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For Sean "Sebastian" Smith,
who not only mapped out the
city but brought it to life.
One
"HOW are you feeling?"
The young man attempted a shrug but didn't have the energy to actually lift his shoulders. " 'M okay," he muttered, watching the doctor warily. The incision throbbed, and he was too tired to take a piss without the huge orderly holding his pecker, but he wasn't going to tell the doctor that. Some people said he had authority problems. So what.
He had his money; all he wanted now was a chance to spend it. "When can I go?"
"Go?"
"Leave," he growled.
"That's what I came in to tell you." Her face ex​pressionless, she stepped away from the bed. "You'll be leaving this afternoon."
"When?"
"Soon."
When she was gone, he swung his legs out from under the covers and carefully lowered them to the floor. Straightening slowly, he released the rail and stepped forward. The room whirled. He would have fallen except that a beefy hand wrapped around his arm and effortlessly kept him upright.
"You walk too fuckin' quietly, man," he said, turn​ing to face the orderly. "Damn near scared me to d . . ."
The last word got lost in sudden pain as the fin​gers tightened.
"Hey, man! You're hurting me!"
"I know." Something glittered in the depths of soft brown eyes, something usually buried beneath an ex​pression of unquestionable docility.
The setting sun brushed molten gold over the waves of English Bay, gilded a pair of joggers on Sunset Beach Park, traced currents of gleaming amber be​tween the shores of False Creek, shone through the tinted glass on the fourteenth floor of the Pacific Place condominium tower and into the eyes of a young man who sighed as he watched it set. Nestled between the mountains and the Strait of Georgia, Vancouver, Brit​ish Columbia, enjoyed some of the most beautiful sun​sets in the world—but that had nothing to do with the young man's sigh.
Lifting a hand to shade his face, Tony Foster stared out the window and counted down the minutes. At 7:22 p.m., his watch alarm began to buzz. Pale blue eyes still locked on the horizon, he shut it off and cocked his head back toward the interior of the condo​minium, listening for the sounds that would tell him the night had truly begun.
Lying in a darkness so complete it could only be deliberate, Henry Fitzroy shook off the bindings of the sun. The soft sound of the cotton sheet moving against the rise and fall of his chest told him he had safely survived another day. As he listened, the rhyth​mic whisper became lost in the heartbeat waiting in the room beyond his bolted door and then in the myr​iad noises of the city beyond the walls of his sanctuary.
He hated the way he woke, hated the extended vul​nerability of his slow return to full consciousness. Every evening he tried to shorten the time he spent lying helpless and semiaware. It didn't seem to do any good, but the effort made him feel less impotent.
He could feel the sheet lying against his skin, the utter stillness of the air. . . .
And a sudden chill.
Which was impossible.
He'd had the air conditioner disconnected in this, the smallest of the three bedrooms. The window had been blocked with plywood, caulked, and curtained. The door had flexible rubber seals around all four sides—not air-tight by any means, but the cracks were far too small to allow such a rapid change in temperature.
Then he realized that he wasn't alone.
Someone was in the room with him. Someone with no scent. No heartbeat. Fleshless. Bloodless.
Demonic? Possibly. It wouldn't be the first time he'd faced one of the Lords of Hell.
Forcing a sluggish arm to move, Henry reached over and switched on a lamp.
Sensitive eyes half closed—even forty-watt bulbs threw enough light to temporarily blind—he caught one quick glimpse of a young man standing at the foot of his bed before the faint, translucent image disappeared.
"A ghost?" Tony propped one leg on the wide arm of the green leather couch and shook his head. "You're kidding, right?"
"Wrong."
"Cool. I wonder what he wants. They always want something," he added in answer to the question im​plicit in Henry's lifted red-gold brow. "Everyone knows that."
"Do they?"
"Come on, Henry. Don't tell me in four-hundred-and-ninety-five odd years you've never seen a ghost?"
One hand flat against the cool glass of the window, the other hooked in the pocket of his jeans, Henry Fitzroy, bastard son of Henry VIII, once Duke of Richmond and Somerset, remembered a night in the late 1800s when he'd watched the specter of a terrified young queen run screaming down the hall to beg her king once more for a mercy she'd never receive. Over two hundred years before, Katherine Howard had at​tended his wedding to her cousin Mary. He hadn't gone to hers—her marriage to his father had occurred four years after his supposed death. Made a queen in July, 1540, she'd been beheaded in February, 1542, nineteen months later.
She'd been young and foolish and very likely guilty of the adultery she'd been charged with, but she hadn't deserved to have her spirit trapped, replaying over and over the soul-destroying moment when she'd realized she was going to die.
"Henry?"
"Whatever he wants," Henry said without turning, "I doubt that I'll be able to give it to him. I can't change the past."
Tony shivered. The centuries had gathered about the other man in a nearly visible cloud, wrapping him in a shroud of time and memory. "Henry, you're freaking me out."
"Am I? Sorry." Shaking off his melancholy, the ex-prince turned and managed a wry smile. "You seem somewhat nonchalant about being haunted."
Glad to have him back, Tony shrugged, a trace of the street kid he'd been lingering in the jerky move​ment. "He's haunting you, not me. And besides, be​tween living with you for the last two years and dealing with the weirdos at the store, I've learned to take the unexpected in stride."
"Have you?" Not at all pleased with being com​pared to the weirdos at the video store where Tony worked, Henry's smile broadened, showing teeth. When he heard the younger man's heartbeat quicken, he crossed the room and wrapped an ivory hand around a slender shoulder. "So I've lost the ability to surprise you?"
"I didn't say that." Tony's breathing grew ragged as a cool thumb traced the line of his jaw.
"Perhaps not exactly that."
"Uh, Henry . . ."
"What?"
He shook his head. It was enough to know Henry would stop if he wanted him to. More than enough, considering he didn't want him to. "Never mind. Not important."
A short while later, teeth met through a fold of skin, the sharp points pierced a vein and, for a time, the dead were washed away with the blood of the living.
The warm evening air lapping against her face, Cor​poral Phyllis Roberts cruised along Commissioner Street humming the latest Celine Dion hit and tapping her fingers against the top of the steering wheel. Al​though the new Ports Canada Police cars had air-conditioning, she never used it as she disliked the en​closed, spaceship feeling of driving with the windows rolled up.
Three hours into her shift, she was in a good mood. So far, nothing had gone wrong.
Three hours and fifteen minutes into her shift, Cor​poral Roberts stopped humming.
Turning into Vanterm, as of this moment her least favorite of the harbor's twenty-seven cargo and cruise ship terminals, Corporal Roberts squinted to make out the tiny figures of three men dwarfed by the bulk of a Singapore-registered container ship. The pole lights that turned the long wooden pier into a patchwork of stacked containers and hard-edged shadows washed away features so thoroughly she was almost on top of them before she recognized one of the men.
Leaving her cap in the car, she picked up her long, rubber-handled flashlight, touched her nightstick, more out of habit than any thought she might have to use it, and walked toward them. "You night-loading, Ted?"
Ted Polich, the shortest of the three longshoremen, jerked a balding head upward at the gantry crane that loomed over the dock like a mechanical bird of prey. "Controls have stiffened up and the son of a bitch is jerking left. We're trying to get it fixed tonight, so it doesn't slow loading tomorrow."
"God forbid," the corporal muttered. A huge in​crease in Pacific Rim trade had the port scrambling to keep up. "Where is it?"
"Up by the bow. It's caught in one of them eddies between the dock and the ship." Falling into step be​side her, Polich shoved his hands in the pockets of grimy overalls. "We figured they'd send the city police."
"Sorry. You're stuck with me until we know for sure you saw what you said you did."
"You think we made it up?" asked one of the other men indignantly, leaning around his companion to glare at the cop.
Corporal Roberts shook her head and sighed. "I couldn't possibly be that lucky."
She wasn't.
Bobbing up and down in the narrow triangle be​tween the bow and the dock was the body of a naked man, his back a pale, flesh-colored island, the strands of his hair sweeping against it like dark seaweed.
"Shit."
Polich nodded. "That's what I said. You figure he's a jumper?"
"I doubt it." While they did occasionally get jump​ers off the Lions Gate Bridge, they hadn't had one yet who'd stopped to take his clothes off. Pointing her flashlight beam at the water, she slowly swept the cir​cle of illumination over the corpse. Bruises, large and small, made a mottled pattern of purple against the pale skin. Not very old—and not going to get any older, she told herself grimly—he hadn't been in the water for long.
"Funny what makes some of 'em float and some of 'em sink," Polich mused quietly beside her. "This guy's skin and bones, should'a gone right to the . . . God damn it! Would you look at that!"
The other two longshoremen crowded in to see.
Flung forward, Corporal Roberts tottered on the edge of the pier, saved at the last minute from a po​tentially dangerous swim by a muscular arm thrust in front of her like a filthy, cloth-covered, safety rail. Breathing heavily, she thanked Polich and snarled a warning at the other two.
As they backed up, too intent on the body in the water to be properly penitent, one of them muttered, "What the hell could've happened to his hands?"
Sunset the next night occurred behind cloud cover so heavy only the fading light gave evidence that the sun had set at all. At 7:23, Tony turned off his watch alarm and muted the inane conversation filling in a rain delay for a Seattle Mariners' home game. Who wanted to hear about a shortage of organ donors when they were waiting to watch baseball? He never dreamed he'd miss Fergie Oliver. Leaning back in his chair, he glanced down the hall, listening for the first sounds of Henry's return and straining to hear the rattle of ghostly chains.
As the sun released its hold and his senses slowly began to function, Henry sifted through and ignored a hundred familiar sensations. An impossible breeze stroked icy fingers across his cheek. He willed his arm to move and switched on the lamp.
The ghost stood where it had the day before—a nondescript young man, needing a haircut and shave, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. Its edges were indistinct and although Henry could see writing on the shirt, he couldn't make it out—whether because the writing hadn't fully materialized or because the items on the dresser behind the ghost's semitranslucent torso distracted him, he wasn't sure. As far as Henry could remember, he'd never seen the young man alive.
He half expected the specter to vanish when he sat up, but it remained at the foot of his bed. It's waiting for something. If a noncorporeal being could be said to have posture, the ghost's stance screamed anticipation.
"All right." He sighed and leaned back against the headboard. "What do you want?"
Slowly, the ghost lifted its arms and vanished.
Henry stared a moment longer at the place where it had been and wondered what could have possibly happened to its hands.
"It had no hands at all?" When Henry nodded, Tony chewed his lower lip in thought. "Were they, like, cut off or ripped off or chewed off or what?" he asked after a moment.
"They just weren't there." Henry took a bottle of water out of the fridge, opened it, and drained it. The growing popularity of bottled water had been a god​send; while blood provided total nourishment, all liv​ing things required water, and the purifying chemicals added by most cities made him ill. Bacteria, his system ignored. Chlorine, it rebelled against. Tossing the empty plastic bottle in the recycling bin, he leaned on the counter and stared down at his own hands. "They just weren't there," he repeated.
"Then I bet that's what he wants—vengeance. They always want vengeance."
Raising an eyebrow at Tony's certainty, Henry asked just where he'd acquired his knowledge of what ghosts always wanted.
"You know, movies and stuff. He wants you to help him take revenge against the guy who took his hands."
"And how am I supposed to do that?"
"Jeez, Henry, I don't know. You worked with Vicki; didn't she teach you nothing?"
"Anything."
Tony rolled his eyes. "Okay, anything."
Vicki Nelson, private investigator, ex-police detec​tive, ex-lover, vampire—Henry had worked with her for one short year before fate had brought them as close together as was possible with his kind and then had driven them apart. He'd been forced to change her to save her life and forced, by the change, to give her up. Highly territorial, vampires hunted alone. She'd returned to Toronto and her mortal lover. He'd made a new life for himself on the West Coast.
Had she taught him anything?
Yes.
Did any of it have anything to do with handless ghosts?
No.
When he repeated his thoughts aloud for Tony's benefit, he added, "One thing she did teach me is that I'm not a detective. I'm a writer, and, if you'll excuse me, I'm going to go write." Not entirely certain why memories of Vicki Nelson always made him so defen​sive, he headed for his computer, waving at the televi​sion on his way through the living room. "Your rain delay seems to be over."
Half an hour later, having realized that the expected staccato clicking of keys hadn't yet begun, Tony pushed open the door to Henry's office. Standing on the threshold, he noted that nothing showed on the monitor but a chapter heading and a lot of blank screen.
"This spook really has you spooked, doesn't it?"
"Why do you say that?" Henry asked without turning.
"You're just sitting there, staring at your hands."
"Maybe I was deep in thought."
"Henry, you write bodice rippers. There's a limit to how much deep thought is allowed."
Seventeen years a royal duke, over four hundred and fifty years a vampire, it had taken Henry a while to recognize when he was being teased. Once or twice, Tony had come close to not surviving the adjustment. Lifting his gaze from his hands, he sighed. "All I can think of is, why me." He laughed, but the sound held no humor. "Which seems a little self-centered since I'm merely being haunted and was not the one killed and mutilated." Pushing his ergonomic chair away from the desk, he spun it around and stood. "I need to get out. Be distracted."
"Great." Tony grinned. "Bram Stoker's Dracula is playing at midnight at the Caprice."
"Why not." Enjoying Tony's poleaxed expression, Henry turned the young man about and pushed him gently out of the doorway. "I hear Gary Oldman is terrific."
"You hear?" Tony sputtered as Henry's inarguable touch moved him down the hall. "You heard it from me! And when I told you, you told me that you never go to vampire movies—that's why not."
"I changed my mind." Unable to resist, he added, "Maybe we can get a bite while we're downtown."
The elevators in the Pacific Place towers were as fast and as quiet as money could make them. With his fingertips resting lightly on the brushed steel doors, Henry cocked his head and smiled. "It sounds like Lisa's shredding the character of another cabbie."
Tony winced. "Man, I'm glad she likes us."
As the chime announced the arrival of the elevator, the two men stepped away from the doors.
"Hello, boys." One gloved hand clutching the arm of her paid companion, Lisa Evans grinned a very expensive and perfect grin as she shuffled into the corridor. The gleaming white teeth between glistening red lips added a ghastly emphasis to the skull-like ef​fect created when age finally triumphed over years of cosmetic surgery. "Heading out for a late night on the town?"
"Just a midnight movie," Henry told her as Tony stopped the doors from closing. He scooped up her free hand and raised it to his lips. "And you, I expect, have been out breaking hearts?"
"At my age? Don't be ridiculous." She pulled her hand free and smacked him lightly on the cheek, then turned on her companion. "And what are you smiling about, Munro?"
Not the least bit chastised, Mrs. Munro continued to smile down at her elderly employer. "I was just thinking about Mr. Swanson."
"Swanson's interested in my money, not these old bones." But she preened a little and patted the head of the mink stole she wore over a raw silk suit. Once the mistress of a Vancouver lumber baron, she'd made a number of shrewd investments and parlayed a comfortable nest egg into a tidy fortune. "And besides, I'm not interested in him. All the good men are dead." Sweeping a twinkling gaze over Henry and Tony, she added, "Or gay."
"Miss Evans!"
"Chill out, Munro. I'm not telling them anything they don't know." Companion chastised, she turned her attention back to the two men. "We've just come from one of those tedious fund-raising things they ex​pect you to attend when you have money. Organs, I think it was tonight."
"Organs?" Henry repeated with a smile, fully aware that Lisa Evans enjoyed those tedious fund-raising things where her checkbook ensured she'd be stroked and flattered. He also knew that if she was vague, it was deliberate—no one made the kind of money she had without knowing exactly where every dollar ended up. "Musical or medical?"
"Medical." Heavily shadowed eyes narrowed into a look that had been known to send a variety of CEOs running for cover. "Have you signed an organ donor card?"
"I'm afraid they wouldn't want my organs."
The look softened slightly as she leaped to the con​clusion he'd intended. "Oh. I'm sorry. Still, while there's life, there's hope, and medical science is doing wonders these days." She grinned. "I mean, it's a won​der I'm still alive." Pulling her companion down the hall, rather in the manner of a pilot boat guiding a tanker into harbor, she threw a cheery, "Don't do anything I wouldn't do," back over her shoulder.
"Well, that leaves us a lot of leeway," Henry mur​mured as the elevator door closed on Mrs. Munro's continuing shocked protests.
Tony sagged against the back wall, hands shoved in his pockets. "Until I met Miss Evans, I always thought old ladies were kind of vague and smelly. Maybe you should send your ghost over to her."
"Why?"
"If all the good men are dead . . ."
"Or gay," Henry reminded him. "Suppose he turned out to be both? I'd hate to get on Lisa's bad side."
The thought of Lisa Evans' bad side brought an exaggerated shudder. "Actually, I've been meaning to ask you; how come you're so friendly with everybody in the building? You're always talking to people. I'd have thought it would be safer to be a little more ..."
"Reclusive?"
"Big word. I was going to say private, but I guess that'll do."
"People are afraid of what they don't know." Exit​ing into the underground garage, they walked in step to Henry's BMW. "If people think they know me, they aren't afraid of me. If a rumor begins that I am not what I seem, they'll match it against what they think they know and discount it. If they have nothing to match it against, then they're more likely to be​lieve it."
"So you make friends with people as a kind of camouflage?"
Frowning slightly, Henry watched Tony circle around to the passenger door. "Not always."
"But sometimes?"
"Yes."
With the car between them, Tony lifted his head and locked his eyes on Henry's face. "And what about me?"
"You?"
"What am I? Am I camouflage?"
"Tony . . ." Then he saw the expression in Tony's eyes and realized that it hadn't been a facetious ques​tion. "Tony, I trust you with everything I am. There're only two other people in the world I can say that about, and one of them doesn't exactly count."
"Because Vicki's become a vampire?"
"Because Michael Celluci would never admit to knowing a ... romance writer."
Tony laughed, as he was meant to, but Henry heard the artificial resonance. For the rest of the night, he worked hard at erasing it.
She'd seen the article too late to do anything about it that night, and the wait had not improved her temper.
"Is Richard Sullivan on duty?"
Startled, the edge on the words having cut her mem​ory to shreds, the nurse checked the duty sheet. "Yes, Doctor. He . . ."
"I want to see him in my office. Immediately."
"Yes, Doctor." No point in protesting that he was cleaning up an unfortunate bedpan accident. Immediately meant immediately and no later. As she paged him, the nurse hoped that whatever Sullivan had done, it wasn't enough to get him fired. Orderlies willing to do the shit work without bitching and complaining were few and far between. Besides, it was difficult not to like the big man; those puppy dog eyes were hard to resist.
"What do you know about this?"
Sullivan looked down at the article and then up at the doctor. Denial died unspoken as she read his an​swer off his face.
"This is one of ours?"
He nodded.
"Then what part of my instructions did you not understand?"
"It's not that I ..."
"Or do you not enjoy your job? Is it not everything I told you it would be?"
"Yes. I mean, I do. And it is, but . . ."
"You are not supposed to be showing initiative, Mr. Sullivan."
Their relative sizes made it ridiculous that he should cower before her temper, but he did anyway.
The ghost was wearing a Cult and Jackyl T-shirt, a local band that recorded in North Vancouver. Henry was a little surprised it wasn't a Grateful Dead T-shirt. He'd often suspected the universe had a really maca​bre, and pretty basic, sense of humor. Its arms still ended just above the wrist. Again, it seemed to be waiting.
Tony believed it wanted vengeance.
I suppose that's as good a theory as any, Henry re​flected. He sighed. "Do you want revenge on the per​son who took your hands?"
Impatience adding a first hint of personality to translucent features, the ghost slowly faded away.
Henry sighed again. "I take it that's a qualified yes."
The apartment was empty when he emerged from his room. After a moment, he remembered it was Sat​urday and Tony would be working late.
"Which is probably a good thing," he announced to the lights of the city. He wondered if the ghost ex​pected him to begin by finding the hands, and if he should be looking for the remains of flesh and bone or an ethereal pair quite possibly haunting someone else.
When Tony returned home after midnight, he was in his office with the door closed, deep in the compli​cated court politics of 1813 and more than a little con​cerned with his heroine's refusal to follow the plot as outlined. Dawn nearly caught him still trying to decide whether Wellington would promote her betrothed to full colonel and he raced for the sanctuary of his bed having forgotten his spectral visitor in the night's work.
"This is becoming irritating; do you at least know who has your hands?"
The ghost threw back its head and screamed. No sound emerged from the gaping black hole of a mouth, but Henry felt the hair lift off the back of his neck and a cold dread wrap around his heart. While the scream endured, he thought he sensed a multitude of spirits within the scream; all shrieking in unison, all lamenting the injustice of their deaths. His lips drew off his teeth in an involuntary snarl.
"Henry? Henry! Are you okay?"
The ghost's face, distended by the continuing scream, faded last.
"Henry!"
It took him a moment to realize that the pounding wasn't his heart—it was Tony, banging frantically on the bedroom door. He shook himself free of the lin​gering uneasiness and padded across the room, the carpet cold and damp against his bare feet. Releasing the bolts, he called, "I'm all right."
When he opened the door, Tony nearly fell into his arms.
Eyes wide, panting as though he'd just run a race, Tony pulled back far enough to see for himself that Henry was unharmed. "I heard . . . no, I felt ... it was . . ." His fingers tightened around Henry's bare shoulders. "What happened? Was it the ghost?"
"I'm only guessing, but I think I asked it a question with a negative answer."
"Negative?" Tony's voice rose to an incredulous squeak and he let his arms drop to his side. "I'll say it was negative. It was bottom of the pit, soul-sucking, annihilation!"
"It wasn't that bad . . ."
"Maybe not for you!"
Concerned, Henry studied Tony's face. "Are you all right?"
"I guess." He drew in a deep breath, released it slowly, and nodded. "Yeah. I'm okay. But I'm gonna stay right here and watch you dress." Propped up on one shoulder, he sagged against the doorframe, too frightened to be tough, or independent, or even inter​ested in Henry's nakedness. "I don't want to be alone."
"Do you want to know what happened?" From Tony's expression, it was clear that he hadn't needed to ask. While he pulled on his clothes, Henry de​scribed what had occurred when he'd tried to get more information from the ghost.
"So, you can only ask one question and if the an​swer's yes, it disappears quietly, and if the answer's no, it lets you know how disappointed it is with you."
"Not only how disappointed it is," Henry told him. "When it screamed, I sensed a multitude of the dead."
"Yeah? How many dead in a multitude, Henry?"
"This is nothing to joke about."
"Trust me, I'm not laughin' inside." Tony followed Henry into the living room, dropping gracelessly onto one end of the heavy leather sofa. "Man, game shows from beyond the grave. You mind if I turn on some lights? That thing's still got me kind of spooked." When Henry indicated he should go ahead, he stretched back, flicked on the track lighting, and cen​tered himself in a circle of illumination. "At least we know two things. It does want revenge, and it doesn't know where its hands are." 
"What of the others?"
"Can we maybe deal with this one ghost at a time? I mean, why borrow trouble."
Tucked into a pocket of shadow on the other side of the room, Henry sighed. "I'd still like to know, why me?"
"Like attracts like."
Brows drawn in, Henry leaned forward, bringing his face into the light. "I beg your pardon."
"You're a vampire." Tony shrugged and stroked the tiny, nearly healed wound barely visible against the tanned skin of his left wrist. "Even if you're not a supernatural creature, even if all you are is biologi​cally different . . ."
"All I am?"
"Henry!"
Henry graciously indicated he should continue al​though his lip remained curled.
