she’d discovered that anger helps her override the suppressive effect that seeming human has on her abilities, and the prospect of a honeymoon derailment provided more than enough of that particular emotion. “I’ll help you.”

“No, you won’t.” I locked eyes with her and pushed my way inside her head. “You’ll get in the car, ride to the airport, and get on the airplane. If I’m not there when it’s time to leave, then you can come rescue me. Now go!”

I’m totally going to have to answer for that when I get on the plane, I thought. Fang rolled out of the parking deck as if he sensed trouble brewing. As the limo pulled out, I reached into the glove box and drew El Alma Perdida.

“Ah cain’t believe it,” said a certain dead man with a southern twang I recognized. “You actually thought to use my gun. Yer learnin’, boy.”

Greta came running out the front doors of the Pollux, a bloodied mouse in one hand. She dropped it and wiped her fingers clean on the back of her jeans. “Are we fighting something?”

“No.” A thought occurred to me, the beginnings of an actual plan. What? Even I come up with a plan from time to time. “I’m fighting something. You’re getting in Fang and driving to the airport.”

“But, Dad!”

“No ‘buts,’ just do it.”

I didn’t have to make it an order. Greta’s a good girl, and she knew I was serious. Without a word, she jumped into Fang’s driver’s seat and tore off for the airport, leaving tire tracks and the smell of burnt rubber in her wake.

I stood in the middle of the street, gun at the ready, until a car, hopefully not one of my customers, whipped by me, clipping my hip. It swerved and slowed, but didn’t stop. And that’s why when Deacon and crew came hauling ass around the corner, I was pulling myself up off the sidewalk. They were already wolfed out and ready to bite, which must have taken a lot of practice and explained why they rode such large frickin’ motorcycles.

I didn’t have a shot on Deacon, so I took the next werewolf in line, squeezing off a round that took him in the chest. In the movies, gunmen make all kinds of trick shots, but in basic training, just like in any other place where they’re teaching you to use guns against people, Sergeant Shouts-a-lot taught us to shoot for the largest visible target. Usually, that means center mass. There was no spurting gout of blood, and I didn’t stop to watch him die. I moved on to the next target because in war that’s what you do, and anytime I aim a gun at a living thing and pull the trigger that’s what it feels like . . . like I’m on enemy soil . . .

El Alma Perdida barked like thunder and my ears started ringing, all other sounds buried by the all-encompassing whine. Silvery flames poured out of the wound, and the werewolf tumbled from his hog, clutching at his chest. I’ve been shot more than once with El Alma Perdida and it’s never been fun, but I didn’t envy him the flammable fur coat.

My next round hit the fourth or fifth wolf in the bunch. He laid his bike down, skidding to a halt, flame trailing from his neck where El Alma Perdida’s bullet had struck home. By then I’d forgotten I was standing in the road out in front of the Demon Heart . . . My mind was far away and long ago in the mud of some other place. Bombs were falling around me in that else-when, but I kept on shooting, because that’s what you do when you’re at war.

“They’re strong,” Courtney offered. “Normal wolves go out like candles, once Perdy gets aholt of ’em.” I looked at Courtney, didn’t recognize him. He wasn’t in my unit, but he didn’t look German or Japanese and he didn’t have a gun, so I told him to take cover and I took cover too, running for the Pollux entryway.

Both the injured wolves let loose with howls so shrill and terrible that it cut through the ringing in my ears. Air raid.

“Perdy got ’em anyhow.”

JPC’s voice came through loud and clear despite the fact that I could barely hear my own gunshots, but I didn’t have time to ask why. Using the edge of the Pollux entry for cover, I got off one more shot before Deacon was on me. A third werewolf went down, flames licking up his chest and engulfing his head.

“That happens sometimes,” Courtney said, “when you hit a vital organ. Must a’ got that fella right in the ticker.”

Deacon leapt straight for me, not even slowing to stop his motorcycle. We went backward through the glass double doors. Slivers of glass poked through my skin, drawing blood and eliciting a hissing yelp. A combination of the pain, the blood, and seeing the chandelier overhead brought me back to the present and I shoved Deacon off. I changed as he flew through the air.

Turning into the uber vamp was too easy. It felt natural, pleasurable, like putting on your favorite pair of jeans. Deacon hit the concrete, bounced back up, and charged into me. The hit carried us farther into the Pollux. We tumbled together in front of the concession stand, claws scrabbling for purchase in each other’s flesh.

Sounds came out of his muzzle, but if they were words I couldn’t understand them so I talked over him. “Three down. Nine to go, Deacon. You sure you want to keep doing this?”

Sharp pointy wolf teeth sank into my shoulder . . . always with the shoulder. He tore into the meat and I shouted an obscenity. A series of snaps and pops echoed in both ears complimented by a side of piercing pain and I could hear again, but something else was wrong. Fighting wasn’t fun anymore. It was vicious and bloody and it hurt. I’d killed three werewolves and nobody laughed. Worse, I was tired of it all. I’d even had a flashback, for crying out loud. I hadn’t had one of those since becoming a vampire, not one. If I hadn’t known any better, I’d have said I was coming down off some kind of . . . high. And that’s when I realized that I was.

According to Lord Phillip, I’d been under an enchantment that hid me from my sire and slowed the development of my powers since the very moment that I became a vampire. After the enchantment finally wore off at the end of the whole soul-stealing demon thing, I’d still had Rachel influencing me in subtle ways, making me happy. I didn’t have that anymore because I made her stop. It was the magic. I was coming down off a forty (fifty?) year high and this was real life. This was real life and I was tired of playing games.

I turned into my revenant form and walked toward the street. Cold rushed in and the world went watercolor; the unreality of it made things easier. Deacon rushed after me, angrily clawing at spectral flesh he couldn’t touch. A ghostly gun, El Alma Perdida, appeared in my ghostly hand (I guess because I’d been holding it before I changed) and I opened fire on the Apostles. They’d promptly formed a ring around Deacon and me, so they had very little chance to react. I’d say it was like shooting fish in a barrel, but it was worse than that.

“That’s cheatin’!” Courtney’s ghost appeared next to me, but I walked past him, reaching through the corpse of one of the dead werewolves to withdraw the bullet. It slid free of the flesh, a whole cartridge that looked as if it had never been fired at all. I popped open the cylinder, slid the cartridge home, and then snapped the cylinder back into place.

“I said, ‘That’s cheatin’ and you shouldn’t be shootin’ those wolves anyhow. They’re believers!’” Courtney scowled at me.

“This isn’t a game anymore.” I fired El Alma Peridida again and Deacon’s claws swept through me without effect. “It used to be, and then I sobered up.” The ice in my voice manifested itself on the asphalt as a spreading ring of frost. “This is war.”

Deacon changed tactics, seizing El Alma Perdida’s grip with both paws. The silver cross on the grip burned his palms, but he refused to let go.

“Now there’s irony for you,” I said.

“I. Will. End. You.” Deacon growled the words. I let him have the gun and grabbed him somewhere else, my glowing blue fingers sinking under the flesh and seizing energy that felt warm and alive.

“I don’t think you will, Deacon.” His eyes widened as he felt what it’s like to have a revenant start to tear your spirit out of your body. It can’t have been pleasant. “And I really wish you’d stop trying. I don’t need to hunt anymore. I have thralls, willing thralls, to feed me, and I’m not going to make any other vampires. I’m done with that. In fact, I’m on my way to Paris to try and kill the vampire that created me. I probably won’t stop at one.”

“You’re a monster.”

“And you’re dinner. Given a choice between the two, I’m more comfortable with my role in the scenario.”

“You killed seven of the Apostles.”

“If it makes you feel any better, they weren’t the real ones.” I let him go and he sank to his knees. I watched him shrink back down to human form, and he looked broken. Two of the remaining so-called Apostles grabbed him under the shoulders, pulling him away from me and to his feet.

They loaded up the bodies of their fallen comrades in a way that looked unsafe and illegal, and then they drove away. I didn’t realize that they’d taken the other five bullets with them until the last werewolf rode out of sight and John Paul started laughing.

“They’re getting away with your bullets, Hoss. ’Course, if you knew the other way to reload the gun, that wouldn’t be no problem, but I ain’t fixin’ to tell yeh how to go about that until you promise not to use Perdy on any more believers. And another thing . . .”

To say the least, it was a very long ride to the airport.
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RACHEL:


SEE YOU IN PARIS


I should have been on that plane.” The words left my mouth ten minutes after Lord Phillip’s private jet took off. Eric actually left me behind. Me.

Me!

“Bye, Dad! Bye, Mom!” Greta sat on the hood of Eric’s Mustang, still waving, still smiling, as if she had no intention of leaving, not until he came back to find her still smiling and waving. “Come back soon!”

“Bye!” Maybe she thought he would turn around if she waved long enough or called loud enough. Tears of blood rolled down her face. Talbot saw the tears and walked over. He went to put his hands around her shoulders and caught himself, putting both hands flat on Fang’s hood instead.

“Let’s go on back to the Pollux, Greta.” Such a calm relaxing tone . . . A girl could forget he’s really a cat. “We can get one of the girls to feed you.”

“No!” She hit him with the palm of her hand. I think it was supposed to be a simple shove, but it knocked Talbot off his feet and into the air. He threw his body into a spin, rotating in the air, and struck the roof of the parking deck with his claws extended. Scratches trailed behind his claws, sparks popping from the needle-sharp talons as he used them to slow his progress. Inertia spent, he dropped to the floor on all fours with grace surpassing a cat’s. Green flashes of light winked on within his cat’s eyes, but he mastered his temper as he stood, and the light went out.

“I’m out,” I said, and headed for the nearest exit. A trip in an elevator that smelled of piss and French fries took me down to the arrivals section without having to pass through security. I got into the first taxi I saw and texted Andre.

“Drive.”

wht do i hv 2 do?


“Where to?”

I kept my eyes on the screen, ignoring the question, until I hit Send. “Give me a sec.”

“I’m starting the meter.”

“Whatever.”

Andre’s text came in fast: You apologized?—Andre

duh, I texted back at him.

“Head back into downtown,” I told the cabbie, and we began to move. “I’m either going to the Artiste Unknown or the Demon Heart.”

“The strip club?” The driver let out a whistle. “You a dancer? Aren’t you a little young?”

“Fuck you.” I tapped the screen of my phone and started a KenKen puzzle, impatient for Andre’s reply. “First of all, it’s a bowling alley now, and second of all, I don’t even work there. I’m dating the guy who owns it.”

“Don’t you mean the vampire who owns it?”

I looked up as my phone vibrated, then glanced back down. On the second pass, the words made sense: Meet at the Artiste Unknown. Winter is expecting you within the hour.—Andre

omw. I sent the text and looked back up at the cabbie, really seeing him for the first time. He was dark haired, white, a little pimply, maybe mid-forties. “Take me to the Artiste . . .” I paused, suddenly noticing that the driver had little horns, a set of three on each side of his head, tiny horns, flat above his ears. “Un . . . known.”

Horns.

Demon.

Shit!

I tapped into my magic, reaching out to his chakras before I realized what kind of demon he was. To an ancient Roman, a Gallus would have meant a castrated guy that served the goddess Cybele, but to a modern demonologist it means a sexless demon who serves as a messenger. While not physically very powerful fighters, the Galli have a knack of placing themselves in the future path of the people they seek. All they need is a photograph or a decent representation of the target. Once it’s burned, they snort the ashes and in a matter of days, or even hours (depending on the strength of the Gallus involved and the distance from the target), they will run into the individual they seek.

They’re perfect messengers. They don’t eat. They don’t drink. They don’t sleep. And they can’t have sex, which makes my magic all but useless.

“You must be strong.” He winked at me in the rearview mirror. “That tickles.”

“Who sent you?” Below his eye level, I flattened my right hand against the back of the driver’s seat and drew on some of the power I’d stolen from Eric. Swirls of black skin spread out from my wrist until the skin on my hand turned entirely black. My nails extended into claws. “I got out of my contract by the letter of the agreement and—”

“I’m not here to hurt you, Ms. Sims.” His attention shifted to the road as he jerked the wheel to avoid a collision with a Honda Civic driven by a moron who needed lessons on staying inside the lines. “I do have a message, however.”

“Who from?”

“One of the Nefario.”

Nefario are lesser lords of the demonic political landscape. J’iliol’lth, the demon I’d sold my soul to, had been one of them before Eric fed him to Talbot. Like the Galli, they don’t wield much direct power, but the Nefario specialize in giving power (some permanent, some temporary) to others, for a price . . . usually a soul.

“Which one?”

“Lady Scrytha, hatchling and heir of Scrythax.” His tone changed as he got going, moving out of easygoing cabbie guy to sycophantic ass licker. “First-circle Nefario, potential Infernatti, and former overseer of the voided entity called J’iliol’lth. I bid you greetings on her behalf.”

Holy shit! Jill’s mom? Not good.

“Heir to Scrythax . . . as in Veil of Scrythax?” I asked.

“Yes, I believe a small portion of the former Infernatti’s skin has been used on more than one occasion to alter the perceptions and minds of mortals.” My driver pulled up onto the interstate just like he was really taking me to the Artiste Unknown. I let my hand revert to normal. “Even dismembered, Lord Scrythax is quite powerful. May he rise again in infernal majesty.” He was in full dutiful servant mode, so much so that I wondered if he was transmitting the conversation back to his demonic mistress with a beacon link or Satan chime. I didn’t see one, but that wasn’t proof of anything.

“What does she want with me?”

“She wants to buy back your soul.”

“No, thanks.” I scoffed at the idea. “Doesn’t she know how hard I worked to get the damned thing back?”

“Nice pun.” He chuckled. “She understands the extent of your efforts very well indeed. And though my mistress, unlike her father, has no great fondness for humans, she has seen and admired your ability to deal with soul contracts. The Lady Scrytha also senses your imminent and utter destruction. If you would like to avoid the fate she has foreseen, my mistress would like to give you the opportunity to come and work for her as the Grand Madam of her succubae and incubi.”

My mouth fell open. “Why the hell would she want to do that?”

“Perhaps she merely desires intercourse with you.” The Gallus changed lanes, going all the way over into the outside lane. “I’ve never understood the draw it has for those with sexual organs, but—”

“Try again.”

“The truth? No problem, as I’m authorized to tell it to you. Eric Courtney has diverged from his destiny, and this concerns Lady Scrytha.”

“What destiny?”

“He is the last Courtney who may destroy Lisette and end the curse on the Courtney line. Eric’s destiny was to do so, and then become human.”

“And now?”

“Now, Lady Scrytha believes that he will not confront Lisette at all and will instead embark on a different quest, a quest that will be most disconcerting for the Infernatti.”

“I thought you were going to say he was the chosen one or something.”

“No.” He coughed. “Eric Courtney is of no consequence in the grand scheme of things. Despite his previous exertions in El Segundo, he was destined to be little more than a mortal under a curse who redeems his family name and dies a bitter, lonely, and ultimately broken man.”

“And now?”

“Now he does not die.”

“So he sticks around for a few more years? So what?”

“Ever.”

“Excuse me.” I sat up straighter, all of my attention on the demon as he steered us off the interstate again.

“Eric Courtney never dies and in time becomes a hybrid of the man he once was and the thing he has become. If that is allowed to come to pass, then it will render countless prophesies incorrect.”

“And how does she know all of this?”

“She is a Nefario.”

“So.” I ran the possibilities over in my head, chewing my lip as I did so. “She wants me to work for her to keep me from working for Eric?”

“And help you avoid utter destruction.”

I gave a little grunt as he took a sharp turn into an alley, the inertia shoving me up against the door. He hit the brake hard, bouncing me off the back of the seat and bringing the cab to a screeching halt. I’d been so caught up in the conversation I’d stopped paying attention to the route. We were in an area of town I didn’t recognize. It sure wasn’t near the Artiste Unknown.

Two demons with dog heads, leather wings, and big axes stepped out of the adjoining buildings into the alley. After the first set came out, two more followed, and two more after them. “If I say no, then I get to play with the puppies?”

“Yeah.” He looked back over the seats at me, back to easygoing cabbie guy. “Sorry about that. I’m just the messenger.”

My skin streaked black, a sensation like lover’s breath—no, more specific than that—as though Eric’s breath on my skin, cool and steady, chased the black. I felt stretched open, as I grew. Uber vamp wings burst through the cab’s rear window and I stood up through the ceiling, like shrugging out of an old jacket.

I killed the messenger first. A swift slash of my claws and he was headless, the violet glow that poured from my eyes turning his blood from light brown to muddied purple. Heat built up in my piercings, uncomfortable, but not as bad as the fierce sizzle I knew I’d get when I changed back. My uber vamp form isn’t what it feels like to be Eric, but it’s as close as I can get. Channeling this kind of power through a mortal body is like riding the devil’s own stallion. It kicks and bucks. Too much sound and fury, but I’d practiced a time or two, so it didn’t get away from me.

Faster than Eric, I took flight. Wind from my pursuers tickled the back of my neck and I knew where they were without looking. The uber vamp knew. We were like little kids playing tag—very scary, dangerous children. I was still human, still alive despite the boost, and I knew I’d be easily dispatched. Each beat of my heart felt as if it might shake me to pieces. Thoom. Thoom. Thoom.

An axe swung too close and I spiraled away. There was no need to fight them. A fight would have wasted precious uber vamp energy, and my supply was limited. I let them chase me through downtown, swooping in and around buildings until I saw the Artiste Unknown and turned on the speed in earnest. A block away from Winter’s club, they broke off pursuit. Lady Scrytha could not buy my soul with threats. Winter and his cronies were set up on the roof as if in wait for me. I landed, then transformed.

They applauded, but not for me, and then I understood. They’d been waiting for me. He’d known. He’d bet on it.

“I won again,” Winter explained.

I nodded, meaning to say something snarky, but caught up in the effort not to flinch at the hot-out-of-the-dryer warmth of my piercings. Ow. Ow. Hot.

“Now.” Winter greeted me with a smile. “Let’s talk about getting you to Paris. All you have to do is keep Eric there for seven days and we’ll be even. Magbidion showed you how to alter a vampire’s memory, yes?”
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ERIC:


OLD BOLD SOLDIERS


When flying to Paris from abroad, the truly trendy undead traveler chooses to arrive at Orly. It’s smaller than Charles de Gaulle International and since European cities don’t use a Veil of Scrythax, as far as I know, I guess it helps to keep the supernatural under wraps.

“Isn’t this awesome?” Tabitha kissed me on the cheek, the warmth lingering there long after she headed off down the aisle to disembark. I fumbled with Tabitha’s suitcases, my single bag hanging around my neck dogtag style. Beatrice carried her own bag. She’d packed conservatively, like me.

“It’s a better trip than last time,” I said. Tabitha didn’t hear me, but Beatrice did.

“You’ve been to France?”

“Yes.” I tottered down the aisle sideways, crablike, trying not to bump the bags against the seats. Phil’s flight staff hovered nearby, anxious to help carry, but I didn’t want their help.

“Did you fly into Charles de Gaulle?”

“Didn’t fly.” My bag snagged on the arm of a seat, and I had to duck and swing my head to get it loose again.

“By boat? That must have been nice. I’ve never been on a cruise.”

“Me either.”

“But you came by boat?”

“Yes.”

“Eric.” Beatrice came to a stop, but I pushed on. Her breath caught in her throat, and I heard her heart rate increasing. “Were you alive or undead when you last visited France?”

“I was alive.”

“And the ship you were on . . . it didn’t land at a port, did it?”

“Not exactly.” I reached the end of the aisle and looked down the steps. Tabitha was standing at the bottom talking to three humans. She still looked adorable in her yellow sundress and strappy white heels, but her mood had soured. I couldn’t hear what she was saying because of the magic soundproofing Phil had layered onto his plane, but she wasn’t happy.

“Where did you land?” Beatrice asked.

“Normandy.” I walked down the steps. The three men weren’t wearing uniforms. Halfway down, the sound kicked in.

“I’m sorry, mademoiselle, but you and your master will have to board the plane and return to America. Europe is closed to you.”

The speaker was tall and dark-haired. He even wore sunglasses at night, just like that Corey Hart song. The earpiece in his ear made me think Secret Service, but his accent was French. Next to him, a blond in jeans and a “Born in the USA” T-shirt smoked a cigarette, paying more attention to the ground or a spot in the distance than to what was going on next to him.

I followed his gaze and saw a group of mercs clad in riot gear covered with runes and crosses, symbols from several religions. He gave them a subtle shake of his head, which I took to mean “not yet,” and took another drag off the cigarette. His face was familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

Up close, the third “man” was obviously either a woman dressing to minimize her curves or the most successfully androgynous man I’d even seen. A little closer and I inhaled her scent. Definitely a woman. She caught me sniffing and rolled her eyes.

“Just kill them.” She had a German accent. I didn’t like her.

“Already dead.” I dropped the suitcases on the tarmac and unslung the bag from around my neck. “Besides, you can’t destroy me.”

“You may be an Emperor, but I assure you, we can destroy you. It may be difficult to figure out where on the plane or in your luggage you’ve hidden your memento mori, but—”

“I didn’t bring it.”

She scoffed. It was a very cute scoff. “Only an idiot or a madman would travel abroad leaving their greatest weakness and their greatest strength—”

“Then I’m an idiot.” I dropped my bag next to the suitcases. “Now that we have that cleared up, why don’t you explain to me why it is that I can’t honeymoon in Paris?”

“Corey Hart” opened his mouth to say something, but stopped when the guy in the Springsteen T-shirt spat out his cigarette and shoved his way between his two compatriots. “No way in hell you’re that Eric Courtney.” He looked at me closely, sizing me up. His eyes glazed over, and the other two instinctively steadied him. “You are him!” Eyes refocusing, he shook off the others. “Thumper, how the hell did you wind up a vampire, you old son of a bitch?”

He took my hand and clapped me on the shoulder. This man obviously knew me, was glad to see me even though I was a vampire. I stared at his brown eyes and the tiny scar on his jawline, and knew that I knew him, too, but his name wouldn’t come. I wanted to call him Carl, but that wasn’t the right name.

“You know this vampire, James?” the tall guy asked.

“Hell, yes, I know him, Luc.” He slapped my shoulder again. “I’m sure I’ve told you about Thumper.”

“Thumper?” Tabitha gave me a quizzical look.

“They used to call me Bible Thumper.” Finding the memory was hard, but it was there, buried deep under decades of misuse. “James must be from my old unit.”

“But he looks young,” Tabitha said.

“They’re immortals,” Beatrice said from the bottom of the steps. She stood there holding her bag. I wondered briefly what it felt like to be the only human in the bunch.

“What?” I looked at her. “Like true immortals?”

“Vampires may run the United States, Eric.” She took a place next to the suitcases. “But the immortals run Europe.”

“So you don’t let vampires into Europe?” I rubbed my fingers over my eyes. “You’d think Lord Phillip would have mentioned that one.”

“No,” the German immortal said, “we allow vampires, but only under strict regulations. European vampires are allowed themselves and three offspring. After twenty-five years of unlife, unless their sire releases them earlier, Kings and Lords may petition the Council to establish their own households. After fifty years of unlife, Knights may petition to leave the service of their rightful masters, but they are only allowed one offspring.”

She smiled a cruel smile. “Vampires that do not abide by these rules are destroyed. As you should be.”

“So . . . what?” I looked at Tabitha, then back at Frau Krautenstein. “She look like three offspring to you?”

James shook his head. “No, Eric, but based on your aura, she is your fifth.”

I counted them off on my fingers. “Lisa. Nancy. Irene. Greta. The guy . . . what’s his name . . . K-something.” I put that finger back down. “But he’s dead so he doesn’t count. And Tabitha makes five.”

“One of your get has formally petitioned the council and been acknowledged in her own right,” Luc told me, “but that still leaves you with four. If we granted you access to Europe, then you’d be bound by our laws and we’d have to attempt to destroy you.” He sighed and gestured to Tabitha. “And as lovely as your new bride may be, we’d be forced to end her, too.” Frowning, he turned back to me. “You would simply re-form at your memento mori, true, but we have no desire for your honeymoon to end in such despair, so instead we are banning you from—”

“What happens if your sire has released you?” Tabitha interrupted.

James grinned. “If your sire releases you, and the Council acknowledges your independent status, you don’t count against your sire’s total. You still can’t make any offspring until you’ve been around for twenty-five years and petitioned the Council again, but for now, both you and Thumper there would be in the clear.”

“Then I guess I need to petition the Council, because Eric let me go back in Void City before we got married.”

“I did?”

“You said . . .” She closed her eyes as if it would help her remember. “‘That’s bullshit. I don’t own you and I don’t own any of your crap. If that’s what you’re worried about you can tell everybody I said you’re free or released or whatever high society pricks call it.’” Her eyes opened, and they were sparkling.

“Like he would acknowledge such a statement—” the German began.

“Are you saying I’m not a man of my word, Fritz?”

“Whoa, Thumper.” James grabbed my shoulder, pulling me aside. “Ix-nay on the itz-Fray. Aarika’s good people. She helped the Allies in the war. She’s a cold fish, but you can’t—”

“Gotcha.” I pulled away from him and stepped toward Aarika. “Sorry.” I held out my hand. “My bad. That was uncalled for.”

She took it, but slowly. “Apology accepted . . . Thumper.”

I laughed, just a chuckle, but enough to show there were no hard feelings. “Fair enough. Now how do we get my bride out of my tally so that I’ll be back in compliance?” I slid my hand around Tabitha’s waist and kissed her on the cheek. She flushed with warmth and I didn’t let go. “My wife wants to see the Eiffel Tower and I have a sire to kill.”

“You want to kill Lisette?” James started. “Okay, there are a few other rules you ought to know about.” Great. Did every immortal in Europe know who my sire was? I wondered briefly if they knew what color underwear I was wearing, decided they probably did, and rolled my eyes.
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ERIC:


CHARLEY V IS ALIVE!


I don’t know what I expected, but riding in the back of a van (minibus to you Frenchies out there) from the airport to some ruined old castle at Vincennes wasn’t it. Tabitha was glued to the window, but I was preoccupied by a growing sense of discomfort. Beatrice noticed, but didn’t know what to do about it. She took my hand, holding it to her breast, not in a cop-a-feel sort of way, but in the feel-my-heart-beat-and-remember-I’m-here-if you-need-to-feed sort of way.

“Are you hungry, Eric?” Her blue-gray eyes were clouded, her face framed by fiery red tresses that made her look a little too much like Marilyn for comfort. Her skin was hot in the way that the flesh of the living is to us dead folks. She wore a peasant top that clung to her form and drew my eye even though I was trying not to notice. Keeping eye contact, she guided my hand between her legs to the flesh above her femoral artery, my favorite feeding spot.

“Yes, but not now. We don’t have room and I’m edgy.”

“I noticed.” She left my hand where it was and began gently but firmly pressing her hands against my chest, trying to keep my body temperature up. Vampires are always in a better mood when we’re warm, and if I wouldn’t feed, Bea wanted to give me the next best thing. If it had been Rachel doing that, Tabitha would have gotten all pissed off, but Beatrice isn’t into me like Rachel is, so there’s no threat. Plus there’s the whole not being her little sister thing.

“I brought some snacks if you want to watch me eat something.”

I caught movement out of the corner of my eye, a human with a package, and my claws came out, abrading the tender skin under my fingernails as they grew. Beatrice winced as my talons scratched a line across her thigh. I hadn’t drawn blood, but it looked painful.

A familiar double burst of discomfort in my upper jaw announced the deployment of my fangs as well, all for nothing more than a guy carrying a long thin package late at night. I’d read him as a threat, a man with a rifle. I’d almost shouted “Gun!”

Seeing James again, being back in France, being off the magic for the first time in fifty years—it all had me feeling the way I felt when I came here as a young soldier. I was jumping at shadows.

My pulse raced briefly, and Bea felt it.

“Eric?”

“I don’t know.” My heartbeat stopped. “I keep expecting . . .”

“What?”

“I keep thinking somebody’s going to take a shot at me.”

“Who’d take a shot at you?” Tabitha called over her shoulder, not looking away from the window, nose still pressed against the glass. She didn’t want to miss a thing.

“Nazis?” Bea asked the question.

I nodded with embarrassment.

“Nazis?” Tabitha snorted. “That’s stupid. Why would he be worried about Nazis?”

One moment I was on my own side of the car, the next I was fang-deep in Tabitha’s jugular and the van was on its side. Bea was pressed against my back, unleashing a torrent of calming phrases (“Shhh. It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s okay. Calm down, baby. She didn’t mean anything. Shhh. Calm down.”). Tabitha held very still, whispering a steady stream of apologies (“I’m sorry. What’d I do? I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”).

The night air blew in through rent metal where something (I’m guessing the uber vamp’s wings) had thrust through and forcibly ejected the doors and bent the frame.

“Gott in Himmel!” It was Aarika’s voice and the air shimmered as she spoke. The van vanished and our surroundings changed. The city was still there, but it looked different, younger. “Der Amerikanische Vampir ist bescheuert!”

“What the hell was that, Thumper?” James stood transformed, still human but wearing a suit of all black modern body armor (helmet included). He wielded a sword two-handed, and from my angle it looked like the blade curved a touch near the end. There was a 9mm in a holster on his thigh, but I was more concerned about the two custom stakes with combat knife-style grips that were holstered on his belt.

I released my grip on Tabitha’s throat, withdrawing the fangs as gently as possible. “I’m sorry,” I announced to everyone, but mostly to Tabitha. “I have blackouts and I—”

“Get off.” Tabitha pushed me with vampire strength, and I landed on my feet.

“I’ll see to the minibus,” Luc said. I turned toward the sound. Luc vanished, but I got a glimpse of metal armor, like in an old King Arthur movie, as he faded.

Aarika hadn’t drawn any weapons at all, but her stance spoke of combat readiness: arms up in what looked like a defensive guard’s posture; feet apart, in line with her shoulders. Her eyes were blue and angry, but I found myself staring past her at the buildings. What had been an urban metropolis now looked like something out of the fourteenth or fifteenth century. All signs of modern roadwork were gone. The grass was green and the air smelled better than it did back home, even in the national park.

“Hunh.” Blood dripped from my lips. Tabitha’s blood. “You okay, Tabitha?” The wound at her throat closed quickly. Flesh knit itself back together, and in three or four seconds her skin was marred only by a light coating of blood.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” She touched her hand to her neck and pulled it away, eyeing the blood, oblivious to the change in our surroundings. “You could have fed from me if you wanted. I wouldn’t have cared. I like it when you feed on me. You didn’t have to jump me and wreck the damn van!”

“Coming back here is traumatic for him,” Beatrice broke in. She stepped between me and Tabitha. “The embalming magics used on him have worn off. He has forbidden Rachel to dull his senses, to use any magic on him or in his presence, and he is facing the world sober for the first time in his unlife, Lady Tabitha. Add to this that the last time he was in France was as a soldier in World War II, when, yes, being shot at by Nazis, bombed by Nazis, and otherwise fearing for his life was a very real concern . . . and one may see why your comment incensed him.”

“That’s not an excuse.” I stepped around her.

“Like hell it isn’t.” Tabitha stared at me, angrier than before, cheeks flushed and eyes dimly lit with red. “Why didn’t you tell me what you were going through?”

“Because it’s stupid.” I mumbled the words. “That was more than half a century ago, and anyway, bullets can’t even hurt me anymore. There aren’t any Nazis hiding in the bushes. I know that. It’s dumb, but I still feel like they’re there, waiting to get a shot off.”

“Why did you confide in her, but not me?” Tabitha frowned, transitioning from hurt to sad. “I don’t understand. We’re married. I’m here for you. I—”

“I didn’t tell her any of that stuff.” I pointed at Beatrice. “She figured the war stuff out when we were getting off the plane, but—”

Tabitha and I both stared questioningly at Bea.

“I know you think Rachel is the most knowledgeable thrall you have, Eric, but I was Lady Gabriella’s for quite a long time, and if there is one thing a high society thrall has to learn, it’s how to find out every little thing about her master. If you know what’s bothering them, what they want, what they’re thinking about, you can be a better thrall and they treat you well.”

“So you spied on him?” Tabitha asked.

“No, Lady Bathory,” Beatrice said, using the most formal title for a female Vlad. “Well, maybe, but for me it’s doing my job. Some of the information came from Magbidion when he got back from the Hilton. I wheedled a little more from Talbot when he came to make sure we were all packed up, and the rest I got by paying attention to Eric and asking questions. How else am I supposed to do my job?”

“Still—” Tabitha began.

Luc reappeared, and I nearly went for him out of instinct. His armor was gone, if it had ever really been there, and he was wearing the suit and sunglasses again sans earpiece. “I’ve taken care of the minibus. No one saw anything. It was late, and Aarika acted quickly.”

“He should be deported.” Aarika jabbed her finger in my direction. “He is too dangerous. He’s an old soldier and I respect him, but let him return at another time, with his memento mori. Perhaps then he will be able to control himself.”

“Let’s get his wife’s petition handled first,” James said. He lowered his sword. “He can stay magic-side until that’s handled and then we can let the Council rule on the issue of whether he can stay or not.”

“Because he’s your wartime chum?” Aarika asked. “For that reason we should ignore his control issues? He should be muzzled, not kept magic-side. He should be staked. It won’t kill him.”

“He will remain magic-side until the Council has ruled,” Luc snapped. “And that”—he gave a pointed look, meeting the gaze of both other immortals, Aarika first, then James—“is final. Being kept here is restraint enough, I should think.”

“Fine.” She folded her hands over her chest. “I am not unreasonable. We are not in my country, after all. If the Treaty of Secrets is broken, it will fall at the feet of the Free French, not on Germany’s head.”

“Magic-side.” I looked around. The surroundings were still vaguely familiar, similar to where we had been, but with a few hundred years of urban development erased. “Where the hell are we?”

“A Vale of Scrythax,” James spoke first, sword still at the ready.

“That’s not how the Veil of Scrythax works back home.”

“V-A-L-E,” James said, “not V-E-I-L.” He had his hand over the lower portion of his face, mimicking a veil. “It’s a pocket dimension. Think of it as being two quick steps to the left of the mundane world. We use the Vales instead of playing with people’s memories. It works much better to keep the supernatural out of sight in the first place, and it keeps the European Mage Guild from getting the kind of stranglehold on the immortals that the American version has on the vampires.”

“So why doesn’t the U.S. use your kind of Vale?”

“We have a much bigger piece of Scrythax.”

“Piece?” Tabitha asked. “As in body part?”

Aarika snorted. “Aren’t you a little squeamish for a vampire?”

“Aren’t you a little short for a storm trooper?” Tabitha fired back. Score! I laughed. Aarika frowned.

“I have no patience for the spurious accusations,” Aarika began. “I am not a Nazi. I fought the Nazis. I—”

“She was making a Star Wars joke, Jerry.” I flipped Aarika the bird. “Calm the fuck down and try to keep up with the times.”

James opened his hands, and the sword dissipated into a cloud of silvery-blue effervescence that sank into his body. Interposing himself between Aarika and me, he held up his open palms. “Let’s all stay friendly. Okay?”

Aarika considered looking to Luc for support—I could see it in her eyes—but I respected her for not taking it there. She backed down a little and so did I. God help me, but I was starting to like her, despite myself.

“Scrythax was a very powerful demon,” she began, “the most powerful of the Infernatti. We’re talking pose-as-a-deity powerful. In the Dark Ages, when the True Immortals and the other magic-siders went to war with each other, before the Treaty of Secrets, Scrythax stepped in on the side of humanity. Both sides united against him and he was torn apart for his trouble. In a weird way, though, he got what he wanted. United by a common foe, the magic-siders agreed that humanity and the supernatural needed to be segregated and that for the supernatural to endure, limits needed to be put in place on all sorts of things: vampire population growth, hunting practices of the therianthropes . . .”

“Over time,” Luc picked up, “the various mystical properties of Scrythax’s remains were discovered and he was parceled out.”

“And which part of him alters the memories of humans in Void City, or dare I ask?”

“His skin,” Aarika said. “Vampires stole,” she emphasized stole like she was accusing me of doing it, “portions of his skin when the renegades who believed in less restrictive population controls fled to the Americas.”

“Why would his skin do that?” Tabitha asked.

“Scrythax loved humans,” Luc explained. “But his visage was terrible to look upon and his form was so . . . primal . . . that he could not alter his shape. Instead, he enchanted his skin to make mortals see him as something other than he was. He didn’t much care what, just so long as they didn’t run in fear. In the hands of the right mage, Lord Phillip of Void City for example, a piece of his skin can be used to make mortals see something other than what is and cloud their memory even of that.”

“I wonder what his little toe does,” I muttered. “So what piece do you guys have?”

“His h—” James began to answer me, but Aarika cut him off.

“A substantial one. Those the Council trusts can create a small pocket dimension which represents their present location as Scrythax remembers it. In this fashion, our differences may be settled away from mundane eyes and powers which might otherwise draw attention to our community may be exercised—”

“Without scaring the norms,” Tabitha butted in. “So you guys have his head then, right . . . or an eye maybe?”

“I wish we had one of his eyes.” Luc spoke up. “Either one is said to hold remarkable powers. There are stories of Scrythax restoring the dead with one eye while peering forward into the future with the other to ensure the world was a better place with the newly resurrected returned to it.”

“I wouldn’t want to be around if he decided the world was better off without me,” Tabitha chimed in.

“No.” James shook his head in vigorous agreement. “You wouldn’t. One of the rules I was going to tell you about. In Europe, we don’t allow supernatural combat in the mundane world. If you’re a member of the community, you open a Vale of Scrythax and settle it there. Never to the death or destruction, either. Only the Council can grant permission for one magicsider to kill another. Breaking that law is an offense punishable by destruction or permanent banishment into a Vale of Scrythax. You’re lucky that you had your freak-out before I told you about it.”

“Yeah, thanks for . . .” As I spoke, my heart beat . . . the first time I could remember that happening without Rachel around since I’d become a vampire. Then, the scenery shifted like air over gasoline or hot asphalt. Buildings rose up around us, winking into view to match the place we’d just left in the real world, right down to the wrecked minibus.

Luc glanced about, black hair falling down over his sunglasses. “Alors! Aarika?”

“We’re still in the Vale of Scrythax, Luc. I don’t understand. It should still appear as it did the last time Scrythax saw it.”

My heart beat again, once, twice, and the magnitude of the effect expanded. When it stopped, the change stabilized.

“Hey, guys?” I asked. “The eye of Scrythax, the one that could raise the dead? What would it look like?”

“No one knows,” James answered as Luc and Aarika went through motions very similar to what Magbidion does when he’s looking at things through his magic. I guess they were gauging their surroundings. If what I suspected was correct, however, they’d have had more luck studying my chest. “Some pieces of his body crystallized into beautiful gems, others grew dull and black, like a rock or a piece of coal, and still others maintained their gruesome forms, like desiccated remains. Why?”

“No reason.”

“We should get to the Council quickly,” Aarika told Luc.

“This way.” Luc gestured in the rough direction in which I’d seen the castle. “We aren’t far. Let’s press on magic-side. Aarika and I can maintain the Vale for all of us as we move.”

Tabitha did what she always does—forgave me too much, too fast—and we set out along the road, my right hand in her left and my left hand in Bea’s right, like I was a little kid or a sick old man who needed looking after. When we turned at the corner, the area that had been out of my line of sight before we transitioned to the Vale was still old-school.

Of course it is, I thought, because I didn’t see it in the real world and I’ve got an Eye of Scrythax, also known as the Stone of Aeternum, in my fucking chest, turning me into the mystic equivalent of those guys from Google Maps.

Updates.

Jeez.

“I wanted to show you this anyway.” James dropped back to walk with us while Aarika and Luc led the way. “We’ll have to hurry to make sure we get there before you have to sleep, but the approach to the Château de Vincennes looks much better magic-side.”

“I’m sure it does.” I walked on, looking down at the ground in front of me. And if you want it to stay that way, I suggest we leave by the same route. Normal honeymoon? Yeah. Not so much.
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RACHEL:


PARIS OR BUST


When you’re young, hot, and a witch (particularly a tantric witch) you can soar through airport security—no broom required. Customs agents find it hard to do anything but pass you through when they’re feeling unexplained pulses of sexual pleasure. The succubus who taught me magic calls it Blissing. “Any demon can punch their way through security,” she used to say, “walk through all horns, scales, and hellfire, but it takes skill to ensure that when the hosts say serving you has been their pleasure, they’re making a gross understatement.”

Unlike my old teacher, I don’t see the elegance of making someone cream their pants or experience an uncontrollable erection, but it sure is fun.

I walked out of Charles de Gaulle International Airport Terminal 2 with a garment bag over my shoulder and a small rolling suitcase trailing behind me. Springtime in Paris, and all I could see was pavement. I’d noticed from the air that the sections of Terminal 2 are shaped like eyes, with a road and TGV line where the eyelids would meet. The space where the iris would be is covered with ground-level parking, and the terminals make the eyelashes. I leaned back against a rounded section of the exterior wall, looking right toward the rest of the terminal. Even the roofline had little puffy parts that looked like eyes.

Businessmen and -women went on their boring little ways, hailing taxis and yammering away on cell phones, which reminded me to swap the SIM card in mine so it would work on the network here. I powered the phone back on, started downloading my messages, and began reading through them while I waited for the vampire Winter’d arranged for me to meet. The screen went black without warning and I stabbed the power angrily.

“Work, stupid fucking phone!” I looked up to see if there was a phone kiosk, thinking maybe the battery had gone bad, when I noticed the airport, the planes, the parking lots, the roads, the TGV line . . . everything . . . was gone. My surroundings had been drastically altered, going from nouveau French to rural farm, the bright lights of the city replaced by a panoramic starscape. I was leaning against a waist-high bit of crumbling stone wall.

“Oh, great! Somebody roofied me.” It probably wasn’t Kansas, but the surrounding area definitely looked like farmland. It wasn’t modern farmland, with tractors and computerized irrigation, either. I couldn’t put my finger on why, maybe it was the smell of French “fertilizer” or the too-clean country air, but the whole place seemed positively medieval, especially in the dark. “I’m probably being assfucked by some freako security kink and I’m not even getting any damn energy out of it.”

A woman’s laughter pierced the silence. In the starlight, I could see that her hair had been dyed candy apple red streaked with cotton candy pink and cut in a stylish pixie-cut with long bangs hanging down in a ragged edge over her left eye. Physically, she couldn’t have been older than early twenties, but she had the washed-out irises of a vampire and hadn’t bothered to hide them with contacts. Eyes once brown were now a faded gold. She wore blue lipstick and a mismatched ensemble of outerwear that meshed together perfectly. She’d abandoned modern trends, but she hadn’t kept with the old styles either. Instead, she’d created a style of her own and it suited her.

“It’s a cliché,” she said as she extended needle-sharp fangs that appeared far more delicate than Eric’s, “but you look good enough to eat.”

“I am.”

“I’ll bet.” Watching her move was hypnotic, each gesture out of time with her surroundings, too slow, then too fast. One instant she’d be looking straight at me, the next straight up at the sky, the next to the right or bent over, all with no intervening movements I could detect. In an eyeblink she was behind me and in another she was still walking toward me, until I felt dizzy as if she was approaching me from both directions at once.

Hands rested on my shoulders, caressed my cheeks . . . She was still walking toward me, but the touches were hers. Brief phantom whispers of touch cupped my breasts, curved along my pelvis, my lips.

“I can see why Eric finds you so tempting,” she said when she finally reached me. Her hands were clasped before her, but they were in my hair, too, running through it.

“Your speed is impressive.”

“May I taste you?” Cold breath carried the words into my ears. The scent of old blood mingled with wine in my nostrils.

“A little,” I said.

Her bite was slow and lingering, the fangs pushing against my skin and sliding through painlessly. She went for the throat like most vampires do, but her tongue rasped against my neck, warm with my own heat, the suction of her mouth gentle yet insistent. I touched her chakras with my energy and gave her taste. I expected an increase in the urgency of her feeding, but it didn’t come. She kissed me then and suddenly, inexplicably, my mind put a name to her face. She was Irene, Eric’s Irene, the Irene of El Segundo. If I hadn’t known before why Eric once loved her, I knew then. Her kiss was wild and unrestrained. Her fangs nicked me, but I didn’t care. I’m not into girls really, but it was nice.

“You taste like cinnamon,” she said. Her lips were slick with red, and I recognized the color. There’s a peculiar thrill when you see your own blood on someone else’s lips, and Irene knew it.

“I could drink you all myself.” She stretched absently. The visual, like a movie with too many cuts made in it to repair the film, hurt my eyes.

“Then there wouldn’t be anything left for later.”

Her feral grin faded. “Just because you like candy doesn’t mean you should always save a piece for later.” She was behind me. “There is a certain joy in gobbling down the box of chocolates all in one go, to sit, greedy and full”—her hands, now warm, slid along my stomach—”and sick, with nothing but the memory to sustain you and the wrappers with which to play.”

“Is that what humans are to you?”

She nodded. “When I was alive they had these little wax bottles, tiny things, with flavored liquid inside. You could pop the whole thing in your mouth.” She mimed tossing a bottle into her mouth and chewing it up. “Or you could just bite the top off and,” she mimed that too, biting the top off of an imaginary bottle and spitting it on the ground. A red trail of blood hit the ground. “Spit it out. That’s all humans are: funny little blood containers. You walk and talk. You’re fun to hold, fun to play with, but you’re so close to fungible that one dead human hardly matters. There are billions more.”

“Yeah, okay. You’re all spooky or whatever.” I opened myself to the magic and really looked at my surroundings. Was this an illusion? Glowing dots of demonic magic slowly separated themselves from the background. Pinpricks of power, combined and shifted, creating a bubble of reality? No. I studied the hue of the magic. At first it appeared red, but if I caught it at the right angle, a blue sheen came through. Memory? If Magbidion hadn’t just worked with me on how memory magic worked, it might have been too subtle for me to notice. I opened Ajna, the chakra that controls magic, my third eye, and my view of the magic came into better focus.

“Where the hell are we?” Ice formed in my belly. “We’re not in one of the hells, are we?” My voice cracked on the second sentence. I suppressed a shiver. This was Infernatti magic. Lady Scrytha! I knelt down, touching the field. Hot and cold at the same time. Very powerful. Extremely old. “No. Not a hell.” I let out a long breath without realizing I’d been holding it.

“You’re cute when you’re freaking out. We need to get you some bad acid.” Irene waggled her eyebrows, but the gesture was odd. “I’d like to watch that.”

Thin lines of power thrummed beneath the palm of her right hand. It matched the power signature of the field around us, as recognizable as the brushstrokes of a master painter.

“You’ve taken an oath.”

Irene followed my gaze and rubbed her palm selfconsciously. “You can see that?”

“Who are you working for?”

“Oh, chill out, would you?” Her eyes were closed, then open again. Cords of magic unraveled, twisting and flailing as they receded back through her palm like one of those retractable leashes. “Every supernatural citizen in Europe has taken that oath. You can’t use Vales of Scrythax without joining the Treaty of Secrets.”

Old France faded and new modern wonderful France returned, the whole airport and all the beautiful city lights, along with my cell phone’s power. Back in the real world, Irene forced herself to move at normal speed. Waves of irritation radiated from her. We took an escalator down to a well-lit open parking level in the iris framed by Terminals 2A and 2B.

“Tell me about this treaty.”

“No. You tell me what we’re going to be doing to Eric to keep him in Paris for seven days and why it’s so important to Winter.” A thin sheen of blood sweat began to form on her skin, and she jumped like another bad movie cut and was clean again. “You noticed?”

I nodded.

“I was tripping on X when Eric turned me.” She paused, a bittersweet smile on her face. “The way I feel isn’t the way I felt then. It isn’t the same kind of trip, but in a way it’s like I never came all the way down.”

“You still remember what it was like?”

“Yes. Good times.”

“Then you may like what I have in mind for Eric.” I explained the details and Irene broke down into fits of hysterical laughter. She ran the plan back to make sure she’d understood and I assured her that she did.

“That’s perfect.” Her breath came in unusual spurts, not quite the way a human catches her breath. Vampires don’t need to breathe, so I guessed she was actually trying to talk around the convulsions of laughter. Getting the air in to get the words out was the issue. “Winter used up a favor to get me to do that? Honey, I’d do that to Eric as a wedding present!”

Another round of laughter took her as we neared a yellow sports car. She gestured for me to get in. “Eric gave it to me back when we first got together. It’s an Alpine A110. Roger made him buy it because he wanted Eric to get used to trading in cars.”

“It’s nice.”

She shrugged. “I’m used to it. Now you have to tell me, before we get all this started. How did Eric finally get Marilyn to marry him? How tacky do they look together? She’s what, eighty-something now?”

I climbed into the car which sped out of the parking space even as I buckled my seat belt. “Yeah, about Marilyn . . .”
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ERIC:


DÉJÀ VU


I would never have seen this if I hadn’t become your thrall.” Beatrice kissed me on the cheek. “This kind of thing is exactly why I chose you over Gabriella.” She kissed me again. “I just—”

“Yeah, all right.” I held up my hand, blocking the next outpouring of affection and gratitude. A quickly masked smile flickered across Tabitha’s lips. She might be less jealous of Bea than any of my other thralls, but she pays attention to stuff like kissing. Still, I guess this counted as a special occasion.

We stood before a castle. A fortress. We stood within the walls of history.

“The donjon is beautiful!” Beatrice pointed at a stone keep that towered above the courtyard a good hundred and fifty feet or more. I wondered if the stone was naturally that pale or if it had been whitewashed. From where I stood the donjon seemed to consist of two circular towers connected by a wall the same length as if one of the towers were unrolled, but that wasn’t the whole of it. A hint of another tower peeked over the rear, and the whole structure was surrounded by a wide wall, a moat, and other medieval castle-y shit.

“Dungeon?” Tabitha looked stricken. “I thought dungeons were underground.”

“It’s French for ‘keep.’”

“We have no time for you to see sights.” Aarika was getting on my damn nerves. “You are expected before the Council.”

“In a minute.”

The keep was set off center into the four walls protecting the courtyard, yet it was also held apart, separated from the courtyard by the same moat that surrounded the structure, a single bridge from the interior courtyard granting access. Smallish buildings were clustered around the base of the keep. Nine stone towers lined the walls and I only saw two entrances into the courtyard. We’d come in from the south and had a good view of a palace within the enclosure and a large chapel beyond it.

Bea was like a schoolgirl on a field trip overseas. She and Tabitha ran hand in hand about the enclosure, studying the façades, the gargoyles, the crenellations, all that architectural ostentatious crap. Luc put a hand on my shoulder and I shook free of him.

“Fuck off a second.” Behind me, I heard James attempting to appease the other two immortals as I walked toward the chapel.

It was huge, like one of those gigantic Catholic churches back home. Children played tag atop my grave as I drew closer to the western façade. Windows ran along the sides of the chapel, broken up by little flat-sided pillars. I hadn’t recognized anything else, but that chapel . . . it looked . . . so familiar. I stopped in front of it to examine the steps, the archway, and the patterned window over the archway, a rosace. Aarika pulled free of the other two immortals, crossed the courtyard, and spun me around to face her.

“You are wasting our time, vampire.”

I turned into a revenant, my body going cold as the details washed out of everything but the people around me, rendering the world in impression very much like watercolor or . . .

“Stained glass.” My memory works better in my spirit form. I’m not using my physical brain to think, and whatever’s wrong with my underwhelming powers of recall is tied to the meat body. “It happened here.”

In Void City there is an apartment building for vampires called the Highland Towers. Only the richest and most powerful bloodsuckers in the city can live there. I have some suites there I don’t use, largely because the whole thing belongs to Lord Phillip. Among his possessions there, he has a magic stained-glass window, one of his many objets d’art. The story it tells is a piece of my family history.

It goes like this:

Once upon a time there was a dumbass among dumbasses, my great-great-great-great-great-grandfather or something like that. Dumbass the First was a moron from way back. He and the other heroic morons of his age were members of some stupid secret order that had nothing better to do than hunt supernatural what’s-its . . . or that’s what I assume they did. I know for sure that they wanted one particular vampire bad, and I mean write-her-name-on-a-bullet bad. They wanted this one vamp so bad they named their order after her. She called herself Lisette, le Coeur-Démone, the Demon Heart, so they called themselves le Coeur de la Demone, the Heart of the Demon.

So as the story goes, Dumbass and his homeys hunted Lisette all over the damn place and when they finally caught her, they wished they hadn’t. I don’t know exactly what happened, but that motion-picture-magic window of Phil’s is all about their big showdown, really epic stuff.

Under the cover of darkness, a lone knight rides in on an injured steed and leaves his horse dying on the steps up to the chapel. He hesitates, tears off his helmet, and cowers before an immense cross above the door. Whoever did the stained glass got that part a little wrong. Here on the real church there was no cross, but the rosace behind the cross was unmistakably, though crudely, rendered on the stained glass.

Then again, maybe the cross depicted on the stained glass was intentionally symbolic, representing the power of God or holiness. Either way, the knight, baring small fangs to show that he’d become a vampire, gathers his courage and charges into the church.

Time passes, a stylized sun rises over the church, and the white clouds transform into a churning horde of black bats, blocking out the sun. A female vampire dressed in medieval finery flies into the image from the left-hand side. Thirty vampires on horseback follow her on the ground. She lands before the steps of the great stone church and French writing flies past on the scroll. I had Beatrice translate it for me once, but I don’t remember exactly what it says . . . typical nyah-nyah-you’re-one-of-us-now vampire crap. Periodically the stained-glass figure’s lips part and she seems to laugh. Mwahaha.

A priest in brown robes comes out of the church. He holds a golden cross before him in both hands. They exchange words, your basic “depart now, foul beast”/”eat me, padre,” bad guy/good guy exchange. The padre manages to piss her off and she transforms into an uber vamp similar to what I turn into, but with breasts (mercifully, the window leaves out the pit hair).

The vampire knight emerges from the church, snatches the cross away from the priest and pushes him back inside. Flames engulf the knight’s gauntlets around the base of the large crucifix. The knight walks toward the uber vamp, stops at the center of the steps, and falls to his knees. His head slowly lifts up to the heavens and he prays to God to intercede. When that doesn’t work, he recites the Lord’s Prayer in Latin.

All of the vampires cast their eyes upward, and gold-lettered text of the prayer scrolls by. The knight holds up his cross defiantly. That much I had to give him. He had stones. Two angels with fiery swords part the horde of bats overhead. All of the vampires, the knight included, are bathed in the light of the sun. Wisps of gray smoke drift up off Lisette, but the thirty vampires with her explode, their horses with them. Lisette gives the knight some haughty Wicked Witch of the West garbage about hunting him down, hunting down his whole family, and then she exits stage-left in a huff.

The knight collapses in the sun but it doesn’t burn him. His skin becomes less pale and he sits up, touching his chest, his teeth. He’s alive again. More golden text flows by and it tells him that as long as his family remains faithful, the curse of vampirism will be spared them until the seventh generation and then, if the seventh generation is faithful, the curse will vanish completely. I’m lucky number seven, by the way. Yeah. Oops!

The priest comes back out of the church, looks at the knight, and falls to his knees in prayer, then everything resets to an image of the knight opposing the uber vamp and her posse. The knight’s cross is gone and he holds a sword in its place, but that’s just poetic license.

I walked up the steps and stood where Dumbass the First had stood, then looked across the enclosure at the keep. Resuming my vampiric form gave me a whole-body case of pins and needles, and I wondered if the immortals had their magic tree house in place way back then and if they had watched while my ancestor faced off with an Emperor-level vampire.

Anger hit me hard, and I went uber vamp so fast the sudden change in height made me nauseous, but at least I didn’t black out.

“Motherfuckers probably sat there and did nothing while my whole family got cursed. Without the damn curse, I’d have died like I was supposed to. Sure, I might have risen as a revenant and killed Roger, but Marilyn—Marilyn might have been able to lead a normal life. She might have— She . . .” A cry of wordless rage ripped free of my throat and I took flight straight at the donjon. I didn’t even have to ask where they were, because High Society freaks like these guys are always going to be at the very top.