"Look, there's a whole shitload of myth about you. Okay, not you specifically, but about your kind. It's all around you . . ." He spread his arms. "... like a kind of metaphysical fog. I bet that's what the ghost is attracted to. I bet that's what pulls him to you."
"Metaphysical fog," Henry repeated. Shaking his head, he leaned back in his chair. "Did you talk like that in Toronto?"
"You needn't get so damned superior!" His relaxed posture gone, Tony jabbed a finger in Henry's direction. "It's a perfectly valid theory. Or have you got a better one?"
Surprised by the young man's vehemence, Henry admitted he didn't, but before Tony could continue, he cut him off with an uplifted hand. "Something's happening in the hall."
Tony's scowl deepened. "I don't hear any . . . shit." There was no point in continuing. Henry was already at the door.
He'd heard the ambulance attendants. As he stepped out into the hall, they were rolling the stretcher out of apartment 1404. The tiny figure under the straps lay perfectly still, one thin hand dangling limply off the side. The attendants were performing CPR even as they rushed toward the elevator, but Henry knew Lisa Evans was irretrievably dead.
He barely managed to keep himself from leaping back and snarling as Mrs. Munro clutched at his arm.
A few moments later, after bundling the sobbing companion into his car, he was speeding toward St. Paul's Hospital after the ambulance while Tony passed Mrs. Munro tissue after tissue from the box in the glove compartment.
The emergency room doctors took very little time before they agreed with Henry's diagnosis. They, too, had seen death too often to mistake it.
"She was very old," Dr. Zvane told them softly.
"There's older!" Mrs. Munro protested. Tony handed her another tissue.
"True." The doctor shrugged, and knuckled weary eyes. "All I can say is that it was her time. We did everything we could, but she'd gone on and had no intention of coming back."
Gripping Henry's hand hard enough to crack merely mortal joints, Mrs. Munro sniffed. "That's just like her. You could never get her to change her mind once she'd made it up."
She'd stopped crying by the time she got back into the car. Although Henry had offered to drive her wherever she wanted to go, she'd asked to be taken back to the condo. "I have to get my things. My daughter will pick me up there.
"We were watching Jeopardy," she continued, able to talk about what had happened now that it was offi​cially over. "It was the championship round. Miss Evans had just shouted out, 'Who is Captain Kirk?' when all of a sudden, she sort of whimpered and clapped her hands over her ears. She looked like she'd heard something horrible except I didn't hear anything at all. The next thing I knew, she was . . . gone."
Henry met Tony's eyes in the rearview mirror. It was obvious they were thinking the same thing.
"I don't think he's doing it deliberately."
"I don't care. He is responsible for that old lady's death, and I say he can go handless into hell."
Back in his circle of light, Tony shivered. Henry's voice had cut through the distance between living room and bedroom like the distance didn't exist, and every word had held an edge. When he appeared a moment later, Tony took in his change of clothes— his face and hair seemed luminescent above all that black—and asked, although he didn't really need to, "Where are you going?"
"Hunting."
It was almost impossible not to respond to the ghost's anticipation.
"You can stand there as long as you like," Henry growled, "but I am not going to help you."
The ghost threw back its head and screamed.
An unseen, unheard chorus of the dead screamed with it.
"I thought you weren't going to ask it any more questions!"
"I didn't." Henry stared down at the city, listening for the sound of a siren, his fingers splayed against the glass, the muscles rigid across his back. "I told it, it could expect no help."
"It didn't seem to like that."
"No. It didn't."
They stood together in silence, waiting for the sounds of another death.
Finally Tony sighed and threw himself down on the sofa. "Looks like we got lucky; nobody old enough, close enough. Tomorrow night, why don't you say nothing at all."
It waited. And it waited. When Henry tried to leave the room, it screamed.
They watched the ambulance arrive. They learned that the Franklins' baby died in its sleep.
"Babies. Man . . ." Two years ago, Tony had watched an ancient Egyptian wizard devour the life force of a baby. The parents walked on, completely unaware that their child was dead. He still had night​mares about it. "This is blackmail."
"Yes. And it has made me angry." The plastic cracked in his grip as he picked up the phone.
Swallowing nervously—Henry's anger could be as terrifying as silent ghostly screams—Tony managed a partial smile and asked, "Calling the Ghostbusters?"
"Not quite. I've decided this is not a job for a ro​mance writer."
"Well, I guess not, but. . ." He let his next question trail off when Henry activated the external speaker on the phone. After two rings, an answering machine clicked on.
"Victory Nelson, Private Investigations. There's no one here to take your call right now. Please leave a message after the tone. . . ."

Two

DETECTIVE-Sergeant Michael Celluci closed the heavy metal door quietly behind him and stepped cau​tiously into the shadowed apartment. A dim fan of light that spilled out from the office under the loft was swallowed up by the sixteen-foot ceiling in the main room. The building had been a glass factory before a recession had emptied it and urban renewal had filled it again with barely serviceable living space for the fashionable fringe of Toronto. The majority of the ten​ants dressed exclusively in black and most were in​volved in some way with "the arts"—although some of those ways were pretty peripheral in Michael Celluci's not at all humble opinion.
His soft-soled shoes making no sound on the rug that defined a right-of-way along one wall, he moved toward the light.
"So what about the guy you can see? What's he, the union representative?" The silence defined the re​sponse. "I'm sorry. I am taking this seriously. No, I am. Ask it innocuous questions until I get there." The old wooden office chair creaked alarmingly as it was tipped back on two legs. "Ask it things you know it'll have to answer yes to."
Just under the edge of the loft, an arm's length from the chair, Celluci stretched out a hand to grab a sweatshirt-clad shoulder. Just before his fingers closed on fabric, they were captured in an unbreakable grip.
The woman holding him flashed him a disdainful nice try and kept talking into the phone. "Look, how hard can it be? Did you used to be a man? Are you dead now? Were you once alive?"
Were you alive? Celluci mouthed as she pulled him around the edge of her chair and pushed him down onto a corner of the cluttered desk.
Brows lowered, she acknowledged he'd heard cor​rectly with a single nod, then tried to reassure her caller. "It doesn't matter that they're stupid questions as long as it answers yes. I'll be there as soon as I can. I'll . . ." Sighing, she settled back with an expres​sion Celluci recognized—the first time he'd seen it, they'd both been in uniform, and it had been aimed at him. There could be only one explanation for it now; the person on the other end of the line was actu​ally daring to give Vicki Nelson advice.
She'd never taken advice well. Not when she'd been in uniform and considered herself God's gift to the Metropolitan Toronto Police. Not when she'd made detective. Not when retinitis pigmentosa had forced her to quit a job she'd both loved and excelled at. Not during the time she'd been a private investigator. And not since the change.
If I didn't know, he thought, watching her features shift from impatience to irritation, I'd never realize what she was.
She looked much the same, only a little thinner and a lot paler. She acted much the same, having always been overbearing, arrogant, and opinionated. All right, so she didn't used to drink blood. . . . "That's enough!" Irritation had become annoyance and, from her tone, she'd cut off a continuing mono​logue. "I'll be there as soon as I can, and if you're not home when I arrive, I'm heading straight back to Toronto." Hanging up as the last "oh" left her mouth, she turned her attention to Celluci and said, "Henry has a ghost and would like me to get rid of it for him."
Cold fingers touched the back of Celluci's neck. "Henry Fitzroy?"
"Himself."
"Isn't he still in Vancouver?"
Silver-gray eyes narrowed as she gazed up at him. "He is."
"And you've just agreed to travel clear across the country to take care of his ..." In spite of everything they'd been through—in spite of demons, werewolves, mummies, and the reanimation of the dead, in spite of vampires—his lip curled. "... ghost?"
"I have."
"And since you've presented it to me as a fait ac​compli, can I assume anything I have to say be​comes irrelevant?"
Her brows drew in slightly. "This ghost is scaring people to death, Mike, and it's going to keep doing it until someone finds out why and stops it. Henry isn't trained for that kind of an investigation." When he opened his mouth, she lifted a hand in warning. "And don't you dare say I'm not either. I'll be stopping a killer. It doesn't matter that he's dead."
No. It wouldn't. But the ghost had little or nothing to do with his reaction. He leaped to his feet and pushed past her, out of the office and into the main room where he'd have floor enough to pace. "Do you know how far it is to Vancouver?"
"About 4,500 kilometers."
He stomped to the door and back again. "Do you realize how short the night is at this time of the year?"
"Less than nine hours." Her voice added a clear indication that she wasn't pleased about it either.
"And do you remember what happens when you're caught out in the sun?"
"I barbecue."
Hands spread, he rocked to a stop in front of her. "So you're going to go 4,500 kilometers, in less than nine-hour shifts, with no sanctuary from the sun? Do you have any idea how insanely dangerous that is?"
"I've been thinking about buying a used van and making a few minor modifications."
"A few minor modifications," he repeated incredu​lously, trying to bury fear with anger. "You'll be a sitting duck all day, no matter where you park—a charcoal briquette just waiting to happen!"
"So come with me."
"Come with you? As a favor to Henry-fucking-Fitzroy?"
She got slowly to her feet and glared up at him through narrowed eyes. "Is that what this is really about? Henry?"
"No!" And it wasn't; not entirely. "This is about you putting yourself in unnecessary danger. Don't they have PI's in British Columbia?"
"Not ones who can deal with something like this and no one Henry trusts." She smiled, a little self-mockingly, then spread one hand against his chest and added, her words slowed to the rhythm of his heart​beat, "I don't want to become a charcoal briquette. I could use your help, Mike."
His mouth snapped shut around the remainder of the diatribe. The old Vicki Nelson had never been able to ask for help. When Henry Fitzroy had given her his blood, he'd changed her in more than just the obvious ways. Celluci hated the undead, romance-writing, royal bastard for that.
"Let me think about it," he muttered. "I'm going to make coffee."
Vicki listened to him stomp into the tiny kitchen and begin opening and closing cupboard doors with more force than was strictly necessary. She drew in a deep breath, savoring the scent of him. He'd always smelled terrific; a kind of heated, male smell that used to make her incredibly horny whenever she got a whiff of it. Okay, it still made her horny, she corrected with a grin. But now it also made her hungry.
"Don't you ever throw your garbage out," he snarled.
"Why should I? I don't create any of it."
He hadn't needed to raise his voice. She could've heard him if he'd whispered. She could hear his blood pulse through his veins. Sometimes she thought she could hear his thoughts. Although he might be hon​estly concerned about the dangers of travel, where it came right down to it, he didn't want to go to Vancou​ver with her because he didn't want to do Henry Fitz​roy any favors. Neither did he want her to go to Vancouver, and thus to Henry Fitzroy, without him.
Finishing off the bit of bookkeeping she'd been doing when Henry'd called, Vicki saved the file and waited for Mike to make up his mind, wondering if he realized she had no intention of going without him.
That Henry was being haunted by a ghost who played twenty questions with deadly results didn't sur​prise her. Nothing much surprised her anymore. There are more things in heaven and earth . . . She'd had it printed on her business cards. Mr. Shakespeare had no idea.
That Henry had called, wanting to hire her to solve his little mystery, had surprised her. He'd been so definite when they'd parted that they'd never see each other again, that they couldn't see each other again.
As though he'd been reading her thoughts, Celluci chose that moment to come back into the office and growl, "I thought vampires were unable to share a territory."
Vicki's chin rose. "I refuse to be controlled by my nature."
Celluci snorted. "Yeah. Right." He took a swallow of steaming coffee. "Tell that to the vampire who used to live here."
"I was willing to negotiate," Vicki protested, but she felt her lip curling up off her teeth. The other vampire had taunted her with the death of a friend and claimed downtown Toronto. When Vicki had fi​nally killed her, she'd felt no regret, no guilt, and no need to tell Detective-Sergeant Michael Celluci the full details of what had happened. Not only because of what he was—not only because he was human— but because of who he was. He wouldn't have under​stood, and she didn't think she could stand it if he looked at her the way he'd sometimes looked at Henry.
So she'd told him only that she'd won.
Now she changed her incipient snarl into something closer to a smile. "Henry and I will manage to get along."
Celluci hid his own smile behind the coffee mug. He recognized the tone and wondered if Henry had any idea of how little choice he was about to have in the matter. He didn't want Vicki going to Vancouver, but since she'd already made up her mind, he couldn't stop her—nor was he suicidal enough to try. Since she was going, regardless, he didn't want her going alone. Besides, he'd enjoy watching his bloodsucking, royal bastardness get run over by Vicki's absolute refusal to do what was expected of her.
"All right. You win. I'm going with you."
"... things are slow right now, and I've got the time."
Inspector Cantree snorted. "You've always got the time, Detective. I'm just amazed you actually want to use some of it."
Celluci shrugged. "Something came up with a friend of Vicki's out west."
"A friend of Vicki's. Ah." The inspector stared into the oily scum on top of his coffee, the heavy stoneware mug looking almost delicate in his huge hand. "And how is 'Victory' Nelson these days? I hear she's been dealing with some strange cases since she got back in town."
Celluci shrugged again. "Someone has to. At least if they're calling her, they're not calling us."
"True." Cantree's eyes narrowed, and the look he shot at the other man was frankly speculative. "She never struck me as the type to get involved in this paranormal, occult bullshit."
Celluci only just stopped himself from shrugging a third time. "Most of her work's the same old boring crap. Cheating spouses. Insurance fraud."
"Most," Cantree repeated. It wasn't quite a ques​tion, so Celluci didn't answer it.
Inspector Cantree had narrowly escaped becoming the enchanted acolyte of an ancient Egyptian god. The others who'd been caught up in the spell had created their own explanations, but he'd insisted on hearing the truth. As he'd never mentioned it again, Celluci remained unsure of how much he'd believed.
The memory hung in the air between them for a moment, then Cantree brushed it aside, the gesture stating as clearly as if he'd said it aloud: Forty-seven homicides so far this year; I've enough to deal with. "Take your vacation, Detective, but I want your butt back here in two weeks ready to work."
"Vicki, we will never make it to Vancouver in that.'''
"I know it doesn't look like much . . ." Hands on her hips, Vicki swept her gaze over the grimy blue van and decided not to mention that it'd probably look worse in daylight. It looked bad enough under the security light in Celluci's driveway. "... but it's mechanically sound."
"Since when do you know anything about mechani​cally sound?"
"I don't." She turned and grinned at him, meeting his eyes and allowing power to rise momentarily in hers. "But nobody lies to me anymore."
Because it had been used for deliveries, the van box had no windows to cover. Vicki'd had a partition with wide rubber gaskets installed behind the seats and an​other just inside the rear doors.
"You got it done fast enough, didn't you?" Celluci brushed at a dusting of sawdust at the base of the front barrier and frowned at the inner bolts that en​sured there'd be no unwelcome visitors. "What hap​pens if there's an accident and I have to get you out?" 
"Wait until sunset and I'll get myself out." 
"There's no ventilation, and it's likely to get hotter than hell in there." 
She shrugged. "I doubt I'll notice." 
"You doubt?" His voice started to rise, and he forced it back down, the dark windows in the sur​rounding houses reminding him that the neighbors were still asleep and very likely wanted to remain that way. "You're not sure?"
"I'm sure that I won't feel it. Other than that . . ." There were a number of things about being a vampire she was having to discover as the situation came up. Henry had taught her how to feed without causing harm, how to gently change the memories of those who provided nourishment, and how to blend with the mortals who walked the day, but he'd never taught her that swimming was out of the question because increased bone density caused her to sink like a rock—scaring the shit out of the lifeguard at the "Y." Nor had he mentioned what traveling all day in the back of an enclosed van might do. "The SPCV sug​gests leaving a rear window rolled down a bit and parking out of the sun."
Celluci stared at her in confusion. "The what?" 
"The society for the prevention of cruelty to vam​pires. It was a joke." She patted his arm. "Never mind. What do you think of the bed?" 
He peered past her shoulder. The bed had padded sides ten inches high. "It looks like a coffin without a lid. I'm not using it."
"Suit yourself, but remember who's driving nights while you're sleeping." She mimed steering around a corner and did a fairly good impersonation of tires squealing against the road.
As Vicki's driving style hovered between kamikaze and Montreal cabbie, Celluci shuddered and checked his watch. Unfortunately, if they planned on leaving before daybreak, they didn't have time to fight about either the bed or Vicki's driving—and if he couldn't do anything about the latter, he certainly wasn't going to insist on removing the padding from the former. "Let's get going, then. It's four-twelve and sunrise is in less than forty-five minutes." When Vicki lifted both brows, he pulled a battered paperback out of his back pocket. "Farmer's Almanac. It's got sunrise and sunset for the whole year. I decided it might be best to be prepared."
"For what?" Vicki drew herself up to her full five-feet ten, her expression dangerous and purely human. This argument, or variations on the theme, long pre​dated the change. "What's the matter, Mike? You still think I can't take care of myself?"
"Not between sunrise and sunset," he reminded her mildly, refusing to be drawn.
Vicki deflated. Unfortunately, he was completely and absolutely and inarguably correct. She hated that—not so much that he was right, but that it left her no room for argument.
And he knew it. Eyes crinkling at the corners, he shoved the book back into his pocket.
Stepping forward, she brushed the overlong curl of dark brown hair back off his forehead and murmured, "Come evening, however, no one messes with me."
Lying in the coffinlike bed, vibrating along with the van's six-cylinder, no-longer-entirely-to-company-specs engine, enclosed in a warm darkness so deep it draped over her like black velvet, Vicki could feel the sun. The flesh between her shoulders crawled. Two years a vampire and she still hadn't gotten used to the ap​proach of the day.
"It's like that final instant, just before someone hits you from behind, when you know it's going to happen and you can't do a damned thing about it. Only it lasts longer. ..."
Celluci hadn't been impressed by the analogy, and she supposed she couldn't blame him—it didn't im​press her much either. While he'd pulled the van up under the security light and methodically checked for pinholes that might let in the sun, she'd almost gone crazy with the need to get under cover. He hadn't listened when she'd told him she'd already checked, but then, he'd always believed she took foolish risks. Risks, she took. Foolish risks, never. Okay, hardly ever.
Wondering why she was suddenly doing numbers from HMS Pinafore, she licked her lips and tasted the memory of Celluci's mouth against hers. He'd wanted to wait for sunrise before he started driving, but Vicki'd insisted he start right after she closed herself up in her moving sanctuary. She didn't think she could cope with both of them waiting for . . .  oblivion.
At that hour of the morning, traffic was heading into Toronto, not out of it and, for all its disreputable appearance, the van handled well. Fully aware he would not be able to explain the apparent corpse in the back should he be stopped by the OPP, Celluci drove a careful five kilometers over the limit and re​signed himself to being passed by nearly every other car on the highway.
"Get your picture taken," he muttered as an old and rusty K-car buzzed by him. Unfortunately, the new Ontario government had recently pulled the photo radar vans, insisting they'd shown no positive effects. Celluci had no idea where the idiots at Queen's Park had gathered their information, but in his personal experience, the threat of the vans had kept paranoid drivers actually traveling at slightly less than the limit.
He stopped at Barrie for breakfast and a chance to stretch his legs. A tractor trailer accident held him for an hour just outside Waubaushene and by the time he stopped for lunch at the Centennial Diner in Bigwood, he'd heard Sonny and Cher sing "I Got You Babe" on three different oldies stations and was wondering why he was putting himself through rock-and-roll hell for Henry-fucking-Fitzroy.
"I should've tried harder to talk her out of it." He yanked a tasseled toothpick out of his club sandwich. So what if there were no PI's on the West Coast Fitzroy could trust. "How's he supposed to make new friends if he never talks to strangers."
"Is anything wrong?"
Celluci manufactured a smile and tossed it up to his teenage waitress. "No. Nothing's wrong." Watching her watch him on her way back to the kitchen, he sighed. Great. Not only does he expect Vicki to risk her life traveling across three quarters of the country, but now he's got me talking to myself.
On the flyspecked radio above the pie rack, Sonny Bono once again declared his love in the face of every​thing they said.
"WaWa?" Knuckles on her hips, Vicki rolled the kinks out of her shoulders. "Why WaWa?"
Celluci shrugged, eyes appreciatively following her movements. "Why not WaWa? I thought you might want to see the goose."
"The goose?" Slowly, she turned and peered up at the nine-meter-high steel sculpture silhouetted against a gray sky streaked with orange. "Okay. I've seen it. I hope we're not sharing the high point of your day."
"Close," he admitted. "How're you feeling?"
"Like my body spent the day bouncing around in​side a padded box. Other than that, fine."
"Are you, uh . . ." He broke off in embarrassment as a car pulled into the small parking lot and a pair of children exploded out of the back and raced up the path toward the bathrooms.
"Hungry?" Stepping into the circle of his body heat, she grinned. "Mike, you can say hungry in front of kids—they'll assume I'll be having a Big Mac, not Ronald MacDonald."
"That's disgusting."
"Actually, it's given me an appetite."
He grabbed her upper arms, halting her advance. "Forget it, Vicki, I'm too old for a quickie in the back of a van." But his protest had little force, and after the kids and the car disappeared, he allowed himself to be convinced.
It didn't take much.
Twenty minutes later, as they climbed up into the front seats, Vicki reached out and caught a mosquito about to land on his back. "Forget it, sister," she mut​tered, squashing the bug between thumb and forefin​ger. "He gave at the office."
"We're just past Portage la Prairie?" Celluci looked up from the map of Manitoba with a scowl. He hadn't slept well, and the thermos of coffee Vicki'd handed him when he'd staggered out of the van could peel the residue off a garbage truck. He drank it anyway— after fifteen years drinking police coffee, he could drink anything—but he wasn't happy. The last thing he needed to be told was that they'd gone consider​ably past the point where he'd expected to take over. . "You must've been doing between a hundred and twenty-five and a hundred and thirty kilometers an hour!"
"What's your point?"
"Let's start with the speed limit being a hundred kilometers an hour and take it from there. It's not just a good idea," he added sarcastically, fighting to refold the map. "It's the law."
Vicki clamped her teeth down on a complaint that a hundred K to someone with her reaction time was ridiculously slow, and merely shrugged. Her opinions didn't make the speed limit any less the law. If he'd suggested she'd been driving unsafely, then she could've given him an argument.
Leaning back against the van, she stared out at the farmland surrounding the gas station parking lot. With the station closed and the only illumination coming from the stars and Celluci's flashlight, it seemed as though they were the last people alive in the world. She hated that feeling and she'd felt it for most of the night as she'd sped away from Lake Superior toward Kenora and the Ontario/Manitoba border. At 3 a.m. even Winnipeg was a little short of people up and about—except for a sleepy clerk at the 24-hour gas station/donut shop where she'd filled the van and two transients spotted sleeping in the shelter of an over​pass. She'd cut through the middle of Portage la Prai​rie rather than take the Trans-Canada Highway loop around, but it was still too early for anyone to be up and about.
Used to living, and hunting, among three million people, at least one million of whom never seemed to sleep, the isolation made her feel vulnerable and exposed.
"Give me that." She reached down and snatched the partially folded map out of Mike's hands. "All you have to do is follow the original creases. Why is that so difficult?"
Vulnerable, exposed, and in a really bad mood.
Meeting Celluci's astonished glower with a half-apologetic wave of the map, she growled, "All this scenery is beginning to get to me."
Recognizing that on a perfectly straight, completely flat stretch of road no one was going to drive at one hundred kilometers an hour, the speed limit through Saskatchewan was one hundred and ten. Almost ev​eryone did one twenty. Considering his cargo, Celluci compromised at one fifteen.
A lifetime's worth of wheat fields later, at 7:17 p.m. local time, he pulled into a truck stop just outside Bassano, Alberta, and turned off the engine wonder​ing if there was a Sonny and Cher revival going on he hadn't heard about. If he had to listen to "I Got You, Babe" one more time, he was going to have to hurt someone. Parking the van so that Vicki could exit without being seen, he walked stiffly across the asphalt to the restaurant. Sunset would be at 8:30, so he had little better than an hour to eat.
Soup of the day was beef barley. He stared down into the bowl and remembered all the meals he and Vicki had eaten together, all the gallons of coffee, all the stale sandwiches grabbed on the run. All at once, the thought that they'd never again go out for dim sum, or chicken paprikas, or even order in a pizza while they watched Hockey Night in Canada left him feeling incredibly depressed.
"Is there something wrong with the soup?" A middle-aged woman in a spotless white apron peered down at him with some concern from behind the counter.
"The, uh, the soup's fine."
"Glad to hear it. It don't come out of a can, you know. I make it myself." When he couldn't find an immediate response, she shook her head and sighed. "Come on, buddy, cheer up. You look like you've lost your best friend."
Celluci frowned. He hadn't exactly lost her. Vicki remained everything to him she ever had been, except a dinner companion and weighed against the rest that shouldn't mean much. But, right now, it did. I thought I'd dealt with this. . . .
He barely noticed when the waitress took the empty bowl away and replaced it with a platter of steak and home fries.
Vampire, Nightwalker, Nosferatu—Vicki was no longer human. Granted, she'd made a commitment to him in a way she'd never been able to before the change, but, given immortality, how important could the few years of his life be?
The rhubarb pie tasted like sawdust and he left half of it on the plate.
Shoulders hunched and hands shoved into his jacket pockets, he headed back across the parking lot toward the van. Vaguely aware he was wallowing in self-pity, he couldn't seem to stop.
When the van's engine roared into life, it took him completely by surprise. Standing three feet from the front bumper, Celluci stared through a fine film of bug bodies smeared over the windshield and into the smug face of a young man in his late teens or early twenties. He didn't realize what was happening until the young man backed the van away from him, cranked the steering wheel around, and laid rubber all the way out to the highway.
The van was being stolen.
Instinct sent him racing after it, but halfway across the parking lot, the fact he didn't have a chance of catching up penetrated and he rocked to a halt. He checked his watch. 8:27.
Vicki would be awake in three minutes.
She'd know immediately that something was wrong, that he wasn't driving. She'd pull open the partition behind the seats .
... and their young car thief was about to be in for one hell of a surprise.
Watching the grimy back end of the stolen van dis​appear into the sunset down a secondary road, Celluci started to laugh. His only regret was that he wouldn't be there to see that punk's face when Vicki woke up. He was still laughing when the waitress met him at the door of the restaurant, a worried frown creasing the smooth curves of her face. "Wasn't that your van?"
"It was." He grinned down at her, feeling better than he had in hours.
"Would you like to use our phone to call the police?"
"No, thank you. But I would like another piece of that delicious rhubarb pie."
Completely confused, she followed him across the restaurant and watched wide-eyed as he dropped onto a counter stool. She shook her head as he looked at his watch and snickered. He'd seemed like such a nice man and although she was glad to see that whatever had been bothering him obviously wasn't bothering him any longer, she couldn't understand his attitude. "But what about your van?"
The corners of Celluci's mouth curved up as he reached for a fork. "It'll be back."
Something was wrong.
Vicki lay in the darkness and sifted through sounds and scents and sensation.
The van was still moving. Celluci had insisted, for safety's sake, they be parked at least half an hour before sunrise and sunset. Somehow, considering the completely unnecessary fuss he'd made over it, Vicki doubted he'd changed his mind. Either he'd lost his little book, he'd been unable to get off the highway, or he wasn't the driver.
The smell of the engine—gas and oil and heated metal—laid over the lingering scent of Celluci clinging to the padding of the bed made an enhanced sense of smell next to useless. The three little pigs could be driving, and she wouldn't be able to sniff them out.
Kneeling next to the plywood barrier, she filtered out the sounds of internal combustion and heard a stranger's heartbeat.
She growled low in her throat. Resisting the urge to crash through the barrier and rip the stranger's heart out, Vicki silently pulled back the bolts. Anger wouldn't get her the answers she needed. Anger wouldn't discover what happened to Mike Celluci. First, I get some answers ...
To the young man behind the wheel, it seemed as though one moment the passenger seat was empty and the next there was a woman sitting in it, smiling at him. Her smile was terrifying.
"Pull over," she said softly.
More frightened than he'd ever been in his life, he braked and swerved onto the shoulder. By the time he fought the van to a standstill, his heart was pound​ing so violently, he could barely breathe.
"Shut off the engine."
He whimpered as he turned the key. He didn't know why, but he couldn't prevent the sound from escaping. When cool fingers grasped his chin and forced his head around, he whimpered again.
"Where is the man who was driving this vehicle?"
Her eyes were impossibly silver in the twilight. He didn't know what the rest of her looked like because all he could see were her eyes. "He's, he's at Ruby's Steak House. Maybe five miles b-b-back."
"Has he been hurt?"
Although not an imaginative young man, he had a sudden flash of what was likely to happen should he answer in the affirmative. His stomach spasmed, and his throat worked.
"If you puke," she told him, "you'll eat it. Now answer my question."
"He was f-f-fine. Really." When she seemed to be waiting for more, he added, "I looked b-b-back and he was laughing."
"Laughing?"
"Yes, ma'am."
Frowning, Vicki released the young man's jaw. Why would Celluci be laughing? She'd never suspected that he considered grand theft auto to be amusing. Okay, he stopped for supper and someone stole the van. Why would he think that was funny? Then she looked up at the streaks of gold and rose lingering on the hori​zon. All of a sudden, she got the joke.
If Ruby's Steak House was only five miles back, this poor sucker had driven off with a sleeping vampire moments before sunset.
When she noticed him fumbling with the door latch, she grabbed his arm. "Not so fast," she murmured, the threat softened but still there. "What's your name?"
"K-Kyle."
He was really quite attractive in an unshaven, out​law sort of way. Slender but with nice muscles. Pretty blue eyes. Her gaze locked on the pulse in his throat. "How old are you, Kyle?"
"T-twenty-two."
Old enough. She let the Hunger rise.
Kyle saw her smile change. Almost understood it. Her face was very pale. Her teeth, very white.
"Actually, I think young Kyle's decided to give up stealing cars."
"Oh?" Celluci grinned at her profile, just barely vis​ible in the pale green glow from the dashboard lights. "What makes you say that?"
"Well, I think he came to the decision when I pointed out how lucky he'd been."
"Lucky?"
"Sure. When he took this van, all he got was me." Vicki turned to face her companion, allowing the van to speed down the highway momentarily unguided. Her eyes gleamed, and her voice made promises for later. "I merely reminded him that another time, he might drive off with something . . . dangerous."
Sunrise the next morning was at 4:56, Pacific Time. At 4:30, Vicki pulled over onto a deserted scenic view and stopped the van. Driving west through the Rock​ies, she'd gained an hour of night. Since they'd left home, she'd gained three, but this would be the last, they'd crossed into British Columbia during the night and would reach Vancouver before evening. From now on, sunrise and sunset would occur in the same time zone.
Twisting around in the driver's seat, she stared into the shadows of her sanctuary. Celluci refused to sleep with the front partition up and she supposed she couldn't blame him although the song of his blood behind her was a constant distraction. Considering the demands of the road as it passed through two national parks and crossed most of a mountain range, it was fortunate that, having fed deeply from young Kyle, she'd been able to keep most of her attention on her driving.
Sleep smoothed out the lines and shadows layered onto his face by fifteen years of police work and he looked much younger than his thirty-eight years.
Thirty-eight.
He had a scattering of gray hair at his right temple.
How many years were they going to have? Fifty? Forty? And what was she going to do for the rest of eternity without him? Facing immortality, she found herself mourning his inevitable death while he contin​ued to live. Henry had warned her about falling into that kind of fatalistic despair, but it was a hard warning to remember while listening to a mortal heartbeat pounding out its few remaining years.
Oh, for God's sake, Vicki, get a grip! Leaning for​ward, she grabbed Celluci's shoulder and shook him hard.
"Wha . . . !"
"Sunrise in twenty minutes, Mike. I'll leave you alone to put your face on." Getting out of the van, she walked over to the railing and stared up at the Rockies. Rising in majestic silhouettes against the gray, predawn sky, they looked so definitively like mountains they almost looked fake.
Now this is immortality, Vicki acknowledged. Next to these hunks of rock, I'm just going to live a little longer than average. She heard Mike walk around from the other side of the van and said, "I left a message on Henry's machine when I stopped for gas. He knows we'll get to his place today."
"Yeah? Will he still be there?"
Eyes narrowed, she pivoted on one heel. "Why wouldn't he be?"
"Oh, I don't know. Perhaps he's willing to recognize his limitations." Three nights on the road, had left Celluci tired and stiff and not all the glories of a spring dawn in the midst of some of the most beautiful sce​nery in the world were going to make an impression until he had a piss and a coffee.
"He'll be there."
"What makes you so sure?"
"I told him not to leave."
Should've seen that coming, he muttered silently, following Vicki to the van. He caught her wrist as she lifted her hand to rub the back of her neck. "Did it ever occur to you that Henry Fitzroy knows better than you do what it means to be a vampire?"
She turned within his grip although they both knew she could have easily broken it. "Maybe he does, but Henry Fitzroy doesn't know what it means to be me, and I'm not buying into  his territorial imperative crap."
Because he could see the doubt in her eyes, he let it go. They'd find out soon enough.
When he heard the bolts shoot back and the front barrier move, Celluci threw the last of his burger to a gull patrolling the strip mall parking lot and rolled up the window. He couldn't see anyone in earshot, but the last thing they needed was an eavesdropper.
The silver of her eyes flecked with lingering gold from the setting sun, Vicki's gaze swept past him. "Where are we?
"Cariboo Street, east end of the city. I thought you'd like to be awake when we arrived."
Vicki stared out the front window, across Vancou​ver, toward the ocean, toward Henry Fitzroy. Then she looked at Mike Celluci, really looked at him.
He had the strangest sensation that no one had ever seen him so clearly, and he could feel himself begin​ning to sweat. Just when he thought he couldn't stand another minute of it, she smiled, reached out, and brushed the long curl of hair off his face.
"Thanks. That's pretty perceptive for a guy who tapes Baywatch."
Three
EYES narrowed, Henry glared at the handless ghost at the foot of his bed. His movements rigidly precise, he folded back the sheet and sat up. If he released even a fraction of the tight grip he maintained on his rage, it would surge out in a stream of angry accusa​tion and another innocent would die.
He watched and waited, hoping the spirit would tire of meaningless questions. When it became obvious it hadn't, when it began preparing to scream, Henry snarled, "Was your mother a woman?"
Translucent features twisted into an annoyed frown, but it obeyed the rules and quietly vanished.
"Man, that is one pissed-off spook."
Henry paused, one hand on the bathroom door, and turned toward the hall corner where Tony lounged against the wall. "You could feel it?"
"Feel it?" Tony snorted, covering his fear with bra​vado. "I could almost see the waves of pissed-offedness radiating out from your room. I just, you know, wondered if you were okay."
"I'm fine. It can't actually affect me."
"Uh-huh. And that's why you just crushed the doorknob?"
Opening his fingers, Henry dropped his gaze to the unrecognizable piece of brass protruding from the bathroom door. "Perhaps I am a little . . . irritated. I'm sure I'll feel better after a shower." He took a half a step forward—one bare foot on tile, the other on carpet—and paused. "Don't you usually work Sat​urday evenings?"
Tony took a deep breath, lifted his chin, and met Henry's gaze square on. "I traded shifts," he an​nounced defiantly. "So I could be here when Vicki arrived."
Red-gold brows rose. "To protect her from me?"
"Maybe." Expecting anger, and knowing how dan​gerous that anger could be, Tony would have pre​ferred it to the undercurrent of amusement he could hear in Henry's voice. "Or to protect you from her."
Realizing that he'd hurt the younger man's feelings, Henry sighed. "I appreciate the intent, Tony, I really do, but for your own safety, if anything happens, any​thing at all, don't get between us. While I would never intentionally harm you, I'm not sure how much intent is going to count."
"Then why did you stay? You're ready to go to the cabin, you could've been gone when she got here."
"If I was gone when she arrived, Vicki'd never be​lieve that two vampires are incapable of being to​gether. She'd continue to think that I'm overreacting, that a response innate to our natures can be over​come." His eyes darkened and an aura of ancient power seemed to gather about him—in spite of the green velour bathrobe. "By remaining home for the first part of the night, by actually meeting with her, I'll prove my point in the only way she'll accept."
Tony nodded slowly. Having known Vicki since he was a fifteen-year-old street kid, the explanation made perfect sense. "I bet she was the kind of kid who stuck beans up her nose."
"I beg your pardon?"
"You know." His voice lifted into a shrill falsetto. "Now, Vicki, don't stick beans up your nose."
Henry grinned. "No bet."
"So you stayed to prove a point?"
"That's right."
"Not because you wanted to see her again?"
"Vampires do not maintain attachments after the parent-child bond is broken." Henry's tone ended the discussion. For added emphasis, he stepped into the bathroom and emphatically closed the door.
The knob fell off and bounced down the hall.
Bending to pick it up, Tony fitted his fingers into the creases Henry's fingers had made. Don't get be​tween us, he repeated silently. Yeah, like I'm in the habit of getting between The Terminator and the mother alien. . . .
Michael Celluci watched Vicki pacing back and forth in the elevator—three steps back, three steps forth—and kept his mouth firmly shut. More than any​thing, he wanted to know if she'd even considered the possibility that Henry might be right. Unfortunately, although the words were pressing up against his teeth, he couldn't ask because, from her expression, she ob​viously had.
"His scent is all over this building," she muttered, nostrils flaring.
"Don't tell me he's been pissing in the corners."
Her teeth seemed longer than usual as she snarled, "That's not what I meant."
"It was a joke." When she whirled to glare at him, he spread his hands. "Just trying to lighten the mood."
"Oh." The bell chimed for the fourteenth floor. She spun back around to face the door.
Following her out into the hall, Celluci shook his head. "No need to thank me." As their names had been on a security list at the door, they'd been waved right through without needing to buzz up and so had no idea of what they were about to face. Given Vicki's reaction so far, if Henry had been stupid enough to stay home, it was going to be an explosive evening.
He found himself wishing he'd brought his gun— although who he intended to shoot, he had no idea.
"She's coming." Henry turned to face the door and Tony thought he looked like a cat, watching the shad​ows for movement no one else could see. A moment later, three evenly spaced raps that unmistakably said, This is the police, shattered the expectant silence into sharp-edged little pieces.
"You'd better answer it." Hands locked behind his back, Henry made his way to the far side of the living room. "I think it might be best if I kept my distance."
Almost afraid of cutting himself on the shards of anticipation, Tony walked to the door, took a deep breath, and threw it open.
Celluci, about to knock again, lowered his hand.
Vicki, who'd been staring down the hall, spun around.
Had Tony not spent the last two years sharing living space with a vampire, he'd have fled, screaming. As it was, he swallowed hard, tried to keep his legs from buckling, and forced his mouth into what he hoped was an approximation of a smile. "Yo, Victory. You're lookin' good."
The fear in his voice penetrated. There were a great many people whose fear Vicki rather enjoyed, but Tony wasn't one of them. Let's just prove Henry's point for him, shall we? she snarled to herself as she struggled for control. I will not be dominated by blind instinct!
Tony, watching the silver mute out of her eyes, ex​changed a wary glance with Celluci, who added an infinitesimal shrug. Before either man could speak, however, Vicki found her voice.
"I just spent four days on the road, I need a shower, and I look like shit, but thanks for lying." She cocked her head and looked him up and down—to Tony's surprise the inspection didn't make him feel like a rare steak. "You, on the other hand, are looking good. You've filled out, got some color . . ." Her brows dipped down. "... but your hair's too short."
"It's the style," he protested indignantly, rubbing a palm over his close-cropped skull.
Vicki sighed. "Tony, it didn't look that good on Keanu Reeves either. Now then, you going to invite us in, or are you going to leave us standing in the hall?"
Ears pink, Tony stepped out of the doorway. "Sorry."
"As much my fault as yours," Vicki admitted. Look​ing appreciatively around the entry—Henry'd bought the Pacific Place condo after she'd returned to Toronto—she nodded toward the colonnaded arch. "Living room through there?"
"Yeah, but. . ." As she disappeared, he let his voice trail off and glanced up at Detective Sergeant Michael Celluci. During his years on the street, they hadn't exactly gotten along, but judging from the detective's expression, tonight the past had been buried under their common present.
"Is he in there?"
Tony sighed. "Yeah."
"Why, if he believes in this territorial imperative thing?"
"He wants to prove a point."
Like Tony before him, Celluci understood. "I can't say as I blame him. Let's hope we all survive it."
They walked together into the living room, each hoping that the silence had to be a good sign.
Henry stood with his back to the window, the lights of Granville Island beginning to pierce the dusk be​hind him. Head up, arms crossed over his chest, he wore a blue silk shirt, faded jeans, and white running shoes. His lips were pressed into a thin line. His eyes were dark.
Vicki stood by the ultramodern dining room table, the fingers of her right hand pressed hard against the green glass top. Head up, her left hand opening and closing by her side, she wore a blue silk shirt, faded jeans, and white running shoes. Her lips were drawn up enough to show the points of her teeth. Her eyes were silver.
Standing at the edge of the room, Tony could feel the tension building. In a moment, without a word being said, it would build past the breaking point. When that happened, he didn't have the faintest idea of what he could do to prevent the inevitable violence or if he'd have the courage to do it even if he knew. How would they fight? Would there be bloodshed? Wouldn't vampires instinctively refuse to waste so pre​cious a resource?
Beside him, Celluci swept a cynical gaze over the room, snorted, and said, "I see you guys've got a uni​form. What's next? Team jackets and baseball caps?"
Tony shot him a startled glance and faded back just far enough to use the detective's bulk as a shield.
The tableau broke. As Henry snarled and stepped forward, Vicki's sense of the ridiculous pushed past her instinctive responses. She stared at Henry's clothes, then down at her own, and snickered. "Christ, we look like a set of undead Bobsey Twins."
Nostrils flared, Henry stopped and turned to face her again.
His aborted charge had brought him away from the window. Smile twisting into a snarl, Vicki backed around the table. "Don't stand so close!" She didn't want to attack, but she didn't think she'd be able to stop herself if he came any closer. She fought to see past instinct, to the lover, to the friend, to the teacher who'd taught her to survive within the parameters of her new existence, but the knowledge of what they'd once been to each other kept getting lost behind what they were.
"This is my territory, Vicki." Henry took a step closer; graceful, deadly. "Not yours. You do not tell me what to do in my territory."
"At least they're talking," Celluci muttered to no one in particular. "That's an improvement."
The vampires ignored him, and Tony fervently wished he'd shut up.
A muscle jumped in Vicki's jaw. "You asked me here!"
"You insisted we could work together," he re​minded her mockingly.
"We could if you'd stop this Prince of Darkness bullshit and back off!"
"I'm not doing anything, Vicki. I am older than you. I am more powerful than you. You can only see me as a threat. You can't help but respond."
"And what do you see me as?" she growled, anger provoked by the implication that he didn't see her as a threat.
"Something to be removed." His brows drew in and his voice grew scathing. "I do not wish my hunting ruined by a child."
Vicki dove up and over the table, almost before she'd decided to attack. Her hands reached for Hen​ry's throat and grabbed only air. She spun around as she landed, but, off balance, she had no chance to block Henry's blow. He threw her against the far wall and was on her, fingers dimpling her throat before she hit the ground.
When Tony moved forward, a large hand closed on his shoulder and pulled him back.
"No," Celluci said softly. "Let them work it out."
Startled, Tony stared up at the detective. He couldn't believe that Michael Celluci was allowing this to happen, but although he was frowning, neither the larger man's gaze nor his grip wavered.
Her shoulders under Henry's knees, her throat in his hands, Vicki froze, caught in his eyes and recogniz​ing defeat.
"We cannot work together," Henry told her, all the posturing gone from his voice, leaving it flat and tired. "And as you must remain here to do your job, I am leaving. I've borrowed a cabin on Grouse Mountain from a friend. I'll leave immediately and return when you've solved the case." His eyes never leaving hers, he released her throat and stood.
"So you're proved right." Vicki got slowly to her feet, one hand supporting her weight against the wall. "Happy?"
He sighed and one corner of his mouth twisted into an almost smile. "Actually, no."
"Stay here," Celluci murmured, finally releasing Tony's shoulder. "Keep an eye on her, but don't go near her until she's calmed down."
"Do I look stupid?" the younger man demanded, wide-eyed and twitchy from the adrenaline buzz. "Where are you going?"
"I need to talk to Fitzroy."
"About what?" Then he followed the line of Celluci's gaze to where Vicki stood, eyes closed, breathing heavily, the fingers of her left hand sunk knuckle-deep through the leather upholstery of the couch. "Oh. Never mind."
When Henry attempted to leave the condo, black canvas case slung over one shoulder, Celluci was wait​ing at the door. He stopped with most of the entry between them. Any closer and he'd have to look up at the much taller man. "You have something to say, Detective?"
"You did that on purpose."
"What?"
"Provoked a fight. You knew that she had to attack you, or she'd never be convinced you were right."
"That's very perceptive of you, Detective." Henry studied the other man's face, not entirely certain of what he saw. "Are you going to tell her?"
"I haven't decided. But I'd like to ask you some​thing; what if you were wrong?"
Henry frowned. "Wrong?"
"From what I understand, this is something new in the history of ... uh ..."
"Vampires?"
Celluci flushed. "Yeah. Vampires. For the first time, two of you are face-to-face and not fighting over terri​tory because Vicki doesn't want your territory. What if you could've worked something out?" He spread his hands and stepped away from the door. "Now, you'll never know."
"Now, you'll never know."
The detective's words rang in his ears as Henry made his way down to his car. Vicki's scent remained a distraction, in the elevator, in the underground park​ing. It was the scent of another predator in his terri​tory. It was also the scent of a women he'd loved.
Unfortunately, instinct kept insisting they were two different people.
He slid into the BMW and rested his head for a moment on the steering wheel. The difference in the scent that surrounded him and in the scent he remem​bered only served to remind him of how much he'd lost.
It took all of his strength, gathered and refined for over four hundred and fifty years, to drive away.
Leaving another vampire in control of his territory.
Leaving Vicki.
Tony showed them quickly around the apartment, then pulled his roller blades and helmet out of the hall closet. "It's getting late and I, uh, gotta go." When Celluci's brows went up, he looked uncomfort​able and said, "I'm staying with friends. Henry thought it would be safer, since Vicki's not used to waking up to a blood scent."
"I'll still be here."
"Oh, yeah. I, uh, guess he figures you can take care of yourself."
"He's got it all figured out, doesn't he?" Celluci snorted. He watched Tony watch Vicki as she walked over to stand by the window and stare out at the city. It was the position Henry used to favor back in To​ronto, and Celluci could tell by the recognition on Tony's face that it was still a position Henry favored. Maybe it was just a vampire thing—surveying terri​tory, the hunter taking the high ground—but he hated it when Vicki reminded him of Henry.
"Henry's used to getting his own way."
It took a moment for Celluci to realize that Tony's quiet statement was a reply to his rhetorical question. Before he could think of a response, Vicki turned from the window.
"You will be here tomorrow sunset, won't you?" she asked, her preference clear.
Startled but pleased, Tony nodded. "If you're sure you want me."