“Eric?” Tabitha’s question was just my name. Clueless. It’s not her fault I didn’t tell her about any of the Courtney family crap, but it left her with no way to come close to understanding why I was so angry. I don’t care about what happened to the other Courtneys in the family line. I don’t even feel bad for JPC. Even if Marilyn and I had wound up doing some lame Patrick Swayze/Demi Moore romancing like in Ghost, without the curse Marilyn wouldn’t have died in some damn strip club. I’d have saved her from Roger and . . .

Bea was piecing it all together as my wing beats pulled me over the moat, and I heard her voice echoing my thoughts from minutes before: “It happened here.” Bypassing the first five levels of the keep, I landed on the terrace. The prickle of a ward rushed over me, and I felt myself wincing in expectation. But nothing happened. Instead, I felt the ward part, accepting me, and words I’d heard before in a voice I recognized but couldn’t place echoed in my brain: “You are expected.”
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ERIC:


FREEZE-DRIED DEMON


I was wrong, of course. There was no one on the terrace and the ceilings inside were so low that I had to move hunched over like a gorilla to make it through them as the uber vamp. On the fifth floor, a central pillar met the bones of the place and I realized that the king would never have walked up all those darn steps—servants would have had to do that. Winding my way down through the stone spiral stairs, I shifted from uber vamp mode to my normal height. The anger was still there, and I was spoiling for a fight, but the six-foot-or-so ceilings that cramped the uber vamp left my human form a couple inches of headspace.

Cold undecorated stone kept me company on the trip down. Floor-to-ceiling oak paneling greeted me when I got to what I thought was the second floor. Historians all over France cried in their sleep as I stomped angrily through a perfectly preserved royal bedchamber still decorated the way it was when Charles V lived at Vincennes. A fleur-de-lis done in gold on blue decorated each vault of the ceiling. Holy manuscripts were displayed in boxes in front of one of the windows. It was all very ornate and kingly, but what caught my attention was the floor.

“Nice tile.”

Luc was waiting for me by the fireplace. Flames shifted within, changing from one static view of fire to another like a slide show of fire that emitted real warmth. “Everyone is waiting for you in the first-floor meeting hall.”

“That’s the first impressionist fire I’ve seen in 3-D. How artsy.”

“Think of it as the memory of flames.”

“Weird.”

I crossed to one of the turrets and found the king’s coffers. “No guards?” I reached out and touched a silver coin. It felt real, and I rolled it over in my hands.

“Most of this exists in a Vale of Scrythax,” Luc explained, “as the demon would have remembered it; you can’t permanently damage anything.”

I bent the coin in half and dropped it back down.

Luc laughed. “Now turn away and look back. It won’t be bent anymore.”

He was wrong and I knew why. If my theory about the Stone of Aeternum being one of Scrythax’s eyes was correct, I could have wrecked the whole damn historic fossil with a quick trip back into the real world. Let the Eye of Scrythax get a gander at the keep in modern-day France and these Highlander rejects would lose their little playhouse (or at least the grand historic version of it) but quick.

I picked the coin back up and tossed it to him.

“You have an unusually strong will. But you may trust me. If we were to leave and return, the coin would revert to its natural shape.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Think what you will. This way.” He gestured. I followed, and we left the king’s chambers and went down more stairs to a meeting hall.

It was a massive room with more vaulted ceilings and fancy detail work. Charles V would have been astonished to see their renovations. This section of the castle held mostly modern furniture and equipment.

They’d tried to match the stylistic sensibility of the historic site, but the laptops laid out on the U-shaped meeting table were a dead giveaway. Thirteen people I assumed were immortals lined the expansive room, not counting James, Luc, and Aarika. From their lack of reactions, it was as though I’d just barged in on a meeting of the Rotary Club at a garden variety municipal building, not the French Immortal equivalent of the Hall of Justice. I’d expected them to all look like Adrian Paul or Christopher Lambert, but they came in different shapes, sizes, apparent physical ages, nationalities, and genders, ranging from Aarika, who looked young and fit, to a man so old and fat I expected him to keel over at any second from a massive coronary.

At the center of the room, on a pedestal nestled within the curve of the meeting table, was the severed head of a demon unlike any I ever had the displeasure to meet. Curved asymmetrical horns layered the sides of its skull and it rested on them, the arrangement of horns holding it upright atop the stone. In places the skin had flaked away or had been removed, but in the spots where it was intact, it was more scale than flesh and had a metallic sheen to it as if the being to which it belonged were a combination of animal and mineral. Two rows of jagged fangs the size of varying calibers of ammo cartridges filled its mouth, though some had been torn away by force, leaving subtle cracks in the jaw. Beatrice and Tabitha stood on the far side of the table. The whole scene was lit by a dim golden glow emitted by portions of the ghoulish centerpiece. That side of the head had crystallized irregularly, revealing the cranial cavity, from which the semitranslucent light seemed to pour.

You didn’t have to be a mage to feel power, electrical, spiritual, or otherwise, flowing around the room, from the immortals, the place, and especially from the head.

“His brain glows?”

As I came closer, I made out more details. Shrunken eyelids were closed, concealing the empty sockets beneath. Above the snarling mouth, three slit nostrils gaped, a tear in the central nostril linking it with the right. The head was twice the size of a man’s and trailed off at the neck, revealing withered cords of muscle that would have seemed more at home in a robot than in a living thing.

“Guy looks like he was designed by H. R. Giger . . .”

And then it moved. Nostrils flared, gaping even wider, and the rush of air created by its sudden inhalation sent dust bunnies fleeing out from under its jaw. Its eyelids slowly opened with the sound of creaking leather to reveal empty sockets partially illuminated by the golden light pulsing within its ancient noggin.

My heart beat once and my vision shifted. Instead of feeling the energy moving through the room, I saw it. Ghostly streams of spiritual essence filled the room in a spiderweb of spirit and extended out through the doors. It flowed through the immortals, linking some of them, avoiding others. There was a separate strand tied to me, a deep line that ran from my chest to the head in the center of the room. As the immortals went into action, I watched cascades of spirit rise up from within them, manifesting into arms and armor. I realized that they weren’t re-creating the items like I do when I transform. Instead, they had stored them, converted them purposefully to energy, and were bringing them back.

The demonic lips of the thing parted and a withered purple tongue with forked ends that had long since dried together rasped along the portion of the lips that were intact.

It spoke, and I recognized the voice. The same ghostly voice had spoken to me when the wards parted for me, both here in France and back in the States during the whole “let’s trap Eric’s soul in a marble” affair when it had let me through the wards at the Highland Towers.

“Does my nose deceive me,” Scrythax asked, “or do I smell a Courtney?”
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IF ERIC IS IN PARIS,
THEN LISETTE IS IN . . .
AS TOLD BY GRETA AND TALBOT
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GRETA:


DADDY’S GIRL


A walking dead man crossed the road at the corner of Fourteenth Street and Vicar Avenue. Shifting position on the roof of the old Greymont Hotel, I held a brass spyglass up to my eye so I could watch the expression on his face. His body looked young, but he wore it like an old man. It revealed him to be a vampire even before he was close enough for the death smell to give him away. Fresh from the kill, blood ran hot through his veins. High on life, but not for long.

If my dad were home I wouldn’t have been able to do this, not actually make the kill. Daddy doesn’t hunt vampires. He only likes to end them when they get in his way. Dad doesn’t like it when I hunt them, either, but he went to Paris without me. He should have known I’d get bored. He even took Mom and Auntie Beatrice with him, but I wasn’t mad.

My prey walked on, eyes on the open lot in which he’d parked. His car was safely stowed in the parking deck at the Pollux next to two others I’d stolen from him. Not seeing it, he panicked. I would have, too, in his place. Three nights running he had gone out, killed, and come back to find his car missing. This was night number three. He pulled out his cell phone and I took careful aim. Even with vampire strength, a .357 Magnum has a noticeable kick. Guns are wonderful. Bullets won’t kill any vampire more powerful than a Drone, but they sound loud as hell to our preternaturally sensitive ears. That’s why I was wearing earplugs.

Careful to squeeze the trigger, not pull it, I opened fire. My first shot trashed the tiny new Nokia; the second hit him in the left eye. I don’t see with my eyes anymore, ’cause vampirism takes vision to a whole new level of mystic cool, but I’d watched this idiot for three nights and it was clear that he still felt human inside. He was still using his physical brain, the meat brain, and the meat body. That’s why he walked like an old man. Only Daddy pulls that off without looking stupid. This guy was just some schmuck who couldn’t comprehend what he had become.

Sliding the gun into my thigh holster, I leapt from my perch, propelling myself into range, and felt his power. Mom says that vampires show up like little holograms hovering in the air when she sees them, but for me, it’s like a little dossier file opens in my head, complete with a short bio and a snapshot. His name was David. He’d spent the last hundred years as a vampire. He’d kept up with the times through about the seventies. He still listened to disco. I was unimpressed. David was about as strong as me. We were both Vlads, but he was outclassed. I’ve never met a vampire who can do the things I can do. Not even Daddy.

It’s like some mystic law that Vlads and Masters can sense each other, but not me. Nobody senses me unless I want them to. When Dad is around I let people sense me. But when I’m hunting, I keep quiet, tightly drawn into my own head. They assume that I’m a Soldier or a Drone, because they don’t get that telltale head warning. Sucks to be them.

I hit the asphalt, the impact forcing me down on one knee. He spotted me. Claws sprouted from his fingertips, dark little thorns of bone and blood. Mine are prettier, long sharp fingernails that gleam in the night. The black nail polish goes all the way down to the base. Hard to put it on that way, but half-done claws look trashy.

“Come to Daddy, little girl.” He laughed, a low throaty challenge meant to make him seem menacing. My eyes glowed crimson, lit from within. Only Dad can call me that. It made me wish that I could’ve shot him with El Alma Perdida, Daddy’s magic gun, but he’d taken it with him. The ghost inside the revolver doesn’t like me anyway. I can’t see him, but I can tell he thinks I’m weak . . . just like this vampire, David.

Underestimation is a powerful tool. I use it well. The more powerful the vamp, the harder they are to kill. Hunting Drones is no fun at all. Soldiers are okay if they’ve been around awhile, and Masters can be challenging if they’re smart, but nothing beats going after a Vlad. It takes a hunter trial and error to find that one special way to send one of us to our final death, unless that hunter is me. All I have to do is read a Vlad on three successive nights and their special weakness pops into my brain like Christmas morning. It works on everyone, except Daddy.

This was the third night for David, here, and I now knew that he could only be killed by decapitation followed by submersion in running water until his body turned to ash and floated away. I didn’t even need the sack I’d left on the rooftop or the flamethrower that I had stashed in the guard shack. Telly, the parking garage guard, was a smart boy. He didn’t speak much English, but he spoke self-preservation like a native. I did what I wanted there and Telly never complained or said a word. He just smiled and nodded like a good human should. He had a cute butt, too. I wondered why he never asked me out.

I paid too much attention to Telly and David almost laid a claw on me. He was a better fighter than I expected, but far too slow, and he let my boobs distract him. I always dress to inspire when I’m hunting. Braless in a cut-off white T-shirt that’s a size too small, I was deadly to the best of men that night. A pair of form-fitting black jeans revealed the top of my pelvic bone from the front and a flash of my thong from behind. I planted my combat boot upside David’s head, sending him up and over the guard shack. Telly ran out of the booth and across the street. Part of me hoped he’d be back tomorrow. I’d been thinking of learning Spanish just so I could carry on a conversation with him while I was waiting for a mark.

David caught the edge of the shack with his fingertips, pulling himself gracefully onto the roof.

“Never cede the high ground, little girl,” he told me.

Even blind in one eye and half-deaf, he was cocky.

I drew the Magnum and shot him in the crotch. As he fell off the guard shack, I fired again, splattering the back of his left knee. It wouldn’t hurt long, but I didn’t need long. He lay on his back screaming; I took the opening. My gun clattered to the ground. Before he could stand I was on him.

Straddling David’s waist, I buried my fangs in his throat, tore out a hunk, and spat it onto the asphalt. Secondhand blood crossed my lips and it felt like I was stealing his kill, robbing him of the life he had taken tonight. Just like fruit, blood tastes sweeter when it’s stolen. He struggled, so I put my thumb into his other eye. He shrieked like a baby when it popped, the wetness running out of the socket and covering my hand. It’s good for the skin.

“Let me go and I’ll do anything you want,” he begged. Real men never beg. His daddy should have taught him that.

Blood ran down my chin when I let go of him. “I would,” I lied, “but you did a no-no. You said ‘Come to Daddy,’ but you’re not my daddy.” I smiled sweetly, let my fangs retract, my eyeglow fade. I leaned in as if I might kiss him. “My daddy would crush you like a motherfucking insect!” Eyes aglow, fangs out, I slammed my forehead into his. Then I announced myself.

It’s something vampires can do, a demonstration of power that only other vamps can feel. They see your power, your age, and in David’s case, he cowered, a typical man, when he felt me. “You still use your meat brain, you useless ass. You still think like a human! You’re a disgrace!” Slicing through his shirt with my foreclaw, I cut all the way through the flesh below, pulling it back, exposing the sternum and pectoral muscles beneath. There’s a sweet spot in the sternum. If you hit it just right, you can crack it in half with one smooth motion. In humans, the good blood is in the veins, but vamps store most of the blood in their hearts. I don’t know how it all fits in there, but it does. I think they do it with magic, the same way they make microwave popcorn.

Cracking his chest reminded me of shelling peanuts back when I was alive. His heart filled my hands and his screams stopped abruptly when I pulled it free of his chest. Still warm, the blood tasted like murder on my tongue. It’s a messy business feeding on another vampire, but it’s not that different from eating crawfish. You just suck the heart instead of the head. If you don’t, you leave all the good stuff behind and it’s hardly worth the effort.

I didn’t notice Telly’s return until he touched my cheek with a warm wet washcloth and started gently wiping the blood from my face. He babbled as he wiped the redness from my chin and neck, hesitantly at first and then with more confidence. Telly thought he had me figured out. What was I in his eyes, some dark goddess that hunts her own kind to protect the humans? It didn’t matter. It would take David some time to repair the damage to his body without blood. I had time. Other nights I usually handed Telly a hundred-dollar bill or gave him a knowing smile; this night his reward got a bit more personal.

When we were done, he sawed David’s head off for me, his eyes tracking me like a heartsick puppy as I hauled the body into the storm sewer to take care of my fellow vampire’s final send-off. I held David under the polluted water. His flesh slowly disintegrated between my fingers and the guilt crept up on me. What Telly and I had done had been fun. It had felt wonderful and it had been a long time since I’d been with a man, but I shouldn’t have done it.

It was the way he’d washed my face. Daddy usually does that. Impatient to get back aboveground and deal with Telly, it was hard to keep still. I shifted my weight from knee to knee, but David wouldn’t come apart fast enough. As the last of his face sloughed away, I felt a contact pressing against my presence—another vampire, one I couldn’t get a complete reading on without letting her detect me, too. She felt female, old, and more powerful than me.

“That’s not right.” David’s skull bubbled away like an Alka-Seltzer, the bubbles tickling my fingers as the mass shifted and shrank, hard to hold on to. The only vampire that’s ever felt more powerful than me is Dad. Did I dare reveal myself? The sensation faded before I made up my mind either way. Curious. I’d never hunt Dad. Never! But the idea of hunting a vampire as powerful as Dad . . . ?

Three words: Om. Nom. Nom.

David’s remains drifted away. I watched after them, depressed that he was gone, the hunt finished. I felt hungry again, but not for blood. For the thrill of the hunt. I breathed slowly in and out, because it’s something Dad would have done, then climbed out of the sewer to deal with Telly. He was such a nice boy and he worshipped me, but I picked my gun up off the ground and put a bullet in his brain.

I whistled for Fang, my dad’s car—an undead 1964 ½ Mustang convertible. Fang’s paint, candy apple red by night, black by day, didn’t show any reflections under the moonlit sky. He rolled hungrily out of his parking space, my backup, just in case the mark has friends or is tougher than he seems. Fang rolled over Telly and I laid my head on the ground to watch. I don’t know how Fang does it, but the skin ripped itself off Telly’s body, followed by the muscle, then the organs. They flattened out against Fang’s undercarriage, sinking slowly into the metal. The bones faded too, but I knew Fang hadn’t eaten them and that they’d wind up in the trunk. I listened, cheek still pressed against the grit of the asphalt, waiting until I heard the muffled clatter of bones in Fang’s trunk. It’s nice to give Fang time to enjoy his meal. I lay on my back, the smell of oil and gasoline from the parking lot seeping into my hair, and frowned at the sky. Dark clouds rolled in fast, like a time-lapse video.

“Are you ready?” I reached underneath Fang and ran my fingers along his undercarriage, feeling the row of smiley stickers I’d applied. My hand lingered there against him, a shiver of excitement rolling up my spine complemented by a gentle tightness in each breast as my nipples hardened. It felt like putting my head in a lion’s mouth. Fang crept backward, exposing the undamaged flesh of my arm, as if my excitement made him uncomfortable, and I sat up.

His engine revved and he let his tires squeal, leaving rubber on the asphalt. I liked watching the three-pronged centers of the simulated knockoff hubs spin, and he knew it.

“You are ready.” I rounded Fang and the trunk opened. Telly’s bones lay amid the debris, naked and unashamed. A splatter of water hit my arm as the rain began. I slammed the trunk and climbed in Fang’s driver’s side door. Telly’d had pretty pink lungs. I really liked him. I might learn Spanish anyway, in his memory, but I couldn’t let a human come between me and my creator. It’s like that old song that my grandmother used to sing, before she died and I went into foster care. “My Heart Belongs to Daddy.”
  

[image: image]    19    [image: image]


GRETA:


THE NEW DEMON HEART


Rain came down in large heavy drops as I drove too fast through the city streets toward the Demon Heart. Midnight was a little early for me to turn in, but if I stayed out any longer I would kill again and I knew that I’d been doing too much stress eating lately. For the week I’d averaged two or three humans a night, plus one really stupid Vlad. And that doesn’t even count pets, strays, or that lion I ate at the zoo.

My cell said that I had fifteen missed calls and a single voice mail. I thought that I knew what it said, but I checked anyway. Talbot’s low grumble tickled the inside of my ears. “Phillip requests, and I quote, ‘The pleasure of young Greta’s company at her earliest possible convenience upon her return to the Highland Towers.’”

Uncle Phil was older than dirt, crazy powerful, and the only vampire wizard in the world. He owned the cops in Void City and most of the surrounding towns. The dirty cops were bought with greed and the good cops were kept in line with magic. He practically was Void City, so ignoring him wasn’t wise, but I couldn’t talk to him that night.

I hurt too much, my skin felt tight, and I was jumpy. Killing helped me focus, but it didn’t last, and snapping at Uncle Phil was not an option. He and Dad had come to an agreement last year when Dad had killed Uncle Roger and the demon Uncle Roger had been in league with. It’s a long story, but the short version is that Uncle Roger tried to kill Dad, steal all his money, and eat his soul. The demon tried to use Dad to get a magic rock, the Stone of Aeternum, from Uncle Phil. Bad career move all the way around. The demon wound up getting eaten by Talbot and Uncle Roger’s soul was trapped in a fisheye marble, which is now on display in Uncle Phil’s apartment. When Uncle Phil’s in a good mood, we play catch. It drives Uncle Roger into wild fits of silent screaming. Pretty funny stuff.

“Can I put the top down?” Even with the “power” convertible top, putting the top up and down on Fang was a pain in the butt before his transformation. Now, he handles it all himself. Fang’s top popped up and back, folding itself away and allowing sheets of cold rain to wash over my skin, each drop stinging as it hit. I laughed at the chill, at the newness of the sensation, and at the lengths to which I was willing to go to try and distract myself from the ache underlying everything now that Dad was so far away. I thought about my cell phone a little too late, the corners of my mouth making a downward turn as the screen died. What message, I thought to myself, smiling up into the rain. I never got any message. My cell phone got rained on.

I turned across from the newly restored Pollux Theater and left Fang in the no-parking area in front of the completely rebuilt Demon Heart. A new version of the same old heart-with-horns Demon Heart sign flashed on the roof, but now the sign beneath it said, “All Nite Bowling” in bright blue neon.

Dad had wanted to build a memorial to Old Mom. He picked a bowling alley. Dad’s a little weird, but vampires are prone to eccentricity.

On the right, near the entrance, a picture of Old Mom as a young woman hung in a locked display case. Below it was a small metal vase containing what we’d been able to find of her body (mostly chunks of bone). A bronze plaque was mounted to the base of the case, dedicating the building to her memory. I resisted the urge to smash the case. Old Mom had slept around on Dad. If I’d known that when she was alive, she wouldn’t have had time to get blown up. New Mom had slept around on Dad too, with Uncle Phil no less, but they worked it out before I had to murder her. She’s so easy to kill, too, for a Vlad.

I pushed open the Demon Heart’s double doors like I owned the place. The scent of junk food assailed my nostrils, my rain-slick blond hair matted to my neck and shoulders, and my soaked white T-shirt, not just wet but blood-stained, did not go unnoticed by our patrons. The only contestant in an unannounced horror-themed wet T-shirt contest, I curled my upper lip and struggled to keep my fangs in. It was a busy night and I wanted to eat all of them, to drain them dry and suck the marrow. Sizzling funnel cakes went into the fryer behind the snack counter; it was too loud.

Gladys smiled at me from behind the counter, but Cheryl’s eyes widened and she shooed me away. Backing out of the Demon Heart, I turned and ran across the street to the Pollux. Fuck Cheryl! With trembling fingers, I typed the security code wrong twice before I got it right and the doors unlocked. I heard Cheryl jogging across the street after me, but I slammed the doors in her face.

The hole in my brain, where Dad’s presence usually was, yawned empty in my mind, my heart, my stomach. I sank to the floor of the foyer and screamed. The emptiness crept further into my belly; my hunger spiked. It was all Dad’s fault. He was too far away and I couldn’t feel him. His absence was physical pain, like some strand of whatever passed for my soul was stretched from Void City, all the way to Paris. Magbidion and Erin, two of Dad’s thralls, admitted that his absence was uncomfortable, but neither of them felt it as strongly as me.

Talbot walked down the grand stair and looked at me with pity. He’s huge. Not that I’m short. I’m a good six feet tall, but Talbot picked me up and cradled me like a child. Dad had left him behind, too.

“Where’s Rachel?”

Talbot was then taken by my question. “I haven’t seen her. Why?”

“I was thinking I might eat her while Dad’s gone. She’s trouble. And he won’t stay mad long. It’s me.”

“Yeah.” He looked away as he answered. “I’m pretty sure he wants Shenanigans around a little longer.”

My hand started shaking and I clamped it against my side, claws digging into my skin. “But I’m hungry.” There was no blood flowing from the wounds.

“He’s either got to come back or you have to go to him, Greta,” Talbot rumbled. “Either that or . . .”

“I’m not making a thrall!” I roared. Bloody spittle landed on Talbot’s cheeks, but he barely registered it. Having blood replace all of your bodily fluids is one of the many indignities that accompany vampiric immortality. Cheryl walked back to the Demon Heart, but she stood in the doorway, eyes drilling a hole in the back of my head right through the glass of the foyer. She means well, but she’s not my mom.

I turned into a bat, my clothes falling through Talbot’s arms to the floor as I flapped angrily toward her. Lucky for her Talbot is so fast. He snatched me out of the air, held me down like a wounded sparrow. My furry reddish-brown bat skin pulled smooth and taut when I changed back into a human. Talbot straddled my naked body. His heat was too much. It makes Dad horny, closeness like that. I’m not Dad. I get hungry. My fangs sank into Talbot’s forearm.

“Greta, no!” His blood burned. He pushed me away, smoke trailing from my lips. “You’ve been through postmortem stress, Greta. You can’t drink from me anymore.”

“Hunt.” I choked the single word, turning to leave, but he grabbed me again and then Cheryl’s wrist was in my mouth. I bit down as hard as I could, worrying her flesh as I felt the bones crack. She screamed and Talbot hit me in the back of the head. Once. Twice. Three times. And then I let her go. She didn’t run, she was too well trained for that, but her immediate departure took the form of a very rapid walk.

Talbot shifted his hold into a full nelson.

“Let. Go.” My mouth was burned and speech was agony. It wasn’t healing either. I could feel it not healing, the pain that should have faded and didn’t, just like a wound inflicted by a cross.

“If you don’t get control of yourself, Phillip is going to put you in storage until Eric gets back,” Talbot warned me. “We’ve got to do something, Greta. Even you know it’s getting out of hand. He hasn’t been gone very long and you’re already—”

Extending my claws, I raked his sides, but he didn’t let go. “He told me to stay here and watch things. Dad put me in charge. Not you, Talbot! Not Magbidion or Cheryl! Me! If I want to kill everybody, then I get to kill everybody! I’m the boss! Me!”

“At least go talk to Phillip.” Talbot’s breath was hot against my skin. “Maybe he has some kind of magic—”

“Fuck Uncle Phil!” I bellowed. Tears of blood flowed down my cheeks, and I raked his sides again in frustration. Then I felt Phillip. He moved into range with such incredible alacrity that I had barely processed what I was sensing before he was standing right next to me.

“Buona sera, my dear,” Uncle Phil said lightly in what I thought might be Italian. The diminutive chubby man was balding, but something in his bearing made spines snap to attention in his presence. Talbot let me go and I reached for my underwear, surprised when Phillip had the manners to avert his gaze. “Talk of the Devil and he is presently at your elbow, yes?” he quoted. Still pleasant on the surface, his voice contained depths of meaning for vampiric ears. Uncle Phil was playing nice, but he was pissed.

“I . . . I’m sorry, Uncle Phil,” I said, slipping my jeans back on.

Dismissing my apology with a wave of his hand, he exhaled in perturbation when he saw Talbot. “Need his presence truly be inflicted upon me, Greta? I understand your father’s reliance on his assistance, but surely you and I have no need of a chaperone.”

“Go check on Cheryl, Talbot.” I pointed at the doors. Dad once told me that it was never a good idea to be alone with Uncle Phil, but given the circumstances I couldn’t see the wisdom in annoying him further.

Reluctantly, Talbot kissed me on the forehead, wiped his blood off my lips, and walked out the front door.

“Did you know that F-U-C-K originally meant ‘Fornication Under Consent of King’?” Uncle Phil asked.

That’s bullshit, I thought. It’s never meant that at all. Fuck has basically meant “fuck” for hundreds of years, but I didn’t say anything. Now wasn’t a good time to correct Uncle Phil. I picked my shirt up instead, but it was too bloody to put on.

Before I formulated an acceptable answer, Phillip floated off. He examined the molding around the ceiling and the detail of the chandelier before landing gently on the gallery outside the mezzanine. He seemed quite interested in the restoration, making pleased little noises when he saw things that met his approval and tutting when he saw work that did not reach his standards. I held the ruined shirt over my head and wrung the last few drops of blood into my mouth, waiting for him to say his piece. The drops of blood eased my pain a little, which was a very good sign. I didn’t want to have to wait until Dad got back for my mouth to heal. He’d thought to leave me some of his blood, in case of emergencies, but I’d been sneaking a little of it before bed each day and there was only a cup or so left.

“Did you know that I’ve not been inside this building in sixty years?” Phillip disappeared through the double doors of the mezzanine. Still half-naked, I followed him, leaping up over the balustrade, my feet slapping hard against the thin carpet. Just after I walked through the doors, I felt his hand on my arm. I counted to ten slowly, waiting for him to take his hand off my arm, but he started talking instead. “Greta is from German. It’s a shortened form of Margaret, meaning ‘pearl.’ Such an apt name really, because you are a genuine treasure.” Smile lines showed at the corners of each eye when he frowned. “Yet even the most precious treasures require care and attention. Silver and gold must be polished, and the most beautiful gems must first be cut in order to shine.”

“Don’t touch me!” I growled. Four long scratches appeared on Uncle Phil’s face, jagged furrows that did not bleed like they should have. I thought I might have put them there.

Phil released his grip on my arm, momentarily stunned either by the idea that I’d actually hurt him or by the knowledge that I’d done it faster than he could turn to mist. I don’t know which. He explored the wounds with his fingertips absentmindedly, as if it were a new sensation or a long forgotten one. The wounds healed, but not at Vlad speed—it was closer to a Soldier’s or a Master’s regeneration. Duly noted.

“What do you want me to do?” I sighed.

“Don’t be like that, Greta. This is not a court. It is not as if you stand before your judge, jury, and executioner.” He could have fooled me.

“A buon intenditor poche parole, as the Italians say,” he continued.

“Which means what?” I interrupted.

“A word to the wise is sufficient,” he translated. “You should study languages, my dear. A lively mind is such a charming companion to a beautiful exterior. Let me be blunt.”

Let me get a T-shirt. I crossed my arms over my breasts and leaned back against the wall. Or you could loan me your jacket. But I didn’t say any of that either.

“Okay.” I nodded. Uncle Phil was never blunt.

“Do you know why vampires have children? Aside, of course, from your father, who is a very special case?”

He sat down in the front row of the mezzanine and patted the burgundy colored seat next to him. The seats were covered in real velvet.

So that you can eat them later? “Because they’re lonely?”

With white teeth bared in a sly grin, he turned to gaze at me. “I once thought the same thing.” He put one hand on my knee and rotated further so that we were face-to-face. “Have you ever considered making Eric a grandfather?”

I already had. Not that it was Uncle Phil’s business. Not that I’d even told Dad about his grandchildren. Who’s to say he’d be the happy grandpa? Not me. And why the hell did Phil think making new vampires would settle me down? Had fatherhood settled Daddy down? If that wasn’t what he was thinking, then it was just more talking, more controlling, more Phillipness, and I don’t have a high threshold for men like Phil trying to make me do things I don’t want to do. I didn’t make it to ten that time. To be honest, I didn’t even count.

“Hands off!” There is one advantage to thinking with your brain, like Dad does. I’ve gotten better when it comes to words, but actions . . . Using your brain puts a little extra cushion between the impulse to act and the action. With the cushion, I might have come up with a clever comeback. Without it, my fist (at least I kept the claws in) hammered into Uncle Phil’s nose, bringing it flush with his skull. I was honestly surprised the punch connected. So was Phillip. We stared at each other, and Phil’s charming façade vanished as he misted, maintaining his form, but with vapor trailing from the edges. I didn’t like what I saw underneath that façade. He grew in stature, not unlike Ian McKellen’s Gandalf in the first Lord of the Rings movie, you know, when he’s really pissed at Bilbo?

“I have a thing about being touched,” I told him carefully. “I’m not apologizing, but it’s from before, when I was human.”

I wanted to keep cool, not say anything else, but Uncle Phil just kept looking at me until I continued.

“I’ll think about it, okay, but don’t push me. It’s my choice, nobody else’s.”

Phil nodded slightly, and vanished as swiftly as he’d arrived. No quip. No parting shot. Nothing. I was willing to bet that Uncle Phil’s shit list had a new contender for numero uno.
  

[image: image]    20    [image: image]


GRETA:


OLD HABITS


An hour after Uncle Phil left, I was still sitting in the mezzanine and my hunger was back. It wasn’t a thirst for blood, but a craving for real food: cookies, ice cream, the crap they served over at the Demon Heart, anything that was full of fat, sugar, or grease. I’d been dead for a long time, but stress still made me want to binge.

When Dad found me, I was tall for my age, over one hundred ten pounds, nine years old, and miserable . . . a fat little girl with floppy fat-girl boobs. I still remember it even though I doubt he does. Dad’s memory is tricky. I think it’s because he was embalmed. It makes Dad forget things, lots of things, so it’s hard to know what Dad does or doesn’t remember.

In a way, I hope he doesn’t remember it. It was a warm summer night and the breeze kept it from being too humid. We were at the beach—well, at a rental house near the beach. It was the only vacation my foster parents had ever taken me on. Henry and Diane (my foster parents) got into an argument, which wasn’t really unusual since they fought all the time, but Diane stormed out and left me with Henry. She’d never done that before. Henry had made it clear that all he was interested in was a government check, but Diane had been really nice to me. I expected her to come right back, but she didn’t.

I don’t like to think about what happened after Henry got drunk, but not a night goes by when I don’t remember what happened later. Henry was passed out in the bed and I was lying there halfway under him, too afraid to move.

In my head I kept thinking about what I was going to do when I got my courage up. I told myself that I was going to get a pair of scissors and snip his bits off or find a kitchen knife and stab him in the heart. Maybe I would even set him on fire, or worse. Everything hurt, and more than anything else in the world, even more than I wanted revenge, I wanted to be brave enough to get up, walk downstairs, leave, and never look back.

Before it happened I remember stillness, a calm that came over the house and the beach. The gentle roll of the waves became inaudible and the breeze that blew the curtains stopped, leaving them hanging still in the night. Outside, a shadow crossed the open window, in front of the moon, and I got my first glimpse of Eric, my new daddy, the only real dad I’ve ever known. He was glorious, dressed in a leather jacket and jeans, with a white T-shirt. He looked almost like the Fonz in Happy Days reruns, but there was blood on his shirt. His boots hit the windowsill and, halfway in and halfway out of the window, crouched low and dangerous, he stared at the scene: me, Henry, the bed, the tangle of sheets, the blood.

“This better be the right fucking house,” he snarled. “Is that Hank?”

I couldn’t answer. He pulled a torn photo out of his pocket and looked at Henry. “Yeah, that’s Hank.” He dropped the picture and it fluttered to the hardwood floor of the house Henry had rented. In the moonlight, I could see the three of us—Henry, Diane, and me—standing in front of their house in Whedonville. There was blood on the photo, too.

Eric grabbed Henry by the feet and tossed him out of bed.

“Wha . . . ?” was all Henry got out before he hit the floor. Eric moved so quickly it was like a strobe light had been turned on. He was at the foot of the bed, bending over Henry. Henry choked, struggling for air, as Eric held him off the floor by the throat. Eric snarled, and moonlight caught the whiteness of his fangs.

“I didn’t do nothing,” Henry said between gasps.

“Who said you did?” Eric asked. “I’m not judgmental. I just want the ghost of your annoying little bitch of a wife to shut up.” He let Henry drop to the floor. “She keeps going on and on about ‘You’ve got to protect Greta. I never should have left her alone with him!’” he mocked in a whiny high-pitched voice. “It seems like every fourth or fifth meal has some sob story about unfinished business or how they can’t believe you murdered them. And do you think there is a damn mage around here to send them on their way? Hell no! Not one that answers the phone anyway.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Henry continued. “Just take what you want and—”

His sentence ended in a scream when Eric reached out and grabbed his shoulder. Bones crunched under the pressure; I heard them from across the room. Bending down, Eric looked him in the eye. “Don’t lie to me, Hank. I’m not your priest. I’m the executioner du jour. That’s French for ‘you were married to the wrong chick on the wrong night and now you get to die so that her ghost will shut the hell up’!”

“Okay, I was drunk and I . . . oh my God . . . I’m so sorry, please don’t . . .”

Urine ran down Henry’s legs and a wet spot blossomed on the front of his underwear, but his sentence ended when Eric punched him in the throat. “I’m not even going to bite you,” Eric said as Henry choked to death. “You’re rank, man. Christ!” On his knees, Henry gasped for air, but he couldn’t draw any in.

I was still in bed, still staring. There was no fear, just adoration. For the entire time I’d been with the Reynoldses I had wished Henry would just drop dead and now he was going to do it, right in front of me. When Eric turned his gaze on me, the red light from his eyes washing over my body, I smiled. His fangs were out and the way they flashed in the moonlight made him look so cool.

“You can have me if you want. I won’t fight you.” I pulled the covers back and stood up slowly, limping. I’d recently gained a very clear understanding of what went on behind closed doors. Thanks to Henry, I wasn’t wearing anything under my stained nightshirt, and a thin trail of blood ran down the inside of my leg. “You killed Henry . . . Hank . . . and that’s just about the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

He recoiled from me.

“I can take a shower first,” I offered. “So I won’t smell like him. Or if there is anything else you want . . .”

He shook his head. “No, kid . . . Look, I’m glad you’re not too upset and all but . . .”

“You’re a vampire?” I asked.

He nodded.

“But he won’t become a vampire, too?” I said, pointing at Henry.

“No, I didn’t bite him and I’m not going to. There’s more to it than that anyway . . .” Henry grabbed at Eric’s leg and Eric batted him away.

“Will Diane come back as a vampire?” I asked. “Is that”—I nodded at his shirt—”I mean, you know, you bit her, right?”

“Nah, she’s not coming back either, kid.” He looked at the empty air next to him, tilted his head to one side, and then pointed at Henry. “But this jerk’s not hurting anybody ever again. You see?” Crossing in front of me, he grabbed Henry by the hair and put his work boot on Henry’s head, pushing his face into the floorboards until the front of his skull collapsed, flattening to match the smoothness of the wood. Eric stood back up and looked at the same spot of empty air.

In the moonlight, if I looked just right, I could see Diane. Head lolling at an unnatural angle, her dress had been torn open and blood ran down a nasty wound on her inner thigh, but she was still smiling. She nodded once, then faded away, the first and only ghost I’d ever seen.

Eric let out a long breath and rested his forehead against the wall. “Finally,” he sighed. “That bitch was driving me crazy. I don’t know what she was clinging to anyway,” he mumbled to himself. “Creep for an old man. Fat-ass kid lying around the house . . .”

As if he’d forgotten all about me, he straightened up and walked out into the hall. It was weird, like I had little control over my own actions, but I followed him. Diane and Henry were both dead, which meant there was no one left to tell me what to do. I should have been scared or angry, but instead, I was numb. I needed someone to tell me what to do, and the vampire was the only person around. He went directly to the kitchen and looked at the clock on the stove. “Three forty-five!” he exclaimed. “I’ve been wandering around the beach for four hours looking for this stupid house. It’s not even on the beach,” he said accusingly.

He brushed past me again and turned on the TV in the living room. Twisting the knob, he flipped through the channels before he put his fist angrily through the front of the screen. I screamed when it exploded. Sparks shot out across the carpet and Eric’s arm caught fire. Calmly and with some annoyance he snatched up a sofa cushion and used it to put his arm out. “Now that’s typical. No cable and I set myself on fire. That’s perfect,” he told me. “How am I supposed to know when dawn is if you don’t have cable?”

“You could look in yesterday’s newspaper,” I offered.

“Do you have one?”

“Uh, maybe.” I headed to the kitchen to dig through the garbage. Henry always read the paper, wherever we went. He read it and he threw it away. If Diane wasn’t quick, she didn’t get a chance to do the crossword puzzle. Something about Diane not being able to do the crossword puzzle disturbed me. My stomach rebelled and I fought back the bile. Parts of the newspaper were covered in coffee grounds, but not the pages he wanted. “Dawn is a little before six,” I told him, “5:55 a.m.”

“I should never have let Roger borrow my car,” he said, sitting down on the sofa. “Everything just took too damn long.” He stared at the broken television set and then looked at me. The smoke alarm hadn’t gone off. I can’t say exactly why I noticed, but it bothered me that it hadn’t. “I’ll just have to fly for it,” he said, abruptly standing back up.

“You could stay here,” I whispered.

He rolled his eyes at me. “I’m a vampire. I eat people. Why on earth would you want me to stay here with you? Shouldn’t you be running away now?”

“You killed them,” I said softly. “Not that I’m blaming you. I . . . you killed Diane, but you killed Henry . . . um, Hank . . . too, so that sort of balances things out, but it does mean that I’m out of a home now. I’m sure I’ll get placed with another foster family and everything, but I’d rather not. Could . . . couldn’t I just go with you?”

“Go with me?” he scoffed. “What’re you, fifteen? Sixteen? What do you need me for? Just cash in on—”

“Nine,” I interrupted, “but I’ll be ten in a few weeks.”

“Nine? Nine what?”

“I’m nine years old.”

His blue eyes locked with mine and his pupils flickered reddish orange like the eye of a stove heating up. “Say that again.” He cocked his ear toward me.

“I’m nine. I look older. I know. I’ve always been . . . big . . . for my age.” I sniffled and wiped my nose on the sleeve of the stained nightshirt that smelled like Henry.

Little streaks of red appeared at the corner of Eric’s eyes and ran down his cheeks. He wiped at them angrily with his palms. “C’mere,” he said softly. Tentatively, I crossed the room. Crying, he looked more dangerous than before. Angry, he had seemed more predictable, but I wasn’t expecting softness.

I was taller than him and I probably weighed more, but he held me just the same and I felt safe for the first time since my grandmother’s death. Maybe I was in shock, but in his arms I felt utterly and completely at home. He had leapt through the window, killed Henry, and punched through the TV like it was all nothing. I couldn’t imagine anything that could hurt him or anything that he couldn’t protect me from. If he wanted to he could even protect me from death.

It’s my fondest memory, that night when he first held me in his arms, platonically, like a real dad would. Sitting in the Pollux, thinking about what Uncle Phillip had told me, I wished that Daddy were home, that he could hold me again, rock me back and forth, and tell me everything was okay. He wasn’t and he couldn’t, so I stared at the stage and concentrated on the tenuous link between us, hoping that somewhere Eric . . . Dad . . . knew that I needed him and was on the way home.

Instead of Dad, though . . . I felt someone else. Another mind, searching for Dad. Questing. And then it hit me. I knew exactly who the other vampire was, the female vamp that was as powerful as Dad. It was Dad’s sire. It was Grandma. He’d gone to Paris to find her and she’d come here looking for him. They’d missed each other.

Grinning, I grabbed my pillow, blanket, iPod, and a change of clothes from upstairs and took them back out to the garage like I had every night for the last few weeks. Making a pallet amid the bones, I climbed into Fang’s trunk, turned into a mouse, and curled up inside Telly’s skull. There, closed inside Fang’s trunk, I felt safe, and the pain of Dad’s absence lessened. I was about to start watching the next episode of Tatsu 7 (it’s a super robot anime I like) on my iPod when I felt her again. Still searching.

“She’s looking for Daddy,” I whispered to Fang. He revved briefly in response. In fits and starts, I gathered information from the Emperor vampire who sought my father. Lisette. The name popped into my head with a brief glimpse of her instead of a full dossier. She was fat. I didn’t expect her to be fat. She was old, too, a hundred years or more. I couldn’t tell exactly, because I didn’t have a good frame of reference, but she felt old. After a few more passes, I had enough information for one night, enough to be sure.

A new hunt. The idea of it made me feel better, eased my tension. I crawled through Telly’s eye socket (in through the right and out through the left, duh) and started the episode before retreating once more within Telly’s cranial cavity.

“I’ll kill her for you, Daddy,” I muttered as the bombastic theme music began. “I’ll kill Grandma. You’ll see.”

Om. Nom. Nom.
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TALBOT:


JOBS NOBODY ELSE WANTS


Greta didn’t know I was watching her. Most vampires don’t. Vampires have excellent hearing and good vision, but a cat sees things in a way no human ever will. A Mouser sees them even better. I could see Greta’s aura right through the trunk of the car. I sat on the roof of the Demon Heart and let the rain wash over me, soaking me to the bone. Dressed in a plain black suit that I’d bought off the rack and a green shirt from the same store, I wasn’t worried for my wardrobe. The sun was coming up, but with the clouds, it was barely noticeable. Greta went still, completely still, and I crossed over to the parking deck.

“Tuck-in service.” I needn’t have said anything, but dealing directly with Eric’s memento mori made me nervous. Fang essentially was part of Eric, the darkest part of him—not the vampire part. There is no “vampire” part per se. It might feel that way, to humans, but that’s a coping mechanism. The “vampire” side is nothing more than survival instinct. Thinking differently makes some vamps feel better about it, makes those of them that dream sleep better at day.

On the other paw, Fang was also its own being. I couldn’t be certain, but I didn’t think it had all of Eric’s memories. It could tap into them with Eric close by, but with him so far away, I expected Fang was taking most of its cues from Greta. Conceptually, very scary.

Fang’s trunk popped open and I reached inside, tidying things up. Greta typically reverts to human form sometime during the day and I didn’t want her to break her newest pet skull. Daikatana was screaming “Damn it” as he did at least once per Tatsu 7 episode when I turned off the iPod and stored it safe and sound atop Greta’s neat little pile of clothes. I picked up the skull and gently shook Greta-the-mouse out into my hand. I positioned her near the middle of the trunk, tucked her in under a corner of her blanket, and arranged the rest of her things around her. Greta’s pet skull fit nicely against the inner back of the trunk, next to the clothes, where she couldn’t crush it accidentally. Clearing away the bones that might poke or prod her when she changed took all of a minute.

“All tucked in.”

“Thanks, Kitty.” She morphed back to human and I jumped, startled by her words more than by the change. Greta is notoriously hard to awaken, but she’d spoken like a sleeping child wakened by a dutiful parent straightening the covers. Being on fire had barely been enough to wake her last year, but . . .

Fang closed his own trunk, forcing me to jump back a bit or risk losing a hand. Still worried about Greta, I closed my eyes to the physical world and reopened them to the akasha. Greta’s spirit writhed in agony, red and violet. It was hard to look at so I closed my eyes to the akashic light and waited, listening to Greta’s sobs muted by the fall of the raindrops, the sounds of plastic pins being hit by proactive urethane balls, a selection of music best left forgotten, and the thousand other sounds that assailed my ears at any given second. I won’t go into the smells.

It wasn’t much better. So I opened my eyes to the akasha
once more and resumed my vigil. I tried to explain it to Eric, once, the way cats (and Mousers) can see the world. This was before I knew him well. I went into the whole thing, the flow of life, souls, spirit. I touched on the Panchamahabuta, the five great elements in Hinduism, and tried to explain how akasha moves through every living thing, that it is present in earth, air, fire, and water, that it holds together and links all things. Not that I believe in Hinduism . . . I’m more of a Book of the Dead, born and bred, say hello to Sekhmet Egyptian mythos kitty myself, but at the time I thought the Hindu approach was easier for a vampire to grasp.

Eric listened to everything I had to say, looked me dead in the eye and said, “Don’t give me that Surat Shabd Yoga bullshit. So what . . . you can see the Force. Can you make a light saber?”

Of course, I had no idea what he was talking about at the time; I thought he was a total moron. Later, when I saw Star Wars, my mouth dropped open. In his own way, Eric had nailed it in one: we see the Force. And the answer is no, we can’t build light sabers.

Greta rolled over, reaching for her pet skull and cradled it to her breasts before passing out again. Her aura changed, mingling with Fang’s. All of the emotions, the pain, died down to nothing and she lay there in the trunk of her father’s car, just as she had every night since Eric left for Paris, a glowing spot of unlife where no life should have been. That—the ability to escape into a dreamless, painless state, free of all emotions—is one of the reasons all good little kittens hate vampires. Even when we’re asleep, someone we know can walk up to us in the dreamworld and start chatting. Fights between spouses can carry right over into sleep. I don’t hold it against vampires, though. I think it’s cool. Of course, it’s been a long time since anyone has called me a good little kitten.

Inside the Demon Heart, Magbidion was saying good night to the last customer of the evening, a redcap who works over at the Iversonian. I stopped at the front door of the Pollux, by the shiny new numeric keypad, and typed in the passcode, paused, and reset the system. Something was wrong. Someone or something walked across my grave, turned around three times, and sat down. The scent slid into my nostrils and I wanted to hold on to it, to never let it go. Warm, musky, and magical, it . . . she . . . smelled like home.

“So this is how you spend your life now, Blackbird?” asked a familiar voice. “Playing nanny?”

“I prefer the term manny, Dezba,” I answered, half sarcastically, as I turned toward her. She stood in the dry spot under the awning. Wide-eyed and beautiful, Dezba was an Egyptian Mau, and her silver coat was dappled with crisp black spots. No cat I’d ever met was as beautiful or as cruel as Dezba. Her chosen name was from the Navajo language and it meant “Goes to War.” If I’d known she was coming, I’d have worn a better suit.

“As in a nanny, but still a Mouser, I hope,” she sneered. “Or have you really been exiled so long that you would take pride in a title that labels you a man?”

I dropped to all fours, becoming a black cat, albeit a black cat with glowing star emerald eyes. “Don’t worry, Dezba, I know exactly who and what I am. It’s you who seem to have forgotten. I certainly didn’t exile myself.”

“You helped a vampire, Chogan! You went into the holiest of places and stole knowledge, then used it to help a vampire!” She’d used my Narragansett name, a name I hadn’t heard in more than a decade.

“The vampire needed help defeating one of the Nefario,” I said calmly. “And you know Eric is not just any vampire. You’ve seen him in the light of akasha; you know he’s more than that.” It would be easy to lose control around Dezba. For fifteen years every cat, Mouser or mundane, has refused to acknowledge me, has acted as if I were a human. A few had even attacked me. To have a cat, any cat, acknowledge me was so wonderful that it was almost impossible to keep up appearances. For that cat to be Dezba . . .

A momentary flash of paranoia overtook me and I glanced back at the parking deck. I could still see Greta’s spirit. She was fine. When I looked back at Dezba, she laughed at me.

“Same old Chogan, my little Blackbird. No, I’m not a distraction.”

“I answer to Talbot now,” I said, angry with myself for letting her bait me. “I answered to other names before Chogan. I have no doubt that I will answer to other names after Talbot.”

“So if a human threw a ball and said, ‘Fetch, Talbot . . .‘” She shook her head. “No, I’m sorry . . . Talbot . . . please forgive me . . . Talbot. I meant to say if a vampire said, ‘Fetch,’ then you’d just run out into traffic . . .”

I stood on two legs and became human again, turned, and punched in the security code. “It was nice seeing you again, Dezba,” I said softly.

“Blackbird, wait.” I felt a hand on my shoulder; it was soft, affectionate. “You know I can’t help it. You know how I feel.”

Her arms slid around me from behind in an embrace I hadn’t felt for fifteen years. It froze the breath in my chest. She let her head rest on my shoulder, and I exhaled raggedly, overcome with sheer desire. “Something is coming, Chogan . . . Talbot. It isn’t a danger to us, but then . . .”

“I’m not technically one of you anymore,” I completed her thought.

“We can pull all of ourselves onto one plane.”

“Oh.” Mousers are creatures of more than one world. There are plenty of creatures capable of seeing into another plane than the one in which they normally exist. If you see a domestic cat staring at the air, that’s probably what it is doing. With my kind, it’s different. In exile, I was essentially straddling more than one world. To pull all of myself onto this plane would give the Ancients a good shot at making my exile permanent. “That.”

Closing my eyes to the physical world and blocking out the akasha, I opened my other eyes, the ones set in a sable-furred leonine body resting in the dream world. The other part of me. It was a body with golden chains around each massive silver-clawed paw and around its great neck. All I had to do to escape the chains was pull myself all the way out of dreams. Six Mousers of lesser breeding stood ready to enact a Seal and bar me from returning if I did so. I closed those other eyes and became conscious of Dezba’s touch again.

“You could snap the chains, Chogan.”

“Perhaps, but not today. I deserve my exile.”

Her arms vanished from around me, and when I turned toward her, she was feline again. “Be careful,” she meowed at me. “Earthbound cats cannot escape if Lisette threatens, but you are still my Blackbird, and blackbirds can fly away. No one can enforce your exile, Talbot. We know that all too well.” She turned, looked up to the moon, and leapt into the sky. I stared after her for a few minutes and then noticed Magbidion standing in the doorway of the Demon Heart, smoking a cigarette and looking straight at me.

“Did that lady cat just jump to the moon?” he asked.

“Don’t be silly,” I told him. “Everyone knows that’s just a fairy tale. Besides, that was no lady cat; that was my wife.” Ba-dum-bum.

I left him standing out there with his mouth open and went inside the Pollux. Once inside, I dried myself with a cantrip and for the first time in three years, I marked the threshold with my musk. If someone slipped in past the security, I would know. Eric never liked it because he could smell the musk, but it was becoming abundantly clear to me that Eric might not be back in time to handle the situation. I went upstairs, gathering Greta’s trail of bloody clothes as I went, walked into Eric’s bedroom, and dropped the clothes in the sink. I ran cold water over them to let them soak.

In my mind’s eye, I could see what Eric would be doing at this time of night were he home. Greta would have fallen asleep somewhere in the Pollux, letting herself drop, not because she couldn’t feel the onset of sleep, but because she knew it would make her father care for her. He’d drag Greta’s corpse-like body off into the shower. Hot water would rush out of the showerhead and sweep the blood from her skin. Some of it would have dried and he’d work on particularly crusty spots with the loofah sponge Rachel leaves in the shower. Her hair might need shampooing, so he’d take care of that before patting her dry, putting her in a clean T-shirt, and tucking her into bed.

As dysfunctional as Eric could be at times, he had never needed this much looking after. Greta required something that I couldn’t give her, and if she didn’t get it soon then things were only going to get worse around here. The clock on the wall read six thirteen. That made it after 1:00 p.m. in Paris. There was no way Tabitha would be up, but maybe Eric . . . I called the number they’d given me for the hotel in Paris and asked for their suite.

There was no answer. I tried Tabitha’s, Bea’s, and Eric’s cell phones in sequence and left each of them a message asking them to call me.
  

[image: image]    22    [image: image]


TALBOT:


ANYBODY’S GUESS


Around 10:30 a.m. the downstairs phone rang. Everything seemed huge, too big, and that was when I realized that I’d changed shape in my sleep. Dezba’s visit had gotten to me more than I wanted to admit. The last sweet memories of what I’d been dreaming slipped away from me. I shook off the cobwebs of slumber and glanced at my clothes dangling from their hanger on the door back.

“No time.” I left them hanging and darted out of the room and down the stairs, where I reluctantly shifted forms to answer the phone behind the concession counter.

“Hello.” I spoke brusquely, trying not to yawn into the receiver. You learn to keep strange hours when you live with the dead.

“Talbot?” The connection was bad, but the voice on the other end of the line sounded panicked and hurt. “Talbot, is that you? Damn phone. Hello?”

“Who is this?”

“Talbot! It’s me, Tabitha.” She sounded like someone trying to keep it together and act like everything is all right when it clearly isn’t.

“What are you doing up? It’s what, five-thirty over there?” Oh . . . right. She’d probably had Eric force her awake.

“Would you shut the hell up and listen to me.” More crackling interrupted her speech. “My cell is broken and it keeps hanging up. Is Rachel there?”

“I haven’t seen her since you guys left for Paris. Is Eric there? I need—”

“I don’t give a fuck what you need, Talbot. Shut up and listen to me. Lisette is headed for you guys. She may already be there.”

I glanced around. Through the akasha, people walking by outside or driving in their cars became visible, even through the walls. There was no sign of Dezba or any other eavesdroppers. “Where’s Eric?”

“The fucking immortals lost him. And they made me do a lousy three-day initiation.”

“I’d have thought Phil would have called ahead, cleared things—”

Tabitha interrupted. “Eric was kidnapped by someone with cinnamon-scented magic and a female Vlad.”

“Damn. So you think Rachel—”

“Well, don’t you think Rachel?”

“Probably.” I sighed. “And Eric would want me to stay here and help Greta with Lisette.” I hissed. “Do you know what the Vlad looked like?”

There was a jostling noise, audible even over the crackle of the bad connection. “Describe the other Vlad,” I heard Tabitha say as the phone was passed to someone else.

A deep, yet female, German-accented voice obliged. “She was petite. Attractive. She’d been turned in her early twenties. The way she moved was distinct, as if she had trouble moving slower than her maximum vampiric rate. Eric seemed to recognize her.”

Shit. Irene.

“Put Tabitha back on,” I ordered.

Less jostling this time. “You know who it is?” Tabitha asked.

“It could be Irene,” I said. There was no point in beating around the bush. Tabitha needed to know who she was up against. “She’s one of Eric’s children. He tried to kill her after El Segundo. She was involved with the demons there. To her it was a game.”

“What was? El Segundo?”

“No. The end of the world,” I said seriously. “You can’t let him be around her, Tabitha. She’s not right, and he’s different around Irene. He’ll kill for the fun of it, just because it turns her on.”

“He’d do that for me,” she said. Yeah, but the two of them were like apples and oranges. But how to get that across over a really bad phone connection?

“He lets her bite him,” I said.

“That b—!” The static vanished along with the connection.

A dull throb settled in behind my eyes and I reached behind the concession stand, feeling around for a bottle of analgesic.

Something crossed the threshold of the Pollux. I felt it. It wasn’t a nice something and it hadn’t come to bring me breakfast. “Fine,” I said softly to the dead line, as I hung it up. “Shenanigans went on a world tour.”

I hopped over the counter and found the bottle of pain pills for which I’d been looking. After a brief fight with the childproof cap, I tapped two red and yellow capsules out into my palm and dry-swallowed them. “So . . . I’m going to Paris then. Guess I’d better take Greta with me.”

Two seconds later and I caught the scent; it wasn’t human, but it might have been human once. I couldn’t place it. Whatever it was, it was male and smelled like cheap cigars and expensive cologne. Below the cologne I smelled dirt or maybe stone, faint but distinct.

I reached through the akasha, pulling a little more of the real me through to the material world. Vampires seem to find changes uncomfortable. My kind doesn’t. A white glow spilled over my body as I clothed myself in fur and extra muscle, then vaulted up to the second-floor balcony, watching for the intruder, ready to pounce—if necessary.

The creature showed up through the akasha as sudden bursts of light, visible only when he moved. From the balcony overlooking the lobby, I saw a figure in a dapper brown suit and fedora gently tapping the rain off his umbrella. The suit coat bulged in the back, implying a pronounced hump, but he stood straight, which to me implied wings. He wore brown leather gloves, and his shoes squeaked when he stepped out onto the tile. I cleared my throat. The face that looked up at me was gray and goatlike. I fancied that if I took off his hat I’d find horns.

“Bonjour.” His voice was melodious and gentle, but the eyes were cold and hard: stone—and not in a metaphorical sense. “I hope you don’t mind, but I let myself in. Could you tell me if the owner is in?”

Whoever he was, he took the sight of a battle-ready Mouser in stride.

“Maybe I’m the owner,” I answered. He removed his hat and ran gloved fingers casually along his bald scalp. The horns were small, but they were there. This close, I picked up a new smell: pigeon droppings.

“That could be,” he answered eagerly. He looked into the hat as he continued speaking, “but I was given to understand that the owner of the Pollux was a shorter individual, in his mid- to late thirties and with less fur—a man named Eric.”

“Your information could be wrong,” I told him as I walked down the stairs to meet him. “Perhaps the former owner passed away or sold the property. Maybe I ate him.”

“Just so, I believe he did indeed pass away, some years ago, but if what I have heard about this man is true, mere death even via gastronomic interment would not preclude the requisite of his conversation with my employer. If he has indeed sold the property, however, you could perhaps suggest an alternative method of contact or a forwarding address?”

“Who wants to know?”

“I speak for my esteemed mistress, the Empress Lisette, le Coeur-Démone.”

“I’m afraid that now isn’t a good time.” I flexed my claws, making sure they reflected the emerald light from my eyes. “My employer”—I took the stairs, continuing toward the concession stand where a stack of Post-its sat next to the downstairs phone—“is away on an extended honeymoon.” Pen in hand, I made as if I were about to begin writing. “I’d be happy to have him contact you upon his return, perhaps give him the message should he call the office?”

He gave a cell number and shook my paw without flinching. “I do hope”—he made a point of looking up the main staircase toward the offices—“that your employer returns home soon from his . . . honeymoon, as you say it.”

“I’ll give him the message,” I repeated.

“Merci,” he said softly. I crossed to open the door, but it was unnecessary. It opened as he stepped toward it and closed gently behind him when he left. I watched him through the akasha. He took three steps forward before leaping into the air and flying away into the mid-morning glare. Not taking the time to change, I dialed Rachel’s cell again. And Eric’s. And Tabitha’s. I left messages at the hotel too.

“Get back here now. Lisette came looking for you. She’s in Void City.”
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GRETA:


WINTERIZED


The next night, I broke one of the cardinal rules of hunting in Void City. It was a warm night out, the kind that only the dead appreciate. The flutter of Void City Music Festival banners flapping against the metal of the lampposts from which they hung mixed with the thrumming bass beat of bands and block parties, vibrating my abdomen and generating an increasing discomfort bordering on nausea. Hungry.

I tapped the underside of Fang’s trunk once and it popped open. All the humidity made my hair completely unmanageable, so I put it up in a sloppy blond ponytail and said the hell with it, grabbed the clothes I’d laid out for myself, and changed in the parking deck. I wanted to head over to the Highland Towers and sense around for Grandma, but my hunger drew me out into the street.

There was food. In past years, the festival had never made it all the way down to Thirteenth Street and Eighth Avenue. I’d always thought it was to keep the revelers away from Dad, but the sudden expansion made me wonder if the real reason had been Dad’s strip club.

Build a bowling alley and the norms come around to annoy you. What was I thinking? I imagined Dad might say something like that.

Car after car was parked in the deck, almost filling it. Way more cars than usual. I walked through the deck to the street exit and found Magbidion manning the booth.

“Why are all these people in our deck?”

Magbidion flinched at the question, unconsciously running a hand through his hair. “People kept asking, so I figured we might as well let them in and make them pay. I hope that’s okay.”

“Whatever.” I glanced about. A full deck made me feel claustrophobic. This wasn’t their deck; it was Dad’s. “It’ll make hunting easier, I guess.”

“You can’t hunt during the music festival, Greta.”

“Did Dad tell you to say that?”

“No.” He wanted to lie. I could hear it in the way air caught in his chest. But he didn’t. He wouldn’t. He’s Mags. “But it is tradition.”

“Did Phil get Dad’s permission to include our part of town in the festival?”

He looked down at his feet, but there wasn’t a good lie down there either. “No.”

I gave him a grin, fangs deployed and eyes a bright pretty red. “Oops.” My eyes faded back to normal and I winced as my fangs retracted. “Why don’t you get Captain Stacey on the phone? We’re going to need him.”

“Greta—” I walked away while Magbidion was still speaking. I’m in charge. As my feet hit the sidewalk, I heard Magbidion frantically dialing numbers on his cell.

People were actually swarming downtown despite the heat. Joggers were out in force, and a local jazz band was giving an impromptu concert. The vibe wasn’t a normal Void City vibe. Everything was pleasant and neighborly . . . which just goes to show you that one hungry vampire can fuck things up for everybody.

I hit the sidewalk in a black sports bra, black track pants with a white zipper down each side, and my white Skechers. My whole ensemble was probably manufactured in some Chinese sweatshop by people who knew the value of a dollar more than I ever would. Magbidion was calling my name and saying something about Talbot and gargoyles, but the only voice I heard was the one in my veins chanting “Feed me” in time to the heartbeats of Void City’s human inhabitants.

Two of those heartbeats stood outside the Pollux, looking at the summer schedule. We were supposed to start a summer film festival next week, beginning with Casablanca. Dad would be back by then. One of them touched my arm.

“It’s really cool that you guys are reopening the Pollux,” my potential meal told me. “Casablanca is my dad’s favorite movie. He and Mom are planning a date night.”

The blood was warm and young and there was more food nearby. One of them was a girl, but I couldn’t tell which anymore. The urge to feed wiped out all the details, leaving a mass of veins pushing over a gallon of blood in a convenient, easy-to-open package. One of the food selections took a step back. Maybe it sensed something was wrong, but the other just kept on talking. “Hey, are you okay? You look a little pale.” Forty hearts called my name, and this was number one, the chatty heart.

When I binge, I try to vary it up. Now, I knew I couldn’t go killing a whole bunch of people every night without getting noticed or having to pay an outrageous fang fee, but I was really, really hungry. I was willing to pay the bill. It’s only money, and I knew before I started that I wouldn’t be able to stop with one. It didn’t bother me really, it was just a fact.

But back to the cardinal rules.

Magbidion mentioned not hunting during the music festival, but that isn’t a Daddy Rule, so it doesn’t count. Dad has all kinds of rules about hunting. He even follows some of them himself. When I first turned, he made it clear that I ought to treat each rule like a holy law handed down by a very angry short-tempered god who would not hesitate to stake me and leave me in a freezer for a few months until I’d learned my lesson. The inside of a freezer loses its appeal pretty damn quick, let me tell you. It’s the same kind of thing that Dad or Talbot tell all the new vamps Dad produces. Rule number one boils down to this: Don’t get sloppy.

Rules or no rules, sometimes I got sloppy.

Dad has his sexy little favorite feeding spot on a human, but I like to mix it up. There are so many arteries available to a vampire, if you’re willing to do the work to get at them and you don’t care what happens to the human afterward. I grabbed Chatty’s right wrist with my left hand and locked my right hand on his bicep. My vampire quickness didn’t give him time to react or even process what was happening when I brought his elbow down on my knee with enough force to tear his arm in two. I held my greedy mouth over the wound the way a child does a drinking fountain, the arterial spray splashing over my face in a sudden wave. Two large swallows later and I dropped him to the ground. Screams came at me slowly, a drawn-out dull, guttural roar. You learn to parse it out in your head, force it to make sense when you need it to, or to let it remain incomprehensible gibberish. This night, gibberish was fine.

My claws lanced out, slicing through the neck of Chatty’s companion when she turned to run, and stuck fast in one of her vertebrae. Blood from her vertebral and carotid arteries flowed around my fingers and I lapped at the wound.

One thing that I don’t envy Dad are his blackouts. When he gets mad enough to totally lose control, he doesn’t remember a thing and doesn’t know what he’s done. All he gets to see is the aftermath, and where’s the fun in that? He misses all the good stuff. I gave a two-fingered whistle, and Fang’s engine roared to life. He wheeled out into the street over the bodies of the two I’d just killed, leaving nothing to mark their passing, not even bloodstains on the concrete. My only disappointment was that, in killing the two as quickly as I had, there hadn’t been time for their cries to be heard over the noise of the band on the corner. I wanted the people to panic and leave, but I’d done it all too fast and ruined things. Still, there was a crowd. I could always cut loose into them. . . .

“C’mon.” I waved for Fang to follow. “I’m still hungry.”

Fang honked.

“What?” I spun to face the Mustang.

Fang responded by hanging a U-turn in the street and popping his driver’s side door open.

“But I don’t like these people being here.” I gestured over my shoulder. “And Magbidion is taking in all kinds of cash for the parking. We can pay the fang fee with that. It’d be like a free buffet.”

Christmas music, completely out of season, began playing through Fang’s speakers. Rolling my eyes, I started toward the car door to slam it shut, but then I heard the words. It was that Elmo ’n’ Patsy song, “Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer.”

“I know, and we will, but—”

Talbot burst out of the front door of the Demon Heart. “Cockblocker and Buzzkill”—I stomped to the car door—”the both of you. You’re acting like a pair of old ladies.”

“Damn it, Greta.” Sweat glistened on Talbot’s forehead, and his sweat smelled nice and tangy, like that lion I’d eaten at the zoo. “What the hell? I was clearing a jam on lane eleven and—”

“Don’t worry.” I walked past the open car door and lay down in the road. “Fang stopped me.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m getting all tacky and congealed.” I kicked Fang’s front bumper. “Fang’s going to clean me up so I don’t stink when I go hunting for Grandma.”

Fang rolled backward a few inches as “The Addams Family Theme” interrupted the Christmas music.

“I don’t care how creepy, kooky, or ooky it is, Fang.” I never lose my temper with Fang, but I couldn’t help it. He usually joined in with the fun. “You’ll do it or I’m going to get up and have my Music Festival Massacre.”

“He’s going to what?” Talbot put his hand on the hood. “Now wait a minute.”

“Do it, Fang.”

Talbot stepped in front of Fang, his hands never leaving the hood. “Stay right where you are, Fang.”

“Do it.”

“Greta, get up.” He looked down at me. His eyes showed genuine concern. “It’s not safe.”

“Do it! What are you, a Mazda or a Mustang?”

Talbot went flying as Fang rammed him, coming to a stop directly over me. I’ve crawled under Fang before to put stickers on him or draw, but never when he was angry. And boy was he angry. There wasn’t much space separating me from it to begin with, but I noticed long ago that there seems to be more room under Fang than there should be. My cheek struck the line of smiley faces. It hurt, like a metallic slap. “Ow.” I stretched against the metal, my body against him. “I trust you.” I whispered the words, and as I said them, I felt myself drop a fraction of an inch away from the metal.

A tiny fleck of blood lifted from my cheek with a tingle not unlike a butterfly on my skin. It rose and flattened against the undercarriage, sinking into it. Fang worked his way across my face, tendrils of blood lifting off in tiny drips and drops. He went lower, his invisible hunger tickling my skin and tugging at my clothes. Butterfly touches caressed my breasts and traced warm lines along my rib cage. When he reached my groin, the excitement generated more blood and he was forced to focus on that area longer. . . .

I hadn’t expected it to be sensual, much less sexual, so when pleasure built and I came, the orgasm surprised me and I lay back, relaxing in the grip of his power, not quite touching him and yet not quite touching the ground as the remnants of blood splatter rose from my legs, my socks, my shoes. “Far out,” I said eventually, as Fang rolled back, revealing my clean skin, clothes, and hair.

Talbot hovered over me.

“Are you okay?”

I breathed in deeply, a nod to the very human sensations I’d just felt, and let it out in a dramatic postcoital shudder. I closed my eyes and nodded, waiting for my legs to stop shaking.

“I’m fan-fucking-tastic.” I sat up, noticing the pavement beneath me, the way it bit into my skin. “And I have a totally new understanding of autoerotica.”

With a satisfied sigh, I let Talbot help me up, then pushed past him and climbed into Fang. “To the Towers,” I said. Fang pulled away, leaving Talbot behind, and I let my eyes close again. There was no music, just an uncomfortable silence. “Don’t act all weird, Fang.” I patted the stick shift. “It was nice, but I don’t think we should do it again.”

As if signaling his agreement, Fang’s radio clicked on to Radio Disney. Someone who undoubtedly had their own show on the Disney Channel sang songs that were very pop rock and upbeat. I listened halfheartedly, wondering what would happen to Dad if I killed Fang. We hadn’t actually had sex, so I guess it was okay not to kill him, plus Fang is a car and that would be like strangling a vibrator. Still, it might be interesting. It couldn’t be too hard either, could it? As if triggered by the internal question, the LEGOs in my head snapped into place and I knew how to kill Fang.

He was a memento mori; all I had to do was melt him down or completely disassemble him. Knowing how was enough; Dad wouldn’t like it if I killed Fang, and . . .

“Ow.” When I’m stalking a vampire and figuring out how to kill him, it doesn’t usually hurt, but this time pain stabbed through my sinuses like they were being cauterized with silver nitrate. I grunted, grabbing the bridge of my nose; my teeth gritted together.

More LEGOs fell into place, as if the idea of destroying Dad’s memento mori and understanding how to do it was all I needed for the right pieces to click together.

I knew how to kill Daddy. I’ve read that there is a moment as a kid when you realize that your parents are going to die one day and leave you all alone. I’d never felt that way before. My daddy was an uber vamp. Not even the sun could kill my daddy. He was forever and he’d always protect me, just like he had from the moment I met him.

Destroying him wouldn’t be easy, but it could be done. I punched the steering wheel. “Unacceptable!”

We’d barely made it two blocks from the Demon Heart when traffic came to a halt. Policemen were trying to direct traffic, but it was a complete snarl.

“I wonder if the buildings down here are close enough together for you to go off-road . . .”

“Now there’s a possibility.” The light, self-amused voice came from my right. I swiped at it without thinking. My claws passed through something cool and damp, yet ephemeral, and Fang accidentally nudged the yellow Mazda Miata in front of us. The vampire in the seat next to me gazed down at the point where my arm protruded from his chest without disturbing the straight lines of his unbuttoned dress shirt. I wrinkled my nose in confusion. He could do mist, and fast. The ability was rare—five or six in the world rare—and should have helped me figure out who he was. . . . Oh, yeah. Ebon Winter.

Other than my hand sticking through him, the only sign of his etherealness was a gentle blurring at the edge of his body. His hair, a shockingly vibrant blue, was done in tasteful spikes that appeared styled rather than horripilated. Delicate tattoos covered his face, but they added too much blue and didn’t suit his look. It was close, but not quite right.

Like a scientist examining a bug, he focused on my reaction to his appearance. All sense of bemusement melted from his face, and it reminded me of a bird of prey.

“It’s the tattoos.” His smile returned with a degree of warmth that convinced me for a split second that it had never absented itself. “They don’t work?”

I examined the subtle blue curves, wondering how they’d managed to do such a good baby blue. The basic pattern was designed to subtly enhance his features and complement the blue of his contacts. “They aren’t quite right.”

“I rushed him.” The vampire casually pulled an old-fashioned silver straight razor out of the pocket of his jeans. “My own fault.” He ran his left hand over his face one time and then again. “You’ll have to excuse me for a moment.”

The young girl driving the Miata had climbed out of her car. I only noticed because Winter glanced her way.

“What are you—”

He began to cut and my hand, still extended through his body, clutched convulsively, digging into the upholstery of the passenger’s seat. Tracing the same lines his fingers had outlined, the vampire removed the tattoos, skin and all, with a series of cuts.

“Holy shit!”

Peeling away the skin on his forehead in one large rounded rectangle, he revealed a mass of uncut muscles like thin red cords. The vampire threw the now excess skin over the windshield past the hood and into the street.

The Miata’s driver opened her mouth to scream, but Winter caught her eye and her mouth froze. In mid-scream, she closed her mouth, looked away, and got back into her car.

“The car will enjoy that,” he said thoughtfully. I didn’t see how Fang would enjoy the girl not screaming, but then I realized he meant his skin. Next he did the left side, flaying the skin next to his eyes and working down along the cheek, exposing the tissue beneath. The muscles there were less uniform than under the forehead, curving in circles near the eyes, yet cutting long straight angles at the cheek. He left the flap attached at the chin and let it fall loose, hanging from his naked cheek. There was no blood, not a drop.

“That’s fucking awesome.” I gripped the steering wheel tightly with my left hand and he began to cut again, on the right side, turning his head a little to give me a better view. He didn’t flinch. His smile never faltering and his eyes never leaving me, he created an exact mirror of what he’d done on the left side of his face.

“The chin is the tricky part.” He made an incision below his lower lip. “I tend to cut too deeply.” Even as he said it, he made his final cut and I saw for the first time the way he would break into vampire speed, making adjustments and slicing away tissue as he pulled to give the illusion that he was easily pulling the skin away. Swapping just that much of his body back and forth to mist, cutting his face off while continuing to ignore my hand, still stuck through his chest, claws gripping the seat cushion. . . .

He tossed the rest of his excised skin to Fang and settled back in his seat. “Did I get it all?”

I nodded, and his eyes flashed red. An eruption of regenerative madness rolled across his skin and his face was whole sans tattoos.

“And you’re just a Soldier?”

“Me?” He laughed between his words, and the sound warmed my stomach. “A Soldier? No, darling. I’m a King if anyone is.”

“But I didn’t feel you.”

His eyebrows went up. “Is that all?” The sense of him hit me all at once, but the dossier was slimmer than what I was used to getting. His name I already knew. That he was a Vlad, I knew as well. That he could sneak up on vampires the same way I could—that was new.

“There,” he said as I withdrew my arm from where it pierced his mist form, “now you’ve sensed me. Two Vlads in a memento mori, enjoying the night air. We’re so cute together I may vomit.”

Winter’s voice tickled my ears and made my brain go fuzzy. It didn’t really matter what he said, I just wanted the sound to keep coming out of his mouth.

“Don’t drool now,” he chided, “you haven’t the time.”

“Time?” I’m not in a hurry. What was he talking about?

“Of course you’re in a hurry.” He drifted sideways out of the car, straightening, and leaned toward me over the closed car door. His shirt fell open, exposing washboard abs. “You have to change into something appropriate if you’re to be seen at my concert. And you’ll need to bring your sire’s memento mori with you if you intend to keep it concealed from Lisette. Who will, I might add, be there.”

He ran his hand casually through his hair. “You need to read her on three successive nights in order to deduce her method of destruction, yes?”

“How did you—?”

“I have an eye for details.”

I took another swing at him, but all it did was generate more laughter while sending portions of his shirt into swirls of mist. “Don’t try to fight me, Greta. It’s not something I do. If you truly try to end me, then I shall be forced to murder you . . . not a preferable course of events, though I find some of your practices revolting.” He made a grand sweep, indicating Fang. “I mean, frotting yourself to completion against the car? Honestly. It’s akin to masturbating with a matchbox car while wearing your father’s underwear over your nose.”

“I did not frot. It was an accidental thing, and—” I blinked. “You saw that?”

“I’m not the vampire who has thralls watching the Pollux and the Demon Heart, my dear.” He leaned back against the car door. “But that’s not what I’m here about. You’re concerned that you’ve deduced a method by which your father may be destroyed. Now that he’s created a memento mori, he’s technically vulnerable.”

“How did you know that?” I took a third swipe at him. Even at top speed, I caught nothing but mist.

“I’m very clever, and if you do that again, I’ll skin you in your sleep and have my mage cast a spell to make the regeneration take a month.”

Ow!

“Fine.” I slumped back in the seat, arms crossed beneath my breasts. “What do you want again?”

“Come to my concert. Sense Lisette. And then I’ll tell you how to make Eric unkillable again.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Do you know which movie is your father’s favorite?”

“Yes,” I said.

“So do I.” He murmured the words under his breath and then he was gone, shooting backward in mist form up into the air like a cloud. “Be at my concert.”

“Where is the concert?” I asked myself, but then I knew. This was Ebon Winter. He’d be on the big stage at the Artiste Unknown, front and center. Where else?

What do you wear to a concert where the man who says he can make your daddy unkillable is performing? What do you wear to a place like the Artiste Unknown? The solution hit me like a bolt of lightning: Talbot would know.

“Looks like we’re going to a concert,” I told Fang. He pulled forward enough to devour Winter’s discarded flesh, then turned back toward the Pollux, much to the dismay of those in the lanes nearest us.
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TALBOT:


AVERAGE EVERYDAY HERO


Every now and again I wish my dad had been a spider deity, his DNA granting me the ability to swing from rooftop to rooftop instead of the power to Devour. But I make do. From my perch atop the old Mandrake Hotel, I watched Fang driving up the exterior of the Void City Metro Bank building. Tired of the traffic jams from the music festival, Greta and Fang had clearly chosen that building because it stood taller than its neighbors and had widely spaced windows that aligned perfectly from top to bottom.

“That is physically impossible.”

“Says the guy who can turn into a cat and eat beings larger than himself in their entirety without bloating up like a blimp.” Magbidion chattered away in my ear via the Bluetooth headset of my cell.

“Touché, Magbidion.”

“Here he goes. Watch him! Watch him!”

“I am watching him.”

Fang reached the middle point of the building and gunned his engines. He lost traction on the slick exterior surface, smoke billowing free of his tires as he began to slide back down the wall, veering far enough to the right that I feared one of his wheels might plunge through the glass windows on either side. The Mustang drifted another four or five feet before lurching upward pedal-to-the-metal, rocketing up the side of the building with ever increasing speed, leaving tire tracks in its wake.

I switched over to the akasha and watched Fang’s power build; a corona of brilliant purple energy flared out from his frame, centering on his engine. Violet sparks arced from the rapidly spinning prongs of his simulated knockoff hubs to the building and back.

“He’s not slowing down.” I caught myself standing up, leaning toward the scene without intending to do so.

“He won’t.” Mags’s voice was excited. “He did the first time and they had to start over, but . . .”

The magician’s words trailed off as Fang cleared the top of the building. Greta’s whoop of exhilaration was audible even from where I was.

The car hung in the air, a fly in invisible amber. I counted under my breath . . .

One . . .

Two . . .

Three . . .

And the car exploded into motion, falling backward hood over trunk, headlights burning red, then purple when, tumble completed, the Mustang’s wheels were once more oriented toward the ground and the fall slowed to a lazy crawl.

“He’s—” I began.

“—gliding!” Magbidion broke in.

In the akasha, twin wings of magic like those of a gargantuan bat, the same purple as the car’s aura, billowed out on either side of the unearthly vehicle.

“Chitty Chitty Fang Bang.” My words were a whisper.

“That way! That way! That way!” Greta shouted from the driver’s seat, her long blond hair trailing behind her like the tail of some golden comet. Her aura was still pained, but the joy, combined with what I interpreted as a renewed sense of purpose, was keeping her functional.

“Got any flight amulets, Mags?”

“I’m no good with that kind of working, Talbot. You could try the Mage Guild, but I think the going rate is upwards of four million bucks for something that really lets you fly at will.”

“That much?”

“It’s a luxury item with a sustained effect.”

“Later then.” I touched the button on my headpiece, ending the call, and stuffed the thing into a jacket pocket before rubbing my ear. I hate those things.

Eschewing the more mundane routes meant Greta and Fang would make it to the concert before me, but I was less concerned about beating them there and more concerned about . . . that! Breaking away from the roofline of a condemned Gothic-style church, a goat-headed being with gray wings took flight, cutting from building to building in short trips as if it wanted to remain unseen. Three minutes later and I’d counted half a dozen of them.

It would have been so much simpler if I’d staked Greta and left her in Fang’s trunk until Eric got back. I looked down the side of the building and shook my head, picturing myself attempting to slide down the side of the thing using my claws to slow my fall. Maybe if I weren’t banished and could make the leap into dreams like Dezba . . . Maybe if I were younger and had more lives left . . . Maybe. But not today.

I took the elevator down to the bottom floor and walked over to the deck where I’d parked my motorcycle. Straddling the bike, I donned my helmet, because even a Mouser can get in a wreck. I’m not much of a biker, but during the music festival, and really, any time there’s a huge traffic disaster, it’s easier to get around town on one. I test-drove a Hellcat Combat from Confederate Motors, but in the end, it seemed like a waste to buy a machine like that and only drive it a few times a year. Eric would have pitched a fit if I’d bought a crotch rocket, so when I decided to get a bike a few years ago, I went with American made: a 2008 Harley-Davidson XL 1200N Sportster.

The early evening rain was gone for the moment, leaving the normally intense city scents muted. Warm sticky air made my clothes cling to my skin. Pulling out of the parking deck, I looked up before heading out. The clouds told me the rain would return, and my nose for trouble advised me I’d be seeing the gargoyles too. Despite the weather, the crowd showed no sign of dissipating, and the music festival was in full swing. Somewhere up and to my right, Greta and Fang drifted toward Morne Park.

Void City has several small parks, but Morne is the largest of them all, the center of the festival, with most of the other parks hosting a smaller stage, and lesser bands playing on street corners throughout West and East Side. Ebon Winter often held a huge party at his club, the Artiste Unknown, but this year, he’d closed the club and agreed to play the festival. Belatedly, I caught myself wondering why.

Had he bet on Greta? On me? Against either of us?

How strange. An hour ago, I’d been worried about how to keep her focused, and now that she was focused, I was fretting about why she was focused.

Greta had come to me wanting to know what to wear to Winter’s concert, and had been almost disappointed to hear that he’d be playing at the festival and not at the Artiste Unknown.

“Every woman needs a little black dress.” I’d helped her sort through some of the other girls’ things, most of which were too short for her. “Even the crazy vampire women.” She donned the dress, an off-the-shoulder mini in basic black, and I flicked a stray bit of white string with my claw, removing it from the tight, body-hugging sheath. In this kind of dress she’d have to be careful walking upstairs, bending over, or kneeling unless she wanted it to spontaneously transform into a T-shirt equivalent.

“So, do I look okay?” She’d let me get Erin to do her makeup, hair, and nails. Erin hadn’t flinched when Greta insisted that the red nail polish be applied to her fully extended claws, too. The combat boots detracted, though.

“You’d look better if you were four-legged and furry, but as non-furry two-legged people go—”

“Talbot.” Greta had elbowed me so hard that not flinching required an effort.

“You look great.”

“Not fat?” she’d asked.

“You’re way past the amount of reassurance people can reasonably expect from a Mouser.” I’d touched her chin—a dangerous test. She hadn’t bitten my finger or snapped at me, which meant she had herself under control again. “You know that?”

“But do I look fat?”

“Why would it matter if you did?” I’d gestured at myself. “I’m not exactly a string bean.”

“You’re all muscled and stuff.” Greta had poked my stomach. “Guys aren’t supposed to be skinny.”

“Are you sure you won’t at least try a different pair of shoes?” I’d held a pair of open-toed black flats up for her inspection. “I understand that you don’t like heels, but—”

“Is Dad going to be there?” She’d already known the answer and that had been her point. If Eric were home, she’d have worn whatever was necessary. In his absence, Greta curtailed her willingness to make accommodations.

“Why are you going to Winter’s concert again?”

“I told you.” Greta had pretended to admire herself in the mirror even though her reflection was a no-show. “It’s a secret.”

“You’ll keep an eye out for gargoyles, at least?”

“Not really.”

Her words played again in my mind as I weaved in and out of traffic, zipping past one of Void City’s Finest as she directed traffic. I brushed her leg as I passed; I couldn’t resist. Vampires aren’t the only supernatural beasties with mystic speed.

I scanned the sky for gargoyles, but I should have been watching the ground. Running down the center lane two blocks from Morne Park, a stretch limo inched its way forward. I was zipping past the rear right bumper when the door burst open.

Completely unavoidable. Too stunned to react, I dropped into the backseat of my mind as if the body hurtling through the air was not my own. I saw the rear fender of a Lincoln Town Car and thought, Other than that, Mrs. Lincoln, how did you enjoy the show? I had time for only one more thought before I lost consciousness: At least I wore a helmet.

When I came to, there was an awful tightness around my throat and the feeling of being trapped. I blinked twice at the bleary image of a woman with full cheeks and a haughty nose. Her hair was done up like a modern Marie Antoinette, all ringlets and ribbons. Her hands were around my neck, and her claws sank into my throat, carefully, threatening, not ripping. She grew, skin changing from pale to black.

I found Lisette.

My own transformation began, but as the akasha flowed over me, Lisette slammed my head into the hood of her limo five times in succession, breaking my concentration. One hand reached inside my trousers and her claws touched my testicles.

“No transformation, Mr. Talbot.” Her harsh voice cut through my head, increasing the headache that was already throbbing. “I wonder if you’d be willing to save us both a great deal of trouble by telling me where exactly in this city I can find Eric Courtney?”
  

[image: image]    25    [image: image]


GRETA:


FAT ASS GRANDMA


When Daddy’s home, I never get to do this. Never ever. He has to save the day, because it makes him feel good. Happy. And I like him happy. He’s more fun that way. And just as I was thinking about him, I thought I heard someone say his name. I almost didn’t hear it—the sensation was more of a feeling than a sound, like when you could swear you heard someone say your name, but it’s only the wind or someone saying something close to your name . . . that or they’re lying to you and they really did say it, in which case it’s perfectly fine for you to drain them on principle even if they are selling ice cream. Never mind.

“Did you hear that?” I didn’t raise my voice despite the wind. The question was rhetorical, but Fang answered with an affirmative rev all the same. “I’ll catch up with you at the concert.”

“Eric Courtney.” It had been Daddy’s name, said by someone with a French accent. I crouched down across the floorboard so that when my clothes fell off they wouldn’t blow away. Then I slid inward, like a sponge when someone wrings the water out: tight, dense, compact.

Daddy tends to transform into a vampire bat (which I totally don’t get because echolocation gives him a headache, and he can turn into anything he wants, unlike the rest of us). Vlads usually get more choice in the matter, but it boils down to this: a vampire turning into an animal for the first time can try for anything it wants, but it has to be careful, because the less powerful a vampire is, the more likely it is to get stuck with the first animal it picks as its only option. Dad even had this vampire working in his old club that could only turn into a frog. Heh.

Tabitha had tried a bird and a cat and then gotten tired of doing either, preferring to focus on seeming human. I can only do three, but they’re a really good three and I’m keeping two of them secret. The way I see it, every vampire should have a bat in its repertoire; it’s a classic, but I did a lot of research before trying mine and went very specific. I turn into a zorro volador filipino, a giant golden-crown flying-fox, because they’re fucking awesome! Plus, since they’re the biggest bats in the world, with a wingspan of at least five feet, turning into one doesn’t actually hurt much.

I clambered back up onto the seat, and Fang opened the driver’s side door for me so that I didn’t have to struggle against the wind so much when I took off. It’s times like these that I wish vampires showed up on film so that I could see the whitish mask of fur on my face and how it mixes in with the reddish-brown fur. I’ve had Talbot describe it to me, even made a guy paint it once, but that’s not the same as seeing it with my own eyes.

“He’s not here.” Talbot’s voice strained, but I could still hear it as I cut through the air.

“Don’t lie to me!” the French voice snapped.

Talbot grunted in pain and then, descending, I saw them. Smoke curled up from the remains of Talbot’s motorcycle and a fat French lady who could only be Grandma stood in the middle of the street with one hand on his throat and the other down his trousers. Grandma’s a perv!

Her hair was done up all fancy with ringlets and everything, and she wore this super cool renaissance-inspired dress with a corset. I didn’t know how she’d crammed herself into the thing, but she reminded me of those hippos in tutus from Fantasia. A big gold necklace hung around her neck—eight strands of thick metal linked to a massive emerald that lay nestled between her breasts. It could have been pretty, but I couldn’t help but think of an octopus when I saw it.

“That’s a creepy necklace, Grandma.” I landed barefoot on the asphalt. The overwarm air of the sultry evening clung to my skin and I wished I could do the whole bring-my-clothes-with-me thing that Dad and New Mom can do.

“You’re naked,” Grandma said, her lip caught partway between a smile and a sneer.

“Thank God you aren’t.” I stuck my tongue out. “I mean come on. Ew!”

“What did you say?”

“I said put the kitty down, Orca!”

“Je ne comprends pas Orca.” Grandma cast Talbot aside with a hiss and he hit the side of a street lamp with his head so hard that it really did go bong like in the cartoons. “But I expect it is impolite.”

“Yeah.” I popped my claws. “Try these: Whale. Blubber butt. Fat ass. You look like an elephant in a tube top.”

Grandma bared her fangs at me somewhere around “fat ass” and by the time I said “top” she was in motion. I backpedaled clear of her initial swipe. Her tiny curved talons failed to catch any skin, but my returning swipe scored a hit. A rent opened in her cheek where I’d clawed her; black ooze seeped out of the wound, its scent a mixture of rotted meat and spoiled herbs. Zombie blood?

“I can’t eat zombie blood. Not even Talbot can stomach zombie blood. Ick!” My eyes flashed red, casting her face in crimson. “That’s not fair!”

“Nor is life.”

I heard the gargoyles before I saw them. Their wings cut the air with the heavy slap of sailcloth snapping in the wind. Grandma fell back into a stance of some kind, one leg leading the other, before going at me with a volley of kicks, alternating high then low in a hooking motion as if she wanted to trip me, but I was faster than her. I met the second high kick with a two-handed rake of my claws. She howled, but it sounded more like anger at her rent hosiery than pain. More black blood escaped her flesh, wrinkling my nose.

“I bet I can’t eat you guys either.” I pointed at the gargoyles, keeping my eyes on Grandma. “I hate fights where I can’t eat the loser.”

“You are always welcome to surrender.” The speaker was a goat-headed gargoyle with a bowler hat and a dapper gray suit. On the ground, they looked smaller. Grandma’s hand whipped by me, an open slap, easily avoided.

“Surrender?” I stayed on the defensive, getting a feel for Grandma and keeping an eye on the newcomers. It’s hard to fight carefully, but I had to. Dad wasn’t here to bail me out. Then again, he wasn’t here to make me hold back either. “But there are only six of you guys, plus Grandma. You’re toast.”

“Silly child.” Lisette grew, all of her clothes vanishing except for her necklace. Gray-black washed across her skin, her lips turning black and chalky as if powdered with coal dust. Her pupils faded to white, becoming dull and glassy like a zombie’s. She licked her lips, leaving a trail of red blood in her tongue’s wake. “I am an Empress.”

“You also appear to be edible, after all.” I gathered a smear of blood from her lips with a claw and licked it. It had the same heady tang that Dad’s does—a distinct flavor. “Just hard to eat.” I beamed. “Gourmet. Grandma, you’re gourmet!”

Wings spread out behind her, drawing a chuckle from me. Wings are such a bad idea. Unless you’re flying to or away from something, wings just get in the way. Grandma did neither, just stood in the street almost as naked as me. Her necklace matched the Empress form. Its gold chains had lengthened subtly. Transformed, there was a dim glow to the emerald on her necklace, the gentle green playing across her massive gray boobs. It stayed with her in both forms when her clothes didn’t. That meant magic. But did that mean memento mori?

Only one way to find out: get it away from her and destroy it . . . melt it down or something.

“You like my necklace?”

“Huh?”

“Even in my Empress form, it captures your attention.” Lisette reached back, unsnapping it with her claw-tipped fingers. “Try it on.”

“Excuse me?”

“You keep calling me Grandma.” As the emerald pulled away from her chest, the color swirled as if the gem were hollow. Then a dark crimson filled the space, changing the light from brilliant green to ruby red. “More properly grand-mère. You are my child’s offspring, oui?”

“I’m adopted.” Which answered the question, but didn’t answer the question. Let her think I was a Soldier, just a really fast one. As I’ve said before, underestimation is a powerful tool. Just look at how people underestimate New Mom.

“I’d wondered. Imperial vampires create either Kings or Pawns. But—”

“But I’m not a Pawn.” Pawn . . . Pawn. What would she call Soldiers? Knights? “And if I were higher than a Knight, you’d have sensed me and I’d have sensed you.” And I did sense you, too, I crowed inside, and tomorrow night I’ll know how to destroy you. It’ll be fun—a real moment of grandmother/granddaughter bonding.

“You’re very quick for a Chevalier, my dear . . . ah?”

“Greta,” I supplied the name for her, watching as she shrank back down to human size. Her clothes came back with her, warm and fresh-smelling, making me concentrate to avoid leaning toward their heat.

“I fight fast.” I smiled. “But I can’t do lots of animals or anything, and my clothes don’t transform when I do.”

“I’d noticed.”

Lisette glanced at the limo and the driver stepped out, wordlessly stripping down to his Speedo and cap. He was about my height and trim, so the fit wouldn’t be too far off. He offered me the clothes.

I slipped the pants on first, gouging an extra hole in the belt with the claw of my little finger. On the dress shirt, I buttoned only the bottom button, tucking it in so that it pulled tight against my breasts. Over that, I wore the jacket, using the bold crimson tie to replace the kerchief in the breast pocket. I was glad I’d had my toenails done, though, because though the ensemble worked surprisingly well, hardly anyone ever has shoes my size (I take a wide in a half-size).

As I dressed, several folks who’d been watching us and seeing whatever the Veil of Scrythax allowed, booed me (I guess it was because I’d put some clothes on), but Lisette silenced them with a twirl of her memento mori. It flashed blue and the whole crowd went slack-jawed for a few seconds, then went about their business. Interestingly enough, I felt the magic try to touch my mind too, and slide off.

I’m a little hard to control mentally. Dad says it’s because most people don’t know how to handle my mental landscape, which is odd, because I thought it had something to do with me being a little bit certifiable by human standards. Lots of vampires still have relatively human thoughts and feelings, but not me.

“Much better,” Lisette approved.

“Even with the John McClane–inspired footwear.”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure who that is, but it helps that you have attractive feet and know the meaning of the word pedicure.”

“Cool.”

“I feel we have had a misunderstanding, Greta, ma chérie.” She held the necklace out to me, gripping the chains in a bunch as if she were holding a squid (or something else with tentacles). It was still overlarge and I realized it hadn’t shrunk when she had. I didn’t want that necklace to touch me. If Fang could strip a body down to the bones in seconds, who knew what Squidly was capable of. “I’m looking for my son. I have questions about how he came to be. I don’t want to harm him.”

I gave her the Spock eyebrow. “Really?”

“Mais bien sûr . . . but of course.”

“Then why did you attack Talbot?”

“Le chat noir?” Grandma eyed Talbot’s unconscious form. “How do you say in English? The Mousing?”

“Mouser,” I corrected.

“I knew that he worked for Eric, but I knew not that he was more than a pet. How could I?”

“Well, it’s just that Dad left me in charge of all his stuff while he’s away and I think that includes employees and thralls . . .”

“Away?”

“Yes.”

“Do you mind if I ask—?” She moved toward me, necklace extended.

W.W.D.D.—What Would Daddy Do?

I thought of so many ways to try and get more information out of her, to hide the idea that I know about memento mori and guessed that the necklace is hers. But Daddy wouldn’t do that. He plays some things close to the vest, but not something like this. In UNO, he plays the special cards as soon as he gets them, throws them down with glee. So I do, too.

“Do you mind if I ask what your memento mori would do to me if I put it on?” I heard an intake of breath from Talbot at my comment and wondered how long he’d been playing possum. “Or do you think I’m a”—what curse word would Dad use—”motherfucking moron?”

My smile drew wide across my face as Lisette began to transform into her Empress form, throwing the necklace right at my head. Yeah. I thought that’d piss her off.
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TALBOT:


CRUNCH. SLURP.


It’s possible to see the akasha with your eyes closed, but it takes practice and things don’t look the same. You catch it raw and uncut. Lisette’s necklace, for example, active and in the presence of its Empress, snapped at the air with a sharp curving beak attached directly to the base of a massive gemlike eye. Lisette held it by eight of its golden tendrils, while two tentacles, more spirit than matter, wrapped around its creator’s wrist.

More of a squid than an octopus.

I was still collecting my wits when Greta mouthed off to Lisette and the Empress threw the memento mori. Greta lurched to the right, dashing in at an arc to claw at Lisette’s side, but Greta couldn’t see the entire creature, only the material components, and one of the two spirit tentacles snagged her wrist. Similar things had happened with Eric in El Segundo. Vampires can’t properly fight what they can’t touch.

To be honest, though, I’d rather Greta died—much simpler that way—and at the hands of someone Eric was going to kill anyway.

“Ow,” Greta said as the thing reeled itself in along the unseen spirit tentacles, and let the visible golden tendrils, which normally passed for necklace chains, take hold of her arm. “Get off, Squidly!”

I’d rather Greta died, but Eric loves her and he’d never forgive me if I let that happen, if I didn’t pull out all the stops to save his little girl. . . .

I won’t give you the whole spirit versus mundane versus magic speech, but suffice it to say that there aren’t too many creatures that can exist in two worlds and touch both at the same time. I’m one of them (and to be exceedingly honest, I touch more than two). That Lisette’s memento mori—Squidly, Greta had called it—could bridge the spirit and the physical worlds as well did nothing for my confidence level.

“Now you will have your answer,” Lisette roared. “Let it touch you—”

“Damn.” I don’t curse a lot. Around Eric, there’s no need. If something vulgar needs to be said, he’ll say it, but every once in a while, I let one slip. Seems like that happens right before I get myself exiled or extend the exile under which I already find myself. “I am way too attached to that man.”

I ignored Lisette. She and Greta could sort things out with the memento mori, but the gargoyles had to go. Two of them moved for Greta, and I shifted a portion of my spirit self through into the real world without thinking about it. When a vampire changes shape, there is no conservation of mass: it’s pure physics-defying magic, but what I do is different. If I become a normal-sized cat, I shed the extra mass by moving it to the part of me that exists in either the dreamworld or the akasha—the spirit world. If I go into full-out combat mode, I do it by pulling the bulk of myself into the physical world and leaving only a token presence behind, becoming something akin to a normal-sized cat there instead. If you’re not used to being three places at once, it can get a little confusing.

There are methods and rituals I should have been doing in my mind to make sure I didn’t lose my grip on the akashic realm altogether, but I didn’t do any of them. I got lucky and pulled the right amount through without giving the other Mousers a shot at ejecting me completely, but it was a near miss, and I could feel them trying the entire time, like little kids tugging at my legs.

One step closer to the real me, in combat mode, as Eric calls it, I see the akasha more clearly. Demonic locus points show up nice and shiny, and the supernatural hums in my ears—a symphony of vibrations, not all of them good. The gargoyles were bad news. They were more than they seemed, too, creatures of three stripes: magic, mundane, and dream; almost like me in some respects, except that I have a paw in each of four worlds. In this form, with my spirit claws extending a few inches past my physical claws, I could see and affect the gargoyles, and the memento mori, in both worlds at the same time.

Using the same trick Squidly exploited to nab Greta, I jumped past the first gargoyle. It looked like a miss, but looks can be deceiving.

Gargoyles are tricky, because they are more energy than physical. They interact with the real world by inhabiting stone. If they are inside a statue, you can hurt them, but if they release their hold on it, what’s left behind is wholly stone. You can’t kill it, it’s a statue with no more life than a brick. They are stuck though, usually able to interact with only one object at a time.

Destroy the statue and a gargoyle can manifest in another one. Call it insurance. If need be, they can easily flee to the spirit world, lick their wounds, and the next day, your statue of a little boy peeing in the fountain steps down off its pedestal and joins the fight.

To really hurt them, you have to hit the part of them that resides on the spirit plane, either when they are animating a statue or by using something that can affect them directly regardless of form. My claws, for example. Most humans can only affect the physical, which is why a gargoyle hangs between the worlds, balancing the protection of his stone skin against a stronger form that is more vulnerable to attack.

I inwardly laughed at the gargoyle’s surprise when I sank my claws into the rest of him, the part of him hanging in the spirit world, little more than an aura to most folks. He let out an anguished shout as my claws tore his spirit and I took a bite that would never grow back because I’d Devoured it.

The closest one to me saw what happened and did the smart thing: he gave up the stone, going completely physical with blood flesh, hair, real horns, the whole nine yards. He lost the protection of the stone, but grew large with strength and gained speed in the bargain. His sinews groaned under the effort, but it was the best defense against what I’d done to his buddy.

“Does your heart weigh less than a feather?” I didn’t wait for an answer, because I figured none was forthcoming. His wings tore apart under my callous fingers. “If not, I can eat you.” He screeched like an eagle, then collapsed. Another gargoyle down.

“Merde.” That came from one of the remaining five gargoyles, but I couldn’t tell which.

“Come on, boys. I—” While I spoke, one of the gargoyles shrunk in on itself, leaving a classic gargoyle statue lifeless in its place. It hung in the air at about head level just long enough for me to realize that he was breaking his own statue so he could interact with something else. Then the statue fell, hit the ground, and shattered.

Merde, indeed, I thought.

Another followed suit while a third pulled itself the rest of the way into this world and I found myself staring down two full-blown gargoyles with two unaccounted for and the fifth one grabbing Greta from behind.

Eric should be handling this.

Near the limo, Greta struggled to keep the Squidly off her chest, but the tentacles drew in ever closer, tendrils sunk deep into her shoulders for purchase. She had both hands gripped around the central gem/eye of the thing, pushing it away. Through the akasha, I could see its beak snapping toward her heart on the spirit plane.

“You want to play with the vampire or do you want to play with me?” I roared the question, hoping to draw the final gargoyle onto me, but he paid no heed.

Two rough-hewn hands made of asphalt thrust up from the road as one of the gargoyles created a new form for itself out of the street, which is something I hadn’t realized gargoyles could do. I avoided one, got snagged by the other, and became a sitting target for two eight-foot goat-horned shaggy stink beasts hell-bent on turning me into cat tartare.

They were bigger than I was, but a lot of that was wing. Even so, it gave them a weight advantage to go with the numerical one. Each gargoyle also sported enough upper-body strength to flap those massive bat wings attached to his shoulders.

Blackbirds can fly away. Dezba’s words went through my mind, and I came close to giving in. It would be so easy to cross back over to my homeland, leave the physical world and all this crap behind for a while. Sure, it would mean a helluva throwdown back home, but what were they going to do? Kill me? Here, maybe, but there? No way Sekhmet’s favorite son goes down on his home plane. I remembered Dezba’s body against mine, juxtaposed it mentally with the sensation of staring into Eric’s aura, and the decision was made.

A swing, aimed for the head of a Mouser.

A punch, strong enough to knock out a Mouser.

A bite . . . Heh.

You’d be amazed at how wide a cat can open its mouth. Ever seen a lion roar? When I go silver-maned and furry, mine’s bigger. And you can take that any way you want.

He screamed. Losing an arm up to the elbow will do that to a being. Gargoyles don’t taste like chicken. There’s a surprising similarity to turtle. I’d expected a muttonesque flavor, but turtle’s not bad. A very earthy, gritty taste, but palatable. Thick claylike sludge oozed gray-brown from the wound.

Twin fists from the other all-in-this-world goat boy hit like hammers between my shoulders, driving me down in a serious face-meet-asphalt moment. I scraped the pads of my paws in a failed attempt to catch myself and did an excellent job of loosening at least one molar.

A bewitched passenger stared at me out the window of a Ford Taurus, the blank glaze on the man’s face nothing like the Veil of Scrythax’s effect. Squidly, I thought to myself, that’s some powerful flashy blue mind magic you’ve got there.

Two more asphalt hands rent the street on either side of my throat. Wincing even as I did it, I swung both arms outward, smashing the earthen constructs at the expense of another road-face impact.

Strong but brittle.

Duly noted.

A swift kick to the asphalt hands gripping my ankle and I freed myself long enough for the other big gargoyle to land on my back, wrestling to get me in a full nelson. I hate it when they know my biggest advantage and effectively deny it to me. Eric would have been challenged, perhaps amused even. Not me.

Reaching up with both paws, I grabbed for the spot where the gargoyle’s wings attached and found it. Metallic silver claws dug into the base of his shaggy brown wings. The left wing gave with an appetizing shredding of sinew and the sound of muscle ripping free of bone.

“Non!” From the voice, I could tell it was the polite gargoyle who’d showed up back at the Pollux. “Pardonnez-moi! I shall release you! I concede. Your forgiveness, I beg!”

Eric accepts apologies. It’s in his rule book.

Crunch!

A single bite meant he’d never fly again. The rest of the wing, I shoved in like one of those creatures on The Muppet Show: no chewing—just one long thrust into my nigh-endless gullet. Slurp.

A cry of anguish more bleat than scream sounded in my ears. His grip went slack and I turned, free of him. “You concede? It may work that way in Europe, but in the States . . .”

But there was no need to finish. He was broken—in shock.

Taking advantage of the lull, I jumped onto the trunk of the Le Baron in front of Lisette’s limo, keeping my feet clear of the ground. Can gargoyles use metal too? The thought froze in my head, stunned into repetition by the cacophonous thump of Squidly striking against Greta’s sternum with a hollow reverberating sound like a taiko stick against a six-foot Japanese taiko drum.

Squidly’s gem flared blue and Greta’s eyes flared blue to match. Not to be repetitive, but . . . “Damn.”
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GRETA:


SQUIDLY


Water flowed in under the beach house door. Cold from the ocean, it tickled my feet, the salty sea smell filling my nostrils. A broken television glared at me from the midpoint of the wall, its screen ruined by Daddy’s fist. I looked down to find myself still clad in a dirty nightshirt, thighs smeared with traces of blood and something else.

“Oh.” I knelt down. Water lapped against me, soaking through the nightgown. I washed myself. Residue from my pre-Daddy life swirled away. “I’m in my head.”

“Drown.” The voice sounded thin and reedy, like Grandma’s voice might if carried via tin-can telephone.

“I can’t drown, silly.” Water rose, lifting my nightgown. “I’m dead already.”

I stood still. The water rose to my thighs. It felt foreign. Unwanted. Teeth set, I waited.

“You will drown in your own mind. And then you will be mine.”

“You do not have my permission to fill my beach house with water.”

“Drown.”

Water touched my elbows, the cold making me shiver. My heart raced. Okay, so maybe, in this, my happiest memory, I was still alive.

“Do not make me go upstairs and wake him.”

“Wake who? You are alone”—something touched my ankle under the water—”with me.”

“You’re not Grandma.”

Rough squidlike tendrils wrapped around my legs. Fear, a treacherous sliver of it, gnawed at the back of my mind. What if I could drown? I couldn’t move. Couldn’t react. I knew where I needed to go—to the happy and safe place in my mind—but as the water rose over my chest, all I could do was scream.

But in my head, that’s enough to bring him running. I didn’t even have to call his name—just scream.

“Yes.” Tentacles moved higher, a filthy caress across my belly and around my throat. “Scream while you can.”

“What the fuck is going on down there?”

Daddy!

“How?” Water rushed in over me as the door exploded inward, and I knew that outside the beach house there was nothing but ocean. Tentacles wrapped around me, dragging me under even as the voice asked, wonderingly, “How can he . . . ?”

Daddy shouted my name above the water. His voice was muffled, but the concern in his tone still came through.

And then my awareness broke through in both places, inside my head and outside of it, simultaneously coherent like any other time a vampire has tried to control me. It’s been done once or twice. Daddy can do it, because that’s as it should be. Nobody can deal with the version of Daddy that’s in my head. Most can’t even deal with me.

“I’m not afraid, Grandma.” Lisette stepped backward, eyes wide, frightened even in her Empress form. A quick glance showed me an older car idling in the far right lane. Six cars ahead of us, drivers had moved on, but for a half-dozen car lengths in all directions, the drivers patiently waited for Grandma’s permission to move.

Grandma’s memento mori writhed between my boobs, tentacles tightening convulsively around my neck. I plunged my hand through the sides of the car trunk, ripping it open to reveal a cooler, lawn chairs, and what I wanted: a tire iron. Auntie Rachel once stopped Fang by jamming a tire iron through his engine block, so I rammed the iron home, through the memento mori’s large gem, through my chest and deep into my own heart—which, based on the pain, will clean out sinuses if they’re stopped up. I mean: fuckin’ ow!

Grandma and her memento mori screamed in unison. Talbot leapt from the trunk of one car to the bed of a big truck, evading the grasp of the gargoyle that had been holding me before the memento mori got me. Two others lay on the ground trying to make the asphalt heal their wounds or something. Each of them seemed panicked and blubbery, mumbling to themselves in French.

“I think I left my stake in the car.” I waved at Lisette. “Be right back.”

“Tuez-la!” Grandma yelled in French, but I knew what she meant: Kill her.

In this part of downtown, newly refurbished buildings stood side by side with old ones, and the trees that once lined the streets were mostly gone, replaced by iron grids over sad-looking mulch. Wood. Wood. Wood. I need wood. I could punch through a wall, try to find a two-by-four. . . . I rolled through the glass of an abandoned furniture store with a lease sign in the window before I could change direction. I had a new plan . . . and it was much more fun.

The injured gargoyles came after me as expected. I ran out through the back, feet covered in cuts and glass, but they weren’t holy wounds, so the pain was small and fleeting. The rear fire door wrenched free of its brick moorings when I hit it, and up the fire escape I went. One tiny jump for a vampire . . . At full speed, the edge of my vision blurred and I imagined a sonic boom (or maybe it was real, but I suspect it was only in my head). A series of rapid-fire jumps conjured a further image, one of Ricochet Rabbit from those old cartoons.

Gargoyles followed in slow motion. Each footstep hurt less and less as the particles of glass reached their maximum depth. Rooftops vanished below me as I raced back in the direction of Lisette, raised up my arms, and did a swan dive from about five stories up.

Her head came up at the final second, but she did the human thing: she reacted with surprise instead of moving.

“Qu’est-ce—?”

“No one expects the Spanish Inquisition!” See! Now why hadn’t Dad been there to hear that?

I hit Grandma in the wings, driving her to the ground, smashing her face against the street. She threw her arms out in front of her. Bones snapped. Some hers. Some mine. Black ichor, zombie nastiness, flowed out from the wounds. It pooled at my knees and around her chest. I couldn’t stop, couldn’t give her time to heal. I forced her over onto her back, her left wing ripping as she rolled onto it at an unnatural angle.

I hit the sweet spot over her sternum just right, popped it, and went straight for the heart. Grandma’s chest cavity was rotten on the inside. The obsidian flesh of her uber vamp body was full of rancid meat and pus. In the middle of it all, one organ was beautiful and full, untouched by corruption: her heart. It came free with a wet snap, more easily than a human’s, and I leapt up, ignoring the pain in my knees, attempting to run on legs that’d broken.