"The last, and only time I was in Vancouver, I wasn't paying much attention to the city." Wasn't pay​ing much attention to anything except controlling the Hunger—she could remember the blood but little else. "If we're going to lay this spook, we're going to need someone who knows his way around."
"There's a whole bunch of street maps and stuff on the dining room table," he began, but Vicki cut him off.
"All a map'll tell us is where the streets are, not what they're about." She folded her arms and leaned back against the glass. "Unless that high school di​ploma came with a blindfold and earplugs, I can't be​lieve you don't know what's going on out there. You were my best eyes and ears on the street, Tony."
Although he still looked pleased, he shrugged apol​ogetically. "I'm not on the streets anymore."
"You still see things. You still hear things. And you have a gift for connecting the dots."
"For what?"
"For finding a pattern in apparent chaos."
"Really?"
"Yeah. Really."
Ears pink, he shoved aside the compliment, at​tempting, unsuccessfully, to hide how much it meant. "You want order out of chaos? Try being around Sat​urday afternoon when the Friday night videos come in. Look, I really gotta go, but I'll be back tomorrow sunset. A list of all the stupid questions Henry asked the spook's on the table with the maps. The number where I'll be staying and my work number's on the bulletin board by the phone. It's great to see you again, Victory." He grinned, and some of his old, street kid cockiness showed in the expression. "You, too, Detective."
He paused at the door, roller blades in one hand, helmet in the other, backpack hanging from one shoul​der. "Henry doesn't like me keeping much food around, but there's frozen stuff in the freezer and a little store downstairs on the parking level if you're hungry. He's open until midnight."
"Frozen stuff?" Vicki asked incredulously.
"Not for you, for Celluci." He snickered and closed the door.
Attempting to banish a vision of Red Cross blood bags, tagged and stacked and frozen solid, Vicki went back to the window and its view of the city. Of Hen​ry's territory.
"So." Celluci propped one thigh on the back of the sofa. "Care to tell me why all the buttering up?"
"What are you talking about?"
"Vicki, this is me. Cut the crap."
She shrugged without turning. "We need him. Tony knows the city. Knows more than we do, anyway."
"And?"
"And maybe I didn't want to lose him, too. Henry is ..."
"Different?"
"No. He hasn't changed, I have. I know how I used to feel about him—it's all there, but I can't reach it. Friend, lover; they're just words. When I look at him, they don't mean anything. Henry was right, Mike. He was right and I was wrong, and on top of everything else . . ." Her words took on a familiar emphasis. "On top of everything else, I hate being wrong."
Celluci touched the holes Vicki had made earlier in the green leather and decided not to mention his conversation with Henry.
Although his sunglasses blocked most of the light from oncoming traffic, Henry gladly turned off onto the unpaved access road and away from the constant irritation. Dropping his shades on the passenger seat, he leaned back and shook the tension out of his shoul​ders. He slowed slightly when, after a particularly vig​orous dip in the road, his oil pan gently scraped against a protruding piece of the mountain.
He'd bought the 1976 BMW new, had coddled it through the salted winters in Toronto, and had no interest in replacing it. Most Vancouverites seemed to share his attitude. Since moving to B.C. he'd been constantly astonished by the number of twenty-year-old cars on the road—many with the original paint job still factory fresh. These were cars that back East had hit the junkyards long ago or were maintained by lov​ing collectors but here, on the West Coast, were still being driven daily. Once or twice, while looking out at the city, Henry'd almost forgotten what decade it was.
He slowed still further as a raccoon, apparently in​different to tons of speeding steel, crossed his head​light beam in a stately waddle. Familiar with raccoons as urban animals, it surprised him to see this one so far out in the country. They were all over Vancouver, were tame enough in Stanley Park to beg for hand​outs, and Vicki'd even had a family of them living in the attic of her three-story apartment building in downtown Toronto.
Vicki.
He should've known his thoughts would eventually circle around to her.
What if you were wrong?
Now, you'll never know.
It's better this way. The steering wheel creaked under his grip. If I'd stayed and I'd lost control, I could have killed her.
Or she could've killed you, murmured a little voice in his head, reminding him that Vicki had already killed for territory during the short time she'd walked the night.
It had been a fight she shouldn't have won, not against an opponent so much older and more experi​enced. But then, Vicki excelled at turning conventions upside down.
Henry had been told, had believed, and had lived by the belief that, when the parent/child bond faded, vampires had no further contact with those they had changed. Vicki had used the conveniences of the twen​tieth century—the telephone, faxes, E-mail—to wipe out something he'd taken as a given for over four hundred and fifty years. She phoned him, she faxed him, she sent sarcastic monologues by E-mail, she re​mained in contact and didn't give a damn about what vampires did or did not do.
In spite of everything, because Vicki had refused to have it any other way, they'd remained friends.
"At a distance," he added, carefully easing the car down a rutted lane. "Physical proximity is something else again."
You maintained control, the little voice pointed out. You were angry, but that was all. It you hadn't pro​voked her, maybe, in spite of her youth, she could've maintained control as well. She believed that she could, and you know that with Vicki that's usually enough.
Now you'll never know.
"Shut up!" With a savage twist, Henry shut off the engine and sat staring out at the small cabin illumi​nated by his headlights. A pair of windows tucked up under the eaves seemed to stare mockingly back at him.
"What's done is done," he muttered, turning off the lights and stepping out into the night. He would stay at the cabin until Vicki had solved the case and, by removing himself to a new territory, would, at the very least, not disrupt her concentration. With innocent lives relying on her abilities, this was not the time to test traditional boundaries.
By appearing to him, the ghost had made him re​sponsible for the deaths it caused. Created Duke of Richmond and Somerset at six, Henry had been raised to take his responsibilities very seriously.
Celluci stepped out of the shower, into the towel Vicki held up for him, and sighed contentedly. "I needed that."
"I know." She flicked a drop of water up into his face. "You were beginning to get a little ripe."
"I thought you liked the way I smelled."
"You like the smell of leather, but you don't walk around with a cowhide up your nose." A fingertip traced damp circles in the hair around his navel as, eyes half closed, Vicki drew in a deep breath. "Trust me. You smell a lot more appetizing now."
He tried to catch her hand, but she easily avoided his grab. "Vicki, I really need a good night's sleep in a bed that isn't moving."
"So you want me to stop?"
He gasped as she widened the circle. "I didn't say that." A moment later, out in the hall, he dug in his heels and murmured, "Not in Fitzroy's bed." A moment after that, as Tony's bed rocked under their com​bined weight, he wrapped a hand around her jaw and moved her head away from his body. "If you bite it off," he growled, "you won't get to play with it any more."
Tony had the master bedroom and in the lights spill​ing in through the wall of glass that separated them from the city, Vicki could see as clearly as if the lights in the room were on. She slid out from under Celluci's arm and sat up, moving the pillows so that she could lean comfortably against the wall. "It's strange being here."
Celluci's "Why?" was a nearly inarticulate murmur as he rolled onto his side.
"Because I fought for the territory and lost, but Henry's the one who left." Drawing up her knees, she wrapped her arms around her lower legs and frowned out at the night. "I don't want this territory, but I feel like I've won it. Except that I didn't. Henry won. But I'm here. Is this making any sense?" She didn't bother waiting for a reply. "It feels like there's something missing, but I don't know what. It feels wrong, but I don't know what it needs to make it feel right. Oh, God." She let her head drop onto her knees. "I'm writing country music again. I hate it when that happens."
His breath warm against the skin of her hip, Celluci muttered something that might have been sarcastic.
"Mike?" She reached out to shake him, paused, hand in the air, and changed her mind. He needs to sleep. I'll just get dressed and take a quick look at what Vancouver has to offer.
But she didn't.
Fingers lightly stroking his hair, she wrapped up in the familiar comfort of his life and let the night go by without her in it.
"We have another match."
"So soon?" He frowned at the papers spread out over his desk, at the manicured symmetry of his fin​gernails, at the phone. He enjoyed working late, hav​ing the office to himself; usually, it meant he remained undisturbed. "Isn't that dangerous?"
"Dangerous? In what way?"
"In that it might lead to discovery."
"I've told you before, the timing is totally random. I have no control over when the matches occur. Either it happens, or it does not." The voice emerging from the tiny speaker managed to sound totally neutral about either option. "But if that new list you sent me is accurate ..."
"It should be. I paid enough for it."
"... then I have a young man on file who fits one of your prospects."
Drumming his fingers against the polished mahog​any, he weighed the options. "And you think he'll accept?"
"When approached the right way, they always accept."
"Yes, of course." He cut her off before she could say any more. He didn't want to know about the do​nors; they weren't his concern. "Very well, make him the offer. When he accepts, let me know immediately so I can begin negotiations with the buyer."
By the time dawn made its presence felt, Henry's car had been carefully locked away in the shed and all signs of his habitation had been erased from the exterior of the cabin. It was unlikely the day would bring company, but surviving for over four hundred and fifty years had taught caution first of all. Should anyone happen to wander down the narrow dirt track, the cabin would appear deserted. In Henry's opinion, he had less to fear from vandals than from neighbors; vandals seldom wandered so far from the beaten path.
With decks cantilevered out over the edge of a cliff, the cabin managed to be both isolated and directly above a food supply. While the friend who owned the property complained bitterly about how the Valley Breeze Family Resort had lowered property values in the area, Henry personally appreciated the view. Every pastel cabin nestled at the foot of the cliff held at least one meal.
"And why shouldn't I have a couple of weeks in the country?" he asked himself grimly as he locked the porch.
Because you're a vampire. Because this is not your territory. Because another vampire hunts in your terri​tory. Because Michael Celluci might be right. . . .
"And that . . ." Teeth snapped shut around the words. ". . . is exactly why I'm staying where I am."
It was a petty resolution—he'd long grown past the need to lie to himself—but it effectively derailed the circling arguments.
The walk-in closet off the master bedroom had, un​fortunately, been lined with cedar. Breathing shallowly through his mouth, wishing he'd brought some of Tony's laundry to cut the scent, Henry secured the door with a piece of two-by-one and lay down on the camp cot he'd set up earlier. As an added precaution, he'd draped a theatrical blackout curtain over the gar​ment rack to fall around the cot like an opaque mos​quito net.
The last time he'd spent the day in a closet had been right after the death and disappearance of Vicki's mother. Then, as now, he'd made it as risk free as possible.
All at once he frowned, trying to remember the last risk he'd taken.
He was vampire.
Nightwalker.
Prince of Darkness.
So why did life suddenly seem so middle class? So safe and bland?
Every risk he'd taken in the last few years could be directly linked to Vicki Nelson.
The bedding had been changed, but Henry's scent still coated the room. Instinct battled the need for sanctuary, and need won although her hands were shaking as she bolted the door. This wasn't the first time Vicki'd spent the day in another's sanctuary, but as her last experience had occurred right after she'd used a bank of tanning lights to turn the previous occupant into charred bone and ash, she didn't feel she had much basis for comparison.
The memories Henry's scent evoked warred with the reactions instinctive to her, to their, nature. She attempted to calm the latter by thoroughly searching the room.
"See?" It took an effort, but she kept her voice low—there was no point, after all, in yelling at her own subconscious. "There's no one here. No one in the closet. No little tiny competitor in the drawers. No one under the bed."
With sunrise reaching out for her, she put the bed down and slid between the sheets. Listening for the comforting sound of Celluci's heartbeat, she . . .
Celluci slept soundly until just after eleven and stayed in bed for another hour after that because he could. In spite of Henry Fitzroy, this was his vacation. When he finally got up, his head throbbed and he ached in places he couldn't remember using. A com​fortable bed seemed to have given the four nights of abuse on the road a chance to catch up.
Another long hot shower helped.
The coffeemaker and coffee he found on top of the fridge helped more.
"You want to bring North America to a stop?" he snorted as the aroma began to fill the kitchen. "Kid​nap Juan Valdez."
He filled a mug from a Seattle PBS station, lifted the stack of newspapers out of the recycling box, and carried everything into the living room where he made himself comfortable in one of the two huge leather armchairs.
The sooner they got rid of the ghost, the sooner he and Vicki could spend some time actually vacationing. At the very least—the sooner they could go home.
"And where there's a ghost," he muttered, snapping open the oldest of the papers, "somewhere, there's got to be a body.
Cedar?
It took a moment for Henry to realize where he was. When he did, he grimaced. Up until this moment, cedar had been a scent he'd enjoyed. "No wonder moths stay away from this stuff."
Awakening hadn't brought new insight. The mortal mind might find solutions during sleep but, with eter​nity before them, vampires were forced to deal with their problems night after night. During the day, their subconscious minds shut off with everything else.
Even before he extracted himself from the folds of the blackout curtain, Henry knew his problem hadn't changed. Anger propelling him up and off the cot, he pulled the chain that turned on the closet light.
With so little space, they were nose-to-nose.
Eyes watering in the sudden glare, Henry snarled, "Are you following me?"
The ghost silently disappeared.
Four
SENSES extended, Vicki sifted the darkness for some indication of a ghostly presence. According to Henry, she should be feeling a chill and a distinct sense of unease. It was supposed to be impossible to miss.
"So why am I missing it," she muttered, propping herself up on an elbow and reaching for the light.
The room was empty of everything but Henry's scent.
Out in the apartment, the phone rang.
"Who was that?"
Celluci very carefully set the flat, almost featureless, high-tech receiver back into its cradle. "Fitzroy," he said without turning.
"Well if he wants to know what I asked the ghost, he's s.o.l." Vicki dropped a shoulder against the living room wall and crossed her arms over her breasts. "Our spectral friend didn't show."
"It showed." Celluci drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Things had just gotten a lot more compli​cated. "It followed Fitzroy. Appeared to him this eve​ning just like always."
"Shit. Now what?"
"He's coming back."
"Here?"
"Here."
Vicki straightened and her voice rose. "And what does he expect me to do?"
"He didn't say." Hands spread, Celluci finally turned to face her. She'd thrown on an oversized shirt but hadn't bothered doing up the buttons. Momen​tarily sidetracked, he forced himself past his immedi​ate reaction and added gruffly, "The way I see it, we've got two choices. We go home, or we stay and you get another chance to prove your point."
Her eyes narrowed. "If you'll remember, it was Henry's point we proved. We can't be together with​out fighting."
Celluci sighed and propped his right thigh on the dining room table. "Vicki, we can't be together with​out fighting, but that doesn't seem to stop us. If you can't leave Fitzroy to take care of his own problem— a course of action which gets my vote, by the way— then the two of you are going to have to work some​thing out."
"How do we work out a biological imperative?"
"You're the one who said you wouldn't be ruled by your nature."
After a moment, she stared down at the floor and growled, "I was wrong."
It had never been difficult for Michael Celluci to figure out what Vicki was thinking, and her recent metamorphosis hadn't changed that. For her to actu​ally admit she was wrong without a three-hour argu​ment and half-a-dozen pieces of irrefutable evidence could only mean that losing the fight to Fitzroy had upset her world view more than he'd realized. Time to put it right. "Fitzroy provoked that fight, Vicki. He had no intention of giving the two of you a chance to work it out."
Vicki's gaze snapped up off the pattern of pieced hardwood and locked onto his face, her eyes silvering. "You know this for a fact?"
"He admitted it before he left."
"And you're just telling me now.'"
"Hey!" Celluci lifted both hands to chest height, a symbolic defense at best. "I'm not the bad guy here."
"No . . ." Teeth clenched, Vicki fought to free the memory of the actual fight from the cloud of mixed emotions obscuring it.
"You insisted we could work together," he reminded her mockingly.
"We could if you'd stop this Prince of Darkness bull​shit and back off!"
"Why that lousy son of a . . ." Profanity somehow seemed inadequate. Fingers curled into fists, she spun around on one bare heel and headed back toward the bedroom.
"Where are you going?"
"To get dressed!"
An innocuous statement on its own, but the way Vicki spat it out, it sounded very much like a threat. With the strong feeling he was going to need the caf​feine, Celluci headed into the kitchen for another cup of coffee.
"Sorry I'm late. I almost got clipped by a Caddie on the way over, and . . ." Tony's voice trailed off as Celluci came into the entryway and he got a look at his face. "What's wrong?"
"Fitzroy's coming back. It seems the ghost is ap​pearing only to him."
Tony stared down at his helmet. A hundred tiny reflections in beads of rain stared back at him. "Com​ing back here?" When the detective didn't answer right away, Tony looked up to meet a speculative gaze. "What?"
"You don't want him coming back here?"
"That's not what I said." He tossed the helmet down beside his roller blades and shrugged out of his damp jacket. "I mean, jeez, it's his condo, isn't it? What's Victory gonna do?"
"Victory's going hunting."
The two men turned toward the voice, their motion almost involuntary.
Tony, who'd been expecting a variation on Henry's Prince of Darkness attire, was surprised to see her in jeans, sneakers, and bright, not-even-remotely vampiric cotton jacket. Except that she no longer wore glasses and she'd left her shoulderbag back in the bed​room, she looked no different than she had on a hun​dred summer nights in Toronto when he'd still been living on the street.
And then she looked very different.
And then she didn't again.
He blinked. Looking at her was like looking at one of those pictures that could be either a vase or two people. "Uh, Victory, your vampire's showing."
She looked startled, and then she laughed. With a subtle shift in emphasis, she fitted the civilized mask more firmly in place. "Better?"
"Yeah. But, uh, if Henry's coming, shouldn't you ..." He glanced over at Celluci who was obvi​ously going to be no help at all. "... shouldn't you be here?"
"Are you warning me against hunting in Henry's territory?"
He knew this mood. He'd seen Henry wear it a hundred nights. "Do I look stupid?"
"No." When she smiled at him, he barely resisted the urge to lift his chin and he released a thankful breath when she turned her attention to Celluci. "If Henry gets here before I get back, make my excuses, would you?
"Vicki." He placed his hand on her arm and Tony thought he saw the edges soften as she looked up at him. "Be careful."
"I'm always careful."
"Bullshit." But he let her go.
She paused at the door. "Trendy people still gather on Denman, Tony?" 
He'd barely begun to nod when she was gone.
Henry liked to hunt on Denman. Tony chewed on a corner of his lip and turned toward the detective. "I thought you were going to ask her not to go."
Celluci snorted. "Not likely. It's safer not to have her around when she's in that mood."
"Yeah, but . . ." He spread his hands, unsure of the words.
"I know what she is, Tony." Celluci's voice was sur​prisingly gentle. "I don't always like it, but I like the alternative even less." He cleared his throat, suddenly embarrassed by the spontaneous shared confidence. "Have you eaten?"
After Tony pointed out that Henry didn't like the apartment smelling of food, Celluci ordered a pizza.
"Give him something else to think about."
"Besides Vicki?"
"Besides Vicki."
Expecting to be uncomfortable, Tony was aston​ished to find himself relaxing. They were just two guys thrown together by mutual friends, age the biggest difference between them. They even argued over which toppings to order.
Halfway through a large double cheese, mushrooms, tomatoes, and pepperoni, Celluci sat back, wiped sauce off his chin, and said, "You want to tell me what's wrong?"
"Nothing's . . ." Tony let the protest hang half said. He could tell from the expression on the other man's face there was no point in finishing it. "You wouldn't understand."
"Tony, if it has to do with Henry, the odds are I'm the only person in the world who would understand."
"Yeah, I guess." He chewed and swallowed, unsure if he was trying to think of what to say or if he was avoiding the question entirely. He could feel Celluci waiting, not impatiently but like he really wanted to know. After a moment, he put down the half-eaten slice and scrubbed at the grease on his fingers. "This is just between you and me?"
"If that's what you want."
After a few minutes of expectant silence, he sighed. "When I first met Henry, I wasn't anything, you know? And I wouldn't be what I am now without him. I mean, he sort of made me go back and finish high school just because, well, he believed I could, and . . ." He poked at a congealing piece of cheese. "I guess that sounds pretty dumb."
"No." Celluci shook his head, remembering how he'd fallen into position by Henry Fitzroy's side on more than one occasion. "The little shit has a way of making you live up to his expectations."
"Yeah, that's it exactly. He just expects." Tony ripped his napkin into greasy squares before he con​tinued. "Trouble is, sometimes he doesn't really see me in those expectations. I mean, he didn't choose for me to know about him, Vicki just kinda dumped me on him and he never really felt about me like he did about her." Realizing who he was speaking to, he col​ored. "Sorry."
"It's okay. I know how he felt." But it's my life she's a part of, not his, his tone added smugly. "It seems to me, it's time for you to get out and find a life of your own."
"I guess." He lifted his head and met Celluci's eyes. "But how do you just leave someone like Henry?"
Vicki had the taxi drop her off in front of the Sylvia Hotel on English Bay. Her memory of the three nights with Henry in the vine-covered, Victorian building, learning to manipulate the world she was no longer a part of, was one of the few memories she had of her "childhood" in Vancouver not drenched in blood. She stood for a few moments in front of the building, remembering how Henry had taught her to survive, then she drew in a deep breath of night-scented air and walked the two blocks to Denman Street.
Bisecting the West End, running vaguely southwest to northeast, Denman was a lovely walking street— and that made it prime hunting territory.
The rain had stopped and well-lit sidewalk cafes, still glistening from the last shower, had filled. Vancouverites never let a little rain bother them—since it rained so frequently, there wasn't much point—and they were serious about their cafes. Scanning the crowds, Vicki noted certain similarities in the mix as the young and trendy rubbed elbows with the old and somehow still trendy, all dressed in what could only be called a sporty and health-conscious style—very un​like the Gothic punk so prevalent in trendy Toronto. In spite of the hour, everyone seemed to have a "I'm going roller blading/mountain biking/sea kayaking after I finish my cappuccino" look. In any other mood, Vicki might have found it amusing. Tonight, it pissed her off.
Denman, she mused, glaring a pair of young men in chinos out of her way, might have been a mistake. She wanted something with an edge, something to de​finitively establish her presence in Henry's territory. There's never a motorcycle gang around when you need one.
Then she saw him.
He was sitting inside one of the cafes, alone, all his attention focused on the notebook in front of him. A slender shadow amid the surrounding proto-jocks, he looked disturbingly familiar.
He looked remarkably like Henry.
A closer examination proved the resemblance purely superficial. The clothes were black, the skin pale, but the blond hair was too long, and the face more angular than Tudor-curved. Were he standing, he'd probably be significantly taller.
Still . . .
When he glanced up, Vicki met his gaze through the glass, held it for a moment, then vanished into the night. Safely hidden in the darkness between two buildings, she watched the front of the cafe and smiled. She knew the kind of man he was. The kind who, against all urgings of common sense, wanted to believe there was something more. The kind who wanted to believe in mystery.
Wanted to believe, but didn't quite.
The door opened, and he stood on the sidewalk. Vicki could hear his heart pounding, and when he closed his eyes she knew he was searching for the moment they'd shared, searching for the mystery. An older man, with a strong Slavic accent and his arm across the back of a well-dressed woman, asked him to move away from the door. Visibly returning to real​ity, the young man apologized and started along Denman, a slightly rueful smile twisting his mouth, one hand trailing in the planters that separated the side​walk cafe from the sidewalk proper.
Vicki allowed the Hunger to rise.
She followed the song of his blood at a safe distance until he started up the broad steps of a four-story, Victorian brownstone on Barclay Street. When he put his key in the lock, she moved out of the night, laid a hand on his shoulder, and turned him around. Some​where, down in the depths of eyes almost as silver-gray as her own, he was expecting her.
He wanted to believe in mystery.
So she gave him a mystery to believe.
"Who do you think'll be back first?"