“What on earth?” Talbot looked at me, eyes wide, nostrils flared, and smelling like fear. A grunt of annoyance passed my lips when my broken legs wouldn’t support my weight.

Gargoyles hit the ground behind me and Talbot leapt forward to engage them, silver claws gleaming in the night.

“Greta, run!”

“I’m trying!”

Seizing Grandma’s heart between my fangs freed up my hands, and I began to crawl. Her blood hit my tongue with all the heat of tobacco and none of the taste, kicking my regeneration into overdrive. Shards of glass pushed out of my feet as I stood on knees reknitting with audible pops and snaps. She tasted like Dad.

Now all I had to do was get Grandma’s heart to a piece of wood so that I could impale it. If you can’t bring Muhammad to the mountain . . .

A cry of rage broke through the night, and the street filled with the scurry and screech of rodents (winged and otherwise). Clumps of rats erupted from the sewer drains. Bats, a billowing cloud of them thick enough to block out the moon, descended upon the street. There was nowhere to run, and I could not get away. Vermin came from everywhere, tearing at my skin, gnawing, ripping, and biting. I struggled against the tide, smashing some with my arms and others with my fists, but there were too many. Vanishing under the wave of living fury, I smiled before my face was torn away.

Good girl, Grandma, I thought. Very cool. You think you have me? Then come try to stake me. I need a stake anyway.

Soon, my nerve endings gone, the pain faded and I waited. Rats fought over the tender morsels within my skull and it made me want to watch Tatsu 7 something fierce. A hazard, I suppose, of watching anime from inside a human skull too many nights in a row.

Come on, Grandma.

The body is just an interface. Except for Dad, most vampires don’t see with eyes or hear with ears, not really. They can, but if vampires adapt, if they give in, all of those senses are really activated by the magic that makes them undead. Maybe that’s why I’m hungry all the time. Living like I do, always on when I’m awake, consumes the blood that powers me faster than other vampires. They let the meat be more than it is, and I don’t.

Do you really think it’s muscle that lets a vampire be superstrong, that human muscle, somehow supercharged by blood, lets us move so fast and grow claws? No, the body is just an interface. Since Grandma could still use her powers with her heart ripped out, I knew she knew, but what I was counting on was that, despite all that knowledge, she didn’t truly understand. Hardly any of them do.

If I concentrated, I could feel little pieces of myself in a thousand different stomachs, catching glimpses of my nearly bare skeleton. I looked so . . . thin. Concentrating on holding back my regeneration and on keeping my bones together, concentrating on keeping her heart locked in my jaws (though the rodents refused to touch it), I waited.

If the rats noticed my bones didn’t pull apart as they should have once the tissue was gone, they didn’t say anything or give any warning in a language Grandma understood. I lost track of Talbot, but from the sound of things, he went toe-to-toe with Grandma and lost. I heard a scream like a skinned cat and assumed it was him. Poor kitty. He wasn’t part of the plan, though. I didn’t need him.

“Avez-vous mon baton?” Grandma asked. I barely made out her words over the screech and scrabble of my furry little diners.

“Oui, madame.” A single out-of-breath gargoyle gasped through clenched teeth. I couldn’t hear any others. Good job, Kitty.

Vermin parted to reveal Grandma, one end of a wooden baton in her hand. She had transformed back into her human form again, but her clothes were ripped and torn. Her hand shook as she approached, baton held like a dagger. She’d broken it into a rude approximation of a traditional stake. Her hands blurred as she jabbed it where she thought my heart would re-form.

Poor stupid Grandma.

With skeletal hands, I grabbed her wrist, pulling the stake directly into my waiting mouth, right through her own heart, which I’d been holding so carefully for so long.

My mouth opened wide and the clamped cardiac muscle (and intruding stake) fell free, only to be caught in my still skeletal phalanges.

“I bet you weren’t expecting that one, Grandma.”

Her body fell backward among the scattering rats with a sickening splurch. I tried to smile, but couldn’t, due to the lack of flesh. It produced an uncomfortable phantom sensation and perhaps, in the gullet of some rat or other, my severed cheek muscles twitched.

A lone remaining gargoyle stared as I pulled the tire iron from my cracked sternum, careful not to accidentally free Grandma’s memento mori, and stuck it down into Grandma’s still gaping chest cavity. My eye sockets flared red.

“Boo!” I took a step toward the gargoyle and it ran. With Grandma and her memento mori incapacitated, her hold over the crowd fell away and the screams started, first one, then another, and the crowd descended into panic.

I like screams . . . but they’re so expensive.

My fangs sank into Grandma’s heart once more and my flesh re-formed in a violent explosion of regenerative magic. I lifted Grandma’s body with one arm and headed down the street toward the concert, still gnawing at her heart-on-a-stick. Six blocks down, a police cruiser waited, sirens blazing, lights flashing. Talbot stood there next to Captain Stacey.

In Void City, vampires and other supernaturals have to pay “fang fees” if they pull stupid stunts the Veil of Scrythax can’t cover up on its own. Captain Stacey is the person who hands them out, and he’s a Mouser. He’ll even do “off the clock” jobs for the right price. Last year, Auntie Rachel had paid him off to help her capture New Mom and Talbot during the whole demon-trying-to-steal-Daddy’s-soul thing. He’s much more fun to be around when he’s just writing tickets and doing day job stuff. Captain Stacey pointed to a mage casting some sort of spell in the distance, and Talbot cringed. Both Mousers were shaking their heads. Talbot was writing out a check with a lot of zeroes in the amount.

Men and women in Public Works uniforms worked their way through the crowd, only a few of them bothering to look up at me as I approached. I dumped Grandma’s body next to the police car, holding the heart-on-a-stick in one hand and the memento-mori-on-a-tire-iron in my other.

Now all I had to do was wait until tomorrow so that I could read Grandma a third time and figure out the one true way to kill her.

“Hey, cool,” I said by way of greeting. “Do I get to ride in a police car?”
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GRETA:


DEATH OF THE PARTY


An hour later, Grandma’s body, her still-staked heart, and her pinioned necklace were safely ensconced in Fang’s trunk. A dozen new pink “Welcome to the Void” baby-doll T-shirts sat on the back seat next to thirteen new shirts for Dad: ten black, two of the new white ones, and one royal blue, all purchased by Talbot from a lucky vendor. I was wearing one of mine along with a pair of low-rise jeans, decorative chains hanging from either side, a studded black belt, and a pair of pink Skechers. Talbot had sent Magbidion for my clothes when I’d decided I didn’t want to put the dress back on.

Magbidion, Talbot, and I stood in the front row, waiting for Winter’s set to begin. A thousand or more people crowded around the stage, some sitting on the grass, others in lawn chairs. Part of the grassy area at center stage had been cordoned off with blue velvet ropes overseen by a group of bouncers from the Artiste Unknown. Somewhere else in the city, maybe at the Highland Towers, maybe back at the Pollux, Lord Phillip wanted to speak with me again, but I didn’t care.

“Can I eat that guy over there? The one with the nummy looking tats?”

“Not if you want to see the show.” Talbot grabbed Magbidion’s arm and held his exposed forearm in front of my face. “Do you need to take a hit off Mags?”

“Hey. Ow.” Magbidion pulled halfheartedly against Talbot’s grip. “Damn it, Talbot.”

“No,” I said. Talbot released Magbidion’s arm. Mags breathed a quiet sigh of relief. “Not from there.” And then I bit him. Sudden, hard, and fast, my fangs sank into Magbidion’s throat. He started, but didn’t struggle, so I kept things to a quick sip or two, following up with a bloody kiss on the cheek, leaving perfect red lip marks.

“Shit.” A shortish teen with tri-toned highlights and a leash in her hand gave the collared girl next to her a subtle tug. “We’re right next to a fucking vampire and her thralls.” Her taller, thinner girlfriend—the one on the leash—nodded, heart speeding up, part thrill, part fear.

“Do you think she knows Winter?”

“Ladies—” Talbot wanted to warn them away or move them along, but I liked them. They smelled like grassy fields, sweat, sunlight, and the ghost of perfume applied in the early morning hours and worn away by the day’s exertions.

“You like vampires?”

“Greta.” Talbot’s words had no wind to them, so dim they could have been a subvocalization. “I wrote a check for two million dollars to cover the excitement from earlier. Eric had that much liquid, but barely.”

“Shhh.” I hissed at him. “I know.”

Two million dollars is a whole lot of money, but when I told Dad I’d killed Lisette for him, ended her forever, he wouldn’t be mad. It was a great homecoming present.

Worried confusion flittered across the faces of the two foods . . . um, girls . . . young women.

“I asked you a question.”

They looked at each other, then answered together, “Yes.”

“Not lifestyle vamps.” I ran a finger along the hot pinkish skin on the shorter one’s neck and shoulders, leeching heat. “Real vampires?”

“Yes.”

Smooth, well-lotioned skin passed under my fingers, the tips picking up traces of oil. Wending my way across her skin, up along her face, and down the jawline, past her neck, my hand stopped at her chest to feel her heartbeat through the reddened skin.

This is what it feels like when the tiger is the lady, I thought, or when the tiger pets you. Short girl’s pet wanted to protest. Her tongue clicked in the back of her throat each time she began to speak, followed by the sound of teeth on teeth as she held her tongue.

“You have a sunburn.”

“Yeah. I forgot—”

“And a nice heartbeat.”

“Thanks.”

“But you’re fat.” I didn’t mean it as an insult exactly. She still lived. She could change. Just a fashion tip—like if you told someone they might look nice with a shorter hairstyle.

“I . . .” Eyes glistening, on the verge of possible tears, she reminded me of someone. Maybe Petey when I found him all hurt and mewling, before I turned him. Not Darla. Darla was never a crier. The girl on the leash was the one who reminded me of Darla . . . if Darla had grown up to be tall and thin. Making Petey and Darla had been my attempt at understanding the process, to know how Dad could care for me so much and then send me away for a year or so without ever even checking on me. I made them, I sent them away, and I haven’t checked on them. . . . I still don’t get it, but I keep trying.

“I’m not making fun of you.” I touched her cheek with my free hand. “You’re hoping to be a vampire one day, right?”

She nodded.

“Then you need to know about all of your physical flaws beforehand, so you can fix them, if you want to fix them.” I leaned close, my lips touching her ear as I spoke. “I used to be fat, but my sire refused to turn me until I was toned and in shape. He wanted me to be in a body I’d never regret having.”

She gave another slight nod, a subconscious one, and made a quiet “Oh.”

“Forever is a long time to fret about a few extra pounds.”

“Could you—” Leashed Girl spoke up. “I mean—” She looked away. “Are you looking for any new recruits?”

“I don’t know.” My answer was more for me than them—”We’ll see.” I didn’t really want any more kids, but supposedly if I made a thrall, well, Mags seemed to think it would help me sense Daddy, all the way from here to Paris.

“Are you serious?” They said it in unison.

“If you’re good. Thralls first and then—maybe—vampires.”

“Thralls?” Leashed Girl asked.

“Humans who take care of a vampire’s needs.”

“What kind of needs?” Chubby Girl asked.

“All of them.” I paused a beat while they exchanged looks that were equal parts trepidation and excitement. “I’m cold.”

“I could get you a jacket . . .” Leashed Girl looked back over the crowd and at her watch, the doubt that she could make it to wherever they’d parked the car and back before the concert clear in her eyes.

“That won’t help.” Talbot’s sudden utterance made the foods flinch. “Vampires don’t have sustained body heat. Jackets, blankets, and such only help you stay warm if you’re warm to begin with. They help you hold in your body heat.”

“But feeding warms them up, right?” asked Chubby Girl.

“Some, but they start cooling again immediately. So unless you’ve got a heating element in your jacket, it won’t do her any good.”

“I’m. Cold.”

“Um.” Chubby Girl maneuvered herself around so that her back was pressed against my chest. A gentle tug on the leash told Leashed Girl to press against my back as well. The doubled heartbeat brought out my fangs, twin flares of fleeting pain heralding the deployment.

“I’m Rita, by the way,” Chubby Girl said over her shoulder. “That’s Peg on the leash.”

“Don’t be silly.” I nipped her ear, drawing a single bead of blood. “I haven’t decided what to name you both yet, but it certainly isn’t Rita or Peg. Until I decide, I think I’ll call you Apples, and Leash Girl can be Oranges . . . so I can compare you better. After all, I may not want to keep both of you.”

Leash Girl . . . er, Oranges snuggled up more closely at that, nuzzling my neck. For all that she wasn’t as large as Apples, Oranges put off more heat. High blood pressure?

Making these two thralls might work out, I told myself. Daddy tends to take beautiful women who want to sleep with him, make them thralls, and then refuse to sleep with them. Lesbians were the obvious choice for me if I wanted to do the same. They would want to sleep with me, but I wouldn’t be inclined to have sex with them, because I don’t like girls. Simple.

My cell phone vibrated in my pocket and I had Oranges fish it out.

“It says ‘Uncle Asshat,’” she said before holding it in front of me.

“Turn it off,” I told her. “And put it back in my pocket.”

I rested my head on Apples’ sunburned shoulders and smiled. If I were still human, I might be like these two, willing to offer myself to a stranger in the hope she might one day make me powerful and immortal. Daddy’d made me wait, but he hadn’t strung me along. My eyes closed. Warmth surrounded me. Sweat and people, damp grass, the smell of cigarettes and beer all rushed through my senses. Thousands of conversations and conflicting music from various iPods built a wall of sounds around me both welcome and uncomfortable.

Winter was backstage, feeding. Gentle sucking sounds signaled the act of feeding through a plasma bag, but it wasn’t human blood. Each time his lips left the tube, the smell reached me. Blood scent cuts through any other odors, a transcendent aroma. Cow’s blood. Microwaved cow’s blood! Why did he bother with animal blood when I knew he had thralls?

“Ow . . . um . . . Mistress?” Apples spoke, breaking my concentration, and the wall of sound tumbled as my senses contracted.

“What?”

“Your fingernails.” Breasts make good hand warmers, and I’d been unconsciously cupping hers.

“Oh, my claws extended.” I retracted them, the process unsettling but not painful, a phantom crawling of the nail bed. “Better?”

“Yes.”

Winter hit the stage and the roar deafened me. There was no fanfare. No buildup. The spotlight hit center stage and he walked out into the light with a measured strut. He wore a white headset mike and said nothing. He stood. Waited. And the crowd grew louder. Apples and Oranges joined in, but not me. I’d always suspected Winter of using some kind of power to elicit this kind of reaction, but I couldn’t feel one. They loved him. The living, the dead, and the “other” all worshipped him.

“Tonight—” The word was washed away by a cheer. Winter narrowed his gaze, cleared his throat once, and a hush fell over the crowd. “Tonight, I’ll be doing something I never ever do. Tonight . . . I’ll be taking requests from the audience.”

The crowd roared.

“I’ll be taking requests”—he spoke over the crowd, and they silenced themselves for him again—“but only from people who’ve done something very interesting today. Something weird or dangerous. Something touching or the very embodiment of hilarity. Andre will be waiting at the side of the stage with a microphone. But for the first two songs, I want a show of hands.”

Thousands of hands went up, mine among them.

Winter’s eyes sparkled like sapphires when he saw me.

“Void City’s very own Greta Fleischman.”

I hate it when people use my old last name.

“And what have you done this evening?”

“I ripped out my grandma’s heart and ran a wooden stake through it!”

He beamed. Chuckles made their way through the crowd amid cries of “Bullshit” and “Me too” and “What did she say?”

“You’ll sing anything?”

“Anything you want to hear, but it has to be a good song. One of mine or a classic.”

“‘Thriller!’”

He froze. It’s something vampires who are really vampires can do. Go completely still, inside ourselves. “Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’?”

“That or David Bowie’s ‘ The Laughing Gnome’!”

“‘ Thriller’ it is, but if I’m going to sing it, then I’m going to do the dance.” Hoots and hollers rose up from the crowd. “And if I’m going to dance it”—he pointed at the crowd starting at the left and sweeping right—“then you all have to dance it. And you’ll have to be good or I won’t take any more requests. Can you do it?”

They could, or they were willing to try. They’d do anything for him as long as he was onstage. Some performers are like that. Winter called a group of us up onstage to go through the dance routine and teach it to the crowd while he brought in the band one member at a time.

Before he started singing, Winter pulled me aside with a gesture, covering his mike with his hand. “You picked ‘Thriller’ to embarrass me?”

“No.” I looked him in the eye, daring him to check. “It and ‘ The Laughing Gnome’ are my two favorite songs. Next would be the theme songs to Scooby Doo and Sesame Street.”

“I believe you,” he said after a moment, his composure seeping back in. “I truly do, so I’ll tell you something. Phillip has been trying to contact you tonight, yes?”

I nodded.

“You don’t take down an Emperor in Void City without getting his attention. He’ll want you to give Lisette to him. He’ll offer you a lot of money or favors or both for her.”

“And you want me not to do it?”

“I won’t say what I want, but I will say this, make him tell you why he wants her before you agree or disagree. Do that and I won’t hold your song choices against you.”

I shrugged. “Whatever.”

“Is that a ‘yes’?” His eyes blazed red.

“Sure. Yes.”

Talbot and my two foods came up onstage and Talbot read the Vincent Price part. It was the coolest version of “Thriller” I ever heard, and when Winter followed it up with “The Laughing Gnome,” my heart sank. What did Winter think was going to happen? Why did he think he needed to sing both of my favorite songs when he so obviously didn’t want to? The only reason I could think of was that he wanted to be on my good side or wanted me to put in a good word with Daddy.

In his final set, Winter sang a medley of the Sesame Street theme song and the theme to Scooby Doo. A chill moved over me, bringing with it an abnormal sense of dread. What did Winter know that he wasn’t going to tell me? And why was he sucking up? Then and there, I made up my mind. I’d go see Uncle Phil tomorrow, after I killed Grandma.
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TALBOT:


OTHER PEOPLE’S MESSES


So what do we do now?” The dumpy faux redhead with control issues (the one Greta was calling Apples) stared at me with bleary eyes. Her taller, more attractive companion (Oranges?) snored softly, legs curled awkwardly to keep them from dangling off the edge of the circular sofa upon which she lay.

“Get some sleep.” I paced the tiles in the salon-style sitting area outside the men’s and women’s restrooms in the downstairs area below the lobby and concession space in the Pollux. “Get Magbidion to show you how to tuck Greta in tomorrow morning once she’s had a chance to introduce you to Fang.”

“Fang?”

“You’ll just have to meet Fang. There’s no explaining him until you’ve met him.” I flipped off the lights, purposefully allowing my cat’s eyes to gleam yellow-green in the dark. “You can use this space for the day. The more private rooms all have Eric’s thralls or me in them.”

“You’re not his thrall?”

“I’m not his anything, unless you mean friend, and even that is complicated.”

“Complicated how?”

“I’m not human, for starters.”

“Neither is he.” Apples rubbed at her eyes.

“I’d debate that, but not with you.”

“Why not with me?”

“You don’t interest me.” I enumerated my first point by extending a silver talon; it caught the light from my eyes and rendered Apples in shades of green—a Granny Smith. “And”—a second claw appeared to tick off my second reason—”you won’t be around long.”

“Longer than you might think.” She rubbed her eyes again, and I knew she wouldn’t make the cut. Oranges probably knew it too.

“Only if you kill Oranges in her sleep.”

“I love Oranges.” Her breath caught partway through the sentence. Watching her through the akashic field, I saw she told the truth. I saw other things too, which made the fact that Apples loved Oranges tragic and a bit too much information.

“I know. I can sense that.”

“So, are you a were-something?”

“No.” I made my way to the stairs and stopped at the bottom, backlit by the excess illumination from the light upstairs. “And don’t ask questions about a being’s supernatural heritage. Figure it out or wait until they tell you.” I took a step up. “If you and your girlfriend are smart, you’ll rest up and then leave before Greta gets up this evening. You won’t, because you aren’t. That’s a pity.”

“But she’s going to make us thralls tonight! And later, she might make us vampires.”

“It’s possible.” I let the eye glow fade. “Remotely. Anything she’s seen Eric do . . . Greta might decide to do, but she’s unpredictable, and unlike her father, Greta truly is a monster. Last night she started killing people in front of the Pollux for no reason other than she wanted to eat them. She’s always hungry. Eric is good to the women and the men who serve him; he cares about them. But to Greta, humans are either food or toys.”

“Immortality is worth it.” Her voice faltered. “It’s worth anything.”

“You trying to convince me or convince yourself?”

She didn’t answer. Her inner struggle played out visibly in the akasha as I watched. Reason lost out to envy, greed, desire. It wasn’t a pretty sight to see. Oranges’ aura shone bright and steady. She knew what she had to do, and she’d demanded the tools to accomplish it. Her lack of concern and desire to surrender her will to others combined with her genetic tendency toward thinness and her need, visible even in her sleep, to work out, to stay in shape. Oranges showed a streak of bleak resolve that might get her through this, but Apples seemed like dead meat.

“I’ll send one of the girls down with a few pillows and some blankets.”

Erin took them down for me, and I joined Magbidion in the parking deck. Mags had temporarily ensorcelled the side of his RV to be clear as glass and stood over the stove, cooking pancakes while keeping an eye on Fang.

“Want some pancakes?”

“No, thanks.” I circled Fang, and the engine roared to life. “Calm down,” I told the car. “I’m not going to try to open the trunk.”

Greta’s skeleton, rising through a mass of rats and bats, filled my mind’s eye. The sight of her, standing triumphant over the body of an Emperor, memento mori defeated, the vampiric gender-swapped equivalent of David versus Goliath, was burned into my brain.

“Anything, yet?”

“Not yet.” Mags flipped his pancakes out onto a plate, buttered them, and then poured a thick stream of syrup over the top of the stack.

“You sure you don’t want pancakes? I already fed the girls and I still have batter left over.”

“Thanks, but no.”

“Fang?”

Eric’s Mustang revved its engine once before idling down and turning off. Magbidion won’t walk in front of the car when it’s on, not since it advanced on him when he unwittingly helped Eric enliven it. The mage set his plate on his tiny kitchen table, stepped down from the RV, plastic mixing bowl in hand, and poured the batter directly onto the deck in front of Fang.

“Can it eat pancake batter?”

“I don’t see why not.” Mags scrambled back up into the RV and Fang started his engine, rolling over the batter, and then easing back into the parking space. “The contents of people’s stomachs is never left behind. Neither are their clothes. So why not pancake batter?”

“Any word from Tabitha or Eric?” I paced the deck as I spoke, regretting my decision to turn down Magbidion’s pancakes. He ate them with relish, pausing only to speak.

“No.”

“Once we’ve resolved the Lisette issue, you know someone is going to have to fly out there and find out what the hell is going on.”

“And leave Fang unprotected?”

Therein lay the rub. If we took Fang with us, Eric would be in danger. If we left Fang here, Eric would be in danger.

“Then I’ll go to Paris.” I adjusted my tie. “You can stay here with Greta and protect Fang.”

He winced. “I’m going to have bacon and eggs next. Want any?”

“Sure.”

“You like ’em scrambled, right?”

“Yes, please.”

“Do you want ham or bologna in them?”

I don’t remember what I told him, I think I said ham, but I wasn’t concentrating on the eggs. Out of nowhere, I was thinking about Dezba, wondering where she was, what she was doing. I’d stayed nearby to help out, but Lisette was captured . . .

Through the akasha, I observed her. Lisette’s spirit raged, as did her memento mori. Lines of violet and dark red burned through her spirit, etched with sharp yellow barbs of fear. Greta seemed confident she could kill Lisette when she woke up tomorrow, that she’d hit upon the method first thing, and I wondered if there was more to it than Greta was telling me.

“All those times Eric sent Greta away,” I spoke the thought as I had it, “did you ever wonder what she was doing while she was running around without a chaperone?”

“She had a chaperone,” Magbidion said softly, moving the eggs around in his frying pan. “Marilyn used to visit her every Tuesday. They’d talk on the phone most days, too, when Marilyn got home from work.”

“How do you know that?”

“We were both smokers.” Magbidion handed me my eggs. “You’d be surprised how personal chats get when you’re standing outside, smoking in an alley.”

I know he said “chats” but for a split second, I’d heard it as “cats.” You’d be surprised how personal cats can get when they’re standing outside.

“I didn’t know that.”

“You didn’t know Marilyn was Roger’s thrall either.” Magbidion started frying bacon in the pan. “You’ve got good hearing, Talbot, and you see a lot, but how did you miss that one?”

“I didn’t miss it,” I said slowly.

“You knew and you didn’t tell him.” Magbidion dropped the skillet.

“I wanted to see how long it took Eric to figure it out.” I looked down at the eggs and pushed them away. “And I know Eric better than you. He didn’t really want to know. He rarely does. Besides, I do try to keep our laws.”

“Laws?”

“Knowledge gleaned from the akasha is not for those who are blind to its light.”

“You’re a cold man, Talbot.”

“I’m male, but I’m not a man, Mags.”

After setting the hot bacon on a plate upon which he’d placed two paper towels to help soak up the grease, Magbidion cracked eggs in the pan with dexterity born of mystic gestures and precision that comes from working with forces that might blow you apart.

“So you’re a cool cat then?” Magbidion asked with a grin.

“Maybe that.” I picked up a piece of the bacon gingerly, taking careful bites followed by rapid chewing to keep from burning my tongue.

Once his eggs were ready, Magbidion spread mayonnaise onto two slices of bread and placed an egg on each one. He crumbled bacon atop each egg and looked up at me.

“Does it bother you that Lord Phillip hasn’t sent a load of goons down here to take Lisette’s body?” he asked.

“You have no idea.” I stood. “If Eric calls, tell him I went to visit Dezba.”

“Wait.” Magbidion stopped, frozen in the act of cutting through his fried egg with a fork, the golden yolk spilling out onto the bread. “When are you coming back?”

“When you see me again, you’ll know.”

“But we’re watching Lisette and—”

“And I’m bored, so I’m going out. Look it up under cat.” Extricating myself from behind the little table took more maneuvering than getting behind it had. I caught a flash of red from behind Mags’s back as I passed, energy from the blood tattoo that marked him as Eric’s thrall.

Eric had once told me he could see the faces of other vampires when he looked at their thralls and concentrated. For me, the akasha makes thralls obvious even though it doesn’t usually give me any idea to which vampire they belong. I rely on their convenient little markings to tell me the rest. Eric’s thralls all have a butterfly tattoo. Lady Gabriella uses a rose. The glowing red tattoo I’d seen on Oranges’ back was a stylized P.

A young man with a glow on his scalp, beneath his curly black hair, sat at a bus stop reading a newspaper. I’d seen him before, enough times to make out that the tattoo he had was in the shape of an ankh. He wore a pair of Oakland sunglasses with a yellow tint to the lenses and a subtle blue glow—a sure sign of magic. Possibly the same shade of blue Oranges’ collar emitted, but it could have been different.

As I walked down the street, I noticed a group of people, all with various blood tattoos, sitting inside Carl’s Diner, waiting for their breakfasts. Getting ready for another day of spying on Eric’s business and reporting back to their various masters and mistresses.

I kept walking, leaving my car parked in the Pollux’s deck and then, two streets over, I left my human form behind, too, padding down the sidewalk as a cat with star emerald eyes. Eyes that would have drawn attention in other places, but never in Void City. The Veil of Scrythax saw to that. Three blocks later, I broke into a run, the city blurring past me as I fled. It was different when Eric was home: interesting, fun, purposeful. But a cat is not a sheepdog. Riding herd on Greta . . . I couldn’t do it anymore. When Eric came back, so would I . . . or maybe I’d even join him in Paris.

Or maybe, though I found it unlikely, maybe I knew what was going to happen to Greta and I couldn’t bear to break the rules for her, but I was afraid I would if I stayed. What if, after I shared knowledge from the akasha once again, the other Mousers did find a way to exile me completely? Exile that I could end at any time, I could face for another century or two, but exile without end? Unthinkable, unless it was for Eric himself. And even then . . .

I closed my eyes, running sight-blind, relying only on the wind in my whiskers, the smells, the sounds . . . and then a hand closed around the scruff of my neck and I was jerked up into the air.

“Well, hello there. Running away from home?”

A man held me by my scruff in full sunlight, a man with Winter’s features and Winter’s voice, but . . . In. Full. Sunlight. And alive. He sat at a sidewalk table at a coffee shop and opposite him, applying cream cheese to a French toast–flavored bagel, was Father Ike.

“Winter?”

“Leave him be, John,” Father Ike said with a disapproving tut. “He’s one of God’s creatures.”

Winter dropped me on the plastic surface of the tabletop.

“There we are. No harm done. Can I pour you some cream?” He gestured to a cow-shaped cream pitcher sitting between Father Ike and himself.

“How?” I meowed.

“It’s rather easy.” Winter picked up his coffee cup and set it to the side, then poured cream into the saucer. “The milk comes out of the cow’s mouth.”

“But you’re in full sun and you aren’t burning.”

“That’s rich.” Winter winked at me. “I’m sitting here not bursting into flame. Most people don’t, you know. Billions of people sit around every day not bursting into flames.” He reached out and skritched the fur under my chin. When he did, his spirit touched mine and I didn’t breathe for three seconds. His spirit felt like . . . Eric’s does each time he plays and sings “Stardust.” “But it’s the talking cat who asks, ‘How do you do that?’” he continued. “That’s rich. It really is.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t pet him, John.” As much as Eric dislikes Winter, he likes Father Ike. Me, I find conversing with a soulless priest to be disconcerting. The edges of where his soul was torn free gaped like wounds in the center of his aura. The bright white edges brought the missing center into sharp and unignorable contrast. At some point, he’d sold his soul . . . for a noble cause, I’m sure, but still . . .

“Why? Because he could eat me? C’mon, Ike. That’s exactly why I should pet him.” His hands moved over my ears and he scratched behind the left one. I leaned into it. “Besides, I think he likes me.”

“You’re wearing blue jeans.” He was! He was wearing blue jeans—normal ones—and a decades-old Void City Music Festival T-shirt, white, with the whole phrase “Welcome to the Void City Music Festival” on the front. I peered over the edge to check his shoes. Crocs with socks!

“So you’re not . . . Winter?”

“I think that’s a question better fit for a team of doctors, all with the word psycho in their title.” He held out a hand. “John Hawkes. Nice to meet you.”

“But . . .” He wore glasses instead of contacts and behind them, his eyes were a startling shade of blue that Winter’s colored contacts only approximated. His blond hair seemed more golden brown in full sun, and his skin showed a light but noticeable tan. “But . . .” I held a paw in the air and he shook it lightly.

“Surprised?” John released my hand. “Winter is pretty upfront about Ebon Winter being a stage name.”

“But you’re human. Truly human. How?”

“Again.” He chuckled, and the laugh was the same as Winter’s but warmer, a living thing that could snare a person. People tell me I have a great laugh, but I don’t. Winter has a great laugh. “Billions of people walk around being human . . . every day.”

“What time did you say the movie started, John?” Father Ike checked his watch.

“Eleven.”

“Then we’d best be going if we’re going to finish our run and get cleaned up before we have to leave.”

“Okay.” John stood up and tucked a five-dollar bill under the edge of his coffee cup. “You want to come?”

“What’s the movie?” I asked dumbly.

“It’s a funny western with James Garner. Which one is it again, Ike?”

“Support Your Local Sheriff,” he answered. “One of my favorites.”

“Wait. Wait.” I trod in the saucer of cream by accident. “You two have coffee here every morning?”

“No.” John shook his head. “We usually have coffee at the rectory, but Winter insisted we come here today.”

“Why?”

“He said to stop the Mouser and shake its paw.” John held out his hand to help Father Ike out of the white plastic chair in which he sat, but Ike waved him away.

“And then?”

“That’s it. I’ve given up arguing with him if his requests don’t seem too unreasonable.”

Father Ike cleared his throat. “You coming?”

“What?”

“To the movie, Talbot,” Father Ike intoned. “Are you coming?”

“Sure.”

John reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a small walkie-talkie. “Melvin?”

“Area secured,” a voice called back after a hiss of static. “The path is cleared, Rockstar, you may proceed.”

And so, we jogged.
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GRETA:


AND THEN BAD THINGS HAPPENED


I woke, frantic to find Telly’s skull. I’d gone to sleep holding it, but when I opened my eyes, it had vanished. After jumping out of the bed and stumbling as I caught my foot in the blankets, I looked around the floor of Dad’s Pollux bedroom. Sheets and bedding hit the walls as I shook and discarded each article without finding the skull. I crawled around the floor on my hands and knees once before checking the obvious place. There he was, hiding under the bed.

“It’s day three,” I told him. “Now I can kill Grandma.” I planted a quick kiss on his bullet hole and stowed him safely at the center of Dad’s bed. Quickly pulling on one of Dad’s “Welcome to the Void” T-shirts (one that smelled of him and of New Mom) I slipped into the same jeans I’d worn the night before and dashed barefoot down the hall to the stairs.

The two girls I’d met last night looked up at me from the lobby, struggling with a green futon frame between them. Oranges lost her grip. I rocketed down the stairs and caught the whole thing up over my head by one side, tearing it out of Apples’ grasp.

“Don’t you dare scuff up Daddy’s floor with that crap!” Apples fell to the floor and Oranges took two steps toward the foyer. “Who said you could bring this in here?”

“Calm down,” Apples spat from her spot on the floor. “Damn, we were just—”

I locked eyes with her and shoved a command into her head. “Exhale for two minutes!” Vampires can still command humans if we want, but we don’t automatically win unless they’re our thralls. It’s a will versus will thing, and mine was stronger than Apples’ hands down.

Unless a human knows circular breathing or is a freaking astronaut or something, even trying to exhale for two minutes will make her pass out. It took Apples way less than two minutes. Her face went red with strain, then her eyes rolled up and she went down. Oranges stayed put.

“I asked a question,” I snapped.

“Talbot”—Oranges’ voice was calm and steady, impossible to be angry with—”said if we put floor protectors on the bottom, we could bring the futon in and set it up in the sitting area for a couple of days, Mistress.”

“Oh. Well, that’s fine then.” I carried the futon down to the sitting room and set it up against an empty wall. Oranges followed me down, then stood as if at attention, her thin metal leash hanging loose from the studded collar around her neck.

“How old are you, Oranges?” I took the red leather handle of the leash in my hand. Her eyes tracked the motion, but she made no move to resist.

“Twenty-one last week, Mistress.”

“Do you want to live forever, Oranges?”

“If it pleases you.” No fear. No hesitation. And no back talk. I could see what Apples saw in her. Oranges was shorter than me by a few inches, five foot ten at the most, with a lithe build that reminded me of Mama Irene, before Daddy tried to kill her. In the light of the fluorescent bulbs, she was strikingly beautiful. She had a fresh clean look beneath the makeup. Her black hair was now streaked with blue; the chemical smell still clung to it.

“Why were you afraid of me last night and not now?”

“I didn’t know how to react last night, Mistress. Now, I do.”

“Do you want to be my thrall?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Even if I decide not to keep Apples?”

“She’s a fat sow, Mistress.” Oranges wrinkled her nose. “Do as you wish with her.”

“Why don’t you always say ‘Mistress’?”

“I assumed if I said ‘Mistress’ after every sentence, it would annoy the hell out of you. Do you want me to say it every time?”

Oranges is fun without Apples!

“How about just when I give a command?”

“As you wish, Mistress.”

“This is so cool!” I opened my mouth to give another command, make her do jumping jacks or bark like a dog, but the desire to be done with Lisette closed my mouth. “Okay. I’m going to go check something and then I want to feed. I haven’t decided whether I want Apples’ or Oranges’ juice for breakfast, so drag Apples out of the way and then wait for me at the concession stand.”

“Yes, Mistress, but where are you going?”

“I’m going to kill my grandma.”

That got Oranges’ heart to thumping. It wasn’t fear, not exactly. Dad’s better at sussing out emotions than I am, but I know fear. This was close . . . maybe it could have been fear, just not of me.

“Don’t worry, Oranges, she’s not my really real Grandma.” I bounded up the stairs. “I’ll be back.”

On my way out the front doors, I heard Oranges curse and the sound of a cell phone being dialed. Had I hurt Apples more than I’d meant to? Oh well. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t already decided to kill her when I came back in. Oranges was fun and in shape. Apples had cursed at me, which I’m pretty sure she shouldn’t have done, not if she wanted to be my thrall.

Magbidion sat on a lawn chair, watching some horrid morning show featuring a bubbly blondish woman who should have been killed twenty years ago when she’d still been pretty and some old stocky guy with what might have been a hairpiece. They were interviewing the Blind Alley Rabbits, though, so I guess that made them kind of cool. He’d set a stool right next to Fang so he could keep an eye on Dad’s car and the television.

“Hi, Greta. Good morning.”

“Where’s Talbot?”

“I’m supposed to say he went to go see Dezba.”

“O-kay. Well, whatever then.”

I tiptoed up to the trunk and rapped lightly on the metal. Fang opened up and there was Grandma, right where I’d left her, bundled up with her disembodied heart next to her face and the killer necklace (and the tire iron I’d run through the center of it) lying in her open chest cavity. I concentrated on the necklace first.

How do I destroy you?

The answer came through garbled, as if announced by a man with a mouth full of marbles, singing underwater, while being strangled.

“Damn.”

“Damn?” Magbidion asked.

“I have to de-tire-iron it before I can get a good reading.” I pulled Squidly out of the trunk. “I was afraid that might happen.”

“What? Reading? What reading?” Mags jerked up out of his chair. “Wait! You’ve captured her. Why not wait until Eric gets back and let him kill her? Then you can figure out—”

I threw him the tire iron.

“Just jam that through it if I need you to.”

“Kill you! End you! Make you mine!” Squidly’s voice rang out in my head, but having fought it once before, the second time was easy-peasy.

It clawed and pulled at me with eight golden tentacle-like chains, and according to Magbidion, two more tendrils I couldn’t see. I walked around to the front of Fang, to be sure it couldn’t unstake its mistress with one of them, and focused on how to destroy it. Images of fire filled my mind, the necklace tumbled into a volcano. I could drive it to a smelting plant or something . . . but then I saw an image of Lisette standing at the lip of the volcano calling it back, the still bubbling metal sliding up the rock and re-forming. Okay, so just like a memento mori can call back its Emperor, the Emperor, given time, could call back his or her memento mori. Good to know.

Squidly was winning the physical battle, its gaping beak headed right for my chest again.

“Magbidion!”

He ran for me, tire iron over his head, and I felt the pressure decrease as Magbidion began to stick it and move as if he were avoiding the unseen tentacles, which had released me.

“Greta, it’s stronger than I am. I can’t.”

“Fang—” I was going to tell Fang to do something, help Mags or something, but when I said the name, a new image washed over my thoughts like a cool rain. A memento mori could destroy another memento mori. Sweet!

I dropped to the ground, wincing as my head hit the concrete.

“Fang, roll over me and eat the necklace!”

Fang backed away.

“Do it or it’ll get inside my head again! Please! If you have to eat me too, I’ll be okay. That’s not what it takes to end me. I—” Before I could even finish my sentence, Fang rolled over me.

Being eaten by Fang hurts like the dickens! I mean, serious serious owie territory. I felt pain in places I’d never been hurt before, places that I didn’t even know had nerves. My head hit the undercarriage hard, splitting my nose and ramming Squidly into my chest, where its beak jabbed deep, piercing the sternum and my heart.

Squidly filled my head again, but this time, I took him to another memory. In my second happiest memory, Dad was on top of me. I was naked and his fangs pierced my neck. The mild disappointment that he wouldn’t bite me in his favorite feeding spot was washed away as he thrust his wrist into my mouth and I died but didn’t go away. The pain, which would have made me scream as my bowels voided themselves, didn’t happen, because that’s what high colonics are for. I hadn’t eaten anything in three days, either, so the hunger that took hold of me when I transformed wasn’t new, just a change in need.

Salt water blew open the door of Dad’s bedroom at the old Demon Heart and then vanished, literally fading away before the wetness could hit me. Dad’s eyes were filled with the flow of bloody tears, so much so he didn’t seem to even notice the door or the water. I’ve never asked him, but I’m certain they were tears of joy.

And then I was awake again, in the trunk, a raw naked skeleton lying atop Grandma. I latched on to Magbidion’s offered arm and fed, but not too much. I regenerated, clothing my bones in flesh, using Magbidion’s blood, and smiled when he looked away, embarrassed by my nakedness. Once I had a nose again, it was filled with the smell of burning rubber.

Thin traces of new gold chased the rims of Fang’s tires, and the power radiating from him was so strong even I could feel it . . . and technically I’m blind to it.

“What made you think of that?” Magbidion asked as he handed me his terry-cloth bathrobe. It was too short in the sleeves, but it felt hot—fresh out of the drier hot—so I put it on.

“What?”

“Feeding one memento mori to another.” Magbidion cupped one hand to his eye like a tiny telescope. “Fang’s aura is twice as strong. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Now for Grandma.” Fang’s trunk was still open. I reared back a fist. “If she’s part zombie . . .” I punched down through the side of her skull, shards of bone lodging in my knuckles. I spread the hole wider with my claws and scooped the putrid insides out, dumping them one glop at a time onto the concrete surface of the parking deck, then stomped each smelly pile flat, like Lucy and Ethel in that episode where they’re in the big vat of grapes making wine.

An immediate change came over the body. The stink faded and the brains on the ground bleached into a healthier color, for all that they were flat and smeared. Dark black zombie goo turned normal organ color. Even the fluid and brain spatter that had covered the lower edges of Magbidion’s robe, as well as my feet and legs, turned a more normal color.

“And now that she’s just another Vlad,” I whooped in Magbidion’s ear, “I can totally end her sorry ass!”

A lightning bolt hit me when I reached for the stake. I tried to disconnect from the pain, but it followed me, equal parts physical and mental agony. Bolt after bolt struck, jerking my body so violently I couldn’t control it. I never even felt the crossbow bolt tear through my chest and slam home into my heart.

A blur with metallic gold claws and white and orange fur whipped past my falling body and struck Magbidion, hurling him against the side of his RV with the sound a sack of melons might make if you dropped them off the roof.

By the time I hit the ground, Captain Stacey stood over Magbidion, glow fading as he reverted to his humanoid form. He already held a tire iron in his hand, the same one I’d used to impale Squidly, but from the sapphire gleam in his eyes, I expected he had a different plan for where to shove it.

Fortunately, Fang had other plans, too.

Captain Stacey lunged for the Mustang’s hood and Fang shot into reverse, passing over me, lifting me up against its undercarriage, breaking my nose for a second time in under an hour, and proceeding backward through the winding center spiral, up, up, and up again toward the top of the parking deck.

“Stop that Mustang, Stacey!” Lord Phillip shouted. I could hear but couldn’t see him.

As Fang’s speed increased, the magical extra space that seemed to exist underneath him narrowed and soon left my back dragging the concrete, scouring away first the skin then muscle beneath it. Hair ripped free of my scalp, taking small hunks of skin with it. I knew Fang wanted to avoid eating me again or he’d have already done the deed. But I wished he’d get it over with. I might come out hungry again, but better one giant ow that goes away than this continuous scraping. I’m a rip the Band-Aid off in one go kind of girl.

When we hit the roof, the night air rushed over me, surprisingly cool, the humidity tolerable for Void City at this time of year. I fell away from Fang’s undercarriage, and the crossbow bolt didn’t come with me. It hung there from the bottom of the car, metal tip still lodged in my chest, but not quite deep enough.

“Good boy, Fang!”

I rolled out from under the car, holding the bolt in my hand to avoid accidentally re-staking myself, and tore it free of my sternum. Fang’s painful trip had made a mess of Magbidion’s robe, but as I climbed into the passenger’s seat I found a new set of the exact same clothes I’d been wearing before, my jeans and Dad’s T-shirt. They weren’t warm, like Dad’s clothes are when he remakes them, but they still had Dad and New Mom’s smell on them, which was even better.

I whipped the shirt over my head as I regenerated and struggled into the jeans as Fang revved the engine and rammed the wall of the parking deck. He hit it once, twice, and on the third time, broke through. We glided free just as I heard the elevator doors ding open and saw Oranges step out, leveling a crossbow at me.

Captain Stacey was the one who worried me.

Every bit as fast as most vampires, he came running up the parking deck ramp and, without slowing, leapt after Fang, golden claws and sapphire eyes sparkling in the night. He landed on the trunk and I stood up in the seat, claws out, ready for a fight.

“Talbot’s combat mode is cooler,” I said, opening a series of bloody gashes in his chest. A blow I’d meant to get me a handhold on his vitals was reduced to mere flesh wounds by his speed. Damn Mousers.

“How fortunate His Highness isn’t here right now.”

He leapt at me and I took his charge, the two of us clawing at one another. Flames leapt up from my wounds and I hissed. His claws were holy, just like Talbot’s. Why not?

Fang lurched down and then up, maximizing his gliding range. Stacey and I brawled wildly, a flaming furry whirlwind of vampire and Mouser. In short, Oranges’ shot was miraculous. Staking a vampire with an arrow or a crossbow bolt is no mean feat to begin with. Old Mom was exceptionally good at it, from years of having to stake Daddy to calm him down, but the shot Oranges made—a shot like that would have given Robin Hood a hard-on. If the other bolt had still been in place, I’m relatively certain she would have split it in two.

My thought as Captain Stacey grabbed me, tore open Fang’s trunk, and leapt back toward the parking deck with me and Grandma (one over each shoulder) was this: Oh no! There’s a hole in Dad’s T-shirt!
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GRETA:


A PRAYER AT BEDTIME


Lord Phillip didn’t say a word to me the first night. He had a debt to repay. After Phillip carried Grandma and me back to the Highland Towers with the VCPD running Fang interference, he had servants in bellhop uniforms come in to strip us, measure us, and bathe us both in blood. Then a second set came in and doctored our stakes. They cut Grandma’s down so it was flush with her skin and then affixed a platinum stopper to her back and chest that completely covered the wood.

I couldn’t easily see what they did to mine, but it appeared to be a similar thing with a golden stopper. Then, the first set of servants came back in carrying sets of clothes that might have looked more at home in a Victorian brothel than in modern-day Void City, and dressed us.

Phillip’s study was the same as it had been the last time I was there, except that the curtains had been drawn back, revealing his larger-than-king-size bed, which, with the curtains drawn, dominated the room. It was a four-poster bed of some rich mahogany or maybe a darker-colored wood. Lavishly embroidered pillows lay on top of an equally elaborate comforter. Cords running from both the comforter and the mattress had been disguised to match the carpet, and I could barely make out where they snaked underneath the bed toward a wall socket even when the bellhops had me down on the Oriental rug working on my stake.

Once we’d been dressed, a third group of hired help (this time not in bellhop uniforms) came in, did our hair and makeup, and gave us each a manicure and pedicure. When they’d finished, the bellhops returned, arranging us by the fire in lush green velvet upholstered lounge chairs. Phillip’s fantastical knickknacks lined the walls, and I could just make out Roger’s soul prison in its ornate golden holder on the mantel next to the box of all the things Lord Phillip had used to ascend.

Grandma had been posed so she looked over my shoulder at the display case in which Percy was stored. Nobody knew why Percy was in there, but he was staked and displayed in doll collector fashion, with a plaque underneath him that read, “My dear Percy, who serves as a remembrance to all that I do not bluff, I do not make empty threats, and there are indeed worse fates than death.” I used to make up stories about him and the things he must have done to merit that end.

We waited, the hands of the mantel clock counting down the hours, and waited.

And waited.

So, I got my own little dose of what it must have felt like for Dad to be trapped in the remains of the explodicated Demon Heart all those months when he was a ghost, but compressed into hours. Before dawn, Oranges came in with another group of bellhops. They moved our chairs in turn, taking us to the alcove where Uncle Phil stored his magic mirror.

The golden dragon worked into the frame seemed to leer at me. New Mom had mentioned the mirror once. She said it had a demon inside that let her see her reflection, but made her feel bad for all the horrible things she’d ever done. I don’t know what she was talking about though, because I didn’t feel anything bad. It was nice to know my burns had healed when they gave me the blood bath, though.

“Good girl,” the demon within the mirror whispered in my mind. “What a precious thing you are. What a treasure.”

“Do you know what Uncle Phil is going to do to me?” I thought at the mirror.

“A vampire like you, with your understanding, your composure?” It burbled at me. “No more than you allow.”

Four bellhops traded me out for Lisette and when they brought her back, streaks of blood were running freely down her cheeks. I guess she’d been happy to see her reflection, too. It was a little weird she could still cry while staked, though. For that to work, she pretty much had to be connected to her body very closely and still be feeling things. What’s the point in that?

The fire, I thought, maybe she likes feeling the fire.

And that’s what I was thinking when the sun rose on my first day as a P.O.P. (Prisoner of Phil).

On the second night, the ritual repeated. They bathed us in blood, changed us into fresh skanky brothel-wear, and gave us each our turns in front of the mirror.

“Still here?” the demon asked.

This time, when he spoke, he brought me back to my first favorite memory, except that the mirror was there in the beach house, hanging over the burned-out television.

“I guess he’s mad at me for something.”

“Well, sure, Phillipus is like that, but I’d expect your father to have come for you by now.”

“But he’s in Paris.” My memory self scowled at the mirror. “It’s his honeymoon.”

“True, but I thought he was only going to be gone for a few days.”

“How did you know that?”

“You know it”—the eyes of the dragon frame seemed to glimmer—“so I know it . . . while we’re together.”

“Oh.” I frowned. “Well it’s not like he’s been gone such a long time.”

“But you expected him back yesterday.”

I looked away as the mirror spoke and focused on the version of Daddy in my memory, asleep on his bed, exhausted from the act of creating me.

“Or you expected him to call.”

“No I didn’t.”

“You can’t tell fibs to me, Greta.” The demon’s voice took on an edge of friendly menace. “You haven’t wanted to face it, but in the back of your mind, you expected him to show up tonight and save you, but he hasn’t even called. Talbot hasn’t come looking for you either. I wonder why? Maybe if you’d finished the job with Lisette . . .”

I opened my mouth to respond, but I was being carried away from the mirror. Demons lie. I knew that, but what if the stupid mirror was right? If Daddy was mad at me, if I’d been bad, then he might not come at all, not until I’d been punished. . . . It would have to be something worse than being locked in the freezer.

Grandma had her turn at the mirror next, and the moment she’d been returned to her spot, I sensed Lord Phillip. He was coming.

The door to Phil’s apartments opened behind us and our chairs rotated to face the opening. A line of bellhop-clad girls filed into the room, with Oranges in the lead, her uniform differentiated by the collar and leash she still wore around her neck.

They chattered among each other, wondering why they were here, all together. I knew Uncle Phil ran a contest every few years to see who his next offspring would be and that the competition was fierce, but, like the girls, I didn’t think it was time to choose a winner and I was too preoccupied by what the mirror demon had said to think about it too hard.

“Favete linguis,” Phillip’s voice intoned. From the reaction, I guessed he’d just told them to shut up, in Latin or French or something. He flowed into the room as a cloud of mist, materializing with his hand on Oranges’ leash.

“Some of you may no doubt wonder why we have gathered here out of turn and you would be right to wonder . . . as it has happened only once before.” He fiddled with Oranges’ leash, towing her free of the line, and she followed willingly, a look of superiority clear in her eyes. “Every decade, I hold a contest to determine my next two children, one male and one female. Offspring in whom I see the potential for becoming beings who will keep my unlife . . . interesting.”

“It’s a cycle.” He placed his hand on Oranges’ waist and her lips jerked slightly down. “First I appoint my nulli secondus and then my nulli secunda. My young man and woman. My son and my daughter.” He began to unbutton her overshirt, letting the air hold her leash in place through one of his little magic tricks, and the smile on her face vanished, replaced by a thin rigid line of null expression. “As the Latin implies: my second to none. Tonight I appoint my nulli secunda.”

Alive with objections, the air filled with words and Phillip fed on it, grin widening like a jack-o’-lantern’s.

He silenced them with a gesture.

“I could remind you of the old adage: Perfer et obdura; dolor hic tibi proderit olim.” He looked directly at me when he translated, “‘Be patient and tough; some day this pain will be useful to you.’” His hands twitched as if he fought the urge to applaud himself. “But that is no longer up to me. As Senator William Learned Marcy once said, ‘ To the victor belong the spoils,’ or, in the case of my little competition . . . to the winner belong”—he looked down the line, spots of red sparking in his eyes—”the losers.

“Though you may object to the timing (I know you thought you had a few more years left in the competition), there is, as I’ve said before, a precedent. A young man came to me some few decades ago and made me a promise: Make me a vampire”—Phillip slid Oranges’ overshirt off and dropped it to the floor, revealing a white undershirt—”and give me thirty million dollars instead of the usual ten. Do this and I promise that you will be destroyed within fifty years’ time.

“Do you know how rare it is to find a human with such gall?” He reached around Oranges’ waist, unfastening her black belt, a belt that reminded me of Dad’s, and let it fall. “You all know the human who made that deal as the vampire Ebon Winter. He”—Phillip paused as he struggled to get a grip on the pull tab of her zipper—”has yet to make good on his promise, but every oracular method with which I am familiar assures me of two things: He is working on his plan and”—his hands gripped the fabric of her pants tightly as he dragged them down—“whatever the plan may be, it might work.”

If I’d been Oranges, I would have gone with panties, especially if I’d been dumb enough to make a deal with Uncle Phil to begin with. Fear radiated from Oranges. Heartbeat, breath, pheromones—all of them were out of control. If I could have looked away, I would have, because I had an inkling of what was coming next.

“That’s what I like to do,” Phil continued, “and he understood. Winter knew that what I really want in unlife is to have a good enemy, someone to plot against. Wendy here, or Peg, or Oranges as I believe some have come to call her . . .” He tore the shirt from her back, a stylized P tattoo visible briefly before he spun her about, revealing her naked front. My view of her chastity piercing was both excellent and unfortunate. “. . . may not have come to such an astute conclusion, but she did make herself an excellent example of qui audet adipiscitur. She who dares wins.

“Not unlike me at that level of mortality. When I was a human wizard, no vampire would embrace me, so I sought magical means to become immortal. Unfortunately, the ritual I used left me a lowly Drone—barely immortal—but I have in time been able to advance my status, one excruciating level at a time, through the use of magical items and the sacrifice of vampires of the level of power I desired to next attain. It was a long climb to Vladhood and the wait for an Emperor-level vampire with whom I could bear to part has been even longer.

“Enter Lisette and, by virtue of her willingness to aid me, Oranges. She agreed to keep an eye on Greta”—he gestured to me as he fondled Oranges—“to infiltrate her good graces and to inform on her should she come close to destroying Lisette. You see, I need Lisette. She’s the only Emperor vampire I’ve ever experienced who bored me completely, a perfect sacrifice to fuel my final ascension.”

Uh-oh.

“If not for our Wendy, or rather, my Wendy, Lisette would likely have been destroyed. For that reason, her prompt action in both calling me when the time was right and in exercising her skill for exceptional archery (which I hope may be aimed at me one day soon) I declare her the winner of this round and promise to make her a vampire and render her reward to her this very night . . .”

Oranges relaxed, but she shouldn’t have.

“As soon as a final bit of hazing has been endured.”

“Hazing?” Oranges asked.

“Oh my dear.” Phillip ran his hand along her body. “It is quite clear how to make you hate me forever, and the most wonderful thing about it is it’s something I do to all the winners anyway.”

As her former competitors/future property looked on, Lord Phillip tore her piercings out and changed shapes. He started out as a wolf when he first mounted her, transforming as his foul pleasures required. After an hour or two, he called three other vampires to his suite to join in. If I’d ever had any doubts Uncle Phil was a freak, he erased them.

It was wrong, all of it. Sure, I like to play with my food from time to time, but this was excessive, pointless, and cruel beyond even acceptable vampiric levels. And let’s face facts, if I thought it was too much for a vampire to get away with, that’s saying something. No wonder Dennis had left town after winning.

Phil kept his promise though, eventually, pausing long enough to make sure all her wounds had healed, then forcing his blood down her throat and strangling her with it. A person doesn’t have to bleed out to be a vampire. As Daddy says, it’s just more efficient. Act (or acts) completed, he removed her collar and leash, then, well and thoroughly spent, he had the bellhops take her to her new quarters to await her rising . . . and her pleasure the next evening. Which left us alone with him.

Wearing only bloody smears and the various secretions Oranges would never have again, Uncle Phil pulled up a stool, opened a bottle of blood wine, and leered at us in the firelight, holding the wine in one hand and the leash and collar in the other.

“Enjoy the show?” Phillip asked. He guzzled the wine, draining half the bottle in one go. “Your Oranges wasn’t particularly enthusiastic, and I thought her screams were a bit exaggerated, but it’s a pleasant way to spend an evening while creating what will undoubtedly be an inferior foe.” Tipping the bottle back, he took another long drink. “Which is, I believe, entirely your fault, Greta. You forced my hand, and I do not enjoy being forced.”

“But in the end”—he stood, reaching for a pair of opera glasses that rested on the mantel by the clock—”I managed to gain you”—he touched Lisette’s cheek tenderly—“my first expendable.” He looked through the opera glasses at Lisette. “Empero . . . No!”

Oops.

“How?” Frantically twisting and turning the focusing knob on the glasses, Phillip howled.

Not to be impatient, I thought, but this would be a good time for a rescue, Dad.

“I . . .” He yawned. “I . . .” Uncle Phil’s sleep pattern had always been unpredictable, and I felt a flare of hope.

That’s right! Fall asleep now, Uncle Phil.

No such luck.

“You did this.” He seized my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “J’accuse!” He looked into my eyes, and I made contact. For three consecutive nights, I’d been in Uncle Phil’s proximity. Being staked had blocked it until that moment, but suddenly I knew Phil’s secret death condition, and boy, was it a doozie. Anything could kill him. He’d used magic to become a vampire and magic to increase his power, but when it came to destruction, deep down he was still just a Drone.

Unstake me, Uncle Phil. I pushed the command home. He’d had half a bottle of blood wine. He was tired, on the verge of collapse, but his mind, unlike his body, was every bit as powerful as I’d feared.

“Everything I did to Wendy,” he snarled, “I’ll do to you. And it will only be the beginning.”

Un. Stake. Me.

Phil pushed into my head, expecting the usual mind-to-mind contest of wills, but that’s not how it works in my head. I took him to the beach house, let him see little girl Greta, let him smell the blood on my thighs.

“Oh my. How delightful.” He adjusted more quickly than most and appeared wearing his usual dapper attire. The pants were tented with his obvious excitement. “It never occurred to me to create a mental library like this, a realized space inside the mind, a place to retreat. Shall we play?”

My head. My rules. His hand went for his belt and I swapped memories.

Beach house became Pollux bedroom. Little girl Greta vanished and vampire Greta, newly born and ready for blood, appeared behind Phil and sank her teeth into his neck. I won.

UN. STAKE. ME. NOW! YOU FUCKING BASTARD!

It worked.

A golden knob hit the floor. Next to it, the remains of a bloody crossbow bolt glistened in the firelight. The hole in my chest snapped closed with a zipperlike noise. A blow to both temples crossed his eyes and kept him from using his magic. One hand lanced to his throat, choking him. I shoved the other into his mouth, intent on removing the top of his head.

Glass shattered. Another vampire’s presence filled my mind. He was old—younger than Grandma, but only just, and he was more powerful than me. A sharp pain. And I was immobilized. With nothing to support me, I tumbled to the ground, a marionette with its strings cut.

Percy stood over me and Phillip, his eyes narrowed as he adjusted his glasses.

“Terribly sorry to interrupt.” His voice was pleasant and rich, an accent I felt Lord Phillip had been unconsciously trying to mimic. “But at the last moment, I couldn’t bring myself to permit it.”

“Percy?” Phillip’s voice quaked with fear. “I can explain. I’m sorry.”

“Your apologies are quite unnecessary, Phillip.” He reached out to offer Phillip a hand, but Uncle Phil backed away from him, scuttling across the floor. “You did nothing beyond that which I allowed.”

“But you were staked.”

“Well.” Percy brushed glass away from his clothes. “I suppose that’s true, but now you know my little bit of unique flair. All Vlads have them. I can’t seem human or eat food, can’t turn to mist or become a virus, but a stake through the heart does nothing to me.”

“So all this time . . .”

“Oh, a stake through the heart makes me seem dead, renders me undetectable by other vampires, but I could have left the box at any time.”

“Then why did you stay?”

Percy adjusted his golden-rimmed spectacles.

“We all have our little eccentricities, my boy. Our ways of keeping ourselves entertained. You like to create opponents. I do something similar. I pick a human, give them a taste for immortality, let them fall in love with my power, if not my body, and then I deny them in all ways to see how they react. In other words, your quirk is that you like to torture.” He leaned down and kissed Phillip full on the mouth. “Mine is: I like to watch.” Percy indicated me with his hand. “It’s your third act, Phillipus. You’ve been rescued. There is only a little time left before your swan song.” Percy’s fangs extended. “Show me something worth watching.”

Phillip advanced on me again, and I waited for Dad to come. I’d given it a good try. I had. I’d almost killed Phillip and had been robbed by fate or circumstance. Phillip tore at my clothes, and I decided not to let it happen. Not again. Maybe Dad was waiting so he could show up and avenge me as he’d done when we first met, but I couldn’t let this happen, not again, not even for Dad.

One of the reasons I scare people is because they can’t control me. Not really. I do what Dad tells me because I love him, but I’m nobody else’s girl. Phillip leaned down to lick my neck, but I didn’t feel it. For vampires, the body is an interface. To use it or not use it is a choice. I decided not to use mine anymore and let it go, leaving Phillip in a rage, staring at my body as it aged from twenty-one to forty something, my true age revealed just as happens with other Vlads when they finally meet their ends.

Oh, Dad, I thought as the world faded and the scenery changed, I wish you’d been on time. Phillip ran to a drawer and fetched out a soul prison, but it was too late. I was already moving beyond his reach. I stuck out my tongue and gave him the bird before I lost sight of him. With that, I sniffed the air to see if I could find her. After all, if Dad couldn’t rescue me, then perhaps Mom could comfort me. I caught her smell, ashes and smoke over a layer of clean old Marilyn, and, like a bloodhound, I followed the scent into the gathering dark.
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AN AMERICAN 
VAMPIRE IN PARIS
AS TOLD BY ERIC AND TABITHA
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TABITHA:


MEANWHILE, BACK IN THE HALL OF JUSTICE


(Seven days before Greta dies)


After Eric posed for a few seconds on the steps of the chapel and then inexplicably flew off to the top of the donjon in a huff, Luc motioned for us to follow him into the castle. I was much more interested in the castle than in whatever Bea claimed “happened here.” Even when I became a vampire, it never in my wildest dreams occurred to me that I’d get to go to Paris, meet immortals, and visit magic castles.

Before my trip to the Château de Vincennes, the only castle I’d ever been to had been the one in Disney World. It was a few years before Rachel died. Mom and Dad took us there for three days and I remember not being able to feel like we were really, really going until we were inside the park and I saw Cinderella’s castle.

In my head, I’d been afraid it was all going to turn out to be a big joke. Dad had come home late that Thursday night. We’d already been in bed and he’d made us get up and pack in fifteen minutes. In the back of the van, Rachel had complained about forgetting her pillow and her toothbrush, but Dad wouldn’t have any of it. He had driven all night, and for the longest time, I’d watched him. Rachel had slept on my shoulder. Mom had dozed in the passenger’s seat. Miles Davis had played on the CD player, hypnotic music that made my eyes want to close. I’ve never been a fan of that sort of jazz, but Dad was, and instead of sending him into the lethargic state to which it often sent me, the music worked its way inside Dad, brightening his eyes, making him alive, making him smolder like the end of the cigarettes he used to smoke before Mom had made him quit.

“We’re heading to Florida?” I’d asked. A rhythmic pattern had set up as we’d crossed onto a rough section of highway. Ba-thump ba-thump ba-thump. Ba-thump ba-thump ba-thump. Rachel had squirmed against me in unconscious irritation at the vibrations that shook the car with each jarring ba-thump.

Signs suggesting attractions at Disney and at Universal Studios had sprung up, punctuated by “We Bare All” signage and ads for Sea World.

Eventually, I’d slept. We’d stopped for gas once, the lack of motion pushing me awake. “Wha—?”

“If you’re awake you can have something.” Dad had looked back at us from his position near the gas pump.

“Can I have a Coke and a candy bar?”

He’d nodded. When he had come back, he’d presented us with two bottles of Coke and two Zero bars.

“They had glass bottles.” He’d been proud and excited. “Coke tastes so much better in a glass bottle.”

We’d talked about stupid stuff and had sipped our Cokes while he drove. I didn’t remember being awake very long, just long enough to eat the Zero bar and talk a little. Dad never talked about anything of real consequence, not with me or Rachel. We were just girls to him, as if “just” being girls was a bad thing.

He’d made the drive in eleven hours, and even when the stop-and-go of the Disney World traffic had woken me up again, I’d still been convinced we were going somewhere else. We’d parked in Minnie 37. That was the parking section. Dad had told me to remember it and I still did.

Waiting in line at the ticket booth, I’d heard how much money the tickets cost and my mom had begun to complain that we couldn’t afford it, but Dad had bought us all five-day Park Hopper passes, the kind that never expire.

I remember having seen a topiary shaped like Mickey Mouse as we headed to the Ferry Boat. I’d been sure something bad was going to happen. The boat would sink and we’d all die in the Seven Seas Lagoon. But we hadn’t. Rachel had leaned over the side, smiling down at the water, and I’d walked up to the top level, admiring the palm trees and eyeing the resorts in awe.

When Eric asked me to marry him, and when I said yes, when I asked him where we were going for our honeymoon, I think I was hoping he’d say Disney World and that we’d stay at the Polynesian or the Contemporary Resort. Little did I realize when he said Paris that, in a way, it was the same thing.

As we’d passed through the turnstiles and walked under the train station, I had broken into a run. I’d ignored Main Street USA completely, running by the re-creation of old-time Americana, and had stumbled. I’d caught myself on a bench and run into the street, darting past a horse-drawn trolley. Mom had called my name, anger clear in her voice, but Dad’s laughter had spurred me on. I’d passed the ice cream parlor, heading into the square, and I hadn’t stopped until I was standing in the little park area where Main Street makes a circle, and I’d been able to see the whole thing.

“Well, what do you think?” Dad’s hand had touched my shoulder.

Behind him, farther back, I’d heard Rachel complaining. “We’re just going to have to walk back to get our picture taken.”

“It’s okay.” I’d been so full of teenage cool. Embarrassment had colored my cheeks at the thought of how I’d raced across the park. Going ga-ga for fantasy castles didn’t go with the black polish on my nails.

“Okay, huh?” Dad said.

He’d hugged me and, despite a plaintive cry of “Da-aad,” I’d hugged him back.

James, Eric’s war buddy, touched my shoulder as I eyed the real thing. The so-called dungeon looked more like a sand castle than a Disney castle. The outer wall was made from sections of small stone divided by narrow sections of larger stone in a pattern that looked a little like columns. I would have done that bit with seashells. The wall was topped with a roofed walkway, which stuck out a bit, and had a round tower with a cone-shaped roof at each corner, even though the base of the thing was square. On the side closest to me, four towers framed the drawbridge, with two short guard towers in front, and two taller towers set into the main wall behind. I couldn’t really see the moat yet, but from the gap between the guard towers and the entrance towers, I guessed it was wide. Inside the wall, an impressively large keep rose at least fifty feet into the air. As a sand castle, it could have been built tall and rectangular, and then had a big round tower placed around each corner. It seemed to me that King Arthur might have designed Camelot to look something like this. . . . It wasn’t ornate and lacy like the chapel, but it was pretty in a functional way.

I crossed the courtyard, walked the edge of the moat, and looked down into the murky water, not yet ready to cross the bridge into the stronghold proper. “What do you think?” James asked.

I watched Eric disappear over the edge of the donjon, surprised to see his reflection in the water. Magic water. Magic castle. Why shouldn’t it show a vampire’s reflection if it wanted?

“It’s beautiful, the second most wonderful castle I’ve ever seen.”

“Where was the first?”

My lips drew into a smile. “Disney World.”

We crossed the bridge and I saw a man sitting atop the wall. He wore a long leather duster and had a polearm of some kind slung over his shoulder and a pistol on his hip in a holster strapped on over his jeans. Long black hair hung in a braid that draped over his right shoulder down to his waist. His face was one of those movie-star faces, eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses with silver frames. Casually smoking a cigarette, the man let his feet dangle over the edge at the top of the covered walkway that comprised the top section of an exterior wall protecting the donjon proper. Next to him, a trumpet gleamed in the moonlight.

“Who is that?”

“Christian,” Aarika answered. “He’s Lord Isaac’s paladin. He’s maintaining the wards this year.”

“What do you mean? He’s powering them?”

“Maintaining.” Luc broke in when it was clear Aarika wasn’t going to answer my question. “The wards themselves are powered by Scrythax. A maintenance person guides them . . . acts as a controller.”

“What would have happened if he hadn’t let Eric through?”

“I don’t think he did let the vampire through.” Aarika nudged James in the arm. “When was the last time you saw Christian smoking?”

“Maybe one of the Elders overruled him.” James studied Christian for a moment. “He doesn’t look happy.”

“Ho, Christian,” Luc called up at the immortal. Christian responded with a simple nod and a gesture to “come ahead.”

Moving through the wards felt like walking through a fine mist. Gooseflesh rose on my skin, subsiding as we passed through the doors into the courtyard. The stone bridge continued beyond the wall, and my view opened up on the interior courtyard. Steep stairs led down from the walls to the lower courtyard, but the bridge led only one way, straight into the donjon, and we soon entered the meeting room.

Then I saw the head.

Three catlike faces were all attached to the same oversized head. The angle of feline faces allowed the head to be held level by the jaws of each open mouth. Its eyes were closed, the lids sunken in as if there were nothing left behind them. The tan fur was matted and tangled, even missing in spots, laying bare the shriveled muscle underneath. Dried blood was at its base where the head had been severed from the trunk. The gruesome thing was displayed on a stone pedestal in the center of a U-shaped table upon which laptops were scattered in various stages of active, screen-savered, or hibernating.

Several normal-looking guys and gals were standing about, broken up into little cliques—not a very united front. They stopped talking as we entered and turned to face us.

“Wait a minute.” I stopped, forcing Beatrice to halt as well or ram into me from behind. I walked up to the edge of the table, not wanting to walk into the open space and stand too close to the decapitated head. I pointed. “You want me to touch that?”

“Upon the conclusion of a three-day assessment, assuming you are found acceptable by the Council.” One of them, a fat man who looked like he belonged at a nerd convention, stepped away from the slight, swarthy brunette with whom he’d been conversing.

“Acceptable?”

“Do you agree to undergo a thirty-six-hour assessment, at the end of which you will, if found acceptable, be allowed to swear the Oath and join the Treaty of Secrets?”

I thought about it. If I said no . . . no honeymoon in Paris. Back to Void City. “What happens if I fail?”

“Luc, if you wouldn’t mind escorting our errant Emperor down to join the rest of us?” An Asian boy, who looked like puberty might hit any day, gestured up at the ceiling. He wore a white T-shirt with some kind of robot dragons on the front, camo pants held up by a studded leather belt, a black hoodie, and a pair of those Tatsu Ne sneakers from Onmyoda that I only recognized because Greta had asked for some and had been mad that this exact shoe didn’t come in pink.

“Of course, Se Fue.” Luc bowed and took off at a fast walk.

“Se Fue?” I whispered over my shoulder to Beatrice. “What is that, Japanese for ‘little brother’?”

“It’s Chinese for ‘teacher.’” The young boy stepped toward me and smiled. “Not all of us become immortal at the same age, and few of us find it uncomfortable to dress according to the age of our bodies.”

“Do I have to call you Se Fue?”

A smile broke across his face. “Only if you want me to teach you how to fight. In twenty-five years, you’d have mastered the basics.”

“No thanks. I’m on my honeymoon.”

“Then you may call me Ji.”

Beatrice slipped past me to get a better look at the head. “Why does it look so human?”

“What?”

“The head.” Beatrice gestured at it. “It’s just a decapitated human head. Why is it so powerful?”

“The Head of Scrythax is actually quite alien-looking.” Aarika crossed the room as she spoke, moving closer to a blond man wearing a tailored business suit. “It takes remarkable concentration for even a supernatural being to see it as it actually is. It took me years.”

“Or a being who is truly noble at heart,” Master Ji corrected her. “Such beings cannot be fooled by Scrythax’s huan xiang, his illusions. One of the tests we administer early on is to see what appearance Scrythax takes for you. It—”

All of the immortals looked up at once, stepping back to their places.

Eric came into the room, Luc trailing behind him. “His brain glows?” Eric squinted and kept walking, sparing the assembled immortals little more than a glance.

I looked at the head more closely. His brain?

“Guy looks like he was designed by H. R. Giger . . .”

Who?

And then it moved.

The noses sneezed in unison, sending puffs of dust out from under the head and out of its nostrils and mouths. The eyelids of each face opened with the sound of squeaky shoes on tile to reveal empty sockets. People moved around me, but Beatrice and I stared openmouthed at the head as the cat lips closed and opened in unison. The withered pink tongues became moist and supple again.

“Does my nose deceive me”—each word seemed to come from all three mouths—”or do I smell a Courtney?”
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ERIC:


SMELLS LIKE COURTNEY SPIRIT


Great,” I said as I tried to pop my claws and went uber vamp instead, “the fucking decap-a-Muppet is talking to me.” Once again the transformation from human-sized to extra-large felt good, natural, like slipping on a favorite jacket. But that’s not how it’s supposed to work. My body should have felt like it was expanding, like an overfilled balloon, and that fundamental wrongness worried me as much as the talking head.

My wings knocked Luc down, taking him in the chest and hurling him back into the wall. He’d been standing too close. Immortals shifted left, right, and sideways, donning their combat armor. Weapons appeared, flowing out of the coalesced energy I’d seen surrounding them all. The Asian kid stood out the most, going from punked-out anime clothes to a Hello Kitty gi and a yellow headband. I can’t say which got me more, the gi or the fact that his hair was dyed a vibrant shade of blue.

“You’ve got to be shitting me.” I was talking about the kid, but it was the demon who commented.

“Quite unlikely, as I’m currently unaware of the location of my anus.” The inner row of teeth moved independently of the outer row; it made my flesh crawl to see it. The immortals were frozen in place. Of course they were. They swore oaths on a demon head. “Now . . . I’ve taken the liberty of halting our—”

“I’m not talking to you,” I said.

“Excuse me?”

Tabitha backed away from the table, claws out. She took a position in front of Beatrice, instinctively protective of her. “Eric, what’s going on?”

I wondered if she guarded Beatrice because she was my thrall, because she was human, or because she was a possible food source.

“Eric?”

How do you explain to your twentysomething wife (vampire or otherwise) that you’re sober for the first time since you met her and nothing makes sense the way it used to? That you’re still you, but you’re also something that went to sleep a long time ago, something that woke up when the magic went away. That you’re a vampire, but you’re also a boy who went to war, a man who went back for more, and a guy who just married the wrong woman, because the right one died? That you have a piece of a demon in your chest? That the magic castles and the immortals don’t feel like magic—they just make you tired? Is there any good way? I looked for the words and the only thing that came was this: I could have told Marilyn.

Oh, boo-frickin’-hoo, I told myself. Why don’t you go cry all over Scrythax?

“Eric, are you okay?”

“Yes, Mr. Courtney”—double jaws clicked and clacked, flashing as the demon spoke—”are you feeling well?”

My heart beat twice.

“You felt that quite well, I would imagine.”

So my theory about the thing in my chest being the Eye of Scrythax seemed pretty likely if he could use the damn thing to make my heart beat.

“Stop it.” A leap and a series of wingbeats brought me to the center of the room. Despite the pedestal, my uber vamp form towered over Scrythax. “You want your eye back? If you tricked me into bringing it to you, then fine. Tell me how to get it out and you can have it.”

“Tricked?” The demon’s eyelids narrowed, a glimmer of light visible between the slits. “No. I have tricked no one. Nor do I desire the return of either eye at this time.”

“You have one of this thing’s eyes?” Tabitha continued backing away from the head, making sure I was between it and her.

“Then what do you want?”

“I want many things, but mostly I desire a conversation with one of my champions.”

“Who the hell are your champions?”

“Why, you are, Eric; you and one other from Void City.” Its horns skritched on the stone pedestal, skittering like the legs of a centipede, moving it back as if it wanted a better look at me.

“I’m not your champion, Scrythax.”

“Of course you are. You’re a Courtney. You are all my champions. Did you not stop the plot in El Segundo and save the world?”

“I barely remember that.”

“You could always turn into a revenant. Your noncorporeal form is not possessed of the same ailment your physical body possesses.”

“What ailment? I’ve got a bad memory. I was embalmed and—”

“Embalming had nothing to do with it, Eric. True, Lord Phillip’s counter-enchantment, the one that hid you from Lisette, also played merry hell with your powers, but surely we both know full well your problem is altogether different—or do you truly not recall that even in your last few years of life, you’d begun to have difficulty recalling your personal history, keeping facts straight, remembering little details?”

No, I didn’t remember that either—which didn’t exactly prove anything. “So what’s your diagnosis, if you know so damned much?”

“You have what humans refer to as early-onset Alzheimer’s, Mr. Courtney, or something very much resembling it.” I must have looked stricken, because the demon frowned as much as its features would allow. “I apologize if it comes as something of a shock, but I thought you knew.”

“That’s bullshit. I was embalmed. I—”

“Embalming stops the resurrection process. Having survived it, a vampire of your stature shouldn’t have had any further side effects.”

“I don’t have Alzheimer’s.” I shrank to human size; the transformation hurt, like cramming your feet into a pair of shoes that don’t fit. “Tabitha”—I looked back at her—“you don’t think I have Alzheimer’s, do you?”

Her face told me everything I needed to know. It was the oh-poor-baby look. “What’s my maiden name, Eric?”

“Smith.”

“Sims,” she corrected.

“That doesn’t prove—”

“What was Marilyn’s last name?”

“Robinson.”

“Perfect.” She winced. “Hers you remember. What about this one? How did Kyle die?”

“Who the fuck is Kyle?”

Tabitha touched my cheek. “Your son? You made him at the same time you made Greta.”

“No, I didn’t. I didn’t make any—” A sound on a telephone, a rush of air, like a vampire being dusted. I remembered that sound and attached it to a name. “Kyle. Damn. Was he the one who died out front of the Pollux, the one who set me up?”

“No, that was Roger.”

“No, Roger was my best friend . . .” Roger yelling at me outside of the Pollux, so bitter and angry that it was easy to let it wash away once he was gone.

My face must have said it all, or maybe Scrythax was using his eye to read my mind. “Now you remember.”

I dug around in my pocket for my cell phone. “Beatrice, how do I call the States?”

“Talbot programmed it into your phone.” She stepped out from behind Tabitha. Her heat hit me like the opening of an oven that’s kicked up to baking temperature. “Why?”

“I need him to fly out here and eat this asshole.”

The demon’s laugh was clear and brilliant. “And the other Infernatti wonder why I find live humans to be so wonderful.”

“I ain’t alive.”

“Yes, you are.” Scrythax’s eyelid closed, the eyebrow ridges rising on the left side and flattening on the right like overexpressive eyebrows expressing sly thoughts. “A tiny little light of life, to be sure, but it’s there. It had to be there for you to be an Emperor, and it will remain until you undergo postmortem stress and surrender to undeath completely. You are two kinds of undead at once, which can only happen when the soul is in flux at the point of death but not wholly beyond. This is why you’ve continued to age, albeit slowly, and why . . . What does he answer to now? Talbot did you say?”

He clucked that putrid tongue of his and sighed a happy sigh, sending more dust pouring off the pedestal. “This is why Talbot has gone to such lengths to ensure that you do not undergo true postmortem stress. He’s afraid it would ruin you. I know better, of course, but it’s very sweet.”

“What do you want?” I brushed an errant dust bunny off my shirt.

“From you?”

“No, from the fucking Easter Bunny.” I uber vamped again without meaning to, and it felt so nice I almost hit a knee. “Yes, from me.”

“Nothing.” I opened my mouth to refute that, but he kept talking. “Or rather, nothing that you aren’t already intending to do. You see, I would never dream of giving orders to my champions. I choose beings who will already do my bidding whether they know it is my bidding or not. Your great-great-grandfather John Paul served me against the shifters.”

I expected JPC to pop up and call bullshit on that play, but he didn’t, which made me wonder if he was barred from Scrythax’s Vales or if he was still too pissed off about me shooting the Apostles with El Alma Perdida to pay attention to what was going down in the material world.

“When he was active, lycanthropes in America were on the verge of a return to the old ways. Some hunted humans. Others merely preyed upon them in other fashions, but John Paul provided a unifying threat—a boogeyman, if you will, who would only kill the naughty little shifters, only the ones who didn’t . . . say their prayers at night.”

“And me?”

Scrythax opened its mouth to speak and coughed instead, showering me with more dust bunnies. Wiping at them angrily, I took two steps back.

“My apologies.” He hacked for a moment before continuing. “I was attempting to evade that question by answering questions you hadn’t asked.”

“Well, that didn’t work.”

We waited in silence, and Tabitha went out like a light. Dawn. I caught her reflexively and shifted her over to Beatrice’s care for a minute.

“I can’t tell you.”

“Excuse me?”

“I can’t tell you, because if I told you what I wanted you to do, you might refuse to do it simply because I wanted it done, even if you might otherwise have done exactly as I wished had you simply not known I wished it.”

“That almost made sense.” My nostrils flared, the light from my eyes growing brighter. “So why talk to me at all?”

He laughed again and, if he’d had fingers I imagined he would have put his index finger to his lips before answering. The pause was there, but it lacked something without the gesture. You could tell he was a being who spoke with his hands. Big expansive gestures and tiny ones providing nuance for every sentence.

“How could I resist? You are a Courtney. The only human family I have directly influenced in four centuries. The instant you landed, I felt it and just as certainly as I knew they would bring you here, I knew I had to say hello.”

“What do you mean, influenced?”

“Oh, come now, Eric, do you really think that God would return a man’s humanity and hold it over the heads of the next seven generations of his kin? Do you actually believe he would part a bat horde and let the sun shine down in such a grandiose fashion, proclaiming what he had done so that all could hear?”

I bumped into Beatrice, only then realizing I’d been backing away from the demon.

“But why?”

“Because I love humans.” Scrythax’s lips quivered, the slits of its nostrils flexing wider for a brief instant. “Why else would I have let the supernatural community unite against me, disembowel me, scatter my parts . . . ? Because in doing so, I brought them under control. The vampires accepted population control. The therianthropes agreed to hunting limitations. All so that they could band together with the immortals against me. And with the big three working together, how could the other beings hold against the proposed treaty? The Fae had already been reined in by the spread of metal tools. All they needed was a common threat, one that could wipe them all out.”

“If you love the humans so much,” Beatrice asked, “why didn’t you wipe out the supernaturals?”

“Because they have souls too, most of them.” If he’d had intact eyeballs, they’d have looked up at the ceiling. As it was, the eye ridges carried off the gesture pretty well. “And like all demons, I do have a weakness for the ensouled.”

“So you’re saying that you’re the one who—”

“Helped Dumbass the First?” He smiled, showing both rows of teeth. “Yes. But in my own defense, they were keeping me in the chapel at the time, under the altar, and he was praying so fervently. The priest didn’t seem to know what to do. All those heartfelt prayers and confessions. And it had been so long since I’d pretended to be a god . . . I couldn’t help myself.”

“So why the strings, then?” I walked toward him again. “Why fuck over the next seven generations?”

“Because I’m a demon, Eric . . . Mr. Courtney, and no matter how powerful we are, in order to accomplish good with our powers, there must be a price. We all must answer to Fair Practices and Equitability.” His eyelids lowered, a centimeter or so from closing, then sprang wide. “An unpleasant prospect, even for me.”

“So what about your eye?” I tapped my chest.

“Oh, it will do everything Lord Phillip said it would. Find a way to cure yourself and my eye will make you a True Immortal as surely as it could allow Phillip to become an Emperor were he to have an Emperor to sacrifice in his stead . . . as surely as my other eye allows its possessor to peer into possible futures.” He sounded wistful. “Though I might have preferred you remain unadulterated by it. I have no doubt you’d have found a way to become human again eventually, and humans, once touched by magic as powerful as you’ve been touched by, rarely die properly . . . so I fancy you’d have become immortal in the end. Just like Dumbass the First.”

“He’s still around?”

The horns tapped out unnerving patterns on the stone, and Scrythax spun his head around to face the stairs, where Luc lay unconscious.

“You Courtneys are always so splendidly dense. Did you fail to notice the family resemblance?”

I looked at Luc and I saw it all at once. He looked a lot like my uncle Robert.

“Shit.” Light from the demon glittered off the blackness of my claws. I extended a hand to Beatrice. I kept my gaze on the head, then shifted my focus to the ladies. Beatrice had gotten up and was craning her neck to get a better view at Luc. “We’re going.”

“Don’t leave on my account,” Scrythax purred. “It’s been lovely chatting.”

Then the immortals were moving again, and Scrythax wasn’t.
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ERIC:


GANG BANG


What’s wrong with this picture? A group of really old immortals swear an oath on a demon’s head to work together with vampires and other paranormal whatnots to hide from, and in some ways protect, humans. A vampire shows up and the head starts talking to him, so they attack the vampire, not the head. On second thought: What’s right with this picture? If your answer is “nothing,” then we’re on the same damn page.

“Oh for fuck’s sake.” I didn’t see which one of them produced the bow, but the arrow hit my chest with the solid thunk of metal on stone.

“He’s unstakable,” one of them said.

“He is?” I spotted the bow. Fat Boy had it. About the time I finished focusing on him, he loosed a second shot, hitting me in the left eye and robbing me of my depth perception. “Now there’s a new pain.” Nothing feels quite like a poke in the eye with a sharp stick.

Despite being all uber vamped, my speed wouldn’t crank up. None of the immortals appeared to be as quick as a vampire, but with me not being as quick as most vampires either, the fight wasn’t as much fun as it ought to have been. Killing things makes me feel better, and I’d been cutting back, feeding mostly on my thralls.

I held up one hand to protect my remaining eye and someone chopped into it with an axe, cutting through the muscle and lodging the weapon deep into the bone. A sword pierced my stomach. Something long and thin (a spear maybe?) went in through my shoulder. Gunshots exploded around me, sending bursts of agony through my chest and wings.

I ghosted to break free. The weapons stayed where they were, but in the light of my ghostly senses, they blazed with energy and I took it in, throwing open the gates of hunger. The immortals screamed. A Ray Parker Jr. song ran through my head. Weapons were pulled away, but I wouldn’t let them go. Tunnels of spirit ran through them and I sucked the energy down. Anime Boy’s foot hit me square in the chest, knocking me away from the group of immortals centered on me.

He swatted the weapons clear with lightning-quick blows, never making contact long enough for me to try to feed on him.

“A revenant,” Anime Boy observed. “That makes you the second or third most powerful Emperor I know.”

“That means a lot coming from a Final Fantasy reject.”

He set his feet and thrust his hands against my chest as I spoke. I felt my strength ebb, the power flowing out of me into his hands. Pulling back seemed like the best option.

“Final Fantasy is a good game.” He gritted his teeth. “I prefer Three.” The ebb flowed then stopped.

“I prefer Seven.” It was a standstill.

“Stop, or we end your wife. She’ll never get to undergo her three-day trial—never be pronounced free by the Council. Think about it—such a poor end to your trip abroad.” Luc’s words had the wrong effect.

Ji knew it was a bad plan, the thought “Idiot!” showed clearly in his eyes, but it was too late. I hadn’t seen how Luc got over there, but there he stood, stake ready to plunge into Tabitha’s heart. James held that big damn sword of his to Tabitha’s throat, and the blue glow of my spectral form went purple.

Without Rachel to help me control them, without Talbot to intervene, and without Marilyn to calm me down, my rage blackouts were back. Akira Ifukube’s Godzilla score might as well have been playing in the background. The air around me crackled. My surroundings, already blurred by the ghost vision, twisted. Walls and tables became smears of color, like staring into a twirling fun house mirror. Words faded in the dull rush of a deep sustained roar. Icy waves of cold flowed out of me. My vision faded. Sound fell away. And then there was nothing.
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TABITHA:


HOSTILE HOSTAGE SITUATION


A line of frost hit the blade at my throat, the chill burning my neck and shocking me awake as the blade froze. Luc muttered a curse, and I knew he felt it, too. Corpses don’t shiver, but I did. Across the room, Master Ji’s hands were locked against Eric’s chest while Eric clawed at the immortal’s throat, leaving angry welts that went from purple to black, spreading across his skin an inch at a time.

Normally I couldn’t see Eric in his ghost form, but now he was clearly visible, surrounded by a road-flare corona. I tried to pull away from Luc, but his fingers locked down, digging hard into my skin. Was this guy using me as a hostage?

Seeming human helps me stay awake, but it saps my vampiric abilities. A little anger helps me overcome that so I can be awake and vampire-strong. Eric’s voice played in my head. He’d once called me a moist warm tightness, but now that I’d won and he’d married me, the memory wasn’t as effective. He’d said it to push me away, because being with him is dangerous. In a sad, twisted way, his resorting to comments like that had been a sign of how much he’d let himself come to care for me—a sign of affection. I thought of Rachel instead, searching for a memory that would make me angry enough to push past the seeming-human power dampening and get my vampiric abilities going. I closed my eyes, picturing her with Eric, hearing her voice in my head. “Hi, slut! Where ya been?”

My abilities came back so quickly I felt like a revved engine. My body shook, but I couldn’t tell if it was from the cold or the rush of power.

“Waking up?” The condensation from Luc’s breath blew past my face, a white cloud. “I don’t want to have to kill you just to make a point.”

He was using me as a hostage!

“You bastard!”

I grabbed the sword, half expecting the frost to peel the skin from my fingers, surprised when shards of brittle frozen metal clung to my skin as the sword came apart in my hand. Bits of it clung to my neck, my dress, even my arms as the metal fell. Luc began to shift his grip (reaching for another weapon, maybe?), but I was close to full speed and he let the spectacle of Eric’s glowing purple fury distract him. I grabbed his throat with both hands. My claws extended directly into the muscle as I lifted and pulled, thrusting my butt backward into him to shift his balance and leverage. My fangs pierced his jugular while he was still in the air and I followed him down, drinking long droughts of warmth so hot and strange it sent tingles through my tongue.

“Christian!” the fat immortal bellowed, calling the name of the guard outside. “Apply the wards to the vampires!”

My skin tingled and I squinted my eyes against the pain I felt sure was on the way, but the tingle faded with a hideously shrill shriek from outside. Several of the immortals moved toward the gate, suddenly ignoring me, Eric, and Beatrice completely.

Aarika didn’t.

Beatrice shouted a warning, and I twisted Luc’s head from his body. That probably wouldn’t kill him, but I hoped it would put him out of the fight. Without Luc to worry about, I saw Aarika lunge; she had abandoned her blade and was wielding wooden stakes in either hand.

“We should have done this at the beginning.” Aarika was fast. One stake rammed home just above my right breast, punching through my sternum and into my lung. The other would have been on target, but I smacked her arm away, the bones in her forearm giving way with a definite snap.

We winced together. Even though it had been brief, the pain in my chest was enough to rip a howl of pain from my throat. The urge to scream generated a desire to breathe, forcing my lung to collapse and summoning more agony. She twisted the stake in my wound and I tried to bite her neck. Aarika slung her left arm (the broken one) out hard as if she were slinging mud from her fingers. A low sound like the crack of two billiard balls against one another, combined with the smile on her face, informed me that the arm was no longer broken.

While I watched her eyes, she responded with a savage knee to my abdomen. My mouth dropped open as she jerked the stake from my chest, but the thought of being staked brought me past the pain. Talbot had once tried to explain to me that since I’d gone through PMS (postmortem stress), my body was an interface for my essence. Supposedly, once I got better at it, I’d be able to shut off pain more efficiently. I wasn’t good enough yet, but I was still a Vlad.

I caught the stake, my hand closing on hers with such rapidity that I could have sworn I saw admiration in her eyes. The snap, crackle, and pop of finger and hand bones breaking and giving way sounded beneath my fingertips.

“How do you like that, bitch?”

Her other arm shot up, and I snagged her wrist. She smiled through the pain. “I’ve had better.”

I never saw the stake coming. James rammed it in from behind. Bloodied, but unsplintered, the tip of his custom stake jutted out at an angle between my breasts. Aarika had maneuvered me into position, arms wide, completely preoccupied with kicking her scrawny ass. It was a good tactic.

“Sorry about that.” Eric’s war buddy shifted me around, using the stake as a handle to move me as he wanted. “Normally this is not how I treat the wife of a friend.” He locked eyes with me and I felt a connection, not unlike the one forged when vampires locked eyes with each other or with humans, but I couldn’t push my will across it.

“Damn it.” My lips didn’t move, but I heard myself say it.

“Who did Eric bring for backup?” James’s lips didn’t move either. “Who’s out there fighting Christian?”

Telepathy. Real telepathy, not push-me-pull-me mental dominance. I laughed, the sound ringing loud in my mind and James’s. Before I convinced Eric to turn me, I’d believed becoming a vampire would let us have some sort of lovers’ telepathy. I heard the crack of a gun, and the side of James’s head vanished in a spray of gore.

“Somebody grab the fucking thrall.” James’s voice was clear in my head even though his body was already falling to one side. With no one to support me, I fell. On my way to the floor, I caught a glimpse of Beatrice, holding one of James’s guns in both hands, like someone in a cop show. Aarika was on one knee, flexing her fingers to get Bea’s attention while reaching for a boot knife with her right hand.

“Put the gun down, thrall.” Aarika snarled the words. “Do you wish to see how quickly you heal from a broken neck?”

“Enough!”

It rang through my head, vibrating my skull, a jet plane roar of communication before the doors exploded inward, the bodies of the immortals who had rushed off to reinforce Christian flying in after the pieces of the ruined doors.

It was a wolf—not a werewolf, but a wolf wolf, a giant one with black fur and blazing eyes. It stood easily as high at the shoulder as Eric, if not higher. Werewolves with Celtic patterns shaved into their fur walked with it, three on either side.

All of the combatants scattered save for Eric and Ji. Beatrice let the gun tumble from her hands, and it seemed to take forever to hit the ground. She might have moved to unstake me, but either the wolf terrified her in some primal way or else it did something to her, because she collapsed as it drew near. Frost covered its nose as it padded closer to Eric, out of my range of vision. As my anger turned to curiosity and fear, sleep took me, and my last thought was from a terrible movie Eric had made me watch—something about a wolfman and ’nards.
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ERIC:


LA BêTE GARNIER


Anvils of pressure landed on my chest. Ribs cracked, and I heard the Asian kid grunt. He had a giant black-furred paw on his chest, the well-trimmed claws digging into his pectorals. You’d have expected a musky scent, but the fur had a nice clean shampoo smell. I looked up and saw nothing but dark black fur. There was a wolf the size of a Clydesdale standing on top of me. Its paw covered my chest, restraining my shoulders, and all I could think was: When the hell did that thing get here? And wasn’t I all ghosted up just a minute ago?

I tried to ghost myself, but got a bodywide electric shock instead, which numbed my teeth and crossed my eyes. The wolf’s tremendous head bent low. Clean white teeth the size of small countries filled its mouth, and a wave of mint assailed me.

“Stay put, vampire.” I couldn’t help but make a comparison to James Earl Jones. This guy sounded just like him, but the delivery was much more “This is CNN” than “Luke, I am your father.”

Pressure eased on my chest. My ribs healed as the massive paw lifted, but Asian Guy winced at the unavoidable pressure increase that resulted.

“You smell nice for a big dog.” I rubbed my chest, but made no move to rise.

“Garnier,” he answered. “Now be quiet.”

Deacon stood to the wolf’s left in balls-out werewolf fashion. Even so, he looked cowed. The surviving Apostles were with him (two on his side of Megawolf and three on the other side).

“Master Ji.” Megawolf lifted his paw, and an unrestrained wheeze escaped the man’s throat. “Explain.”

“The vampire charged the Head of Scrythax.” He coughed, but it was a spark of energy, not blood, that escaped his lips. “We couldn’t let him take it.”

“I was only talking to the damn thing—”

A gargantuan wolf paw to the chest shut me up. “Why are you speaking? I asked Ji.”

“Impossible.” Master Ji was looking better by the second. His ribs had healed, shifting back into place without any outside assistance. Neat trick. “We did not hear it speak. Scrythax is all but dead; he could not have—”

“And yet”—Megawolf didn’t actually have to stomp Ji to get him to quiet down again; a simple shift of the leg was all it took to make Ji’s mouth slam tight—“I believe him.”

The wolf shifted its gaze to the other immortals, who were slowly regrouping near the pedestal. “Oddvar!”

The old, morbidly obese immortal stepped forward. “Oui, la Bête?”

“Convey my apologies to Isaac. I ingested his paladin.”

The fat man cringed. “Did you—?”

“Soul-battle? No.” The wolf chuffed. “He will re-form. Digestive processing is unpleasant for immortals, but survivable. Ask Master Ji.”

“This thing ate you once?” I tentatively moved to rise, making it a slow, deliberate motion. I do understand the idea of respecting power, and as far as I could tell, this thing had single-pawedly slapped me down in full-blown raging blackout uber-vamp mode, and I really didn’t want to make it mad. I would if I had to, because I’m me, but still . . .

“Twice.” Ji looked away, face blanched. The tang of fear rose off him in waves, and the Megawolf loosed a barking noise that could have been a laugh.

“Unnecessary fear, Ji.” Gripping the immortal gently with his fangs, the wolf pulled Master Ji into a standing position and gave him one brief lick on the face. “No need to repeat the lesson. You understood on the second pass.”

“Merci, la Bête.” Ji bowed low.

“What’s a soul battle?” Beatrice asked that one. The immortals flinched.

Aarika opened her mouth to explain, but Megawolf’s response silenced her.

“No.” He held his head high, puffing himself up in a way. “My time is not for wasting.” He turned his head to Luc, who was in the midst of reattaching his own head. La Bête waited while the flesh melted together and the wound healed. “Explain.”

“Explain?” Luc asked, rubbing his throat and testing the mobility of his newly healed neck.

“Oui.”

“Explain what, la Bête?”

I’d compared Megawolf’s roar to a thunderclap, but the rumble was reminiscent of an earthquake. It shook the walls. “Idiots!” The creature’s teeth receded painfully, blood flowing from its open mouth in a thick stream. Bones cracked and reknit themselves, filling the room with a sound like oaks creaking in a hurricane. He roared again as its hair withdrew in random patches. Its muzzle shortened and its digits both grew proportionately longer and shrank, bulging awkwardly as the claws receded, forcing the skin to stretch to accommodate it and only then shrinking.

When it was done, a male in human form knelt where the wolf had been. He rose, revealing himself to be quite tall, close to seven feet. Nude at first, he covered himself as an afterthought, summoning what looked like some sort of historical hunter’s attire, all leathers and fur, the same way I’d seen other immortals produce arms and armor. There was still a wrongness. In the same way that normal werewolves look fake, he felt wrong. It took three seconds for me to find the source of the problem. His shadow wasn’t human. It still matched the size, proportions, and shape of his Megawolf self.

Deacon and the other Apostles averted their gazes.

“Do I have to wear your form”—the words came from his mouth this time—normal words, yet accompanied by a telepathic echo of the voice I’d heard before—“and speak with this?” He gestured to himself with obvious disgust. “Must I draw out my meaning and make puzzles in your minds so that you can comprehend what should be obvious?”

“Mea culpa, la Bête,” Luc began.

“The next man who names me, I will eat.” Megawolf crossed the room and seized Luc by the throat. “I feel it when you name me. It touches my spirit. I will not be defined by words. I am not words. I am form and spirit and hunt. Do you understand, Luc?”

“Oui.” He barely caught the “la Bête” but he kept it in.

“Now. In words that will pass these ears”—he tapped the side of Luc’s head with an index finger—“and be understood, here”—he thumped Luc’s forehead. “Why did you allow an Emperor vampire to enter Paris?”

“You do not wish him to remain?” That was Aarika. “We’ll remove him at once—”

Megawolf cut her off with a look.

“I expressed no such opinion.” His gaze shot to me and then back to Luc. “I already know why I allowed it. Now, I want to know why you did and why you brought him to your beloved demon-god.”

“He has a right to be in Paris.”

“No.” Megawolf’s spoken words were soft, but the matching telepathic message was a shout. “No more Emperors. I said as much when Lisette was accepted. Did you think my mind had changed because a few thousand moons had passed?”

“But he wants to kill Lisette,” Luc protested. “Surely that—”

“Close.” Megawolf grinned and the expression overstretched the natural boundaries of his lips. “If you had said you did it because he is kin, because of your family curse, Luc, then I would have understood.”

“Family? Curse?” True bewilderment touched Luc’s eyes. He really didn’t know. “He’s no relation of mine. The seventh generation of Courtneys would have died off years ago.”

“You are a poor ancestor, Luc,” he snarled, “and a blind one. Can you not see the touch of Scrythax on his spirit? What magic is as old and pure as the curse of an Infernatti? Do you not see the piece of Scrythax which blazes in his heart?” Megawolf paused. “I see that you do not. Ah, you swore on the demon’s head. It has altered your senses. Of course it would.”

“Can you go back to being all shut the fuck up and eatin’ people?” I shook my head, struggling to stand, “‘cause I was interested when you were a Megawolf. But the Tall Hairy Guy who runs his mouth and acts all pissy is just annoying.”

Maybe it’s that I’ve never been the tallest guy in the class. Maybe that’s where my mouth came from. Could be that I was just too brain-addled to keep my mouth shut. A trickle of cool went through my body, leaving traces of warmth in its wake, and it didn’t feel like Rachel’s magic. It was cold and pure. Scrythax. The stupid demon was trying to calm me down, but that had been my problem all along. Sober, I overthink things. I worry about details. But buzzed—altered—I might do damn near anything.

“I’m talking to the immortals, vampire.” Tall Hairy Guy gave a dismissive wave as if he were flicking me away with his hand, which put him just within arm’s reach.

“Round two.” I had no vampire speed, no red-eye glow. It wouldn’t come. But my strength is always there. I grabbed his wrist and yanked him off balance with a good solid tug. Eyes wide, Tall Hairy Guy gave me a satisfying “oof” as I folded him over my knee with a sharp knee spike to the stomach. I rammed the knee home once, twice, three times, my strength giving me the power to overcome his larger shape.

I let him drop to his hands and knees, then followed up with a kick aimed at his head. He caught my leg. Which was fine with me, because who wants a one-sided fight? I wasn’t even particularly mad at him. I was frustrated and tired of the talking and I wanted to beat on somebody. He’d drawn the lucky number.

“It’s been a century or more since I fought in human form.” Tall Hairy Guy shoved me backward. His position gave him superior leverage, and I didn’t even fight it. I saw a smile vanish from Deacon’s face as Tall Hairy Guy began to fight back. So Deacon didn’t like la Bête du Gévaudan? If he wasn’t happy, then maybe I was attacking the wrong person.

“Shall we make things interesting, vampire?” la Bête asked.

“In what way?”

He stood, ducking to the side to avoid a jab I’d launched at his face, and followed with a punch of his own. I felt like a guy in one of those disaster movies where they know the asteroid is going to hit Earth and it’s too late to do anything but take it on the chin and hope you make it. In human form, he wasn’t as strong as I expected, but a good solid shot to the cheek, just under the eye, is never fun, and in boxing, it’s kind of the sweet spot.

Blood sprayed out of my mouth, but the pain was brief. From a pure endurance standpoint, vampires have the edge in hand-to-hand combat. Even so, I saw spots before my eyes.

“No claws. No fangs. No powers. No shifting. Hand-to-hand.”

“Speed?” I put the question out there and let it hang.

“I said no powers.”

“Yeah.” I caught myself talking with my hands. “But I don’t always have a good handle on controlling mine.”

“If you can get it to work this far away from your memento mori?” He gestured, too, weighing the options in his hands as if they were physical things. “Sure.”

“I’m in.”

Around us, stunned immortals looked on. Beatrice knelt by Tabitha, and I smiled when one of the immortal crowd responded to her unspoken request for help moving my day-struck bride. They carried her to a set of chairs I hadn’t seen and laid her across them. While I was watching that, la Bête du Gévaudan hit me with a combo of rabbit punches followed by an uppercut that lifted me into the air like a cartoon boxer and sent me sprawling toward the pedestal.

A human throat shouted, “You idiots!” My back struck the pedestal and I felt the thing begin to topple. Time slowed, and the common inrush of breath sounded low and slow to my time-dilated perceptions. It was the sound of immortals getting ready to act. My heart sprang to life, and Scrythax spoke in my head.

“Interesting.” If he’d been a cat, I’d have accused him of purring. “You’ve learned to draw on the Stone to assist you in the absence of your memento mori.”

“Yeah.” I grabbed the head as it fell from the podium. “I’m all clever and shit.” I think I meant to set it back on the pedestal and tell the immortals to chill out. Instead, my lips drew into a hard tight smile as I shifted my grip from a horn to the base of the skull, and I threw the Head of Scrythax at la Bête du Gévaudan.
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ERIC:


TIME OUT FOR BAD BEHAVIOR


Time stopped again, and in midspin the Head of Scrythax decelerated into a languid roll. He smiled at me, the rows of teeth clicking shut in a disconcerting lack of unison. “Better?”

“Dude.” I tossed up my hands. “I’m just trying to fight a fucking hairy-ass immortal werewolf here. I threw you at him. Why can’t you just hit him like a normal decapitated head?”

“Very well.”

Time sped up again and Scrythax slapped against Megawolf’s chest, one horn digging into his flesh. Did that count as a weapon? Fuck!

“Wait. Shit.” I made a T with my hands, signaling a timeout. “Decapitated demon heads count as a weapon. My bad.” I held my arms out to either side of me. “You get a free shot with the Head of Scrythax.”

“He certainly does not,” Oddvar (I think Oddvar was the big fat one) shouted. “This has gone far enough!”

Megawolf burst into uncontrollable fits of laughter, rapid bark-like bursts, punctuated by huge inhalations of air. “Fine.” He wiped his eyes, still laughing, struggling to speak between chortles. “Take him and”—he withdrew the head, shaking with laughter, close to dropping it—“put him back on the pedestal. Protect the demon god, Oddvar. By all means.”

“Maybe we should take this outside?” I suggested as Oddvar stormed across the room and took the head away from Megawolf. The immortal brushed past me and set Scrythax reverently back in his spot atop the pedestal.

“No.” La Bête grabbed Deacon’s shoulder. “No, I think we’d best leave things as they are. I must resolve my business and be on my way. Apologize to the vampire,” he commanded the werewolf.

What?

“I apologize.” Deacon choked on the words.

“For what do you apologize?” la Bête prompted as I opened my mouth to ask the same sort of thing.

“I apologize for invading your territory.” He looked at la Bête as if he might challenge him, but thought better of it and shifted his gaze to the floor again. “On two separate occasions, my disciples and I disregarded the truce between you and William, the governing Alpha. We did so without rightfully challenging him to claim the territory. We did so like lone wolves, like packless rogues, without the proper authority or direction of the holy and righteous Lycan Diocese.” He and the other Apostles knelt as one, became human, and offered their necks. “Our lives are yours, Eric Courtney.”

“Fuck off.”

La Bête nodded at my words and the Apostles jerked to their feet, changing forms as one. “You do not accept?” Deacon shouted now that he was all wolfed-out and tough again. “You mock me?”

I’ve never met a big guy with such a clear-cut case of short man’s syndrome before. But that was Deacon through and through.

“He mocks you because it is his right,” Megawolf snarled. “Just as it became my right to rule on this when you lost your head and chased a wronged party into my territory. I do not like vampires—I never have—but your discourteous lack of gratitude astounds me, Deacon. This vampire spared your lives when I delivered them to him as payment for the rules you knowingly broke, and you have the gall to object to the words he used when doing so?

“I would almost offer you up again if I were not certain you would shame me with a further demonstration of your disrespect.”

“Forgive me.” Deacon dropped to the ground and rolled onto his back, arching his neck up toward la Bête.

“Return to him what has been stolen.”

Deacon reached into his pants pocket and withdrew a small leather bag, then stood and walked to me, dropping the bag into my hand. “The bullets of El Alma Perdida.”

“I took the liberty of releasing the spirits of the werewolves encased within,” said la Bête.

“Whatever.” I emptied the contents of the bag into my hand. Each bullet felt lighter in my hand, a tiny difference, yet a noticeable one. Wasn’t it supposed to be glowing or something? Recharging? I dropped the bullets into my pocket, wishing I’d brought Magbidion with me so he could give them a onceover. “That was JPC’s deal anyway. Not mine. So? Now what?”

“I grant you three nights’ time in my territory.”

“Well, fuck you, too.”

“Explain.”

“Fucking?”

“No.” La Bête’s eyes narrowed. “You’re rude and uncouth, but you usually have a reason. Why do you disdain my generosity?”

“Because I’m here on my honeymoon and you just basically said that as soon as my wife is done with the stupid three-day ritual these assholes”—I indicated the immortals—“insist she completes, she has to leave without getting to spend any time in Paris at all.”

“Oddvar, can this ritual be waived without difficulty?”

“The moment she agreed to it in front of the Head of Scrythax, the ritual began.” He shook his head. “If she leaves early—”

“Then she disqualifies herself,” la Bête interrupted. “You and your rules. I cannot deny they’ve kept the vampires largely in check.”

“If you were to agree to swear the Oath—”

La Bête’s form exploded, chunks of flesh and gore spattering the room as his wolf form erupted from the human one. “I will not swear any oath by a demon!” Megawolf’s massive paw caught the fat immortal in the stomach, knocking him flat. The wolf’s teeth drooled blood onto Oddvar’s cheek as he growled. Flecks of cast-off skin dotted Megawolf’s black fur and he howled, even as his telepathic words filled our minds.

“Five nights then,” Megawolf decreed. “As the ritual will still be kept, you shall be welcome here for five nights, during which time you and your bride may hunt and kill three humans each. I decline to allow you into the Treaty of Secrets. This should save you the trouble of refusing to swear on the demon head yourself. On the basis of my own authority, I decree that you shall have free rein to destroy the vampires of Europe as you see fit.”

“That is not acceptable,” Aarika began.

Luc joined his voice to hers. “Be reasonable, la—” He caught himself again. “You know the Council of Immortals cannot condone this.”

“You broke your word to me.” Megawolf swelled up and howled again. This, I thought, must be what it’s like to argue with me when I’m angry. “I said no more Emperor vampires! And you let one in. Shall I take that act as dissolution of our agreement? Shall I interpret it as an act of war? Because I am ready. Are you?” His snout jutted toward Luc: “Are you?” At Aarika: “Are you?” And on and on to each of the immortals until every immortal in the room had turned away, unwilling to fight.

“You didn’t ask me.” I couldn’t resist baiting him.

“You’d say yes.” A hint of amusement accompanied his telepathic utterance. “Besides, I’m being magnanimous. You’ve been wronged and I’m making it up to you. Now, shut up.

“I decree,” Megawolf repeated, “that Eric Courtney and his bride shall have free rein to destroy the vampires of Europe as they see fit. And the vampires of Europe shall have free rein, if individually attacked, to respond in kind, but only upon the Courtney who attacked them. As Eric is not an Oath-sworn citizen of Europe, the responsibility for keeping the mortals unaware of his and his wife’s presence shall fall upon the immortal community, which is to grant them both all courtesy as the Courtneys are their guests . . . and mine.”

“What happens if I’m still here on the sixth day?” I asked.

“Then we shall meet again on less friendly terms, Mr. Courtney.” La Bête’s breath washed over me, still smelling of mint and hot as a sauna.