"Fitzroy." Celluci surfed a few more channels, won​dering why someone with Fitzroy's money didn't buy a better TV—from the looks of it, he'd spent a fortune on the stereo system. "It's Monday night, won't be much traffic in from the mountains, so he'll make good time."
"He'll probably want to feed before he gets here, though. So that he's not overreacting to things."
"Things meaning Vicki? Well, my guess is she's taken that into account. He's going to expect her to be here when he arrives, so she's not going to be— not even if she has to hide across the street and wait for him to drive up." He flicked past three syndicated sitcoms, two of them from the seventies, an episode of classic Trek he'd seen a hundred times and the same football game on four channels. "Five hundred channels and four hundred and ninety-nine of them still show crap. What's this?"
Tony stuck his head out of the kitchen where he was cleaning up the debris from their meal. "Local talk show," he said after watching for a moment. "The woman is Patricia Chou. She's really intense. One of my night school teachers says she does kamikaze re​porting and thinks she's trying for a big enough story to get her a network job. At least half of City Council is terrified of her, and I heard she was willing to go to jail once to protect a source. I don't know who the old guy is."
"The old guy," Celluci snarled, "probably has no more than ten years on me."
Tony prudently withdrew.
On screen, Patricia Chou frowned slightly and said, "So what you're saying, Mr. Swanson, is that the fears people have about organ donations are completely unfounded?"
"Fear," her guest declared, "is often based on lack on information."
It was a good response; Celluci tossed the remote onto the glass-topped coffee table—Fitzroy had a dis​tinct fondness for breakable furniture—and settled back to watch.
Mr. Swanson settled back much the same way and looked into the camera with the ease of a man often interviewed. "Let's take those fears one at a time.
People with influence or money do not have a better chance of getting a transplant. Computers suggest the best possible match for each available organ based on bipod type, size, illness of patient, and time on the waiting list."
Patricia Chou leaned forward, a slender finger ex​tended to emphasize her point. "But what about the recent media coverage of famous people getting transplants?"
"I think you'll find that media coverage is the point to that question, Ms. Chou. They're getting the cover​age because they're famous, not because they've had a transplant. Hundreds of people have transplants and never make the news. I assure you, my wife would still be alive today if I could have bought her a transplant."
"Your wife, Rebecca, died of chronic kidney failure?"
"That's right." He had to swallow before he could go on, and Celluci, who over the years had seen grief in every possible form, was willing to bet it was no act. "Three years on dialysis, three years waiting for a match, three years dying. And my wife wasn't alone; approximately one third of all patients awaiting trans​plants die. Which is why I'm an active supporter of the British Columbia Transplant Society."
"But in this time of cutbacks, surely the cost of transplants ..."
"Cost?" His gaze swung around and locked on her face. "Ms. Chou, did you know that if all the patients waiting at the end of last year had been able to receive kidneys, health care savings would exceed one bil​lion dollars?"
Ms. Chou did not know, nor, from a certain tight​ening around her eyes, was she pleased at being inter​rupted. "To return to the public's fears, Mr. Swanson, what about the possibility of organ-legging?" Her emphasis made the last word hang in the air for a mo​ment or two after she finished speaking.
"That sort of thing is an impossibility, at least in any first world nation. You'd have to have doctors willing to work outside the law, expensive facilities, you'd have to contravene a computer system with massive safeguards—I'm not saying it couldn't be done, merely that costs would be so prohibitive there'd be no point."
Good answer, Celluci allowed. Although slightly less than spontaneous. Swanson had obviously been ex​pecting a variation on the question.
"So from a purely marketing standpoint, there'd be no profit in it?"
"Exactly. You'd have to hire thugs to procure un​willing donors and I imagine that a reliable thug, pro​vided you could find such a creature, doesn't come cheap."
She ignored his attempt to lighten the interview, "So the body found floating in the harbor, a body that had a kidney surgically removed, had nothing to do with organ-legging?"
That, Celluci realized, was where she'd been head​ing all along.
Mr. Swanson spread his hands, manicured nails gleaming in the studio lights. "There are a number of reasons you can have a kidney surgically removed, Ms. Chou. The human body only needs one."
"And you don't believe that someone needed one of his?"
"I believe that this kind of yellow journalism is why there's a critical shortage of donated organs and peo​ple like my wife are dying."
"But wouldn't someone be willing to pay . . ."
The screen returned to black, and Henry put the remote back on the coffee table.
Celluci, who hadn't even been aware he was in the room until he'd crossed directly into his line of sight, attempted to relax a number of muscles jerked into knots by Fitzroy's sudden appearance. "Did you have to do that?" he snarled.
"No, I didn't." The implication of Henry's tone sug​gested that he'd achieved exactly the effect he'd in​tended. "Where's Vicki?"
Glancing over Henry's shoulder and then disre​garding Tony's silent warning from the kitchen, Celluci drawled, "She's gone hunting."
"Hunting." It was an emotionless repetition that nevertheless held a wealth of meaning. "You knew it was going to happen when you asked her to come out here."
"Yes." With his fingers laced tightly together lest he lose control of his reaction and put his fist through the glass, Henry walked over to the window and stared down at the lights of Granville Island. "I knew it was going to happen."
"But that doesn't mean you have to like it."
"You needn't sound so superior, Detective."
"Superior? Me?"
In the kitchen, Tony winced. He wondered if surviv​ing a number of years as a cop created a personal belief in invulnerability or if that belief was necessary before starting the job. Whichever it was, Detective Sergeant Michael Celluci seemed to be having one heck of a good time flirting with death.
"I told her that you deliberately provoked her at​tack." Not as relaxed as he appeared, Celluci watched the muscles across Henry's back tense and untense beneath the raw silk jacket. If it came to it, he knew he couldn't survive an all-out attack. Or even a half-strength attack for that matter—proven the last time he and Henry had tangled.
"If you're attempting to divert my attention from Vicki to you, Detective, the sacrifice is unnecessary. If we are to lay this specter, we have no choice but to work together. It seems I must allow the possibility that we can overcome our territorial natures."
"Big of you."
"God damn it, Vicki!" Celluci catapulted off his chair so fast he lost his balance and slammed down on his knees, denim-covered bone cracking against the polished hardwood floor. "Do you have to sneak up on people like that?" He heaved himself onto his feet. "First him, now you?"
Her hands on the back of the chair he'd so recently vacated, Vicki forced herself to smile down at him, forced herself to take her eyes off Henry Fitzroy. "Maybe you ought to cut back on the caffeine."
"Maybe you lot ought to whistle when you come into a room," he snarled.
You lot.
Her and Henry.
Impossible now to ignore the heated connection be​tween them. He was standing by the window, his face expressionless, eyes shadowed. She couldn't tell what he was thinking, nor was she entirely certain she wanted to know. His heart beat slower than the mor​tals they fed from; hers matched it. His blood sang not an invitation but a warning; hers echoed it. His scent lifted the hair on the back of her neck.
"So . . ." If only to prove that she could, she kept the challenge out of her voice and, if the words weren't exactly neutral, at least the tone was purely human. "I hear you owe me an apology."
"Yes." He inclined his head. "But I've spent over four-and-a-half centuries believing vampires are inca​pable of sharing a territory, Vicki. Don't expect me to change my mind overnight."
Her tone grew distinctly sarcastic. "Apologies usu​ally begin with 'I'm sorry.''
"I'm sorry. You were right. I was wrong. I didn't give us a fair chance. I will this time."
"Because you have to."
He shrugged. "Granted."
"You try that Prince of Darkness bullshit on me again, Henry, and I'm out of here."
"So you've said in the past." All at once he smiled, and she saw not competition but one of two men she'd learned to love in spite of herself. "You haven't changed, you know, not beyond the obvious—you continue to be so definitely you. After I surrendered the day, I became an entirely different person."
Celluci, still standing between them, measuring gaze flicking constantly back and forth, snorted. "Yeah. Right. You were a royal bastard before, you were a royal bastard after—with all the baggage that carries. Since you were barely seventeen when it happened, I'd say if you changed, you grew up, and that change comes to everyone."
Henry opened his mouth and then closed it again, the protest dying behind his teeth. Even Vicki looked slightly stunned.
Pleased with the effect, Celluci moved out into the room until he formed the third point of the triangle and said, "Now that's settled, we have a few other problems to deal with. The first, where's Vicki spend​ing the day? Not in your bed ..."
"I assume you're implying, not in my bed with me. That isn't actually possible."
"You bet your ass it isn't."
Henry ignored him. "There's an empty condo across the hall with an identical layout to this one. It wouldn't take long to secure the small bedroom. The woman who owns it recently died. I called her com​panion on the way in . . ."
"You have a cell phone?"
"Try to keep up, Detective; these are the 90s. Any​way, Mrs. Munro is leaving to spend the next week with her son in Kamloops and has graciously allowed us the use of her late employer's condo."
"Nice of her."
"Isn't it; but I assure you my persuasions were, for the most part, monetary. While Mrs. Munro is likely to receive the lion's share of the estate, she's just lost her job and will have no income until after the will clears probate. I swung around and picked up the keys and I think it should suit our purposes." He drew a key chain out of his pocket and threw it to Vicki who snatched it one-handed out of the air.
And threw it back. "It never occurred to you to ask me what I thought?"
"You can always spend the day locked in your van," he reminded her.
"The hell you can, it's already been ripped off once." It gave Celluci great pleasure to ignore Henry's startled exclamation. "Take the keys, Vicki. He asked you to come here, it only makes sense he finds you accommodation.''
Reluctantly, Vicki held out her hand. "If you put it that way ..."
"That's exactly how I put it." He waited until the keys had changed hands once again, then he contin​ued. "My second point concerns territory and keeping the two of you from each other's throats. This is a big city. Why can't Vicki hunt an area you don't use? You seemed to have implied that was possible back when that other vampire moved into Toronto."
"Unfortunately, Detective, it isn't just the hunting, it's all contact. I have shared cities in the past, but there have been very clear boundaries drawn with neutral areas in between. Our paths never crossed."
Vicki broke in before Celluci could respond. "Wouldn't work, Mike. If I'm going to find out who offed our restless spirit, the restrictions of the night will be more than enough. I don't know, can't know, where leads are going to take me until I'm there, and very clear boundaries will only get in the way."
"Uh, I've got an idea that might help."
Vicki spun around, then glared, not at Tony but at the other two men. "Why didn't you tell me he was there? Both of you were facing the kitchen!"
"Very careless, Vicki." Henry fell easily back into his role of teacher and guide because at least that role had parameters he understood. "You should have known he was there. Caught his scent. Heard his heartbeat."
"His scent permeates this apartment. And his heart​beat got lost in the sound'of the dishwasher."
"The perils of the modern vampire," Celluci muttered.
Tony grinned as he stepped forward. "And that's my point. You guys are modern vampires. I mean this not sharing a territory stuff probably made sense back in the Middle Ages when villages were only like a couple hundred people and more than one vampire would be kind of noticeable, but this city has nearly three million people in it."
"He has a point," Vicki allowed. "There're proba​bly as many people in this condominium complex as in a good-sized village of the 1500s."
"But it is my city . . ."
"Jeez, Henry, you've never even been to West Van​couver. There could be another vampire, six ghouls, and a family of aliens over there for all you know, and you already said cities can be divided. That has nothing to do with this.
"Look, it's an attitude thing." Tony stopped just outside the perimeter of the triangle. "You've said it yourself, Henry, times don't change you, so you have to change with them or be left behind. And when you get left far enough behind, well, the next thing you know, you're spreading your towel for that last sun tan."
"Last suntan?" Vicki repeated with an incredulous look at Henry.
"I never said that."
"Maybe not those exact words," Tony admitted, "but that was what you meant." He grew suddenly solemn and fixed both Vicki and Henry with an intent, worried stare. "Change or die, guys."
After a long moment, Vicki shrugged. "Look, I'm not trying to take over your territory, and there's plenty of food here for both of us, so we can't logically be a threat to each other. There's no reason we can't put up with each other for the duration."
"Listen to your blood and tell me you believe that."
"I'm listening to my brain, Henry. You should try it some time."
He growled. She echoed it. They each took a step forward.
"HEY!" Celluci's voice didn't so much cut through the tension as smash it aside. "Get a grip! I expect this sort of thing from mongrel dogs but not from two supposedly sentient people." No longer able to blush, they both suddenly became interested in the toes of their shoes. "Times change. Change with them, or admit you can't and stop wasting my time—I've a hell of a lot less of it than you do."
Gaze still on the floor, Vicki murmured, "Tell you what, Henry. I promise to not go on a childish ram​page through your territory if you promise to let go a little."
"It won't be easy."
"Nothing worthwhile ever is."
"Oh, spare me," Celluci muttered.
Henry stepped away from the window and Vicki backed up, carefully maintaining the distance between them. He paused for a moment, as though testing their relative positions. When neither of them seemed in​clined to move closer, he said, a little wearily, "I've got the supplies you'll need to secure that window down in my locker. Why don't you two check out your accommodations while Tony and I go get them?"
Barely suppressing the urge to snarl as he went by, Vicki nodded, not trusting her voice. Celluci took one look at her face and pulled her carefully to his side. She jerked her arm free but remained close, using his scent to mask Henry's.
"There," she said when the door closed and they were alone, "that wasn't so bad. We've definitely made progress."
"So unclench your teeth."
A muscle jumped in her jaw. "Not yet."
When it seemed that time enough had passed to give them a clear path out the door and down the hall, they made their way to number 1409.
"Jesus H. Christ."
"On crutches," Vicki added.
The walls had been marbled. The windows wore four different types of swag. The furniture appeared to have been upholstered in raw silk. The overlapping carpets were Persian. Artwork, two dimensional and three, had been arranged for effect. Number 1409 looked like it had been decorated for the benefit of photographers from Vancouver Life Magazine.
"I didn't think people actually lived like this." Turn​ing her back on the splendors of the living room, Vicki started down the hall. "Do you think the rest of the place is the same?"
A pair of concrete Chinese temple dogs guarded a huge basket of dried roses in one corner of the master bedroom. One end of the king-sized bed had been stacked with about fifty pillows in various shapes and shades. The silk moire duvet cover matched the wall​paper. The drapes, although the same fabric, were sev​eral shades darker.
"This room probably cost as much as my whole house," Celluci muttered.
"Certainly classier than the Holiday Inn," Vicki agreed, stepping back into the hall and opening the door to the smallest of the three bedrooms. "Oh, my God." She froze in the doorway. "I can't stay in this."
Celluci peered over her shoulder and started to laugh.
A huge doll, with a pink-and-white crocheted skirt, sat in the middle of the pink satin bedspread. The pink frilly bedskirt matched the pink frilly curtains which complemented the pink frills on the pale pink armchair tucked into a corner. The dresser and the trunk at the foot of the bed were antique white. The bed itself was the most ornate brass monstrosity either of them had ever seen, covered in curlicues and enam​eled flowers, with a giant heart in the center of both the head and footboard.
Laughing too hard to stand, Celluci collapsed against the wall clutching his stomach. "The thought," he began, looked from Vicki to the bed, and couldn't finish.
"The thought ..." A second attempt got no further than the first.
"What's the matter, chuckles? Can't handle the thought of a vampire in such feminine surroundings?"
"Vicki . . ." Wiping his streaming eyes with one hand, he waved the other into the room. "... I can't handle the thought of you in these surroundings. I hadn't even started thinking about the other."
Her lips twitched. "It does look like it's been decor​ated by Polly Pocket, doesn't it?"
A few moments later, Tony found them sitting shoulder-to-shoulder on the hall floor, wearing the ex​pressions of people who've nearly laughed themselves sick. "No one answered when I knocked," he ex​plained. "What's so funny?"
Vicki nodded toward the room and gasped, "A pink plastic crypt that fits in the palm of your hand."
"Yeah. Okay." He glanced inside, shrugged, and looked back down at the two of them. "I have no idea of what you're talking about, but the stuff to block the window's outside. Henry thought it would be best if he didn't come in. You know, keeping his scent out."
Braced against the wall, Vicki got to her feet, ex​tended a hand down to Celluci, and stopped herself just before she lifted him effortlessly upright—displays of strength bothered him more than anything else. When she noticed Tony watching her and realized he understood what she'd done, she clenched her teeth in irritation. "This is not a case of a woman being less than she can to save the machismo of some man," she growled. "This is a person making a compromise for someone she cares about."
Tony backed up, both hands raised. "I didn't say anything."
"I could hear you thinking."
As she stomped by him, Tony glanced over at Cel​luci. "Has she always been that moody?"
Celluci ignored him. "What machismo?" he de​manded following her down the hall. "What the hell are you talking about?"
Tony sighed, "Never mind." Trailing along behind, he waited for a break in the argument and announced, "Henry says that once you get the stuff inside and before you put it up, we should all meet in his apart​ment to discuss the case."
Resting two sheets of three-quarter-inch plywood against the wall, Celluci frowned. "Wouldn't finding neutral territory make more sense?"
"He says his place'll do since Vicki's already scented it."
"He what?"
"Hey! Victory!" Eyes wide, Tony backed up until he hit a sideboard and he stopped cold, one hand flung out to steady an antique candelabra rocked by the impact. "Chill. I'm just repeating what Henry said."
"He makes it sound as though I've been spraying the furniture."
Remembering his earlier conversation with Celluci, Tony didn't think it would be wise to add that Henry had also drawn in a deep breath, his expression had softened, and he'd murmured, "God, how I miss her." At the time, Tony had been tempted to remind him none too gently that Vicki was just down the hall and that if he missed her it was his own damned fault. That wasn't, however, a tone one took with Henry Fitzroy.
"While Vicki and I secure that room, I suggest you head over to the city morgue at Vancouver General and ID a corpse."
Henry looked down the length of his dining room table and raised a red-gold brow. "I beg your pardon?"
"If there's a ghost, odds are good that somewhere there's a body." Fully conscious that their precarious truce would need constant maintenance, Celluci bur​ied his initial reaction to being patronized by a man who wrote romance novels and managed to keep his voice calm and his body language noncommittal. "The odds are better that a handless body, if found, is going to make the paper. So this afternoon, while you two were getting your beauty sleep, I went through your recycling." He picked up the folded newspaper and tossed it down to Henry. "A handless body got pulled out of the harbor right about when your ghost showed up."
"It isn't my ghost," Henry told him tersely.
Celluci shrugged. "Whatever. Body's still going to be at the morgue. Police haven't been able to ID it or that would be in a later edition."
"And if it is the right body?" He slid the paper back down the length of the table.
"We find out what the police know," Celluci began, "and then . . ." Cold fingers closed around his wrist like a vise.
"Mike. My case. Before you solve it, don't you think you ought to maybe talk things over with me?"
He half turned to face her. Fully aware of the dan​ger, he didn't quite meet her eyes. "Vicki. Our case. I assumed we'd talk things over while Henry was at the morgue. Or would you rather I just bunked with Tony and went on vacation until you decide to go home?"
Eyes narrowed, she let go of his arm. Unwilling to look at either him or Henry, she swept her gaze around the room and suddenly laughed. "I think Tony's terrified you might actually make good on that threat."
"Not terrified," Tony protested as the other three turned to stare at him. "It's just I'm staying with friends and they haven't got room and it's not like ..." His voice trailed off, and he directed a with​ering gaze at Vicki. "Thanks a lot."
"You can come home," Henry reminded him. "My initial plan seems to have been . . . discarded."
"Nah." The younger man shifted in his chair. "I already moved my stuff, and John and Gerry made room for me, so it'd be rude to just leave."
"Suit yourself." His brow furrowed thoughtfully, but just as he was about to speak, Celluci, who'd been watching Tony's face carefully, cut him off.
"Better see if you can get a copy of the autopsy report while you're at the hospital."
The red-gold brow rose again, but if Henry sus​pected the other man's timing, he let it go. If Tony wanted to keep secrets with Michael Celluci, that was none of his business. "Anything else?" he asked dryly as he stood.
"Yeah, write out a full description of your ghost—especially noting any differences between it and the body in morgue."
"And the other spirits? Those within the scream?"
"Can you describe them?"
Never fond of admitting inability, and less fond of it under these circumstances with these listeners, Henry shook his head. "No."
"Then let's just forget them for the moment and stick with the description you can give."
"You can put it in with the autopsy report," Vicki declared, standing as well. "Now, if you'll excuse us ..." Her tone made it clear he could excuse them or not, it made little difference to her. "We're going to seal off my sanctuary while you put flesh to your ghost."
"Vicki."
She paused, one hand on the back of her chair.
"As I said before, it isn't easy putting aside a tenet I've held for over four hundred and fifty years. Even if I've never tested it, even if it's no longer true, the belief that vampires are incapable of physical contact is, if nothing else, a strong tradition."
Her hand moved up to Celluci's shoulder and gripped it reassuringly as it tensed. "I'm not exactly a traditional vampire, Henry."
He smiled, and it was the smile she remembered from before the change. "Then stop being such a de​liberate pain in the ass."
Five
THE city morgue was in the basement at Vancouver General Hospital. Henry supposed it worked on the same principle as the crypts under cathedrals—the deeper in the ground, the cooler the ambient tempera​ture, the less chance of the rot seeping into the rest of the building.
Hospitals had never been one of Henry's favorite places. Not because of light levels kept painfully high for eyes adapted to darkness. Not even because of the omnipresent and unpleasant odor of antiseptic mixed thoroughly with disease.
It was the despair.
It hung in the halls like smoke; from the patients who knew they were dying, from the patients who feared they were dying. That modern medicine re​sulted in far more successes than failures made little difference.
Predators preyed on the weak. The defenseless. The despairing.
Even though he had already fed, the Hunger strained against Henry's control as he stepped over the threshold and into the building. His reaction wasn't about feeding; it was about killing, killing be​cause he could, because they were all but asking him to. As the door closed behind him, he could feel civili​zation sloughing away, exposing the Hunter beneath.
He'd decided to gain access through Emergency, reasoning that he could hide his movements in the chaos that always seemed to exist in the ER of big city hospitals. As far as it went, the reasoning was sound, but the bloodscent hanging over the crowded waiting room came very close to loosing the Hunger. Acutely conscious of the weak and injured around him, their lives throbbing in an atmosphere reeking of despair, Henry stepped away from the door and moved deeper into the building.
No one tried to stop him.
Those who saw him quickly looked away.
Passing as swiftly as possible through the crowded emergency waiting room, he slipped unnoticed into the first stairwell he found. The air was clearer there, but he had no time to compose himself.
Folklore aside, vampires not only showed up in mir​rors but in security cameras as well.
There are times, he thought, racing down the stairs at full speed, a dark flicker across a distant monitor, when I hate this century.
Two flights down, he opened a door marked, CITY MORGUE/PARKING LEVEL TWO and stepped gratefully into a dimly lit corridor. While he suspected that budget cuts were the reason for two out of three fluorescent banks to be off—there'd be no patients wandering about down here after all and, given the hour, few staff—it was hard not to appreciate the at​mosphere created by the lack of light. The hall leading to the morgue should be barred with shadow.
Teeth bared but more comfortable than he'd been since leaving his car, Henry followed the trail of death to an unlocked door. Pulling on a pair of leather driv​ing gloves, he passed silently through an outer office and into the actual morgue.
Here, he breathed easier still. In these rooms, the blood spilled was lifeless and the dead were past fear.
Only six of the refrigerated drawers were in use. Five were labeled with the occupant's name. The sixth held the body of the handless man pulled out of Van​couver Harbor.
His face had taken a beating—although it was un​clear whether it had happened in the water or be​fore—but enough areas of definition remained for Henry to recognize his ghost. Had he any doubts, the fuzzy blue homemade tattoo of a dripping dagger on the left forearm would have convinced him.