“I shall . . . deposit . . . Christian in the countryside in approximately six to eight hours’ time,” la Bête thought at the others, “and then I shall return to Lozère. Good day to you.”

He left the room and the Apostles followed him. Once they were gone, I smiled at the immortals.

“So.” I clapped my hands together. “Do I get conjugal visits with Tabitha during the stupid ritual thing?”

“The sire must not have any undo—” Aarika began.

“That’s fine,” I cut her off. “In which case, I’m leaving Beatrice here to feed and look after Tabitha and I’m going sightseeing. Which means I’ll need a guide, someone to watch over me and make sure I don’t get seen, and . . . seeing as how I can only kill three humans, I’ll need a lucky volunteer to play the role of snack food. Any takers?”

Luc scowled. “I will go. It is my—”

“I don’t bite guys, Dumbass.”

One by one, the men turned to Aarika.

“I vill kill all of you vun day,” she said resignedly, her irritation bringing out a little more of her accent than I’d heard before, “und I vill enjoy it.” She offered me her arm, the very model of stoicism. “Shall we go?”

Of course, if I’d known any number of things about what was going on back home, or would go on, or even that Rachel had come to Paris to mess with me, I’d have jerked Tabitha out of her whole “make me my own vampire” testing and flown straight home. But I didn’t know any of that, so Aarika and I walked arm in arm out of the castle and into the sun . . . where I caught fire, because I’m good at it.

Once I’d doused the flames in the moat, I ghosted, becoming corporeal once I had moved to the shadow of the castle. Aarika was laughing at me.

“Oh, yeah,” I growled, “you and I are going to get along famously.”

“And to think,” she said between guffaws, “I thought I would not enjoy this assignment at all.”

I turned into a mouse. “Put me in your bra.”

“That will not happen.”

“I have to be protected from the sun somehow.” I batted little mousey eyelashes at her.

“First”—she bent over and picked me up—“I am not wearing a bra, und second . . . a pocket will suffice.” She crammed me in her right pocket next to her car keys and off we went again, this time sans the fire. Seeing Paris with a German. I could hardly contain my enthusiasm. . . .
  

[image: image]    38    [image: image]


TABITHA:


NONE OF THE ABOVE


Two number-two pencils, a desk, and three Scantron sheets. Master Ji leaned against the castle wall, dressed like an anime character. Strawberry Pocky in one hand and a bottle of sugar-free Bawls in the other, he looked up from the book he had on autoscroll on his cell phone and then back down when I didn’t ask a question. He’d taped a sign to the stone next to him, but it was in Japanese or something and I couldn’t read it.

I sat at the desk, looking at question number one on my test:

1. You are very hungry and it is close to dawn. There are too many people around for you to reliably use a Vale of Scrythax to separate a human from the crowd without risking the notice of the other mortals. There are a few rats nearby upon which you could feed, but you find that distasteful. Choose the best option from the following list:


a. Go to bed without feeding in hopes that you can hunt better tomorrow. You think you can handle the thirst without losing control.


b. Try to ensnare a mortal anyway, using a Vale of Scrythax. You might get lucky.


c. Feed right out in the open and try to convince the crowd it’s a scene from a movie.


d. Feed on the rats.


“You guys must really think I’m special ed.” I looked up at Master Ji. “How did I even get into this dumb hypothetical situation to start with? Why am I not hunting with Eric . . . and if things are all that bad, why don’t I just feed off a thrall?”

Ji took a sip of the soda, the tangy scent of the taurine forcing me to blink my eyes against the fumes each time he opened the bottle to take a sip.

“Just fill it in,” Ji said.

I put an X in the oval on the Scantron sheet that contained the letter d.

I sighed. “Am I going to see my husband at all today?”

“Fill it in. Neatly.”

“Where’s Beatrice?” I thought I heard her, off in another building, but I couldn’t be certain.

“You’ll see her later, after the day’s testing.”

“But I’m cold.”

“You’re a vampire,” Ji told me. “Cold is your natural state. If you’re to be trusted as a free individual, you’ll have to demonstrate your ability to function without the presence or assistance of thralls or your sire.”

I carefully filled in the bubble for d, erased the portions of my X that overlapped the marked edges of the oval, and blew the tiny pinkish gray bits of eraser off the sheet.

Question two:

2. You’ve just made your first thrall. S/he is good at his (or her) job, but you decide it was a mistake. You’ve already killed your quota of mortals, so you cannot slay the thrall. What do you do? Choose the best option from the following list:



a. Kill the thrall anyway and hope the immortals don’t sense it.


b. Get another vampire to kill the thrall for you and promise you won’t hold it against her or him.


c. Lock the thrall in the basement and forget about him or her, or command the thrall to carry out a meaningless task that might attract attention.


d. Learn to live with the thrall and remember the lesson for the future, then deal with the thrall appropriately when you are allowed another kill.


I filled in d and rolled my eyes at the next few questions, answering d to all of them. It was simple stuff, the purportedly correct answers obvious based on tone, if not context. An idiot could pass it.

“Is this one of those tests where I can just go through the whole thing checking d?”

“Believe it or not . . .” Master Ji set down his drink, took a bite of his Pocky, and continued speaking. “There are many vampires who do not pass the written portion of the test.”

“Why?”

“They’ve changed too much.” He picked up the exam and flipped through it. “Some find it impossible to give the same answer over and over again. Others have become arrogant predators who find the idea of even pretending not to do what they want to do unfathomable. Others refuse to finish it or to take the testing seriously at all. They believe they are more important than the billions of mortals living in Europe, that they are somehow better just because they are longer-lived and more of a burden on their fellow beings.”

“Oh.” Was I guilty of thinking myself more important than normal people? Probably. “May I have my test back, please?”

The papers rustled as Ji returned them, and I set my mind on the task of completing the test. The answers weren’t all d; they changed to b halfway through and then to a at the three-quarter mark. The answer to question two hundred and fifty was c.

“What next?”

“The essay.” He provided more paper and let me sharpen my pencils. “Please write an essay explaining why you haven’t asked me what this means.” Ji tapped the sign he’d taped on the wall. I said Eric’s favorite words and started writing.

“Master Ji?” I asked.

“Yes?”

“Is it all going to be like this?”

“Not all of it,” he said. “Tomorrow night we’re going to watch an educational video.”

I bit my tongue and went back to the essay.
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ERIC:


WHY ERIC WON’T ANSWER THE PHONE


I spent my first ten minutes at the Louvre trying to understand why some dumbass put up a glass pyramid and the next ten staring at the thing while Aarika tried to explain it to me. I don’t understand; I probably never will.

I’d used my tour guide and my free time running about Paris to find places Tabitha would like so that I could do them with her once she was all free and clear, since we’d only have two nights. Yeah. I know. I’m a total fucking sweetheart. Once Aarika understood the concept, she’d actually been fairly helpful.

Oh, and by the way, France sucks. How vampires put up with everything closing so damn early, I’ll never know. Nightclubs and restaurants are open, but what if you want to buy a CD, a book, or a DVD? You’re SOL, that’s what. You’d think they’d have used their pull to push back the closing time on the city. Not so much.

One thing I do like about France is the scenery. You can’t buy a plasma screen television at 8:30 p.m., but the city will entertain you with her architecture alone.

Then again, I like old buildings. It’s humbling to stand on top of a structure older than your country. Okay, humbling for some people. But, to quote one of my favorite movies: “I ain’t people.”

“Eric!” Aarika shouted at me from the lower platform. I pretended I couldn’t hear her, but she knew I could. “Eric, get down from zere.”

I stood on top of the Eiffel Tower, on night number last of Tabitha’s big test, attracting attention to myself and watching Singin’ in the Rain on my iPod. Gene Kelly danced across my tiny screen and I mimicked his movements. Only an American would be standing where I was, right on top of the tallest antenna. Well, okay, I do know a Swede who might do it, but he’s crazy and I’m pretty sure he’s dead.

Gene swung on a lamppost; I jumped up and down on the television mast, playing havoc with everyone’s reception and trying not to break any of the antennas. Not showing up on security cameras is a real benefit sometimes.

“Come and get me, bitch!” I yelled into the night, more to Lisette than Aarika, but my immortal tour guide didn’t have to know that. “Voulez-vous coucher avec moi ce soir?” That’s the longest sentence I know in French. I was tired of being on top of the Eiffel Tower, tired of being in France, and even more put out that no one was showing up to play.

My plan had been simple. Fly to Paris. Spend a night or three taking Tabitha to all the little romantic spots that tourists can go at night. By night four, big badass uber vamp was supposed to show up and fight me or talk or I don’t know—something! On night five Tabitha and I would make love in the Eiffel Tower after it closed and then we’d fly back to the good old US of A on night six or seven. Here on night three, my sire’s failure to appear was pissing me off, and Tabitha’s stupid exam had almost completely ruined our supposed honeymoon.

Vampires can “announce” themselves mentally to other vampires. Or did I already tell you that? Well, either way, I had been doing it every night in different parts of the city, basically anywhere Aarika and I went, and still no dice. Eventually some local vamp would come along to either fight or to ask me politely to fuck off. La Bête’s grant of free rein to kill vampires was the only thing keeping me sane. Speaking of which . . .

A dead guy popped into my head. Two Drones, five Soldiers, and a Master vamp landed at the bottom of the television mast before shouting up at me in angry French. One of them said something about a futon, and his groupies laughed.

My eyes flashed (they do that a lot) and I ghosted, flying down past Aarika (but not without giving her a wave and a smile as I flew by), and materialized in front of the Master vampire. He dressed better than I ever would, and he looked like he thought that made him better than me. Other vamps feel the powers and ages of other vampires in different ways. I think Greta actually gets birthdays and stuff, but I get more of a comparative feeling. For example, this guy’s felt like Bruce Dickinson’s announcement that he was leaving Iron Maiden, but before he did the Raising Hell farewell concert. In other words, somewhere around seventeen years or so ago, Jean-Philippe had impressed someone enough for them to make him immortal.

“Verdammt vampires!” Aarika bellowed as she waited on the elevator. I paid her no mind and neither did my new friend, Jean-Philippe.

As Aarika neared, the air wavered and a shimmer spread out from me and my fellow combatants. She’d opened a Vale of Scrythax. Vales were supposed to show the area as Scrythax remembered it, but thanks to the Eye of Scrythax I had buried in my chest, each Vale I entered got a happy little update. I had a feeling Old Headless could pick and choose, but had decided to be annoying.

“Parlez-vous anglais?” I asked the Master vamp.

“Non,” he lied. I punched him in the face, showed him my fangs.

“Sure you do,” I said. I swept his feet out from under him, tagging him again with my right fist on his way down. “I only asked to be polite.”

Having thralls was just chock-full of benefits. If I remember to check (and I rarely do) I could tell where my vampiric offspring were and how they were doing. I could even sense when they got themselves into trouble. It juiced up the old vampire early warning system, too.

Vlads and Master vamps can sense other vampires, whether or not they announce themselves. Before my first thrall, I got faces, names, and relative ages. With practice, I learned to get a whole lot more. During my short time in France, Aarika’d taught me to weed out the bloodsuckers that spoke only French from the ones that just didn’t want to let on that they understood English.

Jean-Philippe was one of the latter. He and his goons sped up. Vampires in France were faster than the ones back home, but they also weren’t as strong. His goon squad tore into me, and my own speed increased. Every other vampire I know can speed up at will; it’s decision based, like diving for home or going from a walk to a run. They’re just always that fast if they want to be.

My powers are a little less fickle than they once were, now that I have a memento mori. The closer I am to Fang, the more reliable my powers. QED, the farther I am away from him, the more flaky they are. And since from Paris to Void City is about four thousand five hundred miles . . . I think you get the picture. Total flakesville.

They ripped and tore at me, but despite the pain I wasn’t concerned. It’s hard to kill a Vlad if you don’t know how, and even harder to kill an Emperor like me. I could remember being staked, beheaded, burned alive, dowsed in holy water, and even blown up by blessed charges of C4 by people and things with a much greater desire to see me dead than these fashion victims. No, I wasn’t worried. I caught two vampires by their throats, one in each hand, and roared as I squeezed, fingers sinking through the flesh to touch the bony spine beneath. A sharp, high-velocity flick of the wrist sent their heads right off onto the metal floor. See? There’s the speed! It worked for a whole second. Anger seems to help. So much for Singin’ in the Rain.

Twin jets of blood splattered the Eiffel Tower’s brown girders. Jean-Philippe went into instant retreat, turned into a bat, and flew. One thing I had learned about French vampires was that they didn’t try to kill each other. It was about skill and who was better, not like in the States. Compared to them we’re animals, unless you count some of the nonfatal punishments they come up with to entertain each other. It wasn’t surprising that Jean-Philippe would run once he realized I was the crazy American vampire that la Bête du Gévaudan had given a free pass. It came as a total shock that his five remaining buddies tried to cover his escape.

I locked eyes with one of the Drones and ordered, “Allez!” I hadn’t been able to kill a Drone since the werewolves killed . . . I don’t know . . . somebody important. A guy, I think? Name starts with a K? I couldn’t remember his face, yet all of their faces reminded me of his, the dull little gleam to their eyes, the light that had gone out rather than burning brighter . . . I just couldn’t do it. The first Drone ran and the second one went with him before I’d even sent the order. That left me and the last three Soldiers.

They fought well, and they were used to working together. One of them favored some kind of freaky kickboxing. It was cool and deadly. I’ve had very little martial training since Korea. Fortunately for me, turning into the uber vamp is something of an equalizer, even if it does take a little bit for the old uber vamp juice to get flowing.

My skin went gray, moving steadily toward black, and I grew in size. Fancy-Footwork Boy kicked me off the Eiffel Tower (my fault for letting my mind wander) and the transformation sped up. Purple-eyed and grinning, I flew back toward the three Soldiers. In France they call them les Chevaliers. Even with the fuzzy state of my brain, I remembered that it meant “knights.” I also recalled the name of the kickboxing style Soldier Number One had been using on me. It was called savate. It’s funny, the things I remember. He kicked me in the head and it crossed my eyes. Not that I haven’t taken an injury like that before.

This time something was different. There was a pop and a hiss, followed by a strong odor, gunpowder and something else and then more pain, hot and burning all through my sinuses, as if someone had lit a pair of bottle rockets and shot them up my nose. Pop. Hiss. Ow.

I felt another vampire, a Vlad. She was on Aarika in seconds, moving with impressive speed. Aarika armored up, but even as her weapon manifested, the new Vlad was taking it away from her and pinning her to the Eiffel Tower with it. The new Vlad reminded me of “99 Luftballons” by Nena. Then again, that could have been Aarika, because she’s German. Something about the newcomer reminded me of the last episode of M*A*S*H, too.

Stars flared in front of my eyes. The Vale of Scrythax was dissolving around us. The Soldier I was fighting tried to use the opening to leave, but the new Vlad broke his neck from behind and pulled his head off. His body rotted so fast, it looked almost as though he’d just turned to dust, a swirl of particles in the night. My face felt hot. Beads of red ran down my forehead and I touched one and the gunpowder smell melded with a sweeter one—cinnamon. I closed my eyes. The fight went on without me, but the newcomer didn’t need my help. In my head she blew me a kiss. She seemed so familiar.

Pixie-cut hair of candy apple red with lighter streaks of cotton candy pink hung down in a ragged edge over her left eye, barely obscuring eyes the autumn gold of a maple leaf. Needlelike fangs peeked out from behind lips painted dark blue and twitched into a confident smirk. A white shirt with overlarge armholes swung wide as she fought, revealing flashes of her small breasts, nipples erect from the thrill of combat. She laughed as she fought, her speed so great that she seemed to pop from place to place, appearing as a sequence of still poses, like photo frames.

Irene?

Two more puffs of rapidly dusted vamp, one after another, and the two remaining Soldiers were ended. Gone forever.

The cinnamon scent grew stronger, overwhelming me, and I tried to form a command. “Rachel, sto—” I hit the ground, nose smashing into concrete, my fangs cutting my mouth. And it was all gone. How I’d gotten there, where there was, who I was fighting and why . . . Gone.

However long I lay there, when I came to, I leapt to my feet, claws out. I sensed something near me: the other vampire. I spun toward her, when I felt another flash of pain, this one full and throbbing in the back of my skull; my vision went to shades of emerald. The taste of wintergreen filled my mouth.

“I would’ve preferred mint,” I mumbled. And then it was worse; like someone put my memory in a blender and hit puree. My eyes closed for what felt like a few seconds. When they opened again, my vision was back to normal, but the last thing I remembered was Roger saying that we needed to go to El Segundo. What the hell was I doing in Paris? That’s where I had to be, right? Where else do they have a life-size Eiffel Tower? How the hell had I let Irene talk me into this?

Irene helped me up, concern clearly showing in those washed-out brown-turning-to-gold-colored eyes. They’d once been a rich chocolate, but time had changed Irene. “Are you okay, babe?” she asked me.

“I think so.” I ran my tongue around the inside of my mouth. Had I tasted something for a second there? “What happened?”

“I think that vampire kicked you a little too hard in the head,” she teased. When had Irene dyed her hair red? She wore a white silk blouse with no bra to cover her pert little breasts. Another woman’s scent wafted up from her groin. Some living girls spray perfume in their underwear drawer to cover up the odor that Irene was cultivating, but vampires can be . . . different. Irene would usually make one of the girls at the Demon Heart wear her underwear for a few hours before she put it on to make herself smell alive. I didn’t recognize the woman’s scent, which meant she’d likely been Irene’s dinner.

The idea appealed to me for an entirely different set of reasons, but I didn’t think it would be wise to enumerate them for her. Instead I slid my hand up her thigh beneath the matching white skirt. She was still warm from feeding or a kill.

“When did we get to Paris?” I asked.

She kissed me hard, letting her bangs rest on my face. Irene had a few inches on me in height even without the four-inch spike heels she was wearing. My hand slid farther up her leg, brushing the space between.

“We can do that in the limo,” she whispered in that husky voice she has, nipping playfully at my neck. I’d had a no biting rule with all my other girlfriends, but Irene was always an exception. “The sun is coming up soon. Can’t you hear Chanticleer heralding his arrival?”

She knew I didn’t. I never notice the sun has come up until it’s too late. We kissed again as she led me to a waiting limo. “You gave me quite a chase,” she told me. “Talbot should keep a better eye on you.”

“Who’s Talbot?”

“I meant Rachel,” she said hurriedly. “I don’t know why I said that.”

“Okay.” We climbed into the limo, and I caught the smell of the woman whose scent matched Irene’s panties from the front of the car beyond the black partition. Irene kissed me again, and I started unbuttoning her blouse. “Then who’s Rachel?”

“The limo driver, darling,” she said. Irene kept talking when I finished opening her blouse, reclining against the seat while arching her back, thrusting her firm supple breasts outward. “You just don’t have a head for names, do you?”

I didn’t answer, but Irene kept whispering sweet nasties in my ear. I felt like I hadn’t seen her in forever. “I’ve never done it in a limo or in Paris . . .” I paused, hovering over her left breast. “I don’t think I have anyway, not since I was alive. What’s the occasion?”

“Eric!” She ran her hand along my chin. “You naughty boy, how can you forget you’re on your honeymoon?” She showed me her ring and I checked my hand. I had one too.

“Son of a bitch,” I breathed. “How’d you talk me into that?”

“I’ll show you”—she winked—”but it will have to wait until we get back to the hotel.”

“Why?”

She kissed me again, fiercely, nicking my tongue with her fangs. “Because Rachel’s a little busy driving right now, darling, and we’ll need her undivided attention.” Yep, I thought to myself, that would do it.
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TABITHA:


I’M NOT BARBIE


I’m hungry.” I sniffed the air. Blood scent blocked out all other odors. If Beatrice was anywhere nearby, I couldn’t smell her. “I passed your stupid tests.” I paced the unfamiliar room, still in my nightgown. It was lacy and pink and I’d hoped Eric would be able to see it, but apparently that only happened after one final night of testing. “I watched your stupid videos.” My feet slapped the cold floor of the room I’d woken up in. “I even wrote an essay and played two hundred billion questions with your version of a psychotherapist.”

An antique four-poster bed with decorative fittings lay behind me, comforter askew from where I’d rolled out of it. A French gown covered in a floral pattern with an elaborate green brocade covering the front skirt, bodice, and sleeves had been laid out for me, all Marie Antoinette or Madame de Pompadour, but it wasn’t mine and I’d refused to put it on.

“So what is this test about, my willingness to get naked in a strange room and put on uncomfortable clothing? I was a stripper for a year and a half. I think that should get me a free pass.”

I jerked on the wooden door, but it was still locked. Could I break it open with my vampire strength? Sure. But did that mean I’d fail their test? Probably.

“Just put on the dress.” It was Luc’s voice.

“Why?” I slapped the door. “What I wear has nothing to do with my ability to control myself.”

“It shows your willingness to change with the times.”

“No.” I pressed against the door, and his heartbeat came through loud and clear, his warmth like a concealed blaze. “It shows my willingness to play dress-up.”

“Why is this so hard, Tabitha?” Luc stepped away from the door. “As you said, you took the tests. You put up with all of that.”

“You stole from me.”

“Excuse me?”

“You did.” I hadn’t thought the accusation through before I made it, but I decided to stick to my guns. “How is theft resolved among you guys?”

“We didn’t steal from you.”

In my head, I could “see” him through the door, a mass of veins with blood inside, a sack of food. That’s what this was really about, then, seeing if I could go without blood and keep my cool. “You won’t let me have my clothes. They were with me when I went to bed and now they aren’t here and you won’t let me have them back. By definition, you stole them.”

“No.” Master Ji spoke, and hearing his voice made me jump. I couldn’t hear his heartbeat. I concentrated. No, there it was, muffled and slow, but there. “Your clothes are still in your room. We moved you, not the clothes.”

“Kidnapping, then. How do you resolve that?”

“You aren’t bound by our Treaty of Secrets yet, Tabitha.”

“True, Ji, and I never will be. Not exactly. La Bête said we couldn’t fully join.” I clenched my fists to keep myself from batting down the door. “And he also told you to grant me every courtesy. I’m guessing this test is really about me keeping under control while I’m hungry. I can do that, so let’s just keep this test to its basics.”

“Fine.”

Luc opened the door. “You can’t eat until midnight. You can wear whatever you want.” He was dressed in court clothes that perfectly matched the green brocade dress.

Ji wore dress silks. “But you have to have one of us nearby at all times so we can be sure you don’t cheat.”

“That means no biting yourself either, Tabitha,” Luc added. “Some vampires do that, hoping it will help the hunger pangs.”

“Fine.” I walked out the door and successfully managed not to bite either of them. We were in the “hunting lodge,” by which I mean “expansive mansion estate,” which stood in the northwest corner of the grounds. “Who’s going with me to get my clothes?”

Ji held up a hand. “I’ll go, but we have to hurry or we’ll miss dinner.”

“Dinner?”

“Yes,” he answered as we walked across the grounds toward the donjon proper. “We’re having steak tartare.”

I must have whimpered at the thought of being near all that bloody beef without being allowed to lick the bowl, because Ji patted my hand. The contact ignited my loins and my fangs rent my gums. I jerked my hand away, my skin so hot in comparison to the rest of me, it burned.

“You don’t get to touch me unless I get to bite you.”

“Eric didn’t make a rule like that for him and Aarika,” Luc countered.

“Don’t lie to me.” My claws came out, but I didn’t cut him. Instead, I hoisted Luc up by his fancy cravat. “The only way Eric would screw that Nazi bimbo is if she came on to him while he was feeding. And even then he might not do her.”

James, Eric’s buddy from World War II, came running out of the donjon. He was wearing a black T-shirt with a 1-Up Mushroom from Mario Bros. on the front and a pair of out-of-style stonewashed jeans with combat boots and a long coat. “Ji, declare her graduated.”

“At midnight.”

“No,” he argued. “Now.”

Panic. I smelled panic from James. Panicked immortals are not a good sign. Had the big furry decided they’d crossed a line?

“Why would I do that?”

“Because Aarika’s back and Eric isn’t with her.”

Luc hurtled through the air. I saw him fly through the air before I realized I’d thrown him. “I’m going.”

“In that?” Ji pointed at my nightie. I transformed into a cat, concentrating on leaving my clothes behind. Once in feline form, I crawled out of the lingerie and resumed my humanoid form. When Eric does it, he gets to keep his clothes, but when I do it, I revert to a single outfit, destroying the old one if I’m not careful.

At first, I’d been stuck with the clothes I’d originally been wearing when I transformed, but with practice, I’d been able to change the outfit, to create a default. I’m still stuck with just the one outfit, but at least it isn’t stripper gear . . . or not the same stripper gear anyway.

When I became humanoid again, I wore a pair of Valentino jeans, a black leather corset, matching lace-up boots, and a full-length black duster. A studded leather belt, choker, and silver bracelets completed the ensemble nicely even if the heat from their creation burned my skin. I wrapped myself in the jacket for two seconds, wallowing in the warmth and fighting my hunger.

Creating clothes takes even more of a toll than transforming, and I’d already been famished.

“You can’t leave.”

I snarled, fangs bared, claws out, eyes ablaze. “But if I don’t feed . . . ?”

“You’ll never pull it off,” Ji said. “Not around all those humans.”

I forced the fangs and claws back in, willed the eye glow to fade. “I’m going to look for my husband. My husband you were supposed to be looking after.” Luc picked himself up off the ground and dusted off his clothes. “I just want to know if I can do so without having wasted the last two days.”

“That’s fair, Ji,” James insisted. “More than fair.”

“You can go.” Ji chewed the inside of his cheek. “But his thrall will need to stay here.”

“How is she supposed to find him without his thrall?” James rounded on Ji. “We screwed the pooch on this one, Ji.”

“You don’t know that,” Ji said firmly. “There shouldn’t have been any vampires out there who could pose a threat to him.”

“Not even Lisette?” I stepped between them. “She’s an Emperor too.”

James looked away, and so did Ji.

“Lisette isn’t in Europe,” Luc said. “She left for Void City by ship over a week ago.”

“Why the hell didn’t you say something before now?” I stalked toward Luc, and the other two immortals armored up, but he raised his hands to halt them.

“Because we didn’t want her to return to our territory,” Luc answered. “Most of the older Emperors have their little areas and they stick to them, but Lisette moved around, tried to keep active in society. Now that she has set foot in the Americas, she’ll have to formally petition the Council for reentry into Europe. We plan to deny her. You heard la Bête the other night. He doesn’t want her here. Neither do we. It simply wasn’t worth the effort to force her out.”

“This is why Eric hates supernatural politics.” The eye glow was back and I didn’t fight it. “Could one of the other Emperors—?”

“They aren’t active,” Luc interrupted. “They are still. Calm. Sated.”

Another figure came walking across the bridge. It was Aarika. I moved toward her at top speed, all but teleporting to her side. “What happened?”

“A female Vlad,” Aarika began. “We’d finished scouting places he thought you might like to see . . .”

He was scouting for places I might want to see? How sweet!

“. . . several other vampires showed up to fight him. It had happened two or three times a night, so I vasn’t vorried, but then the other Vlad arrived and he seemed to know her. Eric began acting strangely. Strangely for him, I mean. Drugged or enspelled perhaps. I sensed a thrall and then there was a large amount of energy pouring along the link between Eric, the other Vlad, and the thrall. The magic was overpowering. It even had an odor.”

“What kind of odor?” Please don’t let it be . . .

“Cinnamon. Eric collapsed and when he got back up, he climbed into a limo with the female Vlad and they drove away. I could not give chase; I was . . . injured. When I recovered they had gone, so I returned here.”

“I need my cell phone and I need to be somewhere it will work.” I rocketed through the complex, tore my cell phone out of my purse, and came back at top speed. “Well?”

Aarika blinked and then two of us stood in the middle of a tourist attraction version of the castle I’d just been in.

“Try it now.”

I dialed Eric first, unsurprised when it went straight to voice mail. Then I tried Talbot.

“Talbot, is that you? Damn phone. Hello?”

“Who is this?” His voice was tired, and hearing it gave me a warm tingle I wouldn’t have had if I’d been well-fed.

“Talbot! It’s me, Tabitha.”

“What are you doing up?” he answered, sounding surprised. “It’s what, five-thirty over there?”

“Would you shut the hell up and listen to me!” I shouted. “My cell is broken and it keeps hanging up. Is Rachel there?”

“I haven’t seen her since you guys left for Paris. Is Eric there? I need—”

“I don’t give a fuck what you need, Talbot. Shut up and listen to me. Lisette is headed for you guys. She may already be there.”

“Where’s Eric?”

“The fucking immortals lost him. And they made me do a lousy three-day initiation.”

“Immortals?” He paused. “Oh. I forgot about that. They don’t police Mousers, so—”

“Eric was kidnapped by someone with cinnamon-scented magic and a female Vlad.”

“Damn. So you think Rachel—”

“Well, don’t you think Rachel?”

“Probably. And Eric would want me to stay here and help Greta with Lisette. Fuck!” I don’t think I’d ever heard Talbot say “fuck” before.

“Do you know what the Vlad looked like?”

I handed Aarika the phone. “Describe the other Vlad.”

“She was petite. Attractive. She’d been turned in her early twenties. The way she moved was distinct, as if she had trouble moving slower than her maximum vampiric rate. Eric seemed to recognize her.”

“Put Tabitha back on,” Talbot said, as if I couldn’t hear him quite well even when Aarika held the phone to her ear.

“You know who it is?”

“It could be Irene,” Talbot said. “She’s one of Eric’s children. He tried to kill her after El Segundo. She was involved with the demons there. To her it was a game.”

“What was? El Segundo?”

“No.” Talbot’s tone sent a chill down my spine. “The end of the world.”

“You can’t let him be around her, Tabitha,” Talbot continued. “He’s different around Irene. He’ll kill for the fun of it, just because it turns her on.”

“He’d do that for me.”

“He lets her bite him.”

“That bitch!” Plastic shattered near my ear, splinters gashing through my palm and my fingers. “Ow . . . what the hell?”

I stared at my hand without comprehension during the long seconds it took for me to realize I’d crushed the phone. Plastic hit the ground, and I was moving. “I need to get back to the plane or— Damn it! Where did Eric leave El Alma Perdida?”

“El Alma Perdida?” Aarika asked.

“His magic gun!” I snarled in her face.

“How will a gun help?”

“Ah. Shit. Never mind. It won’t unless he has part of it with him and I have part of it with me.”

“Explain.”

“The last time I had to find El Alma Perdida, Eric had been framed for murdering some werewolves. He found one of the bullets, and a mage named Magbidion told us the bullets and the gun were linked to each other. Talbot and I used the bullet to find the gun.”

“Talbot is one of your sire’s thralls?”

“No!” The thought of Talbot as anyone’s thrall repulsed me. “He’s just a friend of . . . the family.” The memory, not of his touch but the scent of his blood, rushed over me. “He’s a Mouser.”

“Mousers.” Aarika spat on the ground. “They have no respect for societal rules.”

“Well, no offense, but your rules suck.”

“Our rules are the only reasons your kind still exists.” Her shoulders snapped back, a rigid line, and though she’d let her hair down a little over the last few nights where Eric and I were concerned, I was reminded of the brusque businesslike militant who’d wanted us deported at first sight. “And our rules and la Bête’s insistence upon our providing you our assistance are the only reason I tell you this: La Bête had some other werewolves return bullets from Eric’s gun to him while you were daystruck. If he still has them and if they are linked, as you say, then—”

Her words cut off. “Then I can find them. Now where’d he leave the stupid gun?”

Did he leave it on the plane or take it with him in the bags? I hadn’t been paying attention. Beatrice would know.

“Aarika, can you take me back to Beatrice? I need to ask her where Eric left El Alma Perdida.”

No response. The air was warm, but not warm enough. Creatures moved in the night. Some were bloodless little insects, but many contained precious samples of exactly what I craved.

I tapped my foot. “Aarika? Hellooo?”

She blinked.

“Ji has formally objected to being confronted before a supplicant,” Aarika said.

“A supplicant? What? Me?” I asked. Isn’t that what they called me when I agreed to the tests?

Aarika nodded. “Luc, James, and I are to appear before the Council immediately.” Another pause. “As a sign of our trust, you are released on your own recognizance to search for your sire. If you manage not to feed until midnight, your petition will be granted.” And then she vanished.

“But what about Beatrice?” I shouted after her. She didn’t answer, but I’m pretty sure someone heard me, because someone shouted something in French and I ran for the donjon. It was different than in the remembered world of the Vale of Scrythax, but the moat was still there, and for a vampire, it was very leapable. “Eric,” I said to myself as I landed on the other side, “you’d better have left your gun on the plane.”
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TABITHA:


GHOST ON A PLANE


I couldn’t find the gun anywhere on the plane. I sat there with Lord Phillip’s employees hovering over me like frazzled parents who can’t make things better. What do you do for a vampire who can’t feed? A faint buzz clicked under my seat as the warmers kicked on, but I cried anyway, not that there was any blood to come out. Red crept into the edges of my vision as my hunger grew. I could still discern the facial features of the flight crew, but hints of the veins beneath the surface of the skin became increasingly prominent, tattoos increasing in definition as some phantom inker worked her magic.

“If there wuz anything I could do to help, I’d shore as shootin’ do it.” A voice, southern in the way that grits and crawfish and clubs of little old ladies honoring the dear departed Confederacy are southern. One twang shy of a caricature. “Dern it. She cain’t hear me. If only she’d shot the dang gun once.”

“Hello?”

“Yes, Lady Bathory?” one of the stewards asked.

“I wasn’t talking to you!” I stood, looking for the speaker.

“Now she’s so hungry she’s hallucinatin’.” I saw him. In the back of the plane. A spectral cowboy in a red and white checkered shirt, bloodstained and bullet-riddled, with trails of smoke wisping up from the holes as he puffed on the stub of a cigar. “She’s already been tearing about some”—I assumed his next word was “foreign,” but he said it “fur in”—“country in her whorehouse clothes. With her woman parts all hanging out.”

“Whorehouse clothes?! Hey!” The family resemblance was unmistakable. I realized I’d seen this guy before, in a mystic image shown to me by Lord Phillip, back during the whole Orchard Lake thing. He’d been younger in that image. Seen as he was now, broken neck forcing his head to wobble slightly, you could tell he was related to Eric. “You do not get to call these whorehouse clothes. I look sexy in this!”

“I ain’t never said you didn’t look attractive, ma’am.” He dropped his cigar, stubbing it out on the ground even as it broke apart, little more than smoke. John Paul Courtney removed his hat and gave me a slight, but careful, nod. “I kin see how a getup like that might get a man’s pistol primed, but you ain’t never gone convince me that it don’t make you look more saloon hall night than Sunday morning church service.”

“Times change.”

“That they do, ma’am.” His smile was Eric’s smile, but where Eric’s smiles could often be hard to come by, John Paul Courtney seemed more practiced at doling them out. “But the Good Book don’t change, and I try not ta either.”

“Where’s Eric?” I leaned forward, and John Paul’s eyes dipped down toward my cleavage then up and away with a whistle.

“Put them young-uns to bed, missy,” he said, not looking at me. “Or cover ’em up. They’re out past their bedtime and getting inta places they have no business bein’.”

“Lady Bathory?”

I shooed the attendants away and they headed to the cabin. Looking back at the ghost, I pulled my coat tight around me and tied the sash. “Better?”

“It is at that, thank ya kindly.”

“Where’s Eric?”

“Fornicatin’.” He shook his head from side to side, then caught it before it could topple over. “But I ain’t convinced it’s all his fault this time. I appeared to him to ask what he thought he was doin’ when he had a pretty little filly at home waitin’ fer ’im, but he couldn’t even hear me.”

Crimson overcame my vision, washing away the other colors. If Rachel was screwing my husband again, I’d kill her. Sister or not. I’d kill her. Particularly if she’d cast some kind of spell on him again.

“But where?”

“I don’t rightly know, ma’am. Truth be told, I ain’t never been to France afore, not to mention Paris, so I shore didn’t recognize the sights outside the window.” His cigar appeared again, as if in absentmindedly reaching for it, he’d re-created it. He puffed on it once, a long deep draw, the smoke obscuring his face as it coursed up from his wounds. “It ain’t even clear how it is you came to be able to see me. Usually if someone fires El Alma Perdida I feel it. That desire to kill someone rings through clear as a dinner bell. And you ain’t a Courtney.”

“Shooting the gun means I can see you?”

“No, it means I kin appear to ya.”

“Well, that settles it then.”

“Settles what?” he asked. The perplexed expression on his weather-beaten features looked out of place.

“I dropped El Alma Perdida and it went off, the night I brought it back to Eric . . . on his birthday. Shot him in the butt. And yes”—I held up my hand, flashing him my wedding band and engagement ring—“I most certainly am a Courtney. We were married in a real church by a real priest, and Courtney is my real last name now.”

“Well I’ll be.” He smiled again, smoke curling around the edges of his mouth. “I guess you’re my great-great-granddaughter-in-law then . . . mehbe one more great. Welcome to the family, honey.” He held out his hand and I reached out to take it, but found my fingers wrapped around the silver cross–etched grip of El Alma Perdida instead. The crosses didn’t burn my hand.

“How?”

“I ain’t lettin’ nobody take my gun in amongst no dern demon worshippers.” He pointed to his now empty holster. “Not unless Perdy’s bein’ shot at ’em. If no one’s got a holt of her, I kin always take her back.”

“I was talking about the crosses not burning me.” I examined my unburned palm, holding the gun by the barrel with my left hand. “But that’s good to know too.”

“The gun likes Courtneys. The bullets don’t pay no never mind. ’Course, they’re bullets, so I guess that’s all right.”

I spun the cylinder and only saw one bullet. “Does Eric still have the other bullets?”

“I reckon.” Courtney put his hat back on and drew deep on the cigar before breathing out a ring of smoke. “There’s a way to reload the gun even without the bullets, though. If’n you know the right words.”

“No!”

“No?”

“Don’t reload the gun.” I handed it back to him. “I can use it to find Eric.”

“Naw.” Courtney pursed his lips. “Most of the magic got drained out of ’em. They won’t build their power back up unless I reload ’em.” He drew the gun and snapped open the cylinder, removing the last bullet. “Hold tight.”

Smoke swirled around him and he was gone. Before the smoke had dissipated, he’d returned.

“Lord knows I didn’t need to see that.” He held out the gun, cylinder clicking as he showed me the five bullets and the empty slot. “Shouldn’t be running around with all six chambers loaded anyhow,” he explained. “That’s how accidents happen. Keep an empty chamber and ya ain’t likely to shoot when you don’t mean ta shoot.”

“He didn’t notice the swap?”

“Nope. The bullets was in his pants pocket.”

“And?”

“Well, ma’am.” He puffed on his cigar and waved the smoke away with his Stetson. “I thought I made it clear. He ain’t exactly wearin’ his pants raht now.”

Images of Eric on top of Rachel, Rachel astride Eric, and some nebulous second bitch feeding on both of them ran through my head. A cry of equal parts rage and frustration escaped my throat, and I wanted to hit something, anything. I clenched and unclenched my fists, ignoring the pain as my claws cut my palms.

“How fast can you move?” I asked the ghost.

“Speed ain’t exactly a problem, missy.” He floated to one end of the passenger compartment and back at a clip roughly equivalent to top human running speed. “It’s the range that does me in. Except for special circumstances, I can’t move too far from El Alma Perdida or my kinfolk. It’s that or the In-between and that ain’t mah idear of a home away from home.”

“Can you drive?”

JPC shook his head, shouting an annoyed, “Dadburnit,” when his head toppled over to one side. “I figgered up a way I think I could do it, but I ain’t never had no one to let me practice.”

“Then we do this on foot. I can see magic, but only when I’m a cat.” I turned into a cat, screeching at the emptiness that yawned in my belly as I made the shift. Normally, as a cat, I feel alive, but hungry as I was, my body wouldn’t give up the special effects. My feline heart lay still and dead in my diminutive chest. “You lead the way,” I meowed.

“I don’t speak critter, miss,” John Paul Courtney told me. “But I reckon you want me to head on out.”

It took a few minutes to get the attendants to open the door and let me out, largely because I didn’t want to risk transforming again and also because my vision had gone completely red except for my ghostly in-law. The skin and hair of the humans on the plane had become translucent, the features hard to discern. Instead, all I saw was the blood.

Outside the plane, I ran, a few paces ahead of JPC, my head cocked at the slight angle required to make out the thin blue line of magic linking El Alma Perdida to the single round in Eric’s pocket. Shin high and at a dizzying slant was not how I wanted to see Paris at night. If I stopped to take in the sights, I lost the thread. If I didn’t stop, the rapid movement, combined with the angle of my head, made the world spin as if I were riding a roller coaster. Farther into Paris, the other shoe dropped. Webs of energy, close to the same as the line of magic I was following, crisscrossed the landscape, a lattice of magic. . . . I ran into the wheel of a parked car and sat still, waiting for the world to stop moving. “This,” I meowed, “is going to be a pain in the ass.”
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ERIC:


WHAT HAPPENS IN PARIS . . .


Eating the same woman every night is weird,” I said to no one in particular. Rachel, the freaky chick with all the piercings and the butterfly tattoo on her cheek, ran her fingers through my hair as I lifted my mouth from her femoral artery. I kissed the fang marks, watching as they faded, and moved my ministrations up and to the right.

“A little faster,” she said, shifting me to the right spot and grinding against my mouth, rhythmically in time to some internal pleasure pulse.

Behind me, Irene chuckled. “There are so many ways a lady could interpret that statement.” Fangs out, she stalked to where I knelt at the edge of the bed upon which Rachel was sprawled, her body flickering as she moved there and back again in rapid succession. “Is there room for the bride to cut in or do I have to take a number?”

Freshly showered ladies have always been a turn-on for me. I stood up, watching as Irene surveyed her options. She placed a proprietary hand on Rachel’s thigh and Rachel winced. “Too sore for seconds?”

“Not if you give me a few minutes,” Rachel said, a little short of breath. “I can’t—” Her words vanished, cut off by a cry of surprise as Irene went from standing to kneeling, fangs embedding deep in Rachel’s thigh.

“Fuck,” Rachel managed, her eyes squinting against the pain. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!” Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes, but she gritted her teeth and let Irene finish. When Irene pulled away, a line of crimson trailed from her chin across Rachel’s sex.

“I want what I want,” Irene said, eyes locked with Rachel’s. “But I’ll make it up to you.” She lowered her head to the same task I’d been performing, and my mind was blown yet again. It seemed wrong to me, to see two girls like that, but to be married to one of them and have permission to sleep with both of them . . . I won’t say that made it right, but it was new enough that right wasn’t exactly high on my list of priorities.

I want what I want.

I heard the words again in my head, and they sounded familiar. I’d heard them before, but in another place. I remembered being angry. Was it in California? Damn it, Irene, I recalled shouting, you can’t act like this. I won’t stand for it.

“Babe?” Irene stared up at me from between Rachel’s spread legs. She waggled her behind at me, reaching back and running her fingernails along the wetness of her sex. “You going to join us or are you having fun watching the show?”

“Both.” I blinked away the memory, momentarily overcome by the scent of cinnamon. I don’t think cinnamon was as popular the last time I was here. Either that or the German occupation had put a crimp on the supply. I succumbed to Irene’s beckoning and she resumed her “apology to Rachel” while I mounted Irene from behind.

Warm from the shower and sustained by the feeding, Irene felt hot and welcoming, like a living woman, lacking only the heartbeat. As I moved to completion, so did Rachel, her grunts echoing mine. Even separated as we were, a connection was there, deep and primal, as if she were responding to my thrusts more than Irene.

I came in a series of rapid thrusts, gasping for breath, heart roaring to life in my chest, beating faster than I remembered, a runaway pounding of long-dead circulatory muscle. Sagging against Irene, I frowned when she pushed me away.

“And you say that always happens now?” I asked. “The heartbeat?”

“Uh-huh. My turn,” she said, tugging Rachel from the bed and flopping down in the still-warm spot where Rachel had lain.

“I may be done,” I said.

Rachel smiled at me. “Oh, I think you’ve got a little more to give.”

Surprised to find that she was right, I waited for my heartbeat to fade, then took up my same role, but with Rachel in the middle. If Irene had felt good, Rachel felt like coming home after a long day to all your favorite things, scalding my skin with the heat of her flesh and gripping me tight, craving me even though her hands and attention seemed to be elsewhere.

When Irene climaxed, Rachel and I kept going, falling to the floor with me still on top as she turned her head back and I leaned down to kiss her. She tasted like cinnamon, really tasted, and as we came again together, I heard her voice in my head, or maybe it was a whisper.

We don’t need her, the voice said, she’s cold and dead and I’m alive and yours.

I bit down on Rachel’s neck, and her body was warm and hot—spicy hot, not just heat. My heart pounded to life again and I clutched at her breasts, pulling her up with me as I stood, taking her against the wall, where I continued to thrust.

I just had time to catch my breath as it faded away. Lowering Rachel to the ground, holding her lest she fall, she responded by spinning around, throwing her arms around me and kissing me deep and hard, her tongue noticeably warmer than my already cooling one.

“I sooo love belonging to you,” she said. “What do you want me to eat for dinner?”

“We’ll order room service at the next hotel,” Irene said. “Not to be a party pooper, but you”—she indicated me with an outstretched finger—“promised me a different hotel every night.”

“But I like this one,” I complained. In all honesty, I didn’t even remember the name of the hotel, but it smelled like sex with a live woman and I wanted to bask in the scent, in the warmth, in the moment. “And aren’t we already going to have to pay for tonight?”

“I want what I want,” she said. “And . . . you promised.”

“Well . . .” I looked at Rachel for confirmation. “If I promised.”

I showered while the girls packed, and in half an hour we were on our way to a different hotel in some part of Paris I barely noticed. I watched out the window as we drove through the city. The Eiffel Tower looked cool with the lights on it and I wondered when they’d put them up.

“We should have brought Marilyn,” I said as we flew down the street.

“No,” both women said at once. Rachel drove the limo with the divider down this time, eyeing me occasionally as we drove.

“I know it’s the honeymoon and everything,” I said, mainly to Irene, but to Rachel, too, “but it’s not like we’re not having an unconventional one already.”

“Marilyn doesn’t like me,” Irene said.

“Or me,” Rachel chimed in.

“She doesn’t have to like you. I just meant—”

“And someone had to run the bowling alley.”

“What bowling alley?”

“Strip club,” Irene interjected. “Someone had to run the Demon Heart, and you know what a pain in the ass Roger is about the club.”

“I suppose. I miss her, though.”
  

[image: image]    43    [image: image]


TABITHA:


SIGHTSEEING


Appreciating Paris isn’t easy when you’re crosseyed, starving, and running into things. With each monument or cool quirk of history or architecture I passed, my ire grew, and with it, the urge to stop and feast on any of the little heartbeats I passed in the night. The first bad one was Saint-Jacques Tower. I passed it on the left, a big Gothic tower well over a hundred feet tall. So what if I was racing to find Eric? I stopped and stared. Paris had been one of my dream destinations ever since I’d read Anne Rice’s Vampire Chronicles. Plus, I’d spent hours researching the city and the history so I could sound smart in front of Eric.

“Damn it,” I meowed. “You won’t find cool stuff like that in Void City.”

“That ole tower?” Courtney asked, seeming genuinely unimpressed. “S’all right I reckon. What language is that yore talkin’ anyhow? Cat or some such?”

“You can understand it?” I rubbed the back of a paw against my eyes.

“If’n a Courtney says it, I ken, I suppose.” He scratched at his stomach. “Guess it took a little while to kick in is all.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

I concentrated and examined the trail to Eric. It was moving again, but not as fast as before. It annoyed me. “Stay still, damn it.”

As we started moving along the trail again, Courtney chuckled.

“What’s so funny?”

“That reminded me of a joke one them ni—ah . . .” He paused. “Is it colored now or . . .”

“Oh. My. God.” I stopped dead and lost the trail. “Are you trying to say ‘black person’? How long have you been dead?”

Flustered, Courtney looked down at his feet, barely catching his head in time to keep it from rolling over to one side. “Long enough fer all the names ta change, I reckon. I was just tryin’ to say I saw this comedian once, yore husband was watchin’ it, and the man . . . he had surprisingly clean language fer a . . . black. And—”

“Stop.”

“What now?”

“Just stop. It won’t be funny now. Whatever it was, you lost it in the racism.”

“Well, the punch line was—”

I headed on. If I could have made the trip full speed and on human legs, I’d have crossed Paris already, but I was, instead, moving at a brisk walk, forced to remain in cat form so I could see the trail. The slowness ached.

When we passed the Louvre, I lay down in the middle of the road and covered my head. “That’s the Louvre.”

“Why’s it got a big glass pyramid?” asked John Paul.

“La Pyramide Inversée,” I said. “It’s so cool. The visitors’ center is right under there.” I mewled pitifully. “I’m so fucking close to real culture and I don’t even get to go inside!”

“Culture?”

Lit up, the museum all but glowed in the night. “Yes, culture.” I padded toward the museum. “Winged Victory is in there. The Mona Lisa. There’s stuff from ancient Egypt in there. And a food court.”

What can I say, all the trip research made me a fan.

“A food court? Is that one o’ them places where you can git all kinds of differn’t food all in one place?”

“Ye-es.”

“I’ve always wanted to see one o’ them.”

We rounded a corner onto a broad avenue. With billions of tiny white lights twinkling in each tree, I could see why they call Paris the City of Light. It made it hard to see the stupid magic line, though. The cat-vision pathway to Eric had stopped moving again and I continued on, ignoring Paris, ignoring everything but the wavering blue line that linked my dead in-law’s magic gun with the bullets he’d slipped into my husband’s pocket.

Or, at least, I tried to—but then I saw the Arc de Triomphe. I recognized it from pictures I’d seen of Paris, and I realized where we were.

“I’m on the Champs-Élysées!” I screeched. “I’m on one of the most high-scale streets in the entire world! Do you hear me? The entire world?! Rent here is over a million dollars per thousand square feet!”

John Paul Courtney soared down the street and came back. “What is Abercrombie and Fitch?”

“There is not an Abercrombie and Fitch on the Champs-Élysées.” I scowled, but John Paul scowled back.

“I kin read jest fine, missy. And the sign said—”

“Oh shut up.” I squinted one eye, turned my head, and had the trail again. “Just you shut up!” I couldn’t stand running past all those beautiful shops. When we came to a crazy six-street intersection, I hung a left and cut through the park, past the Théâtre de Marigny and into the next park. Wide, well-lit sidewalks led me past countless park benches as the line to Eric bent toward my left and I emerged onto a street corner with more bike racks than I’d ever seen in one place before.

I made the mistake of looking to my right, away from the line to Eric, and saw an enormous traffic circle. Though my view was partially blocked by the backsides of two big statues of enthroned women (were those pedestals or entrances to the metro?), I could see that the road made a big oval around an Egyptian obelisk flanked by two spectacular gold-highlighted fountains. Off to the far right, I could see the Eiffel Tower, though from this perspective, it looked shorter than the obelisk. The whole scene was completely Paris, beautifully lit and totally overwhelming, right down to the enormous Ferris wheel. I recognized it. “The Place de la Concorde.” I clawed the concrete. “That means the Tuileries Gardens are just past here someplace . . . and the National Gallery of Modern Art.”

“There’s also a heap of headless ghosts around here. What’d they do, used ta chop ’em off here?”

“As a matter of fact . . .” The blue trail of light had been slanting upward for some time, and the more I looked at it, the more it rose until I realized it was pointing almost straight to my left, toward an upper floor of a large, ornate, white-stone-columned building that looked kind of like a museum, all lit up in golden lights—the Hôtel Crillon, one of France’s oldest luxury hotels.

“Eric!” I ran for the building, unsure of how I was going to get inside. Maybe I wouldn’t have to. If I could get within mental range of him, maybe I could snap him out of whatever spell he was under.

At that very moment, my surroundings wavered and were replaced by a similar scene, except all of the tourists were gone and so was the obelisk.

James, Eric’s war buddy, stood in front of me, a duffel bag over his shoulder. I smelled blood in the bag. “You did great.”

“What?” I meowed furiously, spinning about. Vale of Scrythax. They valed me! “You valed me?!”

“Tabitha?” James knelt down. “I can’t understand you. Can you change back to your human form? You made it to midnight. You can feed now.” He reached into the duffel. “I brought an assortment. I didn’t know if you had a preference.”

“You idiot,” I yowled, clawing at him angrily. The blood called to me. It damn well sang symphonies of desire to my famished little vampire mind, but I was too close to finding Eric to lose control to the hunger. “Eric is in the Hôtel Crillon! I found him. I can eat after he’s safe.”

I didn’t even see the stake.

“It’s okay, Tabitha,” James said to my paralyzed body. “You’ll be able to change again once you feed. You did it! And as soon as the formalities are over, you can pick right back up with your search for Eric.”

He stuffed me into the duffel atop the bags of plasma. A car door opened and I heard John Paul’s voice. “I’ll keep an eye on him, missy.” The engine roared to life, and we were off, back to the Château de Vincennes and away from Eric.
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TABITHA:


WORD FOR WORD


James poured blood into my mouth, removed the stake enough for me to swallow, then slammed the stake back in as I clawed at his arms with my sharp but tiny cat claws. I thought back to Talbot’s method, holding me down and letting me drink blood from a blood bag, back when I first turned, and decided I liked Talbot’s way better. The feel of the metal hilt of James’s custom combat knife–like stake added insult to the repetitive injury’s deep thrust of pain, a cold hard chaser of blunt impact following the puncture wound.

After two bags of blood, James released me and I transformed to human, wheeling on him in a rage.

“You total fucking asshole!” I batted him into the brick wall of the small circular room, buckling the stone with the impact. My hands clutched at the vanishing wound left uncovered by my corset. “I was this close to finding Eric.” The wall returned to normal, thrusting James toward me and confirming my suspicion that he’d taken me magic-side again, back to the Château de Vincennes in the Vale of Scrythax, which meant we were likely in one of the turrets of the donjon.

He held up a hand and I grabbed it, bending back his fingers and hurling him headfirst into the opposite side of the surrounding circle of stone. Blood trailed from his head as he slid down the wall, but he was immortal, so who cared? He’d get better. Right?

“He’s in the Hôtel Crillon. I was right there.” I stomped his back, rolled him over, and impaled him with his own custom stake, snatching it up from where it had fallen to the floor. “If I pin you to the ground with your own weapon—”

James’s eyes sprang open with a flash, his feet sweeping mine out from under me.

“Wood versus stone.” He jerked the stake out of his chest, revealing the blunted point. The 1-Up Mushroom T-shirt he’d been wearing vanished, replaced by his combat gear: all black modern body armor and the same long curve-tipped blade he’d brandished the first time I’d seen him armor up.

“What kind of sword is that anyway?”

“It’s a Grossmesser. Sixteenth century. I wound up with it in a soul battle last year.” His eyes never left mine, but I didn’t try to compel him. I knew what would happen. Telepathy? Yes. Control? No. “Oddvar’s previous paladin didn’t like me much. It’s a good weapon. I also wound up with his encyclopedic knowledge of German beers and beer making.”

“His knowledge?”

“In a close battle or a very lopsided one, it can happen. Soul burn.” His mouth twisted into half smile, half smirk. “Mild case.” Eyes looked away briefly. An opening.

Cold metal beneath my fingers as I grabbed for the blade. Sharp edges against my fingers as he reacted. The blade dissipated and he punched me, a rapid jab to the face, breaking my nose. The pain was bad, but the sound of the cartilage giving way was far worse.

“We don’t have time for this,” he said, manifesting the sword again. “We’re in a guard tower on the wall, but someone may notice this.”

“Notice what?” I snarled, claws out. “That you boke by nobe?”

“That you lost control and attacked me when I tried to feed you. . . . Wait. Eric is where?”

“The Hôtel Crillon!” My nose snapped back of its own accord, making my eyes water tears of blood.

“So that’s what you were trying to tell me. I’m sorry—I don’t speak Cat.”

I lunged at him, claws tearing through the combat armor, but hanging in the mesh.

He head-butted me, the hard Kevlar helmet rebreaking my nose, blinding me as my eyes filled with tiny dots of light. Withdrawing my claws to free myself, I rammed both fists into his chest, punching him through the stone and stepping through the hole after him before the power of Scrythax’s memory restored it to its former state. And then I was falling after him. Landing on the ground. Only now Luc and Aarika where there, too, and Christian, with his spear.

“We were just sparring,” James said. “Just messing around.” He brushed himself off. “You know how it is.”

“Of course,” Aarika said. “Otherwise you would have been winning, yes?”

James rose to his feet. “Sure. Sure.”

Luc’s expression put me in mind of a constipated hamster. “We don’t have time for this. Let’s get it done. The ritual takes several hours.”

“Several hours?”

“Ji won’t waive the reading of the Treaty of Secrets and the concordance of law,” Luc answered. “It seems he would have been willing to do so earlier, but we bent the rules before, so now—”

“I’m not going to bend them again.” Ji’s voice rang out from the courtyard. He stood halfway between us and the main donjon, wearing orange sweatpants, a matching hoodie, blue-tinted sunglasses, and those same Onmyodo shoes. Our eyes met, and the telepathic contact was instant. “I’m normally pretty laid-back,” he thought at me as he walked, “but you should have worn the dress and let me have my little fun with the steak tartare. You made me lose face, and I’d already lost some to la Bête.”

An image hit my thoughts, him under the massive black wolf’s paw. “That was bearable, because he’s la Bête, but to lose face to a vampire I’m testing? No. Sorry. I won’t.”

“I’m sorry,” I thought back at him. “But—”

“That’s right,” Ji thought. “You are sorry, or you will be. La Bête gave you five nights, not five days. You got here at night,” a mental picture of a Roman numeral one lit up in my head, “June third. I tested you on June fourth, fifth, and sixth.” Three more Roman numerals lit up in my head: II, III, and IV. “That makes tomorrow night night five. La Bête will have to concede the point once my messenger has pointed things out. Thus, I regain my honor. Hope you have fun on your final night, gaijin . . . assuming you can even find your husband.”

“Why are you doing this?” I said aloud. “Because I embarrassed you?”

“Isn’t that enough?” He stopped beside Luc.

“Doing what?” Luc asked.

“He’s playing on a technicality,” I snarled. “The big wolf thing gave us five nights here and everyone knew he meant five more nights.”

The other immortals, James, Aarika, and Ji, exchanged glances.

“Hold on,” James said. “We’ll remember.”

Taking hands, their eyes lit white-blue from within. “Damn,” James said when the glow faded. “Ji’s right. That’s what was said.”

“But won’t he hold us to what he meant rather than what he literally said?” I asked.

“Unless he’s officially charged to keep his word,” Aarika answered.

“My messenger is on his way to la Bête even as we speak.” Ji crossed his arms over his chest, proud of himself.

“That sucks.”

“Indeed it does.” The new voice was la Bête’s. His fur bled out of the air as he arrived magic-side, within the Vale of Scrythax. Our surroundings bent and expanded. Reality had a wolf-shaped hole in it that was the color of its surroundings until the blackness at its core poured into the rest of it and la Bête was rendered in full color once again. “Do not do this, Ji.” The voice of la Bête echoed in our minds.

“No, la Bête,” Ji said. “I hold you to your words.”

“All of them that night?”

“Yes.”

Luc, Aarika, and James winced as one.

“Very well.” The wolf touched me with its nose. “I apologize, Tabitha. I must keep my word. I find I owe you an apology as well, Ji.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I also said that night that I would eat the next person who named me . . . and that person was you.”

“Noooooo!” Ji backpedaled, hands outstretched to ward off la Bête. He vanished from the Vale and la Bête gave chase.

“C’mon.” Luc grabbed my arm. “Let’s get you through the ritual as quickly as possible. With Ji not around to read the text, maybe we can get through this in time for you to get back to the Hôtel Crillon tonight.”

“And if I walk out now, then I default and you have to get all stupid and rules lawyer-y?”

“That’s about the size of it,” James said.

“Fine.” I ran to the donjon, the three of them in tow. One night in Paris is better than nothing, and if I got this out of the way, then maybe Eric could work out a return trip sometime. “Let’s get out of here so Beatrice and I—”

“She won’t be able to leave with you,” Aarika told me. “Once you are emancipated, she has nothing to do with you and will be held here safely waiting for the return of her master.”

“Whatever.”

Luc read the ritual so quickly, I don’t think he actually stopped to breathe. The formalities flew by faster and faster until I started to feel like Danny Kaye in that movie Eric had made me watch—The Court Jester—when the king has the jester knighted so quickly that he has to be literally carried through parts of the ritual.

Though we sped through things at speeds only three immortals and a vampire could achieve, everything seemed to take too long. The second I was pronounced free, I left at a dead run.

By the time I got back to the Place de la Concorde, sunup was a little less than an hour off. The only way I was staying conscious was by seeming human, and even then the possibility I’d fall over in the street and burn up in the sun weighed more and more on my mind.

JPC stood out front of the Hôtel Crillon, puffing on his cigar.

“Are they?”

“Far as I kin tell, they’re still here.” His “here” made me giggle, more “h’yar” than “here.” “This is about as fur as I kin git without going to the In-between or landing raht next to ’em.”

Relief washed over me, and it was not the right emotion. Anger keeps me awake, but relief . . . My eyes slid shut and I couldn’t get them open.

“Dadburnit,” JPC shouted. “Try to turn inta a cat if yore gonna go and do that.”

“Tha-yut,” I mumbled, mimicking his accent. As numbness worked its way from my skin inward, I thought catlike thoughts. I hoped I had managed to change into a cat. I couldn’t tell. Numbness reached my core, and the lights went out.

Help me, Obi-John Paul Courtney. You’re my only hope.
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ERIC:


NOTHING REALLY MATTERS


I was up before the girls. I only sleep a few hours each day, and the soft predawn is my favorite time of the morning. At home, I was often the only one up. Before I turned Greta, she’d alter her sleep patterns to spend those few hours with me watching videos or cable, even running a reel or two over at the Pollux. I knew we’d worn out more than one UNO deck in our time, even though it had been just the two of us. As a result, UNO or Scrabble with more than one other player wasn’t fun anymore, unless the third player was Marilyn.

Speaking of not fun anymore: Irene and Rachel lay sprawled on the bed in a tangle of limbs, neither one wearing more than a tiny hint of clothing. A mediciny taste coated my mouth, which wasn’t all bad, because almost any taste is better than none. My limbs were heavy, my eyes drooping, and I would have gone back to bed if not for a nagging feeling of wrongness.

“What are you doing, Eric?” I gazed into the full-length mirror near the door of the hotel room, staring at the reflection that wasn’t there. Slipping into my discarded clothes, I crept out of the bedroom and into the adjoining sitting room of the suite, trying to remember the name of the hotel we’d wound up in.

Once there, I picked up the phone and punched numbers until I got the front desk or the concierge and got them to walk me through making an international call. I dialed Marilyn’s number first.

Three chimes and a message. “We’re sorry,” said the voice, “but the number you have dialed has been disconnected or is no longer in service.”

I dialed it again. And again. I dialed variations of it. No Marilyn. Directory Assistance didn’t have a listing for her either. No one answered at the Pollux and when I dialed the Demon Heart’s number, I heard my own voice.

“You’ve reached the Demon Heart Lanes Bowling Alley.” I sounded still and unnatural, like I was reading from a script, “Our hours are 10 a.m. to 2 a.m., with Cosmic Bowling after 8 p.m. on most weeknights.” My voice then gave the office number to call for special events, and then there was a pause. “Oh and for all you idiots that keep leaving messages about our former business, I said bowling and I meant bowling, and no, it’s not some stupid joke.

“If you’re interested in seeing naked girls, get a girlfriend, head down to Melons, buy a DVD, or try the Internet, but don’t leave a message for me about it, ’cause you morons are filling up the voice mail with drunk dials so much that I’m gonna start tracking you down if you keep it up. So stop it!” My voice got louder. “I miss the girls too, but they have better things to do than dance for your amusement. And I have better things to do than listen to you whine about it. And I’m not changing this number either, because it took me twenty frickin’ years to remember the damn thing and I’m not learning a new one. Have a nice day.”

I hung up the phone, stared at it a little longer, dialed the Demon Heart again, wrote down the number for special events, hung up, and dialed that one.

“Hi, ya’ll.” It was a woman’s voice, sultry, southern, and familiar. Her name was there, in my brain, but I couldn’t bring it to the forefront. “My name’s Cheryl and I’m the special events planner for Demon Heart Lanes Bowling Alley. You just go ahead and leave your name, number, and the kind of event you’d like to schedule and I’ll get back to you soon as ever I can. Bye, now.”

So familiar. Had Cheryl danced at the club and moved over to the new business? And when the hell had I started the new business? I didn’t know.

I couldn’t think of Roger’s number, couldn’t even remember his current last name, so I looked around for the television. A fancy remote on a table next to a big rectangular picture frame with a name and a logo promised me television even though I couldn’t see one in the room. I clicked the power button and the black expanse within the frame blinked on, displaying a list of channels and services.

“Holy shit!” I jumped from channel to channel with the remote. Everything looked wrong, futuristic, or . . . I mean, how the hell did France have cooler TVs than the U.S.? It’s fucking France, right? The Frogs would all be Germans without America’s help and now they had better TV? And the special effects! What the hell? I’d seen Hollywood movies with special effects worse than that.

I’d thought the cars looked a little different, but I’d honestly assumed they were just different models of cars made only in Europe, and it wasn’t as if I’d been paying attention to things outside the car much.

Still . . .

Pushing the channel button sent me through more shows: a newscast, a . . . The date on the screen stopped me cold. June 6th. If you aren’t a war buff, that date might not mean anything to you. But to me and folks like me, it’s D-Day, when me and a whole lot of less lucky men took a stroll on the beach to set the stage for the eventual end of Hitler and his goose-steppers.

“More than forty years ago . . .” I said, my face tightening at the corners as I gave a grim smile. Strains of “Der Fuehrer’s Face” by Spike Jones and His City Slickers ran through my mind and I chuckled without meaning to as the image of Göring on piccolo from the German oom-pah band in Disney’s “Donald Duck in Nutzi Land” popped unbidden into my head.

Forty years. But the number on the television screen didn’t match my head, nor the year. June 6th, 1944, we agreed on, but according to the news, it had been more than sixty years since D-Day, closer to seventy.

I’ll be the first man to admit I have a crappy memory, but to be wrong about the present date by more than two decades?

“Wait right there,” I told the too-big, too-flat television. Back in the other room, I found Rachel’s purse, sat down in an overstuffed Louis XIV chair, and dug through the purse for a passport or something with the date. The stamp on Rachel’s passport confirmed the television’s story, and I cursed loudly.

“Master?” Rachel leaned up, bleary-eyed and blinking. “I mean . . . um. Eric? Good morning. What are you doing up?” Her heart jumped when she saw the passport in my hand. “Is everything okay?”

“My brain is screwed up,” I said slowly. “I seem to have forgotten the last twenty years, and it’s the anniversary of one of the scariest days of my life. Marilyn’s number is disconnected.” I threw the passport back into Rachel’s purse. “I can’t remember Roger’s current last name or his number, and apparently I run a damn bowling alley now.”

“Oh, baby.” Rachel climbed out of bed and cradled my head against her breasts, putting me eye-level with her piercings. “Not again.”

“Again?” I asked.

“I know you can’t help it, but you have to get past this. It’s not your fault, not really.”

“What’s not my fault? D-Day? No shit. I blame Hitler.” I pushed her out to arm’s length. Sad eyes and a pout told me she didn’t think that was funny.

“Poor baby,” she said again.

“What?”

Her eyes focused on the ceiling as if fighting back tears.

“What?” I repeated.

Rachel breathed in and out, a doctor preparing to deliver bad news. “Are you all the way back to the seventies again?”

“Eighties. And what do you mean ‘again’?”

“The eighties?” She hugged me, but I shrugged her off, standing. “Well, that’s an improvement.” She spoke the words at my chest, but I assumed she meant the memory, not her new vantage point.

“Over what?”

“I’m not supposed to tell you unless I have Irene or Greta handy to stake you if you go off.”

“Stake me?!” I sat back down with a resigned thud and the chair gave, dropping me to the floor. “Why would they need to stake me?”

“You have a tendency to black out.”

“Did I feed from you last night?” The question, generated by my new view of her exposed thighs and easy access to her femoral artery, surprised both of us.

“You feed from me most nights, silly.” Rachel ran her fingers along her inner thigh, tracing the vein. “It’s okay, I’m your thrall. I make blood faster than a normal human.”

“Thrall.” I hated that word, hated the whole concept. “I can’t believe I made you my slave.”

“I’m not a slave,” Rachel reassured me. “True, you could give me commands and I’d have to follow them, but you don’t usually, and I get really good sex, agelessness. I don’t have to keep down a real job, my muscles stay toned, I heal fast, and my body doesn’t gain weight no matter how much I eat.” Moving closer, she held her legs apart. Her scent revealed a readiness not just to feed my appetite for blood, but any other carnal appetite I had in mind.

I drank deeply, flavor on my tongue, hot and sugary, more cinnamon than blood. My heart beat as I drank, in a heavy steady rhythm, and I had to stop drinking to breathe. “This has been happening.”

“I’m a very talented thrall.” She sat on my lap, blood from her wounded thigh coloring my jeans. “I can wake your body up for a little while when you drink me or fuck me.”

We kissed, and when she pulled away, her own blood tinted her lips.

“Tell me what you’re not supposed to tell me.”

“Okay, but let me get ready to calm you down, okay?”

“How?”

“It’s called tantric magic,” she said. “It’s what I do. I get in touch with your chakra, help keep you calm, but I’m not supposed to mess with your moods without permission. Do I have your permission?”

“Fine.”

As she touched my chakra, warmth and calm settled over me like a blanket. “Wow,” I said softly.

“Nice?” she asked.

“Very.”

“Relaxed?” She gently kissed her way down my torso, then back up.

“Uh-huh.”

“Not too long ago, you found out Marilyn and Roger had been cheating on you, since back before you died. When you died in Roger’s car, it wasn’t an accident. It was murder. When you found out—”

“What?” I clutched her arms. “What did I do?”

“You’re hurting me,” Rachel whispered.

“Sorry.” I let go, staring down at the row of wounds my claws had dug into her skin. “Did I hurt them?”

Rachel nodded, her voice so low only a vampire could hear it. “They died.”

“I killed Marilyn?” Drops of blood wet my face, my voice catching as I spoke, cracking in the middle of Marilyn’s name.

“You didn’t mean to,” Rachel cooed. “Him, yes, but her . . . that wasn’t your fault, you even tried to save her. You made a deal with a demon even, but the demon betrayed you.” A grown man sobbed as she spoke. I think it was me. “Don’t cry, baby. That’s my blood in those tears.” She kissed my cheek. “You’re wasting it.”

I hugged her tight as she continued to coo, to comfort me, and my thoughts flew apart, one thought and one thought only resounding all too coherently in my mind: I killed Marilyn.

When Irene woke up that evening, the thought was still rolling through my head. She knew something was up, and she was furious with Rachel, shouting, “You told him he killed Marilyn?” followed by “What the fuck were you thinking?” over and over again until I told her to stop.

I was useless to both of them after that, and Irene decided it was time to get out of the city.

“I have this place near Montpellier, not far from the southern coast,” she told me. “A winery. I learned to make blood wine. It’s not as refined as Duke Gornsvalt’s, but it’ll do the trick, and I think that’s what you need, to get roaring drunk and look up at the stars. Sound good?”

“Fine,” I remember saying. “That’s fine.” The coolness of being able to possibly drink alcohol was lost on me.

Rachel and Irene exchanged a look I couldn’t read as we rode in the limo. Maybe she was mad Rachel had put a damper on the honeymoon. As we left the city, I felt a consciousness brush my thoughts. It was a female Vlad. She was young, beautiful, and newish, but the touch was brief and Rachel was driving fast.

“Eric!” the young vampire shouted in my thoughts.

“Hey,” I answered back, but the contact was already gone.

“You want to listen to some music?” Irene asked me.

She interpreted my shrug as a yes and showed me how to work my iPod. I scrolled through the playlists and clicked on “Marilyn.” XTC’s “All of a Sudden (It’s Too Late)” played and I closed my eyes. Andy Partridge’s soulful musings drove deep, and the French countryside shot by virtually unnoticed and thoroughly unappreciated. When the song ended, I backed it up with a click of the little back arrow and played it again, then pressed Menu and scrolled through the other songs.

A duet by Ozzy Osbourne and Lita Ford, Meat Loaf’s “I Would Do Anything for Love,” different covers of “Time after Time”—a whole song list devoted to melancholy and lost love.

I whistled—one long note—hit Play/Pause, and scrolled through the artist menu, clicked on “Queen” and selected “All Songs.” Freddie Mercury broke out into “Bohemian Rhapsody,” and the smile was hard to fight. The laughter followed.

“Eric?” Irene’s smile was wary. “What’s so funny?”

No wonder Irene had gotten me to marry her. It wasn’t the ménage à trois. It was that nothing mattered. Just like Freddie sang at the end of the song. With Marilyn gone, I was one step away from, well . . . anything.
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TABITHA:


UNHEX MY HUSBAND


He didn’t even recognize me,” I shouted at John Paul Courtney as I ran full speed in human form down the side of the road in Paris. People were noticing, but the way I looked at it, that was the True Immortals’ fault. If they’d just left Eric and me alone to have our honeymoon, none of this would have happened. “He sensed me and he didn’t even recognize me. He said, ‘Hey.’”

“That little sister of yours done hexed the boy.” John Paul Courtney’s ghost floated alongside me on a horizontal plane like a bad rear-screen projection effect. While he had saved me from burning up by using the handle of El Alma Perdida to shove my unconscious little cat body up under a car, I attributed at least half of my survival to sheer dumb luck. I mean, what if someone had moved the car? I’d assume he had a backup plan, but . . .

“Well, duh!” Zipping along the roadside, I took a swipe at the ghost, averted an unintended plunge into the River Seine with sheer willpower, regained my stride, and shot on after Eric and my sister. It wasn’t about spending a night in Paris now, it was about getting my husband back before he had to fight la Bête du Gévaudan, the thought of which was terrifying. I’d never seen Eric in a fight he couldn’t win, but against la Bête du Gévaudan, he’d been powerless.

I caught up to the car again, close enough for Eric to sense me, and kept announcing myself in the hope that he’d hear me or remember me. He didn’t, though. It was weird: I got a connection, but it was like a one-way mirror. I could see him hovering in my mind’s eye, a semitransparent hologram. Queen’s soundtrack to the movie Flash Gordon—the football fight portion—playing on his iPod rang clear as a bell to my ears. The scent of him filled my nostrils, but to him, I was invisible. “It’s me, damn it! Eric! Eric!”

Everybody’s seen those cop shows where the witness is behind the glass, pointing out the suspect, and an idiot turns on the light in the room so the one-way glass becomes a window. In the mental contact, a light turned on and Eric vanished as if I’d been seeing, feeling, and hearing a reflection, and in its place was Rachel, driving the limo and watching me through the rearview mirror. It was just an image, a mental projection, but my little sister stared at me, eyes in a mirror, eyebrows narrowing, and spoke in a voice filled with derision.

“Hello, slut. Your master is busy at the moment, but luckily for you he has a thrall powerful enough to intercept your attempt at reaching him and tell you to fuck off. Enjoying your honeymoon?”

“I don’t have time for this, Rachel. If we don’t leave Paris tonight, then Eric is going to have to fight la Bête du Gévaudan.”

“So? Eric can kill anything.”

“La Bête is an immortal werewolf, Rachel. Eric already fought him once and this thing batted down the uber vamp like it was nothing. Whatever you’re doing has to stop, and we have to get him out of here.”

I dodged a little Citroën Nemo, vaulting over the rear and dashing down the hood. My ankle buckled on the asphalt and I rolled back onto the hood for a fraction of a second, long enough for the driver to see me, and balled myself up, feet flat against the bumper, palms on the hood to launch off again. The driver lost control of the car and swerved into another lane, sideswiping a minibus.

“How athletic,” Rachel mocked.

“Rachel, why the hell are you doing this?”

“Because I made a deal.” Her eyes softened. “I didn’t want to completely screw up your honeymoon, Tab. I would have let you have a couple of nights, but I was going to get killed if Ebon Winter hadn’t given me a get out of jail free for a favor card . . .”

“Winter put you up to this?”

“He said if Eric didn’t lose in Paris, then he wouldn’t win in Void City.” Rachel’s image flickered as the car sped up, and I increased my pace to match it.

“And you believed him?”

“He said it was a bet.” Her eyebrows drew in closer at the center, the outer edges arched high. “Have you ever known Winter to lose a bet?”

No, I hadn’t. Winter never lost. Eric had to lose here to win there. Win what? Lisette had headed to Void City. Did Winter mean Eric had to become embroiled in all this Immortal Politics crap to have a chance at Lisette?

“Did he explain anything?”

“Does Winter ever explain anything?”

“What exactly are you supposed to do?”

“It’s a good thang you don’t show up on film,” JPC shouted next to me. Several motorists had cell phones out, trying to take pictures or video of me.

“Keep him here a week,” Rachel said.

“And to do that you decided to kidnap him and make him cheat on me.”

“Oh, please.” Rachel flipped me the bird. “Do you know a better way to keep Eric occupied than with liberally applied pussy? Consider it his bachelor party come late and forget about it. It’s not like he’s going to be faithful anyway. Not unless your name is Marilyn—and neither of us are her.”

“Damn it, Rachel!” I poured on the speed, leaving my ghost escort so far behind that he blew away in a puff of smoke and re-formed next to me.

“Don’t go doin . . .” He fell behind. Vanished. Re-formed.

“. . . that, missy. It ain’t . . .” He lost the pace, vanished, and re-formed a third time. “. . . fun a t’all.”

“Sorry,” I mouthed. “You go wait in the In-between or something, but keep track of me.” I slowed up to keep from pulling past his range limit. “And, John Paul.”

“Yes?”

“If I fall asleep tonight and I don’t have Eric . . .”

“Yes?”

“I’ll need you to shoot me with El Alma Perdida. Can you do that?”

“Well, a certain number of times and in the raht circumstances, but it’ll set you on fahr.”

“Only if the bullet lodges in me,” I said. “You have to make sure the bullet goes clean through, enough to wake me up, but not set me ablaze.”

“Maybe you ain’t noticed, missy, but Perdy’s bullets don’t like ta go straight through.”

“Then pull the bullet out, but fast. Promise me?”

“Why do you want me ta shoot you in the first place?”

“To wake me up, so I can keep looking. We’re on a timetable here.”

“Ah promise.” He didn’t sound happy. “But it’ll count as one of yore times.”

“What times?”

“Times I kin fahr Perdy on yore behalf.”

“How many do I get?”

“I cain’t tell you.”

“Fine then. Done.”

Courtney’s body lost cohesion, drifting apart in a roiling cloud of smoke scattered on the breeze, and I sped back up, the repetitive slap of my boots on the pavement jarring my knees and rubbing raw against my skin the longer I kept it up.

“I’m sorry, Rae,” I said when we were in full contact again through her thrall-master bypass. “Winter’s going to have to lose this bet.”

“I thought you might feel that way.” She waggled her eyebrows impishly. “Say hello to my little friend.”

Irene appeared before me at the same time I sensed her. She was at least twenty years older than me, vampirically. Pink hair and a slight figure masked a core of strength. She was a Vlad, too. That I hadn’t sensed her before, I chalked up to Rachel’s mystic shenanigans. She wore capri pants and an open ruffled blouse without a bra. My eyes went to the wedding rings on her finger. I’d only seen them once before, but I recognized them.

Greta had brought them back when she finally got around to cleaning out Marilyn’s apartment. They were Marilyn’s wedding rings—an engagement ring with a large square radiant-cut diamond flanked by two tapered baguettes, and a matching wedding band of channel-set radiant-cut stones. There was an engraving on the inside, but I couldn’t remember what it said. “He’s going to kill you.”

“Nah,” she said, jogging backward as fast or faster than I ran forward. “He’s got a soft spot for me.” She smirked. “And a hard-on.”

“Irene . . .”

“Oh, what’s the harm?” She darted from side to side, hard to follow with my eyes, so fast—even for a vampire, unbelievably fast. “It’s a few tumbles. You’ll get him back in a few days and the sex you guys have will be great. Makeup sex is the best.”

“Didn’t he try to kill you?”

“Oh please.” Irene shook her head. “That was forever ago. A tiff. It’s hard to stay mad at Eric. It would be like staying mad at Disney World because Pirates of the Caribbean broke down once. The other rides are still fun.”

“Irene . . .”

She stopped, going from high speed to stationary in an instant, arm outstretched, and it clotheslined me. My head and body flew in divergent directions and the traffic went nuts, cars crashing into each other as my blood spurted everywhere—not as much as a decapitated human might have, but impressive nonetheless.

I lay in the dark, unable to move, when John Paul Courtney appeared next to my head.

He let loose an appreciative whistle. “That one’s feisty.”

“Head back on,” I mouthed.

“I’ll do my best,” he said. “I cain’t touch you, but I kin touch Perdy and she kin touch ya. Got you under the car at the hotel, didn’t I?”

The indignity of having one’s head rolled across the highway to be reattached to one’s body cannot be underestimated. Particularly when the ghost of an ignorant hick who’s doing the job misjudges a car trying to drive past the accident and gets you hit again in the middle of the road. Yes, JPC had rolled my cat-body up under a nearby car just before dawn on the same day, but it hadn’t been nearly so far, and I hadn’t been awake for it.

In mid-roll, our surroundings shifted and I found myself in a Vale of Scrythax a few feet from my body with no JPC to roll me the rest of the way.

“You are a very determined vampire,” a German-accented voice said. Aarika stepped into view, armored up and ready for a fight. “And an even more determined wife. I’ve convinced the Council that if I don’t provide you my assistance, our furry itinerant dinosaur will hold it as a breach of trust.”

She rolled my head back to my neck and when the flesh touched, my body reawakened and the healing process screeched to life.

“Do you have a car?” I asked.

She helped me stand.

“I do.”

“I can track Eric, but only as a cat. It’s hard to explain.” My outfit was ruined. “Can you understand Cat?”

“I can link us temporarily.” She touched my forehead, and a telepathic link opened between us.

“Say something.”

“This feels different, more . . . organized than when I talked with James.”

“Of course,” she said with pride. “I am German. Now transform.”

I did, reassured by the familiar feel of my feline form, a welcome change from sore ankles, wrecked clothes, and dirt.

“Can you still understand me?” I thought.

“Of course.”

We walked to where she said we’d be out of the road and we left the Vale, appearing in the real world next to a silver sports car with futuristic lines and a front grill reminiscent of a guitar pick. The doors rotated up like the wings of some stylish insect.

“Wow.”

“You like it?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“It’s a Wiesmann GT MF5. A good German car. Don’t claw up the seats or I will be forced to kill you.”

I climbed into the seat.

“Shedding is to be kept to a minimum.”

She pressed the silver Start button and the car roared to life. As we pulled onto the road, JPC appeared in the passenger’s seat, overlapping me.

“I like this un,” he said. “I put Perdy in the trunk.”

“Thanks, John Paul,” I meowed.

“Think it,” Aarika corrected. “Don’t speak it. I can understand your thoughts, not your words.”

She pulled back into traffic, ignoring the emergency vehicles behind us.

“Did anyone get hurt?” I asked.

“Of course,” she snapped. “Vampires played among humans.”

“Keep going straight,” I thought at her. “I may not have a whole lot of notice on turns.” I switched to meows for talking to John Paul. “John Paul, you go ride with Eric. Come back and tell me when they turn.”
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ERIC:


BLIGNORANCE IS HISS


Two hours later, I finished watching Casablanca and started on Singin’ in the Rain. Gene Kelly had just escaped his fans and was jumping off the roof of a streetcar and into the passenger’s seat of Debbie Reynolds’s car when I hit Pause.

“Debbie Reynolds was Carrie Fisher’s mom, wasn’t she?”

“What the hell are you talking about, babe?” Rachel asked. She was driving too fast, had been the whole trip, not that I mind fast cars, but I’d noticed.

“She married Eddie Fisher and he dumped her for Elizabeth Taylor when Mike Todd died in that plane crash,” Irene said.

“Oh, yeah.” I remembered. “The Lucky Liz. Lucky for Liz she wasn’t on that plane, I guess. Not too lucky for folks on board.”

Irene elbowed me. “Be nice.”

“I am nice.”

She took another look out of the rear window and tried to hide it. A human might not have noticed it, but I did. “Why do you keep looking out the back window?” I looked out into the night. Maybe you could see the Alps in the distance, maybe not. By day it would have looked special, but not at night, not to me. It was a long drive to Montpellier . . . I hadn’t thought France was so big.

“It’s pretty,” she answered. “Just watch your movies. Don’t you have Casablanca on that thing? You love that movie.”

“I just watched it.” I settled back in. “You’d have noticed if you weren’t so busy looking out the window for bad guys.”

“I wasn’t—”

“Hey.” I warded off the explanation with upraised palms. “I’m a no-questions-asked kind of guy. I don’t need to know and generally I don’t want to. You know that, but if there’s a problem and you need help, well, we’re married and I probably take that a little more seriously than you.”

A combative response lingered on Irene’s tongue and teetered on her lips before sliding back down her throat in an uncomfortable swallow. “You do, don’t you?”

“Yep.” I looked out the back. Vamp vision made things look clearer than I let on. Beautiful countryside at night, speckled with quaint, crowded, beautiful towns and cities, the modern meeting the historic and, even an hour away, I fancied that I could smell the sea. “On the other hand, if you’re trying to keep secrets from me, then do a better job.”

“Why, what did you hear?”

“Well . . .”

If you want an insight into the way my head works, here it is: I could have told my new bride I’d heard her telling a gorgeous little Vlad that she could have me back in a few days, describe the telltale sound of neck muscles giving way, and stop pretending I’d been so wound up in the movie that I hadn’t noticed the accidents behind us or the sirens . . . or the blast of wind when Irene had opened the door and jumped out of the moving car, the second blast when she’d come back in, the blood under her fingernails and down the back of her capris. . . . I could demand to know what the hell was going on.

Or . . . I could paint my brain with Liquid Paper and enjoy the ride while it lasted, have one or two more three-ways while I didn’t know what they were costing me and I could still enjoy the sex without focusing on the bill.

Guess which one I chose.

“Well, I heard a whole lot of sirens . . . and then you said something about my hard-on. I only heard that much because when you went walkabout, I had to scramble to keep my headphones in.

“But what’s annoying me is all the backward glances.” I touched her chin and drew her into a soft kiss. “You can either tell me what’s up and let me help or keep me in the dark. But if you choose option two, then, like I said, you need to do better, because I can only ignore so much. Okay?”

“What if I’m trying to kill you?” Irene started undoing my belt buckle, nipping my lower lip with her fangs as she kissed me.

“Then you’ll die disappointed and a failure.”

Irene’s gaze flickered to Rachel and back . . . and I smelled cinnamon.

“Oh for fuck’s sake!” I pushed Irene away less gently than I should have and she slapped against the door. “We’re nowhere near a pâtisserie and there isn’t a Cindy’s Cinnamon Rolls in this whole damn country . . . so don’t start doing whatever magic you ladies are doing, and—”

“I was just trying to calm you down,” Rachel said. “You’re right, it was me, and it was magic, but only because I’m not supposed to let you get too angry. You remember? I’m supposed to keep you calm?” She flicked on the emergency lights and slowed down. “Remember?”

Nice save, I thought. It might even be true. Partially.

Rachel stopped the car, got out, and opened Irene’s door. “You drive,” she said. “He needs me and you know the way.”

Irene’s look shot daggers at Rachel, “I want what I want” so close to being said that my ears were picking up on the initial inhalation of air. “Fine.”

Rachel and I partied in the back while Irene drove (partition up and radio blaring). Live women are more fun anyway, and Rachel’s affections were desperate, her lovemaking urgent, as if she knew it couldn’t last.

“Why don’t you tell me what’s going on and get it over with?” I whispered in her ear.

“You don’t want to know,” she said, and it was the truth.

“That bad?”

Her tongue traced the lobe of my ear, the heat as intoxicating as her breath, coming in shorter gasps against the side of my face. “Uh-huh.”

Our clothes came off and we moved together. No foreplay this time. She didn’t want it.

“Wherever you’d kiss me,” she hissed as she thrust against me, “I want you to bite.”

“These aren’t toys,” I said needlessly. “It’ll hurt like hell. Mine heal fast, but—”

“I want it to hurt,” she said. “Everything’s fucked up. Unrecoverable. And I want to feel it as much as I can.”

“Just tell me what’s going on and then tell me you’re sorry—”

“I did that once.” She increased her rhythm as she spoke, breath shorter, our flesh meeting and separating in hard angry slaps. “You won’t be so forgiving next time.”

I sank my teeth into her wrist following a kiss, kissed my way up her arm and across her shoulder, leaving wounds in my wake, smeared with blood, mine and hers. Scraping the skin of her cheek with my fangs when I couldn’t bring myself to bite, I left red lines on her body, down her jaw, her throat, the underside of her breast, where I bit hard and she lurched, resisting the natural urge to pull away from the injury, leaning into it as I pressed my fangs deeper into her breast.

“Should I turn you?” I asked her. Her laugh caught me off guard.

“No, baby.” Rachel’s nails dug into my shoulders, her thrusts constant. “I’ve got a way out. I don’t want to take it, but I have one.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

My heart woke. My lungs drew air, and blood ran through my veins. I lost track of the time, one sexual act leading into the next, each climax spurring the next one on until the scent of her sex and her cinnamon magic ran together and I tasted not just the cinnamon or the spice of her blood, but the sweat on her skin and her skin itself.

“I want you to do everything and I want you everywhere,” she told me. “Parting gift. Okay?”

I responded wordlessly, ignoring the fact that I’d climaxed multiple times with no sign of an abatement of my ardor. At some point, we reached Irene’s villa and when the car stopped, I carried Rachel out and onto the hood, the engine-heated metal shy of scalding, but uncomfortably hot. She smiled into the metal as I pulled at her hair, fangs buried in the nape of her neck.

“Hit me,” she said, and I couldn’t.

“No.”

“Scratch me then. I want to feel your claws on my skin.”

I raked her back, not as hard as she wanted, because she wanted blood, her own, wanted it running down her back and dripping off my claws, but I couldn’t do that either.

“Now change.”

“What?”

“It’s the only way you can get deeper,” she said. “I’ll help.”

I smelled cinnamon and the skin on my arm blackened in the night and I grew. The skin on my back broke open and I looked sideways at the tenebrous wings that sprung forth. What the hell? Purple light from my eyes tinted her skin an alien tinge, her blood darker in that light, close to black, and Irene cursed. The weird part was, I wasn’t surprised. I couldn’t remember changing before, but it felt natural.

“You’re doing the uber vamp?” Irene asked.

“The what?” I asked the question, but Irene didn’t answer.

Rachel hissed. “Eyes on me, Eric.”

We built toward a final climax, her cries filling the night, and when I pulled away from her, I was slick with sweat and the normal secretions of sex, not blood.

“What the hell?” My voice was deep, rumbling.

“Now that,” Rachel said with a leer, “is unsafe sex.”

“Can he get you pregnant like that?” Irene asked.

“Blood,” I gasped. My heart sped up instead of slowing down. “I . . .” Knees buckling, I collapsed onto the front of the car, grasping at my chest. “. . . need blood.”

With my throat drying, it became hard to speak. My tongue was thick in my mouth. My stomach clenched. My intestines writhed like snakes.

“Cecile,” Irene bellowed, “bring blood wine!”

We were parked in the driveway of Irene’s villa. Lights sprang on and servants came running. When I saw them, Irene’s face masked theirs the instant I saw each of them.

Gunpowder odors wafted past my nostrils, and my skull ached, flashes of white hot searing it, seemingly from within.

“What did you do?” Irene asked.

“Get some blood in him,” Rachel shouted. Exhausted herself, trembling as she tried to rise. “I used up too much of my power and he’s fighting it.”

“Fighting what?” I murmured.

“Maybe if I tweak his hunger . . .”

I remembered El Segundo. Remembered Irene’s betrayal. And someone was calling my name. Someone important, but very far away.

“What . . . ?” I turned my head, and blood was pouring into my throat, but not just blood—there was a fruitiness to it, an alcohol taste. Blood wine.

A hockey game. I remembered tasting blood wine for the first time at a hockey game with Rachel and Roger . . . Roger who had betrayed me.

I roared, blood wine spattering my lips as the person trying to pour it in could no longer reach. More blood. More wine. It was nearby, I could smell it.

“More.”

“The cellar,” said a woman near me. She was short and plump. I batted her away, stepping on another human in my way, biting another and draining them as I passed, pulling the hapless stranger along as I went, dropping him at a wooden door behind which I smelled blood. Beneath the house I found tunnels full of bottled blood in bottom-up bottles, racked like wine. A young vampire was there turning the bottles, and I drained him too.

Aboveground, Rachel screamed in pain, shrill and high, chased with the guttural wrench of betrayal.

More blood wine, some ready and tasting of alcohol, other bottles unfinished and familiar in their coppery flavor.

I think I downed a dozen bottles before I blacked out completely and the world went away. When it came back, I lay in, or rather next to, a bed. Irene was cold and still beneath the covers and Rachel dozed in an armchair against the wall, a crossbow cradled in her lap. A bushy-eyebrowed servant with a stake stood over me—he’d almost staked me before I noticed him.

Humans are easy kills. So easy, in fact, that you can tear a human heart out with your bare hands and, only as you’re holding the gore-covered pump box, realize you probably should have asked its previous owner a few questions first. Rachel, stirred by the man’s death throes, opened her eyes, taking one look at me and another at the second human coming at me, and fired her crossbow at the human. Nice save, I thought.

I recognized a few of the faces as more crossbow bolts hurtled through the door and toward my chest.

“Hard to find good help these days?” I asked.

“Sorry,” Rachel said. “I must have fallen asleep. Irene’s thralls are . . .”

I shook my head. “Nah. I’m not buying that one.”

“It’s a spell, Eric . . .”

“Maybe if you’d opened with that . . .”

“Back off,” Rachel shouted, and the attack ceased, leaving me with a few arrows sticking out of me, but none in very important places.

Then I sensed Tabitha and I half-remembered her.

“Eric,” she said in my head. “You better listen to me this time. Rachel is using magic on you. I know you might not believe me, but she is.”

“I believe you,” I answered.

“You do?”

“Something is damn sure rotten in the state of Denmark.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind.”

Gunpowder, mint, and cinnamon assailed my nostrils.

“Quit,” I told Rachel.

“I’m in a cellar,” I said to Tabitha.

“Great! Just please stay there and don’t trust my sister.”

“Your sister?” I said mentally and aloud.

“Rachel,” Tabitha answered. “We’ve been trying to find you all night, but I couldn’t sense you until now. Not even John Paul could find you.”

“Does this room have some kind of cloaking device?” I asked Rachel.

“Yes,” she nodded. “We should have taken you here first, but Paris was too much fun. Is my sister here?”

“Yep.”

“Fuck.” Rachel stood, rubbing sleep out of her eyes, not even bothering with the crossbow. Since the last time I’d seen her, she’d changed into silk pajama bottoms and a keyhole top. “I wish I knew how your power spiked. It’s like your memento mori suddenly became more powerful or something.” Stretching her arms up, I saw her belly piercing and scoffed. It was a diamond stud. “I should have had you for a few more days easy. Do you remember yet?”

“No.” I walked over to her.

“You will.” She cocked her head to the side, offering me her neck. “Last drink?”

“Sure.”

She didn’t give me the bells and whistles. It was just blood, but blood was what I needed and I’m not much of a complainer.

Tabitha, bleary-eyed and dressed in what struck me as very high-class hooker gear, walked in the door. A German woman stood next to her, wielding a Walther PPK like she’d used it before.

“Don’t let her touch you,” Tabitha said to the woman, shaking herself more firmly awake. She felt real, alive—even from across the room I could hear her heartbeat.

“Hiya, slut,” Rachel said affably. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance you’ll let this count as the bachelor’s party he didn’t get to have?”

“If she talks again and it sounds unreasonable, shoot her,” Tabitha said to the blond with her.

“How are you doing that?” I asked.

“Doing what?”

“You read as a vampire, but your heart is beating, you’re radiating warmth. How?”

“It’s my special ability, Eric. I can seem human. It’s one of the reasons you married me.”

“I thought I married her.” I indicated Irene.

“No.” Tabitha held up her wedding ring. It couldn’t have looked less like Marilyn’s, but it seemed familiar. A monetary figure appeared in my head, a remembered receipt. “She’s in league with Rachel.”

I uncovered Irene’s naked sleeping body and pulled the ring off her finger. If I was wrong, she could have it back, but no one gets to wear Marilyn’s ring under false pretenses. Warm in my hand, the ring made me think of Marilyn, and I slipped it into my pocket.

“Star Dust” started playing on my iPod when I dropped the ring in. Hoagy Carmichael sang it and I remembered pain, gold melting and burning my skin. I took off the wedding ring I was wearing and inside there was an inscription: Eric & Marilyn 1965.

The memory hurt.

Someone said my name again, far off, but louder. Before the cry had been plaintive, but now it was tinged with fear, the voice of a child watching a scary movie and calling for a parent who’s stepped away for more popcorn. “Daddy?”

“Greta?” I whispered.

“No!” Tabitha grabbed both sides of my face. “It’s me, Tabitha. Your wife!”

My memories rushed back, a Slinky resuming its natural shape after going down stairs. Greta’s fear became terror and my essence reached out for hers, but she was too far away. I could feel her, but she didn’t feel me. I could hear her, but it was one-way.

“Greta.” I started for the door. “I’m coming!”

“Eric, what the hell?” Tabitha grabbed my T-shirt, and I took her hand as gently as I could.

“I’m back,” I said. “I know it’s you, but I have to go. Greta is in danger.”

As I said “danger,” a wolf the size of Texas padded down the stairs from the house to the cellar. The cellar had a door on both ends providing access from both the house and the courtyard of the villa, and, had I not been able to see the first few rays of sun peeking in under the courtyard door, I might have walked out on him. That gave me an idea . . .

“I had intended for you to have more time, and I know circumstances went beyond your control,” he said smoothly in my head, “but I am being held to the letter of my words by the Council, and I am a creature of my word.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Sorry. Wish I could chat, but my daughter needs me.”

“You don’t understand, vampire.” His paw touched my chest, and unlike before, the shock only tickled, it didn’t knock me down.

“You’re stronger?!”

“So what?” I pushed the paw away. “Here’s the deal. I’m going to walk out into the sunlight and you’re going to let me.”

“Of your own volition?”

“What part of ‘my daughter needs me’ do you not understand? If my body is destroyed, then I re-form at my memento mori, right?”

“Eventually, but it could take months.”

“I don’t have months. So, here’s what we’re going to do. Rachel.” I locked eyes with her and sent a command: I order you to help your sister face la Bête and make it safely home. If convenient, you are to get yourself killed in the process. If not, come straight home afterwards and wait for me to talk to you about this little bachelor’s party. Oh, and no using your powers or magic on anyone but la Bête.

“Bastard,” Rachel spat.

“Tabitha,” I said. “You’re going to have to fight la Bête on your own.” With that, I shoved past a surprised la Bête to find John Paul Courtney staring at me.

“You making the right call, son?”

“Greta’s my little girl. And Tabitha can handle herself . . . she’ll be fine.” Without breaking stride, I walked into the sun and I didn’t flinch away. Flames caught more slowly than usual, but then sank deep, burning away my skin and clothes, then slowing to a smolder when they hit the muscle underneath. A spark and a hiss and my muscles caught too. Long after I would have normally run, I fought my instincts and stayed put, turning to burn evenly. Fire caressed my bones. My ashes began to scatter on the wind, but I held them in place too, a mass of human-shaped ash, until all that was left was that which was shielded by the grass. I strained upward into the light, rising like a small gasp of dust that popped and hissed in the sunlight to make sure every last bit of me burned until there was nothing left.

Floating through nothingness as my body vanished, I reached for Fang, trying to feel his wheel beneath my hands. As I was reaching, I felt another scream from Greta punctuated by sadness—loss.

“Don’t you give up, Greta!” I screamed. “I’m coming.”

“This is like that movie Groundhog Day,” a demon’s voice said in my head, “when Bill Murray tries to save the old man. It’s never going to work.”

“Shut up, Scrythax,” I thought.

Concentration broken, my stomach dropped out like I was freefalling and a tether I’d never noticed before snapped taut between my spirit and Fang. I landed in the car, soaked with blood sweat, hands on the wheel and staring at the Highland Towers.

Then I felt it happen: Greta letting go.

Too late.
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TABITHA:


TAKING OUT THE TRASH


When I married Eric, I thought there might be a little housework involved. He doesn’t like clothes to be left around on the floor. He likes the bathroom to be nice and tidy. In the back of my head, I probably even assumed I might need to help dispose of a body or two. Never once, however, did I expect it to include taking care of the bad guy for him all by myself while he fled to another country . . . in the middle of our honeymoon.

“Well,” said la Bête, “this is awkward.”

Sunlight turned the boards an inch from the toe of my boots a warmer brown than the dark wood under fluorescent lights. Heart pounding in my chest, I took two steps back from the giant werewolf. “Okay. Wait. Does this really have to happen?”

“I gave you a time limit. You exceeded the time limit.” His chest moved in and out with a sound like bellows. There was spiced meat on his breath. “And so, I have to carry through with the punishment I promised to deliver.” He sounded remorseful. “Had I realized how much interference you’d experience, I would have left more room for leniency.”

“My apologies then.” I looked away as I spoke, searching the area for John Paul Courtney. He was hanging back among the wine bottles in Irene’s wine cellar (or do you call the tunnel where they let the wine sit a cellary?). He gave me a nod and flashed me El Alma Perdida, the gun that might give me a chance.

“He’s a strong ’un, Tabby,” John Paul said through teeth set in a grimace. “Best not stop at one bullet.”

La Bête said something while I was listening to JPC, and I missed it.

“Excuse me?” I asked, adding a hint of attitude and confidence I didn’t feel. I don’t think it showed, though. You get used to hiding that sort of thing once you’ve danced on a pole a few times. You learn to exude confidence whether it’s real or not.

“Perhaps it is obvious to you,” la Bête said, “but I’m uncertain why you feel you owe me an apology.”

“Oh, that.” I met his gaze. “I apologized because I’m going to kill you.”

His eyes widened in surprise.

“It’s true,” I continued. “You’re going to underestimate me. Don’t worry, though. I’m not offended. Everybody does it.”

“Only another immortal can kill an immortal.” He was saddened as he said it. “Our souls must battle. One soul defeats the other and the power is sublimated and absorbed. Each time we do it, we become stronger, and I am one of the oldest, the most powerful. The best you could hope for is to pin me to the ground with my own weapon, but I tend not to draw weapons.”

“Aarika?” I asked, hoping for help from the German immortal.

She shook her head. “I’m not allowed to fight him. I’m sorry.”

“That’s not fair,” Rachel chimed in.

“It’s not about fairness,” la Bête intoned. “It’s about punishment.” His fur seemed to slide beneath his skin, the skin stretching to enfold it. Claws withdrew into skin that bulged to cover them, and the horrid cracking and breaking of bones that I’d heard before when he changed to human sounded once more. His clothing appeared last, this time a plain white gi. “But out of fairness, I can agree to fight you like this.”

Aarika winced when she saw the gi. “Then, Master Ji . . . ?”

“Is gone. Devoured. Consumed for his impudence and the price of his pride,” the ancient immortal answered.

“Last chance, then.” I put my hands on my hips in the basic heroic Wonder Woman pose. “You never clearly defined what you were going to do to us. You just said you’d make us regret it. Well, I do regret it. You were nice to us, you extended your hospitality, accepted us in your territory, and we unintentionally overstayed our welcome and offended you. I feel I was ill-used by the Immortal Council, who deliberately worked against my efforts to meet your terms—when you’d instructed them to grant us every courtesy. Despite that, I’m upset that we failed to keep our end of the bargain. I’d hoped we might be able to visit again.”

“I will deal with the Council of Immortals,” la Bête snarled, “and I appreciate your candor, but an example must be made, and my word is at stake. I would have preferred to make such an example of your husband or even your sister. He would have survived, and she is more deserving. Even Irene cannot be held completely accountable, as she is a member of the Treaty of Secrets. It must, therefore, be you.”

I opened my mouth to interrupt, but Rachel was a step ahead of me. “More deserving?!” Rachel sneered. “What the fuck are you talking about?” She marched closer, gesturing with her forefinger as if it were a weapon. “I’m Eric’s thrall, not my sister’s, and a big part of my job is making eternity fun for him, giving him what he needs. What he needed was a fun honeymoon with lots of sex and blood and all the sights. If I’d known about your stupid deadline, I’d have—” Rachel thrust her finger at la Bete’s chest, but he caught it, bending it all the way back against her hand.

She screamed, grabbing at her right hand, trying to break his grip.

“You will not ensorcel me, witch!” la Bête spat in her face, leaning close.

Rachel responded with a self-satisfied sneer and a palm to his forehead. He hurled her away, and she landed with a crash and the sound of breaking glass atop a stack of wine bottles, bottoms angled up and out for turning. The pungent odor of fermented grapes, which had been strong before, grew stronger still, and la Bête’s howls were not quite as loud as Rachel’s laughter.

“I learned my trade in hell, asshole!” she shouted at la Bête. “Do you really think a little pain will keep me from using it?”

“Fine,” la Bête snarled. He seized my shoulder and pulled me close, blinking his eyes and rubbing at his head while he spoke. “If you agree to it, I will punish your sister instead of you. The delay in your departure appears to have been, as you say, completely her fault.”

“Kill him, sis.” Rachel choked. “I shut down Ajna, his third eye. I can’t hold him long, but—”

“Done,” I said. “But I want to be able to come back next year, to spend a week here with the family, and I want to bring my husband.”

“You cunt!” Rachel bellowed, still trying to extract herself from the bottles. “I’ll fucking kill you. I—”

“Agreed.” La Bête turned to face her, drawing a well-worn but expertly maintained hunting knife from what seemed like thin air. “Look at it this way, witch. All I’m going to do is skin you alive. As powerful as your master is, you might even survive.”

Rachel’s skin turned black, purple glow shining from her eyes as she drew on power stolen from Eric. “I won’t go down easily, motherfucker!”

I held my hand out toward John Paul Courtney, and he pressed El Alma Perdida into it.

“One shot, maybe two before he reacts,” John Paul whispered. “It might not be enough.”

“Good. It’s more sporting if you have a chance, however remote.” La Bête raised the knife and I focused on the blade, on the idea of my sister being skinned alive, on what she’d done to my honeymoon, on Eric leaving me here, abandoning me to go save Greta, and, though dawn was now long past, the anger turned my powers back on. My eyes flickered red, casting hints of crimson on El Alma Perdida, and that was my cue. Six shots rang out, so close together it sounded like a short burst of machine-gun fire.

The werewolf seemed to teleport. He’d been standing over Rachel, but when my final shot rang out and he stopped, he was in front of me on his knees. I dodged the knife as he flailed at me like a drunken man, blood covering his chest. El Alma Perdida tumbled from my hands as I tore the knife from his. Kicking la Bête backward with my booted heel, I drove the blade of his own knife through his stomach and out his back, where it bit into the stone.

He laughed—a wheezing gasping sound. Blue beams shone from his bullet wounds. El Alma Perdida singed my palm when I stooped to scoop it up.

“John Paul?” I prompted.

JPC knelt over the gun and tried to pick it up as well, drawing back sharply as if it burned him, too. He took off his coat and wrapped it around the Colt.

“Git yore sister if’n you want her, and let’s skedaddle!” the ghost shouted. “I ain’t never seen Perdy do this afore. I ain’t shore whut’s goin’ ter happen, but it might not be pretty.”

I lifted Rachel off the pile of broken bottles and she winced, shards of glass poking out of her back. She sagged back to human as if she’d barely managed the uber vamp energy she’d used.

“Can you walk?” I asked.

“I’ll walk away from him,” Rachel answered. She tried to stand and leaned against me hard. “My healing’s not as spiffy when Eric’s this far away. Shit. Transforming saved my life, but it used up all my uber juice.”

La Bête’s laughter grew, and so did the light show. When I looked back, it reminded me of the scene in Predator (one of the many sci-fi movies I’d sat through just to spend time with my dad) where the Governator realizes the alien is going to nuke itself.

“Run! Dang it all! Run!” John Paul shouted, clutching the smoldering bundle he’d made from El Alma Perdida to his chest. “He may be dying. He may not be, but whatever he’s doing, I think it’s going be about as fun for onlookers as a front row seat at a volcanic eruption.”

“But it’s sunlight outside!”

“Turn into something portable,” Rachel said. “But not a cat.”

“I’ll probably pass out when I do.”

“I’ll get you out of here, Tabitha.”

“You need to go to Orly,” I told her. “It’s where Phillip’s private plane is waiting for us. Can you find it?”

“I’ll find it.”

“Can I trust you?” I asked.

“You don’t have to trust me,” Rachel said, venom creeping into her voice. “Eric ordered me to help you. It’s a command and he’s my master. I can’t go against him when he’s made it an order. Trying to defy orders will just make me age.”

“I can do a sparrow,” I offered.

“Take off your coat first,” Rachel instructed.

“Why?”

“Because blood-covered women attract the wrong sort of attention!”

I gave her the coat and transformed into a bird. She stuffed me into a coat pocket and ran. As we took the elevator up and the doors opened, I heard the crash of thunder under a cloudless sky. The ground shook. I had just enough time to wonder if John Paul Courtney was okay—if a ghost could even be hurt—before the sleep of the dead claimed me. Whether la Bête was coming after us or I’d heard the sound of his explosive demise, I wouldn’t know till nightfall. By then, we’d either have made it or not.
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ERIC:


DESTROY ALL MONSTERS


You’re too late. Words. That’s all they were: words in my head. And whether they were mine or Scrythax’s or even Rachel’s, I’ll never know. Too late. A litany of failure hammered nails in through my skull.

Too late.

Too slow.

Too stupid.

And you deserve it. So did she. That one was definitely not mine.

“I’m not done yet.” My voice echoed, a stereophonic halo of sound leaving my lips and Fang’s speakers. I climbed out from behind the wheel and stepped over the windshield and out onto the hood. Akira Ifukube music blared, Godzilla vs. Mothra, and we rolled back from the front doors of the Highland Towers.

A scream of rage. The roar of a V-8 engine. Two bodies—one metal and one organic—charged forward as one. All of the magic in the area winked into view, revealing the soul-spangled web of protection surrounding the building: werewolf souls and a tiny piece of Scrythax all tied together and put to ill use. We clashed against it, Fang and I. There was no need for the uber vamp, not yet. My eyes burned violet, infecting the shield with incandescent fury.

Phillip popped into my mind, clinging to the legs of another vampire, Percy, the one I’d always seen in the glass case.

“Help me,” Phillip begged Percy.

“Nomen est omen,” Percy whispered. “Names are destiny. Yours means ‘lover of horses,’ and his”—the bespectacled vampire looked at me—“his means ‘all powerful.’”

A sense of Percy bounced against the wave of my psyche. He was powerful, an Emperor like me, and old—from an age of chamber music I didn’t recognize. Percy’d been around for centuries . . . at least. One more Emperor to add to my hit parade.

“Sorry about all this,” Percy thought at me. “He’s controlling the wards, and I fear he’s gone and activated his failsafe. No one can get in or out.” He faded before I got out a reply.

The wards will tear you apart! That time it was definitely Scrythax.

“So what?” Fang and I rolled backward once more, the magic shield sliding with us, drawn by the purple fire in my eyes. “It doesn’t take all that much to put my dead ass back together again.”