Although there were computer files as well, paper copies of recent autopsy reports were stored in a huge filing cabinet against one wall of the office. It only took a moment to match the number on the drawer with the number on the file folder and a moment more to set the first page on the photocopier.
He heard the jangle of keys in the hall the instant after he pushed print.
Kevin Lam tossed his car keys from hand to hand as he hurried down the corridor. It had been one hell of a shift and all he wanted to do was go home, eat something that didn't taste like disinfectant, and see if maybe there was a ball game on. He didn't actually like baseball that much, but a ten-hour shift had left him so brain dead he figured it had the only plot on the tube he'd be able to understand.
Once I'm in the car, I'm safe. They can't call me back. I can go home. Eyes locked on the entrance to the parking garage at the end of the hall, he almost missed the flash of light from the morgue office.
The supposedly deserted morgue office.
The frosted glass in the upper half of the door was dark. From the hall outside, it seemed that no one was working late.
"So who the hell is running the photocopier?" Kevin glanced toward the parking garage and sighed. If he called hospital security, he could be stuck here for hours even if it turned out to be nothing. And if it did turn out to be nothing, he'd be the butt of every morgue joke in the hospital. "I'll just open the door and turn on the light, see that it's nothing, and then go home."
And if it is something? he asked himself as he shoved his keys in his pocket and reached for the door. He shook his head. Yeah, right. Like someone's actually going to be standing in a dark morgue at mid​night making photocopies.
Henry had plenty of time to hide. He just didn't bother.
In the instant the orderly stood silhouetted in the open door, one hand reaching for the light switch, Henry grabbed the front of his uniform, dragged him into the room, and closed the door.
The Hunger roared in his ears, restraints rubbed raw by Vicki's presence, then further torn by his pas​sage through the massed despair and bloodscent in the building above. Self-preservation barely held him in check as he shoved the young man down onto a desk.
It wasn't completely black in the room. LEDs gleamed on various pieces of equipment and an exit light glowed over the door. Kevin saw the pale oval of a face bend over him, felt himself fall into the bot​tomless depths of dark eyes, and choked back a scream when a cold voice told him to be silent.
Strong fingers gripped his wrist, the touch both chill​ing and burning, sensations racing up his arm with his pulse and causing his heart to pound. His breathing quickened. It might have been fear. It might have been something darker.
He didn't understand when the pale face withdrew and that same cold voice muttered, "And I accused her of acting like a child." When the face returned, when the voice told him to forget, he forgot gladly.
Tony had left just after Henry had. She'd sent Celluci to bed at about two. All the lights were out except a small crescent moon lamp on a shelf in the entryway.
With the curtains open, the city spilled into the living room, banishing anything approaching darkness for those who lived at night. Having carefully moved two days' worth of unopened mail to one side, Vicki sat at the mahogany desk staring down at a blank piece of paper and waiting for Henry.
He'd be back soon. He had to be if he wanted to give her any chance to study the autopsy report and maybe come to a few conclusions before dawn.
If she thought about waiting for Henry, she was fine. When she started thinking about what Henry was, her thoughts were tinted red.
Vampire.
But he always had been—he wasn't the one who'd changed.
She fidgeted with the heavy fountain pen she'd found in one of the desk drawers, turning the smooth black weight over and over, the repetition vaguely soothing.
All right. I'm not what I was, but I'm still who 1 was. I accepted the limitations of the RP—okay, not gracefully, honesty forced her to admit, but I accepted them. I didn't let it keep me from living my life exactly as I pleased. I am here to find a murderer, and I'm not going to let Henry Fitzroy change the way I operate. He's my friend, and we're going to act like friends if I have to rip him open and feed on his steaming entrails!
The pen snapped between her fingers.
"Shit!"
Breathing heavily, Vicki barely kept herself from throwing the pieces aside and spraying a room full of very expensive upholstery in ink. Trembling with the effort, she set both halves of the pen gently in the middle of the desk then surged to her feet and vi​ciously kicked the chair away.
While a small voice in the back of her head won​dered where the hell this was coming from, she headed for the door, the Hunger rising. Eyes gleaming silver in the mirror wall of the entry, she reached for the doorknob and realized another heart beat in unison with hers.
Henry.
In the corridor. Almost at the door.
Vampire.
Then memory added Celluci's opinion.
Romance writer.
Vicki grabbed onto that and used it to bludgeon her instinctive response back into the shadows. Her breathing slowed and the roaring in her ears dimmed to a gentle growl. Vampires did not share territories with other vampires, but there was nothing that said vampires could not share a territory with romance writers.
As Tony had said. It was an attitude thing.
And if there's one thing I excel at, it's attitude. Hold​ing tightly to that thought, she opened the door and said, "What the hell took you so long?"
Henry recoiled a step at her proximity, eyes darken​ing, a snarl pulling his lips back off his teeth. "Don't push it, Vicki."
"Hey . .." She spread her hands, the gesture serving a double function of emphasis and of readiness should she need to go for his throat. "I just asked you a question, you're the one who's overreacting." Some​how it came out sounding like a challenge which was not at all what she'd intended. It had been easier with the door between them; face-to-face, her visceral reac​tion to the threat he posed was harder to ignore. "Look, Henry, it was getting late, I was getting wor​ried; okay?"
"Why worried?"
Because you're old and slowing down . . . Where the hell did that come from? Shaken, Vicki shoved the thought back into her subconscious. "Forget it. What did you find out?"
Forgetting was safer for them both than responding.
He'd seen the threat surface, seen her push it away. Considering the short time she'd spent in the night, her control was nothing short of incredible. A faint hint of jealousy, that she should so easily push aside the demands of her nature, added itself to the emo​tional maelstrom below his barely achieved surface calm. "The ghost has a body. As requested, I made a copy of the autopsy report and added a full description."
"Thanks." Her fingers crumpled the yellow file folder and, stepping backward, she closed the door between them once again. Acutely aware of the mo​ment he lingered, when she finally heard him walk away and go into his own condo, she sagged back against the carved cedar. "So much for the romance writer defense." Old instincts told her to follow and patch things up. New instincts told her to follow and destroy him.
Leaning on the door, she breathed deeply until his scent had been thoroughly mixed with the nonthreatening, expensive potpourri scent of the apartment. "This is really starting to piss me off. Nothing runs my life like this. Nothing!" Returning to the desk, she slapped the creased file folder down on the polished wood. "I am going to beat this . . ."
She trapped the tag behind her teeth. Under the circumstances, adding "if it kills me" seemed a little too much like tempting fate.
Down the hall, Henry stood staring out at the West End, rubbing his throbbing temples. It could have been much worse—he'd expected it to have been much worse. Neither of them had actually attacked, and their conversation, while short, had been essen​tially civil. It was beginning to look as though Vicki had been right all along. Perhaps the old rules could be changed.
After all, coyotes had been solitary hunters for centuries and they were learning to hunt in packs. One corner of his mouth quirked up as he remembered a recent news report of coyotes eating household pets in North Vancouver.
"On second thought, perhaps that's not the most flattering of comparisons," he murmured to the night.
Vicki's strength had surprised him, although he sup​posed it shouldn't—her strength came from who she was, not what. After he worked past the jealousy, he found a tenuous faith in that strength beginning to push aside his expectations, beginning to allow him to have faith in himself.
The desire to throw her out of his territory in bleed​ing chunks persisted, but, for the first time, he realized the feeling didn't necessarily have to be acted upon.
Suddenly hopeful, he headed for the shower to wash off the lingering stink of the hospital.
"Mike, wake up. We need to talk before sunrise." Only experience allowed her to translate his mumbled response as "I'm awake," but since his eyes remained closed and his breathing had barely changed, she chose not to believe it.
Rather than use borrowed bedding, he'd rolled his sleeping bag out in the center of the king-sized bed but hadn't bothered to zip it up. Kneeling by his side, Vicki reached through the gap and wrapped her fin​gers around the warmest part of his anatomy.
"Jesus H. Christ, Vicki! Your hands are freezing!"
She grinned, having jerked back too quickly for his wild swing to connect. "Now you're awake."
"No shit." Squinting past her, he managed to focus on the clock beside the bed. "4:03. That's just great. Whatever we need to talk about had better be fuck​ing important."
"You actually heard me say we needed to talk?"
"I told you I was awake." He yawned and dragged in another pillow to prop up his head. "So what is it?"
"If it's our case, then we should discuss it."
"You couldn't have left me a note?"
"What, and let you sleep?" Picking up the file folder from the end of the bed, she crossed her legs and started to read. "Henry's ghost was a male Caucasian between twenty and twenty-five, a smoker who proba​bly died of a beating he'd received sometime before he went into the water, who'd had a kidney surgically removed within the last month which was not, by the way, what killed him. After death, his hands, wrists, and about two inches of forearm were removed, prob​ably with an ax. His body was later found in Vancou​ver Harbor." She frowned down at the photocopy of the autopsy pictures. "We can assume, since he's still lying unnamed in the morgue, the police scanned his picture into the system and didn't find a match. At this point, there're three things they should be doing."
Brows raised at her phrasing—he'd just bet the Vancouver police would love to hear what they should be doing—he indicated she should continue.
"They should be showing the photographs around at different hospitals, hoping someone can ID him from the kidney perspective."
"And I'm sure they've thought of that," Celluci muttered. "Can't be a lot of places around that take out kidneys."
"Depends on what you're calling around," Vicki re​minded him. "This guy could've been anywhere in the world just hours before he came to Vancouver and got killed." Grinning, she smacked him on the chest with the file folder. "Fortunately, we know something the police don't. The body was naked when they pulled it out of the water, but according to Henry's description, his ghost is wearing a T-shirt advertising a local band. We can ignore everything outside this immediate area."
"Then shouldn't we tell the police this guy's local?
In case you've forgotten, withholding evidence is a crime."
"Okay. Let's tell them." She mimed dialing a phone. "Hello? Violent crimes? You know that handless John Doe you've got in the morgue? Well, he's local. How do I know? His ghost is appearing to this vampire friend of mine, and he identified a T-shirt." Hanging up an imaginary receiver, she snorted. "I don't think so. Anyway, they should also be investigat​ing this tattoo." She passed over a page of photocop​ied pictures.
He sighed, turned on a light, and studied the collec​tion. "He's pretty beat up. Henry ID from the tattoo?"
"I didn't ask."
Since her tone suggested he not ask why, he merely handed back the page. "Looks like a street job. Not much to go after. And thing three?"
"They should be checking out the gang connection."
"The what?"
"Well, why do you think they took off his hands?"
Celluci shrugged. "Somewhere his prints are on file."
"Then so's his picture."
"Not looking like that it isn't." He fanned the pho​tocopies. "The computer isn't going to spit out a match to a face like that and looking through mug shots takes so much time no one has that it becomes real low priority."
"I think they took off his hands because they wanted to use them."
"Dead man's prints?"
"It's a possibility. And organized crime ties into your organ-legging theory."
"Hey! It's not my theory," he protested. "I just re​peated what I heard on that cable show."
"It adds up, Mike. Organized crime's always looking for new ways to make a buck. They provide bodies so that the rich can buy organs for transplant, then, in their own warped version of reduce, reuse, and recy​cle, they use the hands to print weapons for hits. It even explains why the body was found in the harbor. The Port Authority is fully unionized, and unions have always had ties to organized crime."
"What? When Jimmy Hoffa disappeared, he moved to Vancouver?" Celluci tossed the papers down on the bed and jerked both hands back through his hair. "You're really reaching, Vicki."
"All right, forget the unions. But I still say the sim​plest explanation is usually the right explanation."
"You think that's a simple explanation?" he asked, the incredulous tone only slightly exaggerated. "And in case you haven't noticed, there's only been one body. Not many bucks made there."
"There's only been one body found. Either they're just getting started and their disposal's still a bit sloppy, or this one got caught in the wrong current. Either way, no one's going to set up something so complicated for just one kidney."
"If the kidney has anything to do with the murder and isn't just a coincidence. You remember those, don't you Vicki?"
She ignored him. "Besides, we have to start some​where, and God knows, we've got bugger all else to go on. I'll look into the gang aspect tomorrow night. Given the recent rise in Chinese immigrants, odds are good there's a triad presence at the very least."
"Unfortunately, I can't argue with that . . ."
Her mouth made a sarcastic moue. "Poor baby."
"... but I think perhaps if all this is what the police should be doing, maybe we should leave it to the po​lice. You know as well as I do, that the last thing the investigating officers are going to want is some out-of-town PI—and an out-of-town cop on vacation," he added hurriedly when her eyes started to silver, "—butting in where they don't belong and screwing up the case."
"Normally, I'd agree with you." She frowned at his expression of patent disbelief. "I would. Unfortu​nately, Henry's ghost seems pretty specific about Henry avenging him, so we have to find the murderer before the police do or Henry could be playing twenty questions with the dead for eternity."
"I'm willing to risk it," Celluci snorted, rather en​joying the possibility of Henry Fitzroy backed into a corner. 
"I'm not."
And that was that.
"So why should a ghost care who avenges him?"
"How the hell should I know?"
"I won't allow Henry to play vampire vigilante."
"No one's asking you to."
"It's too early in the morning for that argument." He half-covered a yawn. "But we'll have it, I promise. Hell's going to freeze over before I let Henry take the law into his own hands."
"Again?" Vicki asked dryly.
"Just because he's done it before, doesn't make it right." Prodded by his conscience, Celluci shifted un​comfortably in place. The lines between justice and the law had a tendency to blur around Henry Fitz​roy—he didn't like it, but so far he'd done absolutely nothing to stop it. Where, he wondered, do I draw the new line?
Sighing deeply, he peered up at Vicki, wishing she'd move into the circle of the light so he could see her expression instead of just the pale oval of her face. "I take it that I'm to run a few daylight errands for you?"
She nodded, one finger tracing lazy circles in his chest hair. "I want you to ask that cable interviewer why she thinks it's organ-legging. What's she basing her theory on? Maybe she knows something, or has heard something . . ."
"Or maybe she's making it up as she goes along."
"Maybe. And you're right . . ." She smacked him as he recoiled in pretend shock. "... the missing kid​ney could be coincidence, but I'd still like to hear her reasons for bringing it up."
"And if her reasons had more to do with ratings than facts?"
"Then we still have the gang angle to work on."
The gleam in her eyes evoked another deep sigh. "You're looking forward to doing some shit-dis​turbing, aren't you?"
"Don't be ridiculous."
"You're still a lousy liar, Vicki." Reaching out, he enclosed her hand in his. "Try to remember you're immortal, not invulnerable."
Vicki leaned forward and covered his mouth with hers. A few heated moments later, she pulled back just enough for speech. "I'll be careful if you'll admit my theory might be valid."
"You know me, I always keep an open mind."
She flicked his lips with her tongue. "If you weren't such a good liar, I might even believe you."
The alarm went off at 5:00. Ronald Swanson reached up to slap it off before he remembered it wasn't bothering anyone but him. Sinking back against his pillows, he smoothed nonexistent wrinkles out of the far side of the big bed and thought about the phone call he was about to make.
Basic groundwork had been laid for months. Details had been worked out by a trusted employee back East last night. This morning, he would close the deal.
It would probably be safer to distance himself from that as well as from the donors, but he couldn't. A personal touch, his thumb never leaving the pulse of the company, had made him an obscene amount of money, and successful habits were hard to break.
"If it ain't broke, don't fix it," he muttered, throwing back the single blanket and swinging his legs out of bed. His feet imprinting the plush carpet with each step, he strode into the en suite bathroom, habit clos​ing the door behind him before he switched on the light. In the dark, empty bedroom, the clock said 5:03.
"Tony? It's Mike Celluci. I didn't wake you up, did I?"
Tony blinked wearily at the clock on the bookshelf and dragged himself up against the back of the sofa bed. "Yeah. You did. It's only eight. What's up?"
"Only eight." The repetition arrived complete with an implied and weary, kids. "Aren't you working today?"
"Yeah, but not till ten." He yawned and scratched at the near stubble covering his head. "I got lots of time."
"Good. I need to know the channel of the cable show I was watching yesterday."
"Cable show?" Staring across the den at the multipane window partially hidden behind hanging plants, he got lost in an attempt to figure out if the ripples were in the glass or in his vision.
"It was on yesterday evening before Henry came home. Patricia Chou was interviewing a businessman named Swanson about kidneys."
"Oh, yeah." Beginning to wake up, he decided the ripples were in the glass. "So?"
Celluci's voice came slowly and deliberately over the phone line. "What channel was it?"
"The number?"
"No, the name, Tony."
Tony yawned again, suddenly remembering why he'd never liked Detective-Sergeant Celluci very much. "I think it's called The Community Network. Anything else? You like want me to make an appoint​ment for you?"
"No, thanks; but keep your ears open today. If, as Vicki's current theory insists, there's a gang actually organ-legging ..." His tone made it clear he consid​ered that highly unlikely. "... there'll be a buzz of some kind on the street."
"Sure, but I'll be spending eight hours in a video store, and the only buzz I'm likely to hear today is while I'm rewinding weekend tapes returned by incon​siderate assholes who can't read the contracts they signed."
"You've got to get there and get home. And you've got to eat lunch. Vicki says you're the best, Tony. If there's a buzz out there, you'll hear it."
Cheeks hot, Tony mumbled an agreement.
"My apologies to your hosts if I woke them as well."
Dropping the receiver back on the cradle, Tony stretched and wished he could erase his personal tapes as easily as the ones at the store. In spite of how far he'd come, some reactions still seemed impossible to control. "I get a pat on the head and I'm just like a fucking stray dog." He sighed, drew in a lungful of air redolent with the aroma of freshly brewed hazelnut cream coffee, and decided he might as well get up since either Gerry or John was obviously in the kitchen. Pulling on a T-shirt to go with the boxer shorts he'd slept in, he realized he was going to enjoy having someone to share breakfast with.
Especially since he wasn't on the menu.
The Community Network was in the basement of a three-story, sloped-roof building on the corner of Tenth Avenue and Yukon Street just in back of City Hall. Which made a certain amount of sense, Celluci figured as he cruised slowly along the block looking for parking, since most of their business seemed to be concerned with broadcasting city government.
"Might as well stay close to the source," he muttered, adding, "Lousy son of a bitch," through clenched teeth as a smaller and infinitely more maneuverable vehicle nipped in front of him, taking the only empty spot he'd seen. While not as kamikaze as driv​ers in Montreal, Vancouver drivers were anything but laid back. Although he hated to do it, he ended up leaving the van in a municipal lot and only cheered up when he remembered that Henry'd be paying the bill.
Nine steps down, more at half-ground than base​ment, The Community Network reception area had been painted a neutral cream and then covered in fly​ers, memos, messages, and posters of every descrip​tion. The woman at the desk had four pencils shoved through her hair just above the elastic securing a strawberry-blonde ponytail and was taking notes with a fifth. It sounded as though she was dealing with a scheduling conflict, and her end of the phone conversation grew less polite and more emphatic as the call progressed. From what he could hear, Celluci had to admire the amount of control she managed to maintain.
"So, bottom line, what you're saying is that the councillor won't have time for an interview until the current session is over?" Her notes disappeared be​hind heavy black cross-hatching. "But after the session is over, we won't need to speak with the councillor about the zoning change because it'll be over, too. Well, yes, I'd appreciate it if you'd get back to me." The receiver went back into its cradle with a little more force than necessary. "You sanctimonious little kiss-ass."
Taking a deep breath, she looked up, smiled broadly at Celluci, and said, "I don't suppose you'd consider forgetting you heard that?"
He returned the smile with a deliberately charming one of his own. "Heard what?"
"Thank you. Now then, what can we do for you?"
"I'm here to speak to Patricia Chou." When her expression started to change, he continued quickly. "My name's Michael Celluci. I called earlier."
"That's right, she mentioned you." Standing, she held out her hand. "I'm Amanda Beman. Her producer."
She had a grip that reminded him of Yield's—Vicki's before she gained the unwelcome ability to break bones. "Do producers usually work reception?"
"Are you kidding? With our budget, I also work the board and empty the wastebaskets. Come on." Pencils quivering, she jerked her head toward a door adorned with only two sheets of paper. Given the cov​erage on the surrounding walls, it was essentially bare. The upper piece read: If there's no one at the desk, please ring the bell. The sign underneath it declared, in pale green letters on a dark green background: BELL OUT OF ORDER. PLEASE KNOCK.
"We're a lot busier later in the day," Amanda ex​plained as she led the way along an empty corridor. "Our morning programming's all educational tapes from UBC, so we operate with a bare minimum of staff until about noon." She shot him a wry glance. "And little more after that."
"Yet Ms. Chou was here first thing."
"She'll be here last thing, too. Our little Patricia would like to be Geraldo Rivera when she grows up."
"And you were here . . ."
"I am always here." Stopping in front of an un​marked steel door, she raised a hand and lowered her voice. "You must have been pretty persuasive to get Patricia to talk to you at this hour, and you look like you can handle yourself, but I couldn't live with my conscience if I didn't warn you about a couple of things. First, if she invites you to call her Patricia, that's exactly what she means. Patricia, never Pat. Sec​ond, nothing you tell her is off the record. If she can find a use for it, she will. Third, if she can find a use for you, she'll use you as well, and, given that you're not exactly hard on the eyes, it might be smart to present a moving target." She rapped on the door and stepped aside, motioning for Celluci to enter. "Good luck."
"I feel like I should be carrying a whip and chair," he muttered reaching for the door handle.
"A cyanide pill might be more practical," Amanda told him cheerfully. "We need her. We don't need you. Remember, keep moving."
As the door closed behind him, he heard her hum​ming, "Ding Dong, the Witch is Dead," then he heard nothing at all as the heavy steel cut off all sound from the hall. So I can assume no one will be able to hear me if I scream.
The room had originally been one large cinderblock rectangle, but bookcases had been used to divide it into two smaller work spaces, one considerably smaller than the other and windowless besides. Betting on what seemed like a sure thing, he walked into the larger of the two.
The woman working at the computer terminal didn't acknowledge his presence in any way although she must have heard both her producer's knock and his entrance. Celluci got the impression that it wasn't a deliberate slight but rather that he simply wasn't as important as her work in progress. Marginally more insulting upon consideration. After a dozen years in police work, however, insults meant little unless ac​companied by violent punctuation.
Hands clasped behind his back, he looked around.
Bookcases made up not only the dividing wall but covered two of the other three and rose to the lower edge of the windows on the third. Their contents seemed about equally divided between books, videos and binders with a number of framed photographs propped up in front.
Patricia Chou accepting something from Vancou​ver's Mayor. Patricia Chou being congratulated by the current Premier of British Columbia. Patricia Chou with a serenely smiling man Celluci recognized as the right-to-lifer who'd put a high velocity, 7.62-mm rifle bullet into a 57-year-old obstetrician because he ob​jected to the doctor performing legal abortions at city hospitals. Although Ms. Chou was still smiling in that particular photograph, her expression as she gazed at the handcuffed gunman seemed to suggest she'd just squashed something unpleasant she'd found under a rock and was happy to have done it.
Detective-Sergeant Celluci personally believed the world would be a significantly better place and his job one hell of a lot easier if the victims were given the kind of coverage criminals usually got and if criminals were ignored by the press, their names and pictures never appearing outside of rap sheets and court docu​ments. He didn't approve of giving them time on talk shows no matter how local the market.
"You're Michael Celluci." When he turned, she tossed a silken fall of midnight hair back over her shoulder and continued before he had a chance to speak. "You wanted to talk to me about yesterday's show." Her tone suggested he not waste her time.
Studying her face, Celluci discovered what the cam​eras had camouflaged; she was young. Not long out of university. Not long enough for the sharp edges of ambition, intellect, and ego to have been dulled by the world.
A lot like Vicki when they first met.
Been there. Done that. Got the scars. "As I said on the phone, Ms. Chou, I have a friend who wants to know why you think the body found in Vancouver Harbor was an organ-legging victim."
"And as I said on the phone, I'd like to know why your friend wants to know why."
"My friend thinks much the same thing you do."
"Your friend is the only other person in the city who does. You don't."
Celluci shrugged, the gesture carefully neutral. "I try to keep an open mind."
"An open mind?" The repetition fell barely to one side of mockery. "Why doesn't your friend want to talk to me? Why send you?"
"She was busy."
"Busy," she repeated, her eyes narrowing. Leaning back in her chair, she stared at him for a long moment then one ebony brow lifted. "You're not with the local police department, are you?"
He matched her brow for brow, beginning to regret giving her his real name. "What makes you think I'm with any police department."
"First, your gaze is constantly going flick, flick, flick around the room. Second, in spite of styles, your cuffs are loose enough to access an ankle holster. Third, although it's less obvious in person, over the phone your voice mannerisms are pure law enforcement. Forth, you're not local or you would have identified yourself earlier." Her gaze grew fiercely speculative, almost sharklike. "You're federal, aren't you? This is bigger than I thought, isn't it? Maybe even international."
Her ambition burned so brightly he could almost feel the heat. If Tony's theory was correct, and Patri​cia Chou was looking for a story big enough to get her a network show, she seemed to believe—for reasons unclear to Celluci at the moment—that this was the story. Although who the hell she thought he was, he had no idea.
"If I tell you what your friend wants to know," she continued, leaning forward, eyes blazing, "I get exclu​sive rights to this story when it breaks."
Celluci sighed. "Ms. Chou, there might not be a story."
"Exclusive rights," she repeated with no room for negotiation.
He knew when to surrender—especially when it didn't make a damned bit of difference to him. In his opinion, there was as much chance of the John Doe in Vancouver Harbor having been killed by organ-leggers as there was of Henry Fitzroy winning the Governor General's Award for fiction. "All right. The story's yours." Raising a cautioning hand, he added, "As soon as there is a story."
She nodded and sat back. "So you want to know why I think that missing kidney is the reason for the young man's murder. Simple, there're a lot of people who need them, giving an organ-legger a large data​base to chose their buyer from—a database that's fairly easily tracked given that every one of them is on dialysis."
"Wait a minute." An uplifted hand cut her off. "You said buyers."
"They're hardly going to give them away, Mr. Celluci. And, considering that it can lead to infections, stroke, heart attacks, and peritonitis, I think I can safely say dialysis sucks. I'm sure they could find peo​ple willing to pay big bucks to get off it. What's more, because kidney transplants have a 98% success rate, you can pretty much guarantee your product. Which is why they only took a kidney and not the heart and lungs and corneas and all the other things people so desperately need. The left kidney—the one missing from the body—is the one most often used for trans​plant purposes. Also, it's one of the easiest transplants to perform, giving you a larger database of doctors to choose from, and the more doctors you have, the bet​ter the odds you'll find one who can be corrupted."
"That's two completely different computer systems to access; it can't be that easy."
"These are the '90s, Mr. Celluci. Twelve-year-olds are hacking into international defense systems every day."
Unfortunately, he couldn't argue with that. "The newspaper reported that the surgery to remove the kidney was well on the way to being healed."
She picked up a pencil and bounced the eraser end against her desk. "Your point?"
"Why do you think they kept him alive for so long? Why not just take the kidney and let him die?"
"I expect that they kept him alive long enough to be certain that the buyer's body didn't reject the kid​ney. If it did, well, with him still around, they'd have a spare and could try again."
"So why remove the hands?"
"Fingerprints." Her tone added a silent: Don't play dumb with me. "An identity makes it much easier for the police to gather the information that could lead to the person or persons responsible."
"And what does Mr. Swanson have to do with it?"
"Swanson was just the mouthpiece of the BC Trans​plant Society. I was trying to get someone in a per​ceived position of expertise to admit the possibility."
Ms. Chou apparently had an answer for everything, but that was by no means a complete answer. She reminded him more of Vicki every second. "And?"
She leaned a little forward, and her teeth showed between parted lips. "And I've decided I don't like him. When I was researching him for that interview, I discovered that not only is he filthy rich but he has absolutely no bad habits. He works very hard, he gives a lot of money away, and that's it."
"The rich aren't allowed to be nice, hardworking people?"
"Not these days. Now, I'm not saying he's a part of this organ-legging thing, but he certainly has, as you people would say, motive and opportunity." She raised one emphatic finger after another. "His wife died of kidney failure waiting for a transplant. He has more money than most governments, and with enough money you have the opportunity to do everything."
"He also seems to think this organ-legging thing isn't possible. His arguments made a great deal of sense."
She sat back and waved a dismissive hand. "They would, wouldn't they? Did you know he funded a pri​vate clinic where people in the last stages of renal failure can wait for a kidney?"
Celluci spent a moment hoping she'd never decide she disliked him. "No, I didn't. I take it the police found your theories less than helpful?"
Her lips curled into a sneer. "The police as much as accused me of sensationalizing an urban myth for the sake of personal gain."
How could they possibly have come up with that idea? Celluci asked himself dryly. "You've a lot of conjecture, Ms. Chou, but no facts."
"And what does your friend have?"
He half smiled, acknowledging the hit. "More con​jecture. But she also says that since we have bugger-all else, we have to start somewhere. Thanks for your time." Holding out his hand, he added, "The moment we get a fact, I'll let you know."
Her hand disappeared in his and yet gave the im​pression that she was fully in charge of the gesture. Standing, she was a great deal shorter than her person​ality suggested. When she smiled, she showed enough teeth to remind him that many of the people he'd run into over the last couple of years weren't exactly human. "See that you do."
It was pleasantly enough said, but a threat for all of that. Dick me around, and you'll be the story. It won't be fun.
Under other circumstances, he might have reacted differently, but short women made him vaguely un​comfortable, so he merely showed himself out—count​ing on his fingers in the corridor to make sure he'd gotten them all back.
A few moments later, he was sitting in the van going over what he had.
A handless body short one surgically removed kid​ney had been found in Vancouver Harbor.
Patricia Chou's information on why the kidney could have gone to an illegal transplant was entirely plausible even if her dislike of Ronald Swanson was not.
Organized crime did have a history of using dead men's prints which would explain the missing hands. And Vicki was right about organized crime always looking for a new way to make a buck. Some sort of criminal bodyshop made more sense than a well-respected, socially conscious businessman selling used organs like they were high-priced radios ripped out of parked cars.
According to Patricia Chou, there was a market out there for kidneys.
Resting his forehead against the top curve of the steering wheel, Celluci closed his eyes. Great, now they've got me beginning to believe it. . . .
Six
"KEEP your ears open ..."
Tony stuffed another cartridge in the rewinder with more emphasis than was absolutely necessary. So far he'd overheard a totally unbelievable excuse about a destroyed tape, a conversation that could be used to script a bad made-for-TV movie, and three long-winded reviews from a retired office machinery sales​man who expressed opinions on his weekend rentals every Monday. Not exactly the buzz on the street.
"Vicki says you're the best..."
"Yeah, right," he muttered, staring out the window. While he wasn't stupid enough to wish himself back into cold and hunger and fear, he couldn't help feeling cut off from the one thing he did well.
On the other side of Robeson, two teenagers leaned against a bank building soaking up the sun. One was thin and black. The other, thin and white. Skin color their only visible difference. They both wore filthy army pants, old scuffed Doc Martens, and sleeveless black T-shirts—one faced with a red peace symbol, the other with an ivory skull. Steel rings glinted in both noses above moving mouths.
Eyes narrowed in irritation—lipreading was not as easy as it looked on TV—Tony started to ad-lib the words he couldn't hear. "You know about that gang selling organs? Yeah, man, like I'm droppin' off a kid​ney tomorrow."
"What the hell are you talkin' about, Foster?"
Tony jumped and whirled to face his boss who'd returned, unnoticed, from the store room. Squelching the lingering instinctive street response to growl, "None of your business," he muttered. "Nothing."
The older man shook his head and handed him a pile of boxes to reshelve. "I've said it before, and I'll say it again; you're a weird one. Get back to work."
"Vicki says you're the best..."
It wasn't so much that he was letting Vicki down, more that he'd lost a part of himself.
Scooping up the boxes, he came around the end of the counter just as one of the teenagers across the street held out his hand to the other. It was such an unusual gesture that it caught his attention and he stopped for a moment to watch. They shook hands formally, uncomfortably, then moved apart. As one of them turned to face the store, the ivory skull smiled.
Tony rubbed at his eyes with his free hand and looked again. It was a T-shirt, old and faded and noth​ing more.
Of course the skull was smiling, you idiot. Skulls always smile. Tony Foster, you have been hanging around with vampires too long. But a line of sweat dribbled icy cold down the center of his back, and the hand that set the video boxes on the shelves was shaking.
"You got my money?"
The driver's smile was so nonthreatening it was al​most inane. "It's in the bag."
The bag had been printed with a cheap rip-off of the Vancouver Grizzlies logo. There were at least a million of them around the city. After a brief struggle with a zipper that seemed intent on snagging, it opened to show several packets of worn tens and twenties.
"All right!" Considering how many dreams it held, the bag weighed next to nothing as it lifted off the floor. "Hey? What the fuck are you grinning about?"
The driver's smile broadened as he guided the dark sedan onto the Lion's Gate Bridge heading for North Vancouver. "I'm just happy when someone gets off the streets."
Thin arms tightened around the bag. "Yeah, like you're a real fucking Good Samaritan." He scowled at the dashboard. "Hey, weren't you in a gray car before?"
"You don't think I'm using my own car for this, do you?" The tone was mocking, superior.
"No. Guess not."
They drove in silence along the North Shore, the only sound the quiet hum of the air-conditioner fan. When the car turned off Mt. Seymour Parkway onto Mt. Seymour Road, the teenager in the passenger seat shifted nervously. "Shouldn't I be like blindfolded or something?"
"Why?"
"So I can't, you know, tell anyone about this."
"Tell who?" the driver asked quietly.
"No one, man. Fuck . . ." Contrary to romantic belief, those who lived on the street actually learned very little about life. The one and only lesson the sur​vivors learned was how to survive. If they failed to learn it, then by definition they were just another sad statistic. The boy in the car figured himself for a survi​vor. He knew a threat when he heard one. There was suddenly more to the gorilla behind the wheel than those big, friendly, doggy eyes.
Palms leaving damp prints on the cheap nylon bag, he stared unfocused through the tinted windshield and built a pleasant fantasy of beating the driver's smug, self-satisfied face in. His eyes widened a little as they passed a security gate and turned onto a private road. They widened further as the clinic came into view.
"This don't look like no hospital."
"That's right." A sign by the edge of the drive read Staff Only. "Our clients don't like to think they're in a hospital, and they pay big bucks to maintain the illusion they aren't."
"Fuck, what kind of clients you got?"
The driver smiled. "Rich ones."
Rich ones. His right hand patted the rectangular bulges stretching the side of the bag. Rich ones like him.
Standard police procedure maintained that a per​sonal visit elicited more information than a phone call. Not only were facial expressions harder to fake, but the minutiae of surrounding environmental clues were often invaluable. As Mike Celluci pushed open the door leading to the offices of the British Columbia Transplant Society, he recognized that no aspect of this "case" resembled standard police procedure, but when it came right down to it, he didn't have anything else to do.
"Can I help you?" The woman behind the reception desk at the BC Transplant Society fixed him with the steely-eyed, no-nonsense gaze of the professional vol​unteer. Celluci felt as though he were being assessed for potential usefulness and could almost hear her thinking: How nice, muscle. I'm sure we have some​thing around that needs moving.
"Is Ronald Swanson in?"
Her eyes narrowed. "Is this about that dreadful woman?"
"If you mean the cable interview . . . ?"
"Look, you're the fourteenth person who's asked about it since I came in—although the other thirteen were satisfied with a phone call." Two spots of color blazed through the powder on her cheeks. "I'll tell you the same thing I told them; there is absolutely no truth to anything Patricia Chou said, and she should be prosecuted for spreading such a horrible, horrible story. Donated organs go to the most needy person on the list. They are not ever sold to the highest bid​der. Ever."
Somewhat taken aback, Celluci spread his hands and arranged his features into his best information eliciting expression. "Not within the system, no, but if someone were to circumvent ..."
"That doesn't happen."
"But it could."
"I believe Mr. Swanson made it perfectly clear that such a horrific concept is impossible."
"No, ma'am. He merely said it would be difficult and expensive. Which is why I wanted to speak with him." He'd been half tempted to wander into one of the rougher sections of the city and see if he could find some gang action, but upon reflection decided he'd rather live a little longer. While he had no doubt he'd survive the gangs, Vicki'd kill him for taking the risk.
Her nostrils pinched shut, the receptionist laid both hands on the desk and leaned forward. "We are ex​tremely fortunate that a man of Mr. Swanson's wealth and social standing is willing to do so much work for the society, but given the demands on his time, he does not spend his days here. If you want to speak with him, you'll have to call his office. You'll find Swanson Realty in the Yellow Pages."
It was as efficient a dismissal as if she'd hung up on him. Thanking her for her time, Celluci turned and left the office.
I pity the fifteenth caller, he thought as he waited for the elevator.
Swanson Realty actually was in the book, and from the size of the accompanying ad, Ronald Swanson was indeed doing very well for himself. Unfortunately, there was no way a company that size would put through a call to the owner unless the caller identified himself as a homicide detective. Too bad he was just a guy on vacation.
Frowning, Celluci let the phone book fall back into its plastic case and left the booth. For the first time, he had a good idea of how Vicki'd felt when her dete​riorating eyesight pushed her off the force. He didn't much like the feeling.
Fortunately, it wasn't important he speak to Ronald Swanson. He'd mostly wanted the meeting for his own peace of mind. Since the man had obviously given some thought to the impossibility of setting up an organ-legging operation, Celluci'd hoped he could get him to expand on his reasoning.
Patricia Chou had almost convinced him Vicki was right about the organ-legging, and that meant—Ms. Chou's personal vendetta aside—Swanson was as much a suspect as the faceless crime lords of Vancouver.
But one body, one kidney, wasn't going to generate much in the way of profit.
So, somewhere, there had to be more bodies.
Or there were going to be more bodies.
He didn't much like either option.
The room was small with a single window up near the ceiling. The bottom four feet of the walls were a soft pink and so was the blanket on the bed. He guessed it was supposed to be soothing, but it made him think of Pepto Bismol and he didn't much like it.
He didn't much like the pajamas either, but the driver had made it perfectly clear he was expected to shower, then put them on.
At least the son of a bitch hadn't stayed to watch.
He locked the bathroom door behind him before even unlacing his boots and got in and out of the shower as fast as he could, unable to cope with an extended vulnerability. Unfortunately, the pajamas left him feeling little safer.
At least they don't have a hole in the front for my dick to fall out of.
Bag of money clutched tight against his side, he tried the exit. Locked. But he'd expected that. They wouldn't want him roaming around bothering their rich patients.
When the handle began to turn under his fingers, he hurriedly released it and backed toward the bed, heart pounding. He relaxed only slightly when the fa​miliar form of the doctor entered the room pushing a stainless steel cart.
"Good afternoon, Doug. Are you comfortable?"
" 'S okay. What's that for?" He eyed the equipment laid out on the top shelf suspiciously.
"Donor specific blood transfusions enhance graft survival. So . . ." She ripped open a cotton swab with brutal efficiency. "... I'm going to need to take some blood."
Later, when it was over and he was lying in bed feeling weak and dizzy, his fingers plucked at the bag searching for reassurance. It wouldn't be so bad, he thought, refusing to acknowledge the fear that closed his throat and lay cold and clammy against his skin, if I could only see out the window. . . .
Jerked out of sleep, Celluci scrambled across the king-sized bed toward the ringing phone. The clock beside it said 7:04 p.m. Forty minutes to sunset. He'd lain down at three for a half-hour nap but was obvi​ously more tired than he thought. The dainty, ladylike receiver almost disappeared in his hand, but eventu​ally he got the right end to his ear. A quick glance at the call display showed him a familiar number. "What've you got for me, Dave?"
On the other end of the line, his partner, Detective-Sergeant Dave Graham, sighed deeply. "I'm fine, Mike. How are you? I got the names and addresses you wanted."
"Thanks. How come you're calling from home?"
"Maybe I was on my way out of the office when you called. Maybe pulling these things off the system took a little time and I wanted to spend what was left of the evening with my family. Maybe I thought you didn't want the whole office wondering why you were suddenly interested in Vancouver gangs and real es​tate salesmen. You choose."
Celluci grinned. "What were those options again?"
"Fuck you, too, buddy. Got a pencil handy?"
"Hang on." He hit the hold button and headed into the kitchen where he'd seen a pad and a jar of pens beside an extremely expensive replica of an old-fash​ioned wall phone. "Okay. Go ahead."
"You'll notice I'm not asking why you want these things."
"And I appreciate that, Dave."
"I mean, I'm willing to believe that you're just mak​ing some exciting vacation plans and are not being drawn into one of Vicki's weirdo, made for Fox TV investigations.''
"Thanks, Dave."
"Yeah, well, I'm gullible that way. Try not to get yourself killed."
The first half of the list, from the firmly entrenched to the up-and-coming, was longer than he'd thought it would be. There was nothing about Ronald Swanson at all. The man didn't have so much as an outstanding parking ticket.
Henry woke angry, but that was to be expected as Vicki's scent—the scent of an intruder, a competing predator—still clung to the bedroom. He'd been lying with his upper lip half lifted in a snarl, and it took him a moment to peel the flesh off air-dried teeth.
"I bet Brad Pitt never has this problem," he mut​tered, reaching for the light.
The handless ghost waited impatiently at the end of the bed. The body in the morgue had been less disturbing—it was only dead. This spirit had moved beyond death, and shadows clung to it. Eldritch shad​ows, Henry found himself thinking and shook his head to dislodge the thought. Oh, that's just what I need-now I'm channeling adjectives from H.P. Lovecraft.
The ghost began to lift its mutilated arms, but be​fore it could open its mouth to scream, Henry snarled, "That was you at the morgue, wasn't it?"
Arms still uplifted, its expression bordered on petu​lance as it disappeared.
Alone again, Henry swung his legs out of bed, then, as they touched the carpet, he paused. The lingering scent of a second vampire had been acknowledged if not dealt with. The ghost had been banished for one more sunset. And yet, an uneasiness remained. There was something more.
Or more precisely, something less.
Tony.
Although he could hear the throbbing heartbeat of the surrounding city, no bloodsong called from within the limits of his sanctuary. With so many other things there, Tony's absence stood out in sharp relief.
Henry stared at his reflection and realized it felt surprisingly good to be alone.
"What're you looking so excited about?" 
"Me? Nothing." 
With the denial the gleam of antici​pation in Vicki's eyes switched off.
Celluci frowned. The things she thought she had to hide from him were never good—in fact, most of the time they were very not good. He watched her care​fully as she crossed the living room, pulled out a slat-backed chair, and straddled it but could see nothing that might give him any explanations. "That chair's a Stickley," he grunted as she tipped it forward on two legs and reached across the table for his notes. "Try not to break it."
"Chill, Michael. I don't know why you think you can't trust me with expensive furniture. What've you got?"
He pushed a sheet of paper toward her groping fin​gers. "The reasons Ms. Chou thinks the missing kid​ney is our motive."
Vicki scanned the familiar handwriting. "She's pretty convincing."
"I didn't know you needed convincing." Before she could answer, he handed her another page. "The rea​sons Mr. Ronald Swanson thinks it's impractical."
"You spoke to him?"
"No. It's what I remembered from the cable program."
"If Swanson works for the transplant programs, it's in his best interest to squash this kind of speculation, so his is not exactly an unbiased opinion."
"It's in Ms. Chou's best interest to promote scandal. Not exactly an unbiased opinion either."
"But it's the only possible motive we've got and so should be investigated."
"What about a simple gangland killing, take the hands to use later?"
"And leave the kidney out of it?" She flashed him a serene and totally false smile as she picked up a pencil and a blank piece of paper. "We have what; a dead body missing both hands and a kidney. We have where; thanks to Henry's ghost's wardrobe which indi​cates he's local. We have why . . ."
"We have a potential why," Celluci broke in.
"Fine. A potential why; missing kidney equals or​gans for profit. So . . ." Flicking the pencil into the air, she watched it rise toward the ceiling, then caught it as it tumbled down. "Next on the list, who. Our only clue is the missing hands, missing hands often mean gangs who are always looking for new profit and who can certainly find and finance crooked hackers, crooked doctors, and loyal thugs." The gleam of anticipation had returned. "I think that takes care of your Mr. Swanson's objections."
"And what about Mr. Swanson himself?"
"Why is Mr. Swanson chopping off the hands?"
"I hate it when you answer a question with a ques​tion," Celluci growled.
"I know. There're two reasons I can think of for the killer to remove the hands. One, the prints are on record, and dumping the hands will hide the identity— a belief which shows an appalling lack of knowledge of modern police forensics. If that body had a record, he'd have been identified by now. Or, two, the prints aren't on record and are useful because of that. Which brings us back to the gangs. We can have this sucker solved by morning."
"How?"
"I find out who's running the top gangs in this fair city." Her teeth showed, too long and too white. "And I ask them a few questions. The boss men always know what the other gangs are up to—that's how they stay the boss."
Celluci had a sudden vision of a great deal of blood spilled over very expensive suits. "How are you going to find out who the top men are?"
"I'll ask a few questions farther down the ladder."
There were certain aspects of Vicki's new nature he found so difficult to understand that he didn't ever bother making the attempt. This wasn't one of them. "You're looking forward to this, aren't you?"
"And why shouldn't I be?" Her tone was as much defensive as challenging. "You have no idea of how hard it is to always hold back. To be less than you're capable of being!"
"What? Less violent?" He leaned toward her, fore​arms flat on the table, biceps straining against the fab​ric of his golf shirt. "I hate to burst your bubble, Vicki, but we've all got to live with that. It's the price we pay for civilization."
"Give it up, Celluci." She leaned forward as well. "You can stop being so god-damned holier than fuck​ing thou! You can't possibly feel sorry for the type of lowlife I'm going to be . . ." As his eyes narrowed, she paused for a heartbeat. "... dealing with. What's that?" She stared suspiciously at the list he held out to her.
"It's an easier way. I had Dave pull the names and addresses of the people you want off the computer."
"Oh." The paper drooped between thumb and forefinger.
If he'd been willing to risk pandering to her desire for mayhem, he'd have reminded her that she still had to get to those people through what would no doubt be tight security. As he neither wanted to remind her of her potential for violence nor himself of her poten​tial danger, he said neutrally. "There're a lot of names for one night. Why don't you split them with Henry?"
"Henry?" Her eyes silvered. "No. No Henry. This is my hunt! Mine!"
"As much as I hate to say this, he's not totally in​competent. He's even done this kind of stuff for you before."
"Before," Vicki reminded him, the last syllable more growl than spoken word.
Celluci stared at her for a few seconds then sat back, shaking his head. "So he was right."
"About what?"
"About your childish inability to work with him." In spite of her sometimes tenuous control of what she'd become, Celluci'd always believed that Vicki would never hurt him. He'd wondered occasionally, as he prodded at the limits of her new nature, if he deliber​ately put that belief to the test. He wondered it now as she slowly stood. She seemed taller than he knew she was. The hair on his arms lifted, and he felt his chin begin to rise, an instinctive surrender bypassing his conscious control. He forced it back down.