On our next charge, the shield cracked and so did my jaw. Shards of magic sliced me to ribbons like paper through a shredder, but Fang kept rolling until his front end knocked the front doors down. I slid off the hood in a mass, re-forming legs first as he stopped. Almost formless, I kept moving, a mass of writhing reincorporating flesh, all sliding back together into the shape of one very angry vampire.

Thralls, some belonging to Phillip, others not, rushed out to meet me, weapons in hand. A man thrust a stake into my chest and the stake exploded, taking his hand off and splintering him with slivers. Spirals of blue protective magic formed around me as the wards thrust me back out into the street, still crackling with bursts of electricity.

Wings of tenebrous leather tore through my T-shirt, and my fangs and claws became disproportionate to my size as I turned into the uber vamp. My claws, normally black like my uber-vamp skin, were edged in gold, my body larger than before, a good eleven feet, maybe twelve.

“Little pig, little pig,” I roared.

“We defend the masters,” a young man with dark hair shouted. The flamethrower in his hand shook, the fear-tremble uncontrollable.

He cut loose with the flames, but I didn’t move. Fire lit my skin, tracing my muscles like red orange highlighter, and didn’t burn me so much as illuminate me—more Balrog in appearance than vampire.

“Let me in!”

The thralls faltered as one. Retreated. Bats covered the moon. Rats poured out of the sewers. But when they touched the protective ward, they burned.

Or I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house in . . .

“Hmmm.”

Buildings like the Highland Towers, built between the turn of the century and the start of World War II, were already using steel construction. Before steel they’d been using massive iron columns with load-bearing walls. The Highland Towers’ more modern construction was problematic. Modern buildings are sturdier, the weight well distributed . . . but maybe . . .

Anticipating my command, Fang zoomed off, looped the block, and came back at top speed, plowing into the northeast corner at more than a hundred miles an hour. Shards of stone facing filled the air, and when the wards bounced him back, Fang was already regenerating. I’d seen him do it before, but he did it faster now, healing as quickly as me.

The exterior facing broke free, but the concrete underneath it was only cracked. Fang revved his engine and began to make another pass, but I shook my head. I needed something bigger than my car to break these wards, something so epic that they couldn’t just hurl it back out . . .

“Something”—my eyes raked the building—“really”—I looked at a manhole cover in the middle of the street—“massive.”

I wonder . . .

What are you doing, Eric? Scrythax asked, his voice high-pitched and singsongy.

Tearing the cover off a manhole is easy. Fitting an uber vamp–sized body down one isn’t. Void City’s sewer system is huge—not Paris huge, but still big. Punching an uber vamp–sized hole through the street isn’t easy, but if you have a sturdy metal tool, say a manhole cover, and you have a tremendous amount of supernatural brawn, you can get the job done.

I kept waiting to hear sirens, to have Captain Stacey and his goons from the VCPD show up to mess with my day, but they didn’t. Hacking and chopping, I broke through the road, turning the sewage tunnel into an open trench. Once inside the trench, the going wasn’t any easier, but determination, rage, and the need to kill kept me focused. Pain from the bones of my hands breaking and reknitting with each blow gave me something to keep me company while I worked and waited.

Eric? What are you doing, Eric?

Character, I quoted, is like the foundation of a house—it’s below the surface.

Excuse me?

“You’re being dense, Horn Head.” I stopped working and closed my eyes, trying to reach for the power I needed. “Try this one by Yeats: ‘Things fall apart; the center cannot hold; mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, the blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and . . .’” I couldn’t think of the rest of the quote. “And I am going to knock this goddamn building down and see what Phil’s motherfucking wards have to say about it!”

The speed came. It came in a steady flood from Fang to me and, through me, to all the creepy-crawly things I could hurl at the ground and at the concrete, at the brick, and at the stone. The power came too. Power like I’d felt a week ago when I played “Star Dust” and almost lost my mind.

The story of John Henry battling the steam engine flashed through my thoughts and I felt I understood what that was like, just a little, but the machines I fought were political and magical. Despite my abilities, I could never take them all on. Success was flat-out impossible to achieve, but I was going to do it anyway.

Even if I had to work through the night into the day with fire leaping up from my back, even if I was reduced to ash and re-formed again, I was going to do it anyway, because Greta had called my name, had screamed for her daddy, and nothing was going to keep me from her, too late or not too late, even if it was just to stand over her body and hold the head of her killer next to her still, unmoving corpse and say, “I got him for you, Greta. I killed him.”

I didn’t notice when the building began to tilt, its foundation utterly destroyed. I was trapped in a loop of pity, hate, loss, and vengeance, because I hadn’t just lost Greta, I’d lost Marilyn all over again, and now possibly Tabitha, too, and a man like me doesn’t know what to do with those emotions except to lash out at something.

A car horn—Fang’s horn—cut through my reverie.

“Who the hell is honking my horn?” The words passed my lips and then I heard it, a steadily increasing groan of shifting concrete and steel. It didn’t happen fast, but once it started, there was no stopping it. My animals, the survivors, scattered—fully aware, as animals often are, that it was time to get the hell out of Dodge.

The wards held for an hour. Fang played “Toy Soldiers” by Martika as the two of us watched from the top of the neighboring parking deck. Sparks of prismatic energy arced between the sagging frame of the Highland Towers and the concrete around us as the wards lost their game of inches. And when they failed, it was with a whimper, not a bang. The wards winked out. All went still. Then the walls of Jericho came tumbling down, straight for us. Fang kicked into reverse and hauled ass through the far wall of the deck, off and over.

Concrete crumbled as the Highland Towers broke and twisted near the middle, a jagged crack spreading out along the points of structural failure. The fifteen-story building struck the eight-level parking deck we’d just vacated and continued through the deck, crushing it almost to ground level. Joined together in catastrophic architectural union, the two buildings became one, the Highland Towers semi-intact and at a steep angle, supported by the collapsed bulk of the parking deck and the overpriced cars within.

I became the revenant and ghosted through the wreckage—an angry, vengeance-seeking ghost with hell in my step and damnation in my gaze.
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DEATH TO MING


There was no need for words. Not for me. No explanation, no story could have averted my wrath, but that didn’t stop Phillip from trying. At the new intersection between the parking deck and Phil’s penthouse, I was met by a wavering blue ward, Phillip’s secondary backup. It wasn’t nearly as powerful as the main system. Overtaxed by holding the room together as best it could, the ward granted me a view of Phillip’s ruined lair.

With the floor at an angle of over forty-five degrees, all the knickknacks had fallen from their shelves and many of them lay broken on the floor, collecting at the lowest point of the room, past curtains askew and partially detached from the rods upon which they’d once regally hung. Roger’s soul spiraled up from the broken soul warden—the overgrown marble that had imprisoned him. He passed through the barrier, recognizing me too late.

“Eric, enough—”

I had no words for him either, only death more final than he might have deserved. He sank into my ghostly body and if he screamed, I didn’t notice because my eyes were on the corpse of a fortysomething woman with blond hair, lying on the ground. When most Vlads die, those few whose kill requirements don’t result in a destruction of the body, they rapidly age toward their true span of years upon the earth. I’d turned Greta when she was twenty-one. I’d often wondered what she might have looked like as she aged. Now I knew.

“Eric.” Phillip scrambled about the wreckage, fumbling for something amid the debris. “Look.” He gestured toward a vampire who was staked and bound. I recognized her from a distantly remembered dream—Lisette. “We found Lisette for you. See? You went to Paris to find her and she came here.”

He’d killed her. He’d killed Greta. No one had to tell me. I knew.

Percy sat in the remains of an easy chair.

“Percy.” Phillip’s voice cracked, panic reined in but not conquered as he continued to search. “Tell him, Percy. You saw everything.”

“Yes,” Percy agreed. “I saw everything. I’m seeing everything now. It’s what I do.”

Phillip sobbed, eyes lighting from within as he found what he’d been searching for and attempted to conceal it within the sleeve of his Victorian jacket.

I flicked the ward with my thumb and middle finger. Bright blue sparks flew like mutant fireflies as the energy field collapsed. A groan announced the absence of the structural reinforcement it had been providing, and dust fell from the ceiling as everything shifted a bit more.

Methane rose from the gas fireplace in a steady stream, tainting the air. Lord Phillip gestured at me with a piece of copper in the shape of a rod, and lightning rushed along its length, striking me and igniting the methane in one big kaboom. I ghosted as it happened and when the smoke cleared, Phillip gasped at the sight of me, standing exactly where I had been before the explosion.

A single step brought me inside his lair. When the second lightning strike came, I mistimed my shift to revenant form and took the full brunt of the blast. It cooked my clothes and fried my synapses, but it couldn’t kill me. It was only lightning. My foot struck the frame of an ornate mirror wrought with dragons and I picked it up. My reflection looked up at me, out of synch with reality, and I gave it a head butt, shattering the glass. A small demon trilled its freedom to the universe as the fly-sized being rose from the mirror, but I caught it in my fist and crushed it until it popped, a tiny jelly-bean of ichor.

Then, I threw the mirror at Phillip. It shattered all over the floor and the wall behind him. He’d turned to mist.

“Come now, Eric,” he said. “I’m sure we can . . .”

But I wasn’t hearing Phillip any longer, I was hearing the voice of Sydney Greenstreet in the movies behind my eyes, the good ones in black and white where this kind of thing turns out right at the end and the bad guys go to jail and the hero . . . the hero . . .

But I’m not a hero.

If I was, he wouldn’t have beaten me. If I was, I wouldn’t have been having three-ways in Paris while my daughter was being captured and tortured to death in Void City. If I was a hero, none of this would have happened.

But monsters can win too. Just watch a slasher film or, worse yet, pick up a newspaper.

Phillip’s words went by unnoticed. It was a grand speech, peppered with quotes from famous men in languages long dead or rarely used. It was witty and irreverent, clever and charming. I probably would have laughed if I’d been paying any attention to it. Perhaps I did laugh. I don’t remember.

I inhaled, my mouth gaping open in defiance of its natural boundaries. Percy drew a small golden ankh from beneath his shirt, but remained otherwise motionless. His ankh blazed brightly, a flickering candle against the hurricane, but a candle that did not go out.

“Eric! No!” Phillip screamed. “Please. We’ll—”

Light, all of it save the light from Percy’s ankh, bent as if my inhalation was sucking it in. Phillip came with it, his spirit torn free of a long dead body, transmuted to water vapor, which, absent his spirit to bind it together, fell apart and rained down upon the rubble like a brief summer storm.

I devoured Lisette next, ignoring the few French words her spirit muttered as her body turned to dust and even the dust was drawn into my vortex of anger, hate, sorrow, and desire. It was a desire for a better time, a wish for things to work like they did in the movies, a crushed hope that just once, just this one time . . .

Unlike Phillip, she tried to fight me. We merged together with the same unholy intimacy I’d shared with the girl whose name I no longer remembered, the one from my honeymoon night, the one who’d wanted to see the Eiffel Tower.

“This can’t happen,” Lisette screeched as she tried to push free of me, arm against my shoulders, only to scream again as her spirit sank back within mine. And it was done. I killed Lisette and I killed Phil.

“I got them for you, Greta.” I reached for her corpse. “I’m sorry I was late, but—”

“You can get her back.” Percy spoke the words, and they knocked me down as surely as la Bête’s mighty paws had done in our first encounter.

“Don’t fuck with me, Percy.”

“Like you, I am an Emperor.” Percy stood, and as he did the room seemed to right itself, the walls changing to sandstone, like you’d see in an old mummy movie. “Like you, I am two different types of undead. And like my offspring, Lisette, and my would-be captor, Phillip, I arrived at my state by magical means.”

“Get to the part where I can get Greta back.”

“Lisette was an experiment in creating an Emperor purposefully. It worked, though perhaps making her a zombie and a vampire was a bit cruel, but I certainly couldn’t have her awaken to be as powerful as I am, now could I?”

Sirens blared in the distance.

“Look, I—”

“Without a brief explanation, you will not understand my offer.” He interrupted. “I—unlike Phillip, who fancied himself a worker of magic—am an extremely talented practitioner, which opened a unique pathway to me. I discovered two paths to immortality with which I became enamored. The first was vampirism; the second, the rituals of ancient Egypt.”

“What, you’re a fucking mummy?”

Percy removed his glasses and cleaned them.

This isn’t a good idea, Scrythax said in my brain.

“I am a mummy and a vampire and like yourself. I am indeed fully functional, though my interests tend toward voyeurism rather than actual participatory bliss.”

“So . . . you’re a mummy. So what?”

He handed me his glasses. “An Emperor forged of the unique combination of mummy and vampire. You now hold my memento mori. Use your memento mori to destroy it, and you will halve my power.”

“What?” I looked at the glasses. They seemed normal, but . . . “Why?”

“I want to make amends. I feel responsible, and I have no desire to go to war with you. I’d prefer to watch you from afar or via my thralls.” He rolled up his sleeves and aimed his ankh at the wall, where cuneiform images manifested in eerie silver hues. “With that in mind, I’m willing to open a gateway to the Paths of the Dead. As a revenant, an angry ghost, you can set foot on them and go after your daughter.” Greta’s body lifted up into the air, surrounded by matching silver light.

“Find her spirit before it reaches a final destination and bring her back. While her body exists, it’s still possible she could be reunited with it.”

“Would she be human or vampire?” I asked.

“Does it matter?” Percy asked, his expression curious.

“It should.” I eyed the gateway.

“But does it?”

“No.” I hung my head.

“Either is possible.” He clucked his tongue. “The choice will ultimately be made by chance, but may be influenced by her wishes.”

He said words in a language I guessed was Egyptian, and a dark doorway opened in the wall, sending sand to swirl about my feet.

“What’s the catch?”

“It’s never been done before,” Percy quipped. “Not by one such as you. In theory, it should work, but in practice either one of you could be changed substantially, particularly now that you have undone Lisette, effectively ending the Courtney curse.”

“That’s all I had to do to end the curse?”

“You act like it was easy, and I suppose it was, given that Greta did all the heavy lifting for you, but you struck the final blow and destroyed her. Now, the Courtneys are free and—”

“So why am I still a vampire?”

“Because you haven’t cured yourself, but if you were to find such a cure, the curse would no longer undo it.”

I stared at the doorway. Hard.

Eric, Scrythax said to me, don’t risk it. She’s not—

I poked my right hand through the doorway and offered Percy’s glasses back to him with my left.

“Take them with you,” Percy said. “I want to see what happens if you go. Will you?”

Greta was probably better off dead. She was a monster, in so many ways worse than I was. She killed recklessly, and her appetite for slaughter could be endless. Going could destroy me. Coming back could make her worse. What if she came back human and wanted me to turn her again? What if she was stuck in the body of a fortysomething woman, forever unhappy at the youthful appearance she’d lost?

Would I go? Good damn question.
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I went. What else was there to do? She was my little girl. Greta had headed to a place where only spirits (and the beings, be they demons or angels, that herd them) can travel—along the paths of the truly dead. The light from Percy’s ankh showed the way and a path, hard to see and even harder to fathom, came into crystal clarity. The wall vanished completely, widening the gate, leaving a yawning gulf of mist and light in its wake.

A golden path, the same shade as the light from the ankh, wound its way through the mist and, far off in the distance, I saw Greta. She wasn’t alone. Other souls in various states of coherence traveled the same path she did, or paths of their own that I couldn’t quite make out. My daughter ran as if the devil himself was behind her.

I spared a last glance at Lord Phillip’s lair and supposed the analogy wasn’t far wrong. I steeled myself against the cold that being dead brings. It wasn’t hesitation, but Percy thought it was.

“You don’t have to go after her.” Percy’s voice came from the glasses I still carried in my hand. “You could try—”

“Mommy!” Greta’s cry cut through the low-level thrum of the other souls, and I didn’t spare Percy a word of explanation. She needed me. What else was there to know? I tucked Percy’s glasses into the neck of my shirt, the metal cold against the hollow of my throat, and I ran, watching the spot where the floor of Phillip’s suite faded away into the chaotic ramble of paths, mist, and souls beyond. A sound like ripping fabric broke the silence as my feet hit the semitranslucent path, and I was frozen.

“Where are you going?” It was Scrythax, his voice, in my ears now rather than my head. Ignoring him, I pushed forward, pain blossoming in my chest—my heart. I looked back and saw a red thread similar to the one I’d seen in Vincennes stretching back into Phillip’s suite at the Highland Towers and beyond. Percy was still visible in the room, ankh aloft. He stood out against the normal watercolor brushstrokes to which my world was normally reduced when I was in ghost mode.

I pulled, and it felt like there was a hook in my chest. The Stone of Aeternum. The Eye of Scrythax. One and the same.

“She’s not human, Eric.” The voice of Scrythax rang not in my ears but in my chest, reverberating as if I were a bell.

“Neither am I.”

“Yes, you are.” Pain increased. I pulled against the pain like a fish on a hook—straining, hoping that the line would snap, that something would give. “I’ll show you.”

“What happened to the Prime Directive?” My mouth didn’t move, but the sound echoed forth.

“What?”

“Non-interference,” I translated for the apparently Star Trek–deprived demon. “You said you wouldn’t get involved, wouldn’t dream of giving me orders.”

“That was before you decided to leave the material plane,” Scrythax said. Pressure in my chest increased, pain intensifying. “Turn back and I’ll be hands-off once more. You can’t go there, Eric. If you do, they’ll see.”

“See what?”

“You. Your purpose. Then, your destiny will change again. My daughter, Scrytha, will see to it.”

“I. Will.” My body began to re-form, became solid again, and slid back to the gate, but I fought the sensation. “Save. My.” I turned away from Percy, legs straining forward against the path, eyes locked on Greta. “Little girl!”

Anger has always been a part of me, a force so real, so tangible I could drown in it. I’ve learned to fight the anger. I’ve even had magical help, but in that moment, it burst the bonds, roaring free, washing over me. I heard a snap, a clink, and behind me, even though I knew I couldn’t see it, a chunk of the Eye of Scrythax hit the ground in Phillip’s room.

“It’s broken.” Percy’s words fell on deaf ears. Nothing more restrained me, and the sudden freedom sent me stumbling, but I did not fall on the path, I flew. A heartbeat thumped in my ears. The sounds of breaths drawn in hard and deep like a bellows surrounded me, but I flew on.

“You fool!” Scrythax shouted, his voice fading the further I flew.

Flight without wings made me sick inside, or maybe it was whatever Scrythax had tried to do. I was used to wingbeat cycles, not Superman-style antics. Bile filled my mouth, the sick acidic twang carrying into my nostrils as well. How long had it been since I’d last had that taste in my mouth?

Summoned by the taste, memories of a night with Roger at a bar, back when we were both alive, filled my head. Images of the bar, Roger, the drinks, appeared before me like phantoms obscuring my way. I tasted pretzels, too. The salt lingered on my tongue. Marilyn. Kissing her afterward as we laughed. Her smile. A distraction.

“Mommy!”

Greta was looking for Mommy because as far as she knew, when she’d screamed for Dad, for me, I hadn’t come. I hadn’t been there. She didn’t know I’d been on my way as soon as I felt her, had been seconds away when she died. If she had, she might have hung on a little longer.

My speed increased and the souls I passed began to shrink away from me, moaning loudly. I reached out to one of them, intending to use it for fuel, but nothing happened. They weren’t afraid I was going to eat them, they must have feared my emotions. They parted for Greta, too.

“Greta!” I called her name over and over again, but as fast as I flew I couldn’t seem to overtake her. After a while it felt like we’d begun to descend rather than proceed along a horizontal plane and the path turned and twisted, a knot of pathways like a rubber band ball, the interior parts packed so tight together for so long that they were indistinguishable from one another. I lost sight of Greta, was forced to listen for her cries.

Then I was no longer flying. My body crashed down onto the path and tumbled to a stop. Watercolor images faded, darkened, then sprang back to life, no longer in watercolor hues, but vivid high definition, crisp and clear, but tinged with blue like retouched force ghosts in the Star Wars Special Edition movies with a techno dash of Tron’s digitally rendered world. My heart beat. My lungs drew in air, and the spiritual energy around me . . . I could sense it, touch it.

“I wish the universe would make up its mind.”

I was in a long dark hall, made of the same sandstone walls I’d seen before. Decorative columns held up the ceiling, but it was all dark, the only light, a faint one, seeming to come from the illuminated lines of each object. A line of dead people, each holding a heart in his or her hands, extended before me, and I went past them. Jogging by on the left, I saw a dais upon which there were a set of scales and dudes in Egyptian apparel. A feather was on one scale and on the other, a man with a jackal head took the heart and weighed it. Sitting hungrily nearby, a being with the head of a crocodile and the body of a lion sat waiting.

“Halt!” Bare-chested guards with too much eyeliner and deadly-looking spears appeared from nowhere, thrusting their spears in my face. “You came through one of our gates, your heart must be weighed.”

“You’re not ripping my heart out, pal.” I shoved one of them, but the vampire strength wasn’t there. My heart appeared in my hands, and more guards appeared.

“I’m trying to catch my daughter, asshole. I’m not even properly dead . . . I . . .”

“Come,” Dog Face said from the pillar. “Compliance will be faster than resistance.” Dog face. Shit! I flashed back to memories of Raiders of the Lost Ark and the statues of Anubis that guarded the Ark.

“So . . . you’re supposed to be Anubis?” I asked.

“I prefer Inpu, but Anubis will do.”

I stepped to the front of the line and handed him my heart. He took it gingerly, surprised by some aspect, either its weight or its color. Smell? Hell if I knew.

“Don’t fuck that up, Inpu,” I said. “I need that back.”

The crocodile thing snapped at me, but Inpu shushed it. “Ammut, I suspect this one is not for you.” He looked at me. “Do you know the affirmations?”

“The what?”

“It’s customary to declare your nobility, your . . .” He searched for a word. “. . . sinlessness.”

“Screw that. I’ve done all kinds of bad things, killed people—you name it and I’ve done a lot of it. Of course, most of that was to survive, but still . . . I did it, and most of it I’m not sorry about.”

The souls behind me gasped.

“Is that bad?”

“It isn’t good,” Anubis said, his tall canine ears twitching. “Have you done nothing good?”

“I don’t hurt kids. I take care of my family . . . and one time . . . well, I don’t remember all of it, but people tell me I saved the world.” The crocodile thing, Ammut, tossed its head to one side and I realized it was wearing a headdress. “Do I fight that thing now?”

Anubis set my heart on the empty scale opposite me, nostrils flaring in surprise when the scale with the fluffy white feather on it dropped to the floor.

“No,” Anubis said, his voice unsure, “now you move on to Osiris, where you may leave Duat and enter Aaru.”

“Aaru?”

“Paradise.”

“Screw paradise. I told you, I’m looking for my daughter.”

“I’ll take him,” a voice, soft and feminine, spoke from ankle level. A housecat with fur the color of blood, wearing a golden collar with an ankh hanging from it, sat next to my foot.

“Sekhmet?” Anubis was confused.

“He’s friends with my son.” The cat rubbed against my legs, darting in and out of them as she spoke. “And he doesn’t belong here.”

“Do you wish to go with her?”

“Can you take me to Greta?” I asked.

“I can put you back on the right path to her. She came through a different gate, thus her path does not lead to Aaru.”

“Just get me as close to her as you can.”

She didn’t move.

“Please,” I added.

With a nod I was gone from Egypt Land and deposited on a country road. A split-rail fence ran along one side of the road, and on my right, scrubland stretched into infinity. “This is like a damn Twilight Zone episode.”

Sekhmet sat atop a fence post, preening.

“If I see Rod Serling, I may—”

“Mommy!” Greta’s voice came from farther along the path, and I took off running, barely pausing long enough to shout a thanks to Sekhmet.

Though more infrequent, her shouts sounded less strained and more expectant. Greta thought she was getting close. Running as fast as I could, plagued by a stitch in my side and the beginning twinges of a charley horse, boots and jeans (where had those come from?) covered in a patina of red dirt, I came to the top of a rise and looked down upon what I can only describe as Hell. Greta stood in front of it.

“Greta!” I bellowed, stumbling down the hill. “Stop! Don’t you fucking take another step! Goddamn it, Greta! Do you hear me? Don’t you fucking move!”

Wreathed in flames, soot, and smoke, the boundary of Hell carved an even delineation between the road and the pit. The rising heat waves made it hard to focus on exactly what was happening within the inferno, but from the sound of it, folks weren’t having a good time.

“Stay right there,” I shouted. “Right. There.”

Greta stopped, but didn’t turn. Limping, I made my way toward her, admonishing her to stay put with every step. Up close, the flames faded. Hell’s gates were golden and inviting and the shouts of despair and pain twisted in the ear, sounding more like cries of joy and laughter. Next to the wall, Greta stood still. Watching.

“Greta.”

“Dad.” She reached back and touched my shoulder.

“Come away from there,” I said. “I came to get you. I’m sorry I was late, but there’s still time. Come on.” I pulled at her arm, but couldn’t budge her.

“But, Dad,” she said, pointing past the gate. “Look. It’s Mom.”

“I don’t want to s—” And then I saw Marilyn.

She wore the same clothes and the same form in which I’d last seen her: fiery red hair, leather jacket, ready to ride Roger’s Duo-Glide. And in that instant, I wished I hadn’t come after Greta at all.

Movie moments work like this: Two lost lovers stand on either side of a crowded room at a party filled with people in fancy clothes dancing and having fun. The lost lovers might as well be rendered in black and white or shades of blue, but music swells. Their eyes meet. Cue close-up as their eyes light up with tearful joy at the sight of one another. They run for one another. The crowd vanishes or maybe they have to fight their way to one another, but when they meet, they grasp each other tightly, clinging to one another as if only their love can hold them up. Without each other, without their love, they might literally fall apart.

It worked exactly like that for Marilyn and me, except that she was in Hell and I wasn’t, and when we reached for each other there was a gate between us and beyond the gate a clear barrier, like the surface of a snow globe surrounding Hell. We couldn’t even touch. Love left impotent by reality. My hand hovered over hers and I felt like Kirk in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan, watching Spock die, with nothing left to do but say good-bye.

“Ship out of danger?” she quoted, proving she was my Marilyn and demonstrating with four simple words how well she knew me.

“Have they? I mean . . .”

“They haven’t done anything to me yet.” She looked away. “She’s been saving me for something.”

I punched the barrier and it bloodied my knuckles. I hit it again and again, and something gave in my fingers, one of the small bones. I winced, then cursed when the bones popped back into place and healed in less than a second.

“For what?”

“I don’t know.”

“How touching.” A demon with asymmetrical ram’s horns and long white robes stood at Marilyn’s side. Though her face was more human than her father’s, more pleasing to human eyes, her teeth were in multiple rows, not keeping time with each other as she spoke. Jewels encrusted her horns and painted colors on her skin, making it impossible to tell what color the skin actually was. Unlike her father’s, the demon’s eyes were intact, blazing like flame-lit diamonds, obscured on the left by bangs of white hair curling slightly, as did the long strands of hair cascading down to her mid-back.

“You’re prettier than your dad,” I told her.

“You should have seen him in his prime,” she countered, her voice devilish and pleasant. “He was a marvel to behold. His phallus alone—”

“Whoa!” I blinked away the image. “TMI.”

“So you are Eric Courtney.” She appraised me with a long slow look.

“And you’re the daughter of Scrythax.”

“My name is Scrytha,” she corrected. “Lady Scrytha—”

“Geez,” said Greta, “somebody would have rather had a boy. Scrytha, huh? Ouch.”

Scrytha didn’t bat an eyelash, didn’t even appear to have them, now that I was looking more closely. “Also the mother of J’iliol’lth and J’hon’byg’butte,” Scrytha continued. “You may remember them?”

“I fed them both to Talbot.” There was no point in lying. “One in Void City and the other in El Segundo.”

“Yes, you did.”

“Still, I mean, no offense, but they were pretty ugly little spuds when it came down to it.”

Greta laughed and so did Marilyn. Scrytha’s expression remained icy.

“Sorry,” I said with a shrug, “I can’t help myself.”

“No.” Scrytha put a hand on Marilyn’s shoulder. “You can help yourself. You can’t help her.”

I ground my teeth together.

“Did you know he attempted to replace you,” Scrytha asked Marilyn, “with that dark-haired stripper, Tabitha? The night after, his wedding ring melted off his finger. The power of Love.” Mocking laughter rose in her throat and assaulted us.

Marilyn looked away.

“The only way they could get it to stay on his finger was to replace it with the wedding ring you bought for him.” More laughter. She was enjoying this. I reached into my pocket and closed my hand around Marilyn’s engagement ring and wedding band. I would have given anything to put the rings on Marilyn’s fingers, to travel back in time to 1965 and live it all over again. To stake vampire Roger and stay human, fuck the Courtney curse, and be a normal dysfunctional married couple. I’d have been suspicious of Marilyn because she’d cheated on me with Roger, and it would have driven a wedge between us.

We’d have gotten divorced or maybe we’d have learned to deal with it and opened a biker bar. I couldn’t have cared less. I just wanted a do-over. Though I’d be in my sixties, I’d still break down the door of Greta’s foster parents’ beach house and rescue her, too, or maybe we’d even manage to adopt her early on and save her the mental trauma altogether. If I lived long enough, I’d even show up on Tabitha’s doorstep and give them an early warning about Rachel’s leukemia . . . they’d have plenty of time to do something about it. And if the world ended in El Segundo because I wasn’t there to stop it? So what, then?

“Oh, I smell wishes,” Scrytha said with gusto. “How cute. How human.”

“I’m not wishing anything.” And then I was the uber vamp, Marilyn’s rings still gripped in my massive fist. Behind me, I heard the roar of an engine and Fang careened down the red dirt road, kicking into a slide and coming to a halt against the fence surrounding Hell. How the fuck? I would have asked Fang how he got down here, but it’s not like he could answer. My heart stopped beating, skin cooling, breath still. “You can want a thing without wishing. It’s kind of a hopeless hope.”

“Hope is abandoned here, Eric.” Scrytha leaned forward, eye to eye with me. “Haven’t you read our sign?”

She removed Marilyn’s jacket. “Would you like a demonstration?” Marilyn fought her, but human strength versus a demon’s is useless. “Shall I have her raped before your eyes?”

“Do it,” I said. “Harm her in any way and I will storm the gates of Hell. I will bring them crashing down and I will kill you. It’s a promise.” I don’t make promises, but my ire was up. “I will spend the rest of my existence destroying you and your kind. You will die by tooth, by claw, by soul sucking, by maw of Mouser, or screaming underneath my car as the flesh is ripped from whatever you have in place of bones. I’ll even break out the magic sword I have in the freezer back home and cleave you if I have to. I will not stop. Do you”—I hit the barrier—“under”—Fang’s engine revved high, wheels spinning in place—“fucking”—smoke escaped my fist as the rings seared my skin—“stand me?”

Crack.

Shards of Hell glass tumbled to the hardened lava floor where Marilyn and Scrytha stood, and my fist rested cleanly against Scrytha’s ample bosom. I hadn’t expected Scrytha to grin in response, but grin she did, and her grin, like her father’s, overstretched the natural boundaries of her face, exposing muscle, bone, and ligament.

“So that’s why he covets you,” Scrytha said gleefully, eyes sparkling. “Satan’s beard! How remarkable. I won’t harm her or allow her to be harmed. Hell is where she belongs, but perhaps being away from you, perhaps loneliness is punishment enough. No, not quite. I wouldn’t get past Fair Standards and Equitability with that one, but perhaps . . . Yes . . . Yes, that would do it.”

“What?”

“I’ll put her in a house, a replica of the one the two of you had purchased. She will have groceries delivered to her and have to cook her own meals. She’ll have books and CDs, music, but in every room there will be a screen encompassing an entire wall upon which the volume may be turned down, but never off, and on that screen will be you, whatever or whomever you’re doing—you. It echoes more to the Machiavellian and the ironic, but I can sell it.”

“Why so helpful?” I asked, not moving. “Because I broke the glass?”

“In exchange for your promise not to enter Hell. We can war in the physical world, but you do not get to chase us here.”

“Really?”

“Oh, we would win, that is certain, but if you set foot in Hell, well . . . your heart weighed less than a feather for a reason. You’ve been rewarded. No hell may hold you or even accept you. If you came here, it would cause . . . problems. I’ll deal with the paperwork if I must, but it would be an exceedingly large amount, so I’d rather you considered my offer.”

Paperwork, huh?

“Can you put up with that?” The question was to Marilyn.

“Of course I can, but Eric—”

“Done then.” A crowd was gathering on the other side of the barrier, demons of all shapes and sizes, and the most frightening of all a human-looking demon with empty eyes and a bound journal in which he wrote with a bone quill in blood he drew by stabbing the nib into his forearm as he wrote. “And Marilyn gets to step outside and give me a hug good-bye.”

Scrytha looked at the wizened little man with his quill and bushy eyebrows. “Does Fair Standards and Equitability find it acceptable?”

The little man nodded, bone quill scratching red lines in his notebook.

“Done.”

“Promise to adhere to the agreement,” Scrytha said.

“I promise.”

Marilyn stepped beyond the gates of Hell through an open archway in the wall as if it had always been there. I fought the urge to grab her and run away with her. It wouldn’t have worked, but not to even try . . .

I turned human as I hugged her, and it felt natural again to be in that form. She was warm and I was cold. I held her hand in mine and slipped the rings on her finger, wedding band first, then engagement ring.

“I’ll find a way to get you back,” I whispered.

“Damn it, Eric.” She wiped away a tear. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“I’ll find a way,” I said as she was drawn back through the archway, before I could kiss her or do anything else. “I promise.”

As I said the words, a Klaxon called, alarm bells rang, and other noises like elephants farting to death through didgeridoos, growling mice, and trampled zebra split the air.

Scrytha spat on the ground. “Bastard.”

“What’d I break?”

Greta covered her ears. “Too loud!”

“There’s a hope in Hell.” Scrytha took Marilyn by the wrist and held her hand up for inspection. “It’s none of your concern. Depart as promised.”

Greta and I climbed into Fang, and before I could ask if anyone knew how to get out of here, we pulled away. Fang knew. I tucked Percy’s glasses in the glove box and closed my eyes, in case I wasn’t supposed to look back, and held Greta’s hand to make sure she didn’t go anywhere.

“How are you going to rescue Old Mom?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. I had no idea. But maybe Percy would . . . or Magbidion.

“When we get you back to your body, I want you to do me a favor. Okay?”

“Anything, Dad.”

I explained the favor and, as I suspected, Greta was happy to comply.
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GRETA:


STUPID PET TRICKS


New Mom, Beatrice, and Auntie Shenanigans got home from Gay Paree the next night, but they didn’t look too happy. Dad and I met them at the airport, and Daddy left me in charge of Auntie while he, New Mom, and Beatrice went off in a taxi to screw or unpack or whatever they do when I’m not around. Auntie Rachel’s eyes had bags under them.

“Are you resisting Dad?” I asked.

“Fuck you, cunt rag,” Rachel snapped.

“Be nice,” I ordered.

“Yes.” She kicked the concrete wall of the airport parking deck. “Ma’am.”

“Aw.” I pinched her cheeks. “You don’t have to call me ma’am. Magical Pretty Lady Greta will do.”

“What?”

“Magical”—I stepped over to her in a wink of speed—“Pretty”—spread her legs into a split—“Lady”—dug my claws into her thighs and buttocks for balance and lifted her over my head, banging her head against the ceiling of the deck—“Greta”—and bit into her femoral artery. She screamed and it surprised me when the security guard, doing his rounds, opened fire. I dropped Rachel as the shots pelted my arms and torso. I turned to face him, blood dripping from my fangs and the scent of Rachel’s private parts on my cheek.

“Holy shit,” he babbled into his walkie-talkie. “I’ve got a fucking vampire up here . . . a real one!”

“So you make me pay a fang fee,” I shouted. “You don’t get to shoot me.”

Fang clipped the guard from behind, slurped him up, and rolled back into the parking spot in which Dad had left him.

“Did you see that, Auntie Shenanigans?”

“Yes, Magical Pretty Lady Greta.”

“What do you think happened?”

“Eric said he knocked down the Highland Towers and killed Lord Phillip?”

“Uh-huh.”

“The Veil of Scrythax was underneath it in a vault. My guess is, Eric broke the veil. And when he killed Lord Phillip, all the spells Phillip used to control the police and city security personnel . . . went away.”

“Cool!”

I grabbed her leg and dragged her across the deck to Fang, leaving road rash on her butt and part of her left arm. “Will you please stop?” Her eyes ran with tears. “Eric won’t let me use any magic, so you might be enjoying this, but it hurts.”

“I’m the boss, applesauce.” I broke her left tibia and fibula with a twist of the wrist and she howled in pain. Then I snapped her femur over my knee, gouging my claws into her belly button to shock her awake when she passed out.

“Daddy told me what happened to me was your fault,” I hissed at her. “He said you made a deal with Winter and then fucked over all of us.”

“Be mad at Winter then.” Rachel grabbed at her leg, trying to do something to help the pain as the break began to heal crooked. “He—”

“Winter’s a vampire.” I pulled her femur straight, let it set a second, then did my best with the lower bones. “Vampires do that kind of thing. Besides, he sang my favorite songs to apologize. In advance. And he’s prettier than you are.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “What can I do to make it better?”

I removed her piercings one by one, the quick way, and I think I know which hurt the most. Did touching her there to get at it make me a lesbian?

Nah.

She shook at my feet and another guard stepped off the elevator. “She’s hurt,” I shouted. “That other guard shot her and ran off.” His confusion lasted a few seconds, more than enough time for me to make it across the deck and tear his legs off. Blood dripped from my hands and down my chest as I walked casually back across the deck.

“Is that enough?” she asked. “Will Eric be happy now?”

“Oh.” I kissed her on the forehead, leaving security guard juice there when I pulled away. “Poor Auntie Shenanigans. Daddy didn’t say to punish you; he said to kill you. I think he was afraid you’d talk him out of it.” Her little finger came off easily at the joint and I stuck it in the side of my mouth like a cigar. “He didn’t say how fast, though.”

“Please, no, Greta.” Rachel tucked herself into a fetal position. “Let me go. I’ll do anything.” Her butterfly tattoo glowed and she didn’t wince as it burned her face. “I’m stronger than him. I . . . I . . .”

She had trouble talking once I started kicking her in the stomach. I guess there’s important stuff in there for humans. I heard sirens in the distance. Would Daddy mind if I killed all the police? Probably. With a deep sigh, I held Rachel up by the throat.

“Daddy gave you three options. You ’member? Option one was to go away, which you didn’t. Option two was to stay and be good, which you didn’t. And option three . . .” I turned her around to face Fang.

“Lady Scrytha,” she choked. “I accept.”

“Fang,” I ordered. “Sit.”

Fang’s rear wheels clung to the ground and while he slowly rotated them, he lifted his front end up into the air, headlights an inch from the roof.

“Good boy.” I tossed Rachel against his undercarriage and she stuck there.

“Please,” Rachel bawled. “Lady Scrytha, I accept!”

Rip. Crack. Slurp. And her bones landed in the trunk. I have to say, her lungs weren’t nearly so pretty as Telly’s.

“Fang, down.”

His front wheels touched the ground again and I plopped into the driver’s seat. “I’m still hungry,” I said wistfully. “I wish she’d been twins.”

Fang replied with “Evil Woman” by Electric Light Orchestra.

“I suppose,” I said. “Let’s go.”

We drove past the police and I rubbed the blood into my skin, surprised at how much it would absorb. With Auntie Shenanigans taken care of, that just left Kitty. Kitty Talbot was still MIA, but I knew he’d be back. Daddy was home and Talbot wouldn’t stay away for long. I had a message for Kitty, a personal matter between me and him. Private.

I flexed my claws, frowning at the chipped nail polish. Uneven nails are trashy. Maybe I should have had Rachel do them for me before I killed her.

“Hindsight,” I murmured. “Hey, what do lungs taste like?”

Fang played “The Chicken Dance” and if my bladder still worked, I’d have peed myself laughing.

Three blocks from the Demon Heart, Talbot conveniently appeared. He opened the passenger door and stepped in while Fang was stopped at a light.

“It would have been cooler if you’d jumped into the car.” Fang rolled forward when the light turned green. “Opening the door was kinda pansy.”

“I’ll do better next time.”

“If I don’t kill you before next time, Kitty Cat.” At the thought of killing Talbot, knowledge queued up in my brain the same way it did when I was hunting Vlads. Just as the data on their kill conditions came to me on the third night of the hunt, I now knew how to kill Talbot. You had to skin him alive first. How funny!

“It takes a lot to kill a Mouser, Greta.”

“Oh, I know. First, I’d have to skin you alive, which would be cool because there’s more than one way to do that, so you wouldn’t know exactly how I was going to do it.”

Talbot froze.

“And then I’d have to tie your neck, hands, and feet with your own intestines, tear out your organs and fill your chest cavity with sand, salt, or sawdust.” We turned the corner and stopped in front of the Demon Heart. “It’s amazing how creative you can get when killing a Mouser. Nowhere near as specific as killing a Vlad.”

“Greta, who told you that?”

“I died of my own accord, walked the Paths of the Dead to the edge of Hell, and then came back again.” I tried to make my voice sound spooky and mysterious. “I know how to kill all sorts of things now. But we don’t have to worry about that, do we, Kitty Cat?”

“We don’t?”

“No, because you’re never going to leave me when I need you, not ever again, and also you’re going to say you’re sorry and paint my claws and toenails Candy Apple Red. And you’re going to tell me all about cat sex even though Dad told you not to tell me. Aren’t you?”

“Sure, Greta.” Tension. Edge of combat tension eased out of his muscles. He’d coiled to pounce, but so had I. “I’m sorry, where’s the nail polish?”

Fang dropped open the glove box and Talbot fetched the bottle and a small round tub of nail polish remover.

“You want to do this here?” he asked. “It might mess up the upholstery.”

“Fang would just regenerate it.” I kicked off my shoes and put my foot in Talbot’s lap. “Now, tell me all about what happened while you were gone.”
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ERIC:


SHAKING HANDS


Tabitha suddenly turned and slapped me, which answered my question about Rachel’s death undoing the magic memory whammy I’d had done to her.

“You had a three-way with me and my sister on our wedding night and then you had my sister erase it?” She slapped me again. “You let Magbidion show Rachel . . . Rachel . . . how to alter a vampire’s memory?”

“Technically, it was a four-way because of the Asian girl.”

Claws sank into my shoulder and Tabitha hurled me at the wall of my bedroom at the Pollux. I spread my arms and legs, letting my impact hit in as wide an area as possible. It hurt like a bitch, but at least I didn’t go through the wall.

“If you hadn’t had her learn—”

“I know.”

Her hands were in my hair and suddenly she was using my noggin for a battering ram.

“What happened in Paris. What happened here. It was all your fault.” Each word acted as some strange punctuation, spacing out each new meeting of my head and my bedroom wall.

“Right again,” I managed to choke out.

“Damn it!” She climbed off my back and I rolled over. She sat on the edge of the bed, crying real tears.

“I’m sorry.”

“I know you’re sorry, you dumbass.” She wiped at her eyes, makeup smearing. “Of course you’re sorry. If you weren’t sorry, I’d know what to do. It would be the last straw, but this . . . What am I supposed to do with you apologizing? And meaning it?!”

I sighed. “Maybe this will help.” I slid to a sitting position. “I’m going after Marilyn. I saw her down there and . . . I can’t let her stay down there, even if I have to destroy her soul. I bought her some time, but it’s just another kind of torture . . . and I can’t just charge in after her—there’s that whole deal with Scrytha.”

“Well obviously.” Tabitha threw her arms up. “It’s you. The rules don’t apply to you. You just do whatever the hell you want and—”

“I’ll understand if you want a divorce,” I said softly. “I mean, I don’t know if Rachel was already controlling you or not, but if you want one, I—”

Tabitha got up, and I winced despite myself because letting your wife beat the shit out of you without taking a swing back at her is harder than you might think—even if you have it coming and know it. “You can have pretty much whatever you want, but . . .”

She put a finger to my lips.

“Wait here.” Tabitha pulled me to my feet.

“Why?”

“Because I’m not going to Hell in these shoes.” She kissed my cheek and turned to go.

“Like I said, I can’t go down there again, not to fight,” I said, “but it’s nice to know you’re in.” It’s official. I will never understand women. “Let me go run it by Magbidion.”

“Don’t get kidnapped,” Tabitha called after me as the door shut.

“You don’t deserve that one,” said a ghost with a familiar southern drawl. “She went to Hell and back for—”

“No.” I scanned the hallway and saw a figure by the rail at the top of the stairs. “That’s what I did for Greta.” It could have been John Paul, but his clothes were untorn, and his neck was all in one piece. Clean-shaven except for his mustache, the cowboy wore a blue button-up shirt with clean pants. Even his coat was clean and whole. The hat and cigar were the same, though.

“John Paul.” I gaped. “How the hell?”

“That’s fer me to know, son.” He smiled and took a puff off his cigar, the last puff, and this time the cigar burned down. His eyes closed as he let the smoke out through his nostrils, the vapor pooling around his body. “I ain’t one to tell tales what ain’t mine to tell. Let’s jest say you ain’t likely to be borrowin’ that gun o’ mine agin fer quite some time. She ain’t likely to do ya much good, the shape she wound up in, anyhow.”

“So you’re free?” I laughed. “That’s great!”

John Paul looked at the cigar before setting it on the rail as if he hadn’t heard me. “That was one fine cigar.”

“So—”

“Nope,” he cut me off. “That ain’t the word I want to hear. I want ta hear the one you interrupted me with a moment ago.”

“No?”

“That’s the one.” He nodded, touching his neck selfconsciously out of years of habit. “But it ain’t a question. Say it like you mean it.”

“No,” I said halfheartedly.

“Like you mean it, I said,” Courtney barked. “Like Greta is asking you if she can come along on the little vacation to the underworld that you’re plannin’.”

“No!”

“Fine.” His eyes lit from within, and the light was warm and pleasant like sunshine and fresh-cut grass. “That’s jest fine. You remember that word, them two important letters, and you jest keep sayin’ them when you talk ta the lady waitin’ for you downstairs.”

“Lady?” I looked over the rail, saw no one, and glanced back, but he was gone, leaving nothing but his still-smoldering cigar on the railing.

I smelled brimstone and started down. Faint at first, the odor grew as I neared the doors to the theater. Pushing the doors open, I saw a woman in a white dress and started toward the stage.

“Hello, Mr. Courtney.” Lady Scrytha stood center stage, lit by a single spotlight, the jewels studding her twin ram’s horns sending sparkling sprays of color out from her face. Her gown was low cut and she wore it well, like a movie star. Lauren Bacall in To Have and Have Not maybe . . . except when Bacall wore high heels, they weren’t cloven.

“No.”

“You can’t say no to a hello.” Her tail twitched, peeking out below the hemline of the dress. “We got off to a bad start earlier, and I’d like to make amends.”

“No.” I turned on my heel, heading up the aisle.

“You and I both know that you’ll be coming for Marilyn.”

I stopped.

“You’ll find a way, but while you’re down below, I’ll wreak havoc above, and when you come back they might all be gone.”

“You don’t want to go there.” I turned back to her, hands clenched into tight fists.

“No, I don’t,” Lady Scrytha agreed. “It’s a waste of effort on both our parts. You see, Mr. Courtney, I finally understand what my father and certain other supernatural beings see in you.”

No. I tried to say it, but the word didn’t come. My mouth was dry, even of blood.

“Do you have any idea how many prophesies you’ve invalidated, without even meaning to, over the last few decades?”

“No.” See, there it was, I could still say it. It’s an easy word. Two letters.

N + O = NO.

Simple.

“It’s a large number.” She walked off the stage, down an unseen stairway, shocks of fire sparking from her hooves at each step. “You see, I thought you were completely unimportant, because none of the prophesies are about you. You aren’t pivotal in any great battle. You don’t lead an army of light or an army of darkness. But what you do is even more astonishing.”

“I’m good in bed,” I told her, “but I wouldn’t say it was world-altering.”

“Never underestimate the importance of those talents, Mr. Courtney, but those are far from your greatest assets.” She set foot on the aisle, and I winced, but there was no fire; my carpet was safe. “You can change the game. Bend the rules. You can affect the whole.”

“Now, there you’re wrong.” I shook my head. “I’ve never been a very good masseuse. I do okay, but—”

“Heroes are a dime a dozen, Mr. Courtney,” she said impatiently. I noticed the spotlight had continued to follow her under the mezzanine, at an impossible angle, and I searched for the source but couldn’t find it. Magic. “Villains are a penny a pound, but those who can alter the status quo on a fundamental level, redraw the board as it were. Well, those—”

“A whole quarter?”

She gave an exasperated laugh, a sharp exhalation of air. “Far more than that.”

“Well, I ain’t for sale.”

“Obviously, but perhaps.” Her voice went low and husky, and she reminded me of Bacall all over again when she asked Bogie if he knew how to whistle. “Perhaps you are for rent?”

“No.” I began to relax. Maybe John Paul had been worrying about nothing. Maybe.

“Not even if I gave her back to you.”

My heart beat twice and Rachel was dead, so I knew it wasn’t her doing.

“Her who?” Like I didn’t know exactly who.

“Marilyn. Your Marilyn. Maiden name Robinson.” She stepped closer, her voice dropping in volume, her body leaning close to mine, her cheek touching mine as she whispered in my ear. “You proposed to her once and you died two weeks before the wedding day. She cheated on you with your best friend and regretted it for the rest of her life. The woman whose soul my offspring used to try to trick you into losing your own. That ‘her.’”

“She’d have to be young again.” I reached into my wallet and pulled out the picture of Marilyn on the Duo-Glide. “This young.”

“Easily done.”

“And she’d have to be healthy again and stay healthy.”

“I can make a true immortal of her if you wish, like your dear old war buddy James.”

“And she can’t be mind-controlled or hypnotized or under some sort of geas. She’d have to be her own person.”

“Of course.”

“What do you want me for?”

“What does it matter?” Scrytha laughed. “This is Marilyn. I won’t pit you against Greta or any of your creations, but I will use you for what you’re good for: to break prophesies. Those ‘best laid schemes o’ mice and men’ of which Robert Burns spoke. You will help ensure they go awry. Does it matter how?”

“When do I get her back?”

“If you say yes now, I can have her here tomorrow.”

My heart beat two more times, stuttered, and kept right on beating. I heard the sound of feet pounding down the stairs, then Tabitha threw open the lobby doors.

“Eric,” she said, chest heaving. “Don’t you dare.”

I looked away from Tabitha, unable to meet her eyes, so when I spoke, my words were directed at the floor. When it comes to vampires across the years in books, in movies, or on television, there are certain rules:

Buffy loves Angel.

Louis loves Lestat.

Bella loves Edward.

And Eric . . . Eric loves Marilyn.

“I’ll do it,” I said. “Whatever it is.” I put my hand in Lady Scrytha’s and shook it firmly. “I’ll do it.”
  

EPILOGUE
AS TOLD BY EBON WINTER


WINTER:


I WIN AGAIN


They came into the Artiste Unknown like rats fleeing a storm. Confused. Lost. Panic in their eyes and shrillness in their whispers. Panic. Marvelous! Marvelous! MAR-velous panic!

One by one I sensed them, giving Andre telepathic instructions from my bed in the ductwork, above the sprinklers. Hidden. With a friend. We watched, my friend and I, as Andre shifted the vermin from one portion of the club to another, quietly sorting out the Vlads and Masters from the general populace, sending them to the Velvet down below where quarters were more intimate.

“Mother Goose,” I said into my microphone. “This is Rockstar.” Melvin does so love code names.

“I copy you, Rockstar.”

“How are the preparations?”

“Everything’s okay on this end, Rockstar.” Static and the sound of a van engine filled a long pause. “You’re sure you’re well above the red line?”

“Why, aren’t you the overprotective hen, darling? I had Andre draw a blue line two feet above the red line and I’m half a foot above that one.”

Most vampires don’t sleep in coffins, but I do. Concealed in what many would presume to be a central portion of the exposed ventilation system, I rest snugly in a soundproof steel box complete with a Sealy Posturepedic mattress (custom fitted, of course), a high-tech surveillance system Melvin made for me (it even picks up vampires), room for a second occupant, and a six-hour supply of oxygen . . . for those who need that sort of thing.

Father Ike, my friend, watched the monitors, light from the black-and-white displays moving like shadows on his stern priestly visage.

“And this is half the vampires in the city?” he asked.

“Closer to sixty percent,” I crowed, “but the best part is, it represents ninety percent of the Masters, eighty percent of the Vlads, and the most powerful of the Soldiers. Almost no Drones, but who can bear to be around them in the first place?”

“And it will work?”

“How dare you, Ike?” I swatted his shoulder, giddy at the tinge of flame that warmed my fingers upon contact, however brief. “It’s an open secret that Melvin works for me, and when I told a few discreet friends (all the most incorrigible gossips) I’d warded the establishment and had a plan for dealing with the failure of the Veil of Scrythax . . . well, it guaranteed they’d come, didn’t it?”

“This is why you had me agree to marry Eric and Tabitha?” Father Ike sniffed at the burned smell of my fingers.

“No, Ike.” I clicked the walkie-talkie button. “Rockstar to Mother Goose. Phase one of Operation Dorothy Gale is complete. Prepare to begin phase two.”

“Dorothy Gale?” Ike asked.

“Of course. We dropped a house on the Wicked Witch of the East.”

“The Highland Towers on Lord Phillip?”

“While displacing the other most politically important vermin in the city.” I nodded, hands clasped beneath my chin. “And now, we deal with the metaphorical Wicked Witch of the West.”

“Is Pretty Boy clear?” Melvin asked.

“Just a moment.” I watched my best thrall, Andre, conversing with Lady Gabriella.

“Winter,” Andre thought at me, “she suspects something.”

“Let her go, then,” I whispered telepathically. “In fact, see her out and offer to drive her to Sable Oaks.”

“Of course, Master.”

She seemed agreeable to that, the greedy little rat. I watched Andre lead her out. I focused on the door as it shut, the click of the lock.

“He’s clear, Mother Goose.”

“Spikes and sunlamps are set for the Velvet, Rockstar.”

“How does that fit into the Wizard of Oz?” Father Ike asked.

“It doesn’t.” I watched my waiters and servants exiting the building, none at the same time, all through different exits. I observed closely as the exits shut. “The Velvet is more along the lines of Indiana Jones, a riff on the temple sequence at the beginning of Raiders of the Lost Ark. Everyone knows that Dorothy threw a bucket of water on the Wicked Witch of the West.”

“That would take holy water, Winter, and I haven’t—”

“Of course not, Ike,” I purred. “You’re far too squeamish. I had the Lycan Diocese send some down. They were quite amenable.”

“Mother Goose.” I blinked my eyes rapidly to ensure I wouldn’t need to blink again during the show. “Shields up.”

A thin red glow spread out from along a red line two and a half feet below our hiding space in the ductwork. Unseen by those without particularly acute mystic sight, the ward rolled down and trapped them all.

“Shields up, Rockstar,” Melvin said.

“Make them dance for me, Melvin.” My words rushed together, excitement rippling through me, heightening my senses. “Start the double feature.”

Screams can make a kind of music, a terrible symphony of pain. Mine was writ in treachery and surprise, in sizzling skin and wood-pierced hearts and bubbling blood. It’s saddening to admit Father Ike seemed to lack the refined ear I have.

“I know you hate them, Winter, after what they did to you and to John,” he said finally, “but this—”

“Is just the beginning,” I crowed. “I know. We’re going to kill them all, Father. And then, Eric Courtney is going to help us whether he wants to or not.”

“Us?” Father Ike pulled away from me as far as the close quarters would allow. “I’m helping John through this, Winter. I cannot be a party to this kind of slaughter. Not all vampires are evil. Some, like you, who have never given in to the urge to feed on human blood . . .”

“Not you, Father, I know that.”

I held up my treasured possession, a small crystallized orb. “The immortals may have seized his head from the Knights Templar, but they did not escape with all of him.”

“All of who, Winter?”

“Scrythax,” I answered smoothly. “I have his eye, and with it . . . oh, the futures I can see.”
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