Eyes blazing, Vicki stepped forward, closed her hands around the chair she had been sitting in, and ripped it into kindling, one handful of wood at a time. A moment later, breathing heavily—not from the de​struction but from the effort of regaining control—she snarled, "See what you made me do!"
"I made you do?" His heart beat so loudly even he could hear it. Considering how well attuned she was to that sort of sound, he was a little surprised she could hear his voice over it. "I don't think so."
"No." Her eyes were almost gray again. The silver remaining could have been a trick of the light. "I guess not." She reached across the table and brushed the curl of hair back off his face. "But you've got no right accusing me of living dangerously."
"No. I guess not." Capturing her hand, he laid his lips against the cool skin of her inner wrist, a mirror image of a position they'd held a hundred times. "Now what?"
"Now, I'm going to call Henry."
"Call?"
"Yeah. On the telephone." She pulled free of his grip and patted him lightly on both cheeks. "You're not the only one who can think of an easier way to get through this, sweet knees."
He frowned as she walked away. "Sweet knees?"
"... suppose one of them turns out to be the man we're looking for?" Henry asked as he folded the list and slipped it into his pocket. He'd tried to sound neither sarcastic nor superior and had been, all things considered, remarkably successful at both. But then, they'd always been able to manage over the phone.
"What? You mean suppose one of your . . . subjects says: Yeah, I'm the guy. I've been selling organs all up and down the West Coast. Usually we dump 'em at sea, but that body in the harbor must have got caught in the tides?"
With an effort, he kept his smile from showing in his voice—Vicki had sounded so incredibly indignant at the mere possibility he might discover the informa​tion before she did. "Yes. Suppose one of my . . . subjects says that. If you've given me half the list, the odds are fifty-fifty."
"You don't need to tell me the odds, Henry. I may be a childish vampire ..."
He heard Celluci protest in the background and was quite happy to have missed the earlier argument.
"... but I have been doing this living thing a lot longer than you did, and I've certainly been an investi​gator one hell of a lot longer."
"I hadn't intended to suggest you hadn't."
"Oh, no, you just intended to suggest you didn't need me here at all."
Frowning slightly, he went back over the conversa​tion and tried to determine how she'd arrived at that particular conclusion. "Vicki, I may be able to strong-arm crime lords, but it would never have occurred to me to do it."
"Oh."
"If I'm going to get rid of my nonblithe spirit, I do need you here."
"Oh." He heard her sigh. "I can't decide whether you're being mature or patronizing."
"Which would you prefer?"
"You know, that's a very Celluci question. I don't want you guys hanging around together any more." But he could hear the sound of her smile, so it was all right.
"I fully understand."
She snorted, a purely human sound. "You couldn't possibly. Whoever gets back first leaves a message on the other's machine."
"You don't think we should meet?" He had an un​expected memory of the pulse that beat at the base of her throat, her skin the soft, sun-kissed tan it would never be again and missed her reply in the sudden surge of loneliness. "I'm sorry, I ..."
Her voice was as gentle as he'd heard it since the change. "I'm sorry, too, Henry."
"Everything all worked out?"
Her hand still resting on the phone, Vicki turned to face Celluci and shrugged. "I gave Henry every other name. He knows what we need to find out. Like you said, he's not totally incompetent."
Celluci's brows drew in at the hint of melancholy in her voice. "And the phone thing went okay?"
"No reason why it shouldn't, is there? Across the country, across the hall, it's basically the same thing."
You miss him, don't you? But that was one question he wasn't stupid enough to ask. She didn't miss Fitz​roy—the undead royal bastard was still around—she missed what they'd had, and he didn't want to remind her of that because she could never, ever have it again, and while he reveled in the certainty, he had no inten​tion of coming across as an insensitive prick.
"Need to feed?" he asked instead.
Melancholy gone, she grinned and her eyes frosted. "No, thanks, I'm dining out."
"Yeah. Right." Actually, he found the thought of her gorging on the blood of Vancouver's crime lords less problematic than her gentler meals. Those were the nights he didn't want to think about. Standing sud​denly, he joined her on the way to the door. "Hang on and I'll go with you as far as the lobby. Tony's working till nine. I think I'll head over to the video store and see if he wants to join me for a bite." When both her brows rose, he sighed. "You know, eating never used to come with this many double entendres."
She'd half turned to answer him as he closed the door. By the time they became aware they weren't alone in the hall, it was too late to do anything that wouldn't seem like a retreat.
"Henry."
"Vicki."
Oh, shit. Still, they're sounding practically conversa​tional, so maybe this won't be a complete disaster. They both wore black jeans and black T-shirts. Vicki wore sneakers and a black cotton sweater. He knew it was cotton; he'd bought it for her. Fitzroy wore desert boots and a black linen blazer. He knew it was linen; he had one just like it, which he was going to get rid of the moment he got home. Celluci'd never noticed before how much alike they looked.
It wasn't the clothes. Thousands of vampire wanna​bes all over the world dressed with more undead style than these two.
It wasn't their coloring. Although both were fair, Fitzroy's hair had more red in it and Vicki was a defi​nite ash blonde. It said so on the box.
It was just, merely, simply, purely the way they were. They shared a belle morte—a deadly beauty. Celluci wasn't sure why the words came to him first in Italian; he was family-fluent only, and it wasn't a language he'd ever thought in, but somehow English— plain old workaday English—didn't seem sufficient.
And not only a deadly beauty; they also shared a complete and utter certainty in themselves and their place in the world.
Certainty, Vicki had never been short of, but her sheer, bloody-minded belief that she was as right as anyone had been refined during the moment she locked eyes with Henry Fitzroy; refined and sharpened to a razor's edge. Fitzroy, of course, had always had it. It was one of the things Celluci'd always hated. Always responded to.
His heart began to beat in time to the power that throbbed between them. That surrounded them. That surrounded him. In that hallway, at that instant, watching the two of them watch each other, he under​stood the declaration, I am.
And that is quite enough of that! Italian description arriving out the blue he could cope with, but blas​phemy was something else again! Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned; it's been two years since my last confession, but that's only because I've been sleeping with a vampire. Yeah. Right.
As a musical chime shattered the silence, he lifted his right foot, put it down, and almost miraculously followed the movement with his left—walking directly through their line of sight. "I hate to break up a Kodak moment, kids, but the elevator's here."
For a heartbeat the power gained a new focus. He could feel it flaying his back, simultaneously hot and cold, and he had a brief vision of Vicki's pale fingers shredding that chair. A little amazed he was still able to move, he stepped over the threshold into the eleva​tor and turned around. As expected, they were both staring at him. Vicki's mouth twisted up in a half smile; her sense of the ridiculous overwhelming the melodrama. Fitzroy had on his Prince of Darkness face. Celluci squared his shoulders, resisting the pull. No one survived a relationship with Vicki Nelson— alive or undead—without an equally strong sense of self and he was not going to bend the knee to Henry Fucking Fitzroy. "You coming, Vicki?"
When she nodded and stepped toward the elevator, he stepped back to give her room.
She paused, just inside, and her smile sharpened. "Coming, Henry?"
Even Celluci could hear the challenge. Hell, a deaf man in the next building could've heard the chal​lenge. "Vicki ..."
One pale hand rose. A prince indicating there was no need for the masses to get involved. "I don't think so. No."
"Why not? Afraid of losing your vaunted control? Too old to cope?"
"Vicki!" He might as well have saved his breath. The words were thrown back with all the finesse of a school​yard taunt and were just as impossible to ignore.
His back against the wall, with Vicki between him and the exit, Celluci watched Henry advance toward the elevator. He wanted to grab her and shake her and demand to know what the hell she thought she was doing. Except he knew. Trust Vicki to drive her point home with a god-damned sledgehammer. I should've taken the fucking stairs. . . .
When the doors closed, the fabric of Henry's blazer whispered against it. "Parking level one, please."
Head tilted slightly down, silvered eyes locked with shadow, Vicki pressed the button without looking at the panel.
It wasn't the elevator that lurched into motion, Cel​luci realized; it was his heart.
They shifted position simultaneously, too fast for a mere mortal to see them move. One moment they stood facing each other—Henry's back against the doors—the next Vicki stood to Celluci's left and Henry to his right. They continued to face each other but had gained what might be a survivable distance between them. A low, warning growl, felt not heard, vibrated through the enclosed space and lifted every hair on Celluci's body—not a pleasant sensation. Real​izing how little it would take to tip the balance into bloody chaos, he resisted the urge to scratch. Now if we can just make it to the lobby without anyone else getting . . .
The elevator stopped on the seventh floor.
The doors opened.
Both vampires whirled to face the intrusion.
Celluci didn't know exactly what the couple waiting at the seventh floor saw nor did he want to. Faces blanched of color and the spreading stain on the front of an expensive pair of silk pants gave his imagination information enough. Teeth clenched, he jerked for​ward and jabbed a finger at the panel.
The closing doors cut off a rising, mindless wail. All at once, he was no longer worried about either of his companions losing control. He lost it himself.
"That's it!" he snarled as he turned. "I've had it up to here ..." The edge of his hand chopped at the air over his head. "... with the two of you. You can both stuff that creature-of-the-night shit back where it be​longs! Did you see what you did to those two kids? Did you! Did either of you even notice they got in the way of your petty little power struggle?"
"Petty?" Vicki began, but he cut her off.
"Yeah. Petty. No one fucking cares which one of you's top ghoul except the two of you! And that'd be fine except there's a whole goddamned world around you and neither of you seems to give a fuck who gets hit with the shrapnel!"
"You're still alive. . . ."
He whirled toward Henry. "Well, whoop de fucking do!" Too furious to consider the consequences, he dared the dark gaze to do its worst.
Henry's lips drew off his teeth.
Vicki moved to deny him.
Celluci threw out both arms. Muscles strained as he held them apart, one hand on each chest, the utter audacity of the attempt allowing him to succeed for one heartbeat. Two. Three. Teeth clenched, he refused to give in. His vision started to blur.
Impossibly held, memory rose to overwhelm Hunger.
The three of them had just laid Vicki's mother to rest for a second time. The two men were physically wounded and emotionally flayed—but Vicki had been dying. Henry had done what he could, but he hadn't been strong enough to finish; he needed more blood. Michael Celluci had offered his, even though he be​lieved that it meant he'd lose everything.
In over four hundred and fifty years of living as an observer in humanity's midst, it had been the most amazing thing Henry Fitzroy had ever seen.
Until now.
Detective-Sergeant Michael Celluci was very large and very strong; but it wasn't his physical strength that stopped the Hunger. It was the attitude that dared to announce, "I will not allow this!" even knowing he didn't stand, as he himself might say, a snowflake's chance in hell of being listened to.
Once again, Henry was shown the quality of the man, and he was ashamed that he had to be reminded.
Eyes still locked with Henry's, Vicki remembered what he remembered and felt what he felt. For the first time in his presence she was forced to think about someone else. Tearing her gaze away, staring in horror at the pulse throbbing among the corded muscle of Mike's neck, she replaced Henry's shame with her own.
Celluci felt their surrender and allowed his arms to drop. He didn't have much choice. Without the pres​sure against them, he couldn't hold them up. The air still held a certain frisson, but strangely it didn't seem to be coming from either Vicki or Henry.
"I think we've forgotten," said a quiet voice he al​most didn't recognize, "that with great power comes great responsibility."
"I think I forgot what mattered." No mistaking Vicki's voice, but it had a ragged edge he didn't often hear.
"Same thing." To his surprise, Henry, just Henry, a man Celluci suddenly remembered he'd come to re​spect and even like, held out a pale hand. "My apolo​gies, Detective. I wish I could promise that it won't happen again, but I can't. I can promise that I'll do better in the future."
His grip was cool, like Vicki's.
Then he was gone.
"Where .    . ?"
"Parking level one. The van's on level two. I assume one of us is going to be using it?"
He blinked to clear the sweat from his eyes, and allowed her to slip her shoulder under his arm, taking most of his weight. "You can have it. I'll never find parking."
"I'll drop you off."
"Fine." The parking level had the damp, unair-conditioned coolness that came from being deep under​ground. Celluci found himself thinking of graves. "Vicki. What did I just do?"
"You leaped a tall building in a single bound."
"I don't mean the physical . . ."
She sighed. It wasn't something she did much any more; she'd lost the habit when she'd lost the need to breathe on a mortal scale. "You reminded us to be more, instead of less."
He stopped and looked down at her. "Try again."
"You told us to stop acting like idiots."
"Yeah, I know, but you don't usually listen."
"This time . . ." She paused, then reached up and pushed the curl of hair back off his face.
Henry listened.
Wrapping her arms around him, she laid her cheek against his chest and found what comfort she could in the steady beat of his life. "I love you, Mike."
"Hey, I believe you." His chin resting on the top of her head, he wondered just what it was she hadn't said.
Seven
BY parking across an access alley, Vicki managed to find curb space only two blocks from the video store where Tony worked.
Celluci opened the passenger door, then closed it again. "Will you do something for me?"
"Anything."
His snort was an eloquent testimony to his disbelief. "Just try to be careful. Don't expect anything as civi​lized as the Godfather ..."
"Not even the bit where Sonny gets of fed or the brother-in-law gets strangled? Or where they dump Fredo in the lake?" Her brow furrowed dramatically. "And didn't they kill the Pope in part three?"
"Vicki . . ."
"Michael," she mimicked. "Look, I was a cop. I helped bag the bodies. I know these aren't the good guys."
"Yeah, well, organized crime has changed over the last few years." He twisted in the seat until he faced her. "Most of the old school has been buried, one way or another, and the new lot's a group of vicious young punks who kill because they can. There used to be rules of a sort. The rules are gone." Once, he might have thought he gripped her arm too tightly. Now, he didn't think he could hold her tightly enough. "Power is an end with these new guys, not just a means."
She smiled, her teeth gleaming unnaturally white in the light from the passing traffic. "Power won't be a problem."
"Maybe. Just keep two things in mind, will you? You're there to ask a few questions, not to clean up the streets." He didn't like the way her brows lifted, but he ignored them because he didn't have a lot of choice. As little as he liked it, he had to trust her judgment. "And don't forget the difference between immortal and invulnerable." He leaned forward and kissed her, then got out of the van before he could give in to the urge to ask her just what exactly she was going to do.
"I won't take any stupid risks, Mike." The pale oval of her face seemed farther away than distance alone could account for. "At the risk of sounding like some whacked-out action hero, I'll be back."
At least she hadn't told him not to worry. "Sunrise is at 4:16.''
"What the ... ?"
"What the what, Bynowski?"
"I don't know." Brow furrowed, Frank Bynowski leaned closer to the monitor that showed a long shot of the front approach. "Something flickered . . ."
The front door alarm went off.
Two pairs of eyes locked on the screen linked to the camera over the front door. Instead of a solid barrier between the house and the world, the steel reinforced door swung lazily back and forth on its hinges.
Gary Haiden turned a flat, accusing stare on his companion. "The boss told you to lock up!"
"I did!"
He jerked his head at the image. "That says differ​ent." His tone suggested the lapse would be reported, that Bynowski would suffer for it, and that he, Haiden, wouldn't much mind.
"Yeah? Take a closer look, shit-for-brains."
Both halves of the lock had been twisted into im​possible angles.
The monitor showing the front hall—the only view of the inside of the house—flickered, but neither man noticed. They'd kicked in too many doors to miss the significance of the broken lock.
"Shit, shit, shit, fuck!" Bynowski reached for the intercom button. A leather-covered hand closed over his finger before it had quite covered the distance. He grunted as the bone snapped, too astounded to scream. When he looked up and fell into silvered eyes, he wished he'd taken the time because screaming might've helped. A backhanded blow he never saw coming flung him out of his chair to crash against the far wall and slide down a trickle of his own blood to the floor.
Haiden whirled around to watch the arc of the other man's flight and used the motion to propel himself to his feet. Instinct took over while reason protested, and his gun had cleared the holster by the time he was standing. His eyes saw a tall woman, dressed all in black. His brain did its best to convince him that this was the last thing he was going to see if he didn't leave immediately. Haiden ignored it. He hadn't gotten off the streets by giving in to fear, and he wasn't going to start now.
Her pale gaze flicked down to his gun, then back to his face. "No," she said softly.
A lot of people had said no to him throughout the years. Some had begged. Some had shrieked. Some had repeated it, over and over, in stunned disbelief. In all its varying forms, the word had held fear, but it had never been a warning. So although it was defi​nitely a warning this time, he didn't recognize it.
He'd been a predator all his life; this was his first time as prey. He still had a lot to learn.
A heartbeat later, he gibbered in terror while fin​gertips pressed white half-moons into his throat.
Bones had been broken in both his hands, but the pain got lost behind the gleaming white smile he couldn't seem to take his eyes off of.
"Is the boss at home?" the smile said.
Up until this point, Gary Haiden had been positive he'd give his life to protect Sebastien Carl, that he'd look death in the face and say, "Fuck you." Instead, he found himself saying, "Him and his wife are up​stairs, in the big bedroom at the back, dressing for dinner." He hoped it was enough.
Mr. Carl was alone in the bedroom pulling on a pair of black silk socks. A blow-dryer running in the en suite suggested the location of his wife.
Although Vicki knew she'd never seen him before, there was something familiar about Sebastien Carl. She was across the room with one hand clamped around his throat before she realized what it was. He had an awareness of his own power that was almost vampiric in intensity. All this is mine, it declared. You are nothing unless I choose to make use of you.
She almost killed him before she brought the sud​den surge of rage under control. "I am nothing like you," she snarled, ignoring the hands that clawed at her wrist. "I only want to ask you a few questions." A silk-covered heel caught her just below the knee. "Stop it."
Smarter than Haiden, he stopped. He glared at her through narrowed eyes, fingers wrapped around her wrist, chest rising and falling in short, shallow breaths, all the remains of his windpipe would allow. Death is my weapon, his expression said. Not yours.
She let more of the Hunger rise, barely stopping it from breaking free. "Organ-legging. Are you doing it?"
"No." His answer was little more than a breath rasped out in denial. For all he might deny Death in the silvered eyes that held his, he couldn't lie to them. Nor could he look away.
"Do you know who is?"
"No."
With her free hand, she pulled one of the copies Henry'd made of the photos in the autopsy report out of her back pocket, shook out the folds, and held it up. "Have you ever seen this guy before?"
"No." Go on, his gaze dared. Do your worst.
Frustrated, she threw him to the bed. He bounced, rolled across the quilted red satin bedspread, and came up firing the .22-caliber pistol that had been laid out beside his clothes. By the time he'd squeezed the trigger the second time, he was dead.
Switching off the blow-dryer, Jenna Carl threw sun-streaked hair back off her face and frowned. "Sebas​tien?" she asked stepping out of the bathroom. "Did you just . . . oh, shit."
No stranger to her husband's business, the body on the floor didn't surprise her much. It surprised her only a little more when it turned out to be her hus​band. It surprised her a great deal when she discov​ered he was not, as she'd supposed from his face, lying on his back. Someone . . .
Or something, a whimpering little voice in the back of her head insisted as she bit back a scream.
... had turned his head completely around.
Leaping over the corpse, she crawled up the bed and fumbled open the safe built into the padded head​board. Everything was there. Breathing heavily, she clutched at the packets of bills and tried to think. She could still get out of this. All she had to do was get Sebastien's body to the foot of the stairs—thank God she'd squelched his plan to build a bungalow. A terri​ble accident. His lawyers would know what to do, who to pay. A quick funeral, and she'd take the money and . .
"I'd never get away." If the cops didn't hound her to death, her husband's business associates would as they ripped his empire to bloody shreds. "Well, screw them."
Twenty minutes later, the safe emptied, her Porsche roared out of the garage and disappeared down Ma​rine Drive.
Haiden and Bynowski stared empty-eyed at the monitors.
The part of Vancouver known as Kitsilano had be​come overtly yuppie as the tag end of the baby boom​ers—stockbrokers, system developers, securities analysts, crime lords—in the prime of their earning years had settled down with a mortgage and kids. For all of that, it was a nice neighborhood and not a place Henry'd expected to be Hunting in tonight.
Gabriel and Lori Constantine were having a barbe​cue. Standing motionless in the shadows, Henry sniffed the breeze and firmly squelched the desire to sneeze at the lingering scent of seared squid. As host, Gabriel Constantine would be among the six lives by the house.
Two cars, each containing a pair of gunmen, and two men who were definitely not a couple walking along the beach, convinced him that he'd best take an oblique approach. A few moments later, he stepped up onto the neighbor's composter, over the fence and into a pool of deep shadow cast by a clump of lilac, lip curled at the smell of dying blossoms.
Their yard could have been any of the yards he'd crossed. The house was only superficially different from the rest on the street. The gathering could have been happening anywhere up and down the block.
Except for the people involved.
Henry suspected the Constantines seldom enter​tained their immediate neighbors. After all, predators have only one reason to associate with prey.
Four large men wearing jackets over golf shirts pa​trolled the yard. Henry waited until one reached the edge of the shadows and came forward just enough to interrupt the constant sweeping movement of the enforcer's gaze. In the instant before awareness dawned, Henry grabbed onto the simple pattern of his thoughts and twisted them into new shapes. "Tell Mr. Constantine there's something he should see over by the fence. Tell him it isn't dangerous, but you thought he should take a look."
Most people caught in the Hunt responded like a rabbit caught in headlights—conscious thought com​pletely overwhelmed by their imminent and incontest​able death. Those susceptible to more overt control were few and far between, but primed to follow orders and only follow orders, the enforcer nodded, turned, and made his way toward the pool. It wouldn't last long. But then, it didn't have to.
Henry, who could hear the heartbeat of the child sleeping in an upstairs bedroom, had no difficulty hearing the conversations at the other end of the yard. Private schools and music lessons and how hard it was to find a reliable housekeeper and imported cars ver​sus domestic and how certain people never realized that expenses were going up all wrapped around each other like tangled yarn. It was all very innocent; a casual eavesdropper would never know how the bills were paid. Finally, he heard the thread that concerned his meeting with Gabriel Constantine.
Frowning, waving off a question from one of his guests, Constantine suggested that the enforcer should lead the way. There was something out there, he'd read that off the other man's face, but he had confi​dence in both his security and in the normality of the neighborhood.
What could hurt you here? Henry asked himself as they approached. Here, surrounded by satellite dishes, gas barbecues, and lawns all maintained by Mr. Weedman. What could touch you in the midst of all of that? He smiled as the two men reached the lilac. It had been, after all, a rhetorical question.
Unaware that his enforcer's mind had less in it than usual, Constantine put him on guard and threw a skeptical glance into the shadows. To his horror, the shadows threw it back.
"If you move, I'll kill you."
All the death he'd ever dealt returned to greet him. Had their night sight been good enough, his guests might have seen his shoulders stiffen and a spreading patch of sweat darken his T-shirt. Because he faced away from them, they couldn't see the expression of horror that drained the blood from his face.
A few gentle questions, voiced too low for listening ears, determined he knew nothing of selling organs for profit nor of the identity of the ghost. But he did know a great many other unpleasant things.
In spite of certain incidents that had occurred dur​ing the year Vicki had been his mortal lover, Henry had never considered himself a vampire Batman, a comic book hero out hunting down evil in the night. Although willing to destroy any that put itself in his way, much as he would a cockroach that did the same thing, he had no desire to spend immortality searching evil out and destroying it. There was just too damned much of it.
For the sake of the sleeping child, Henry let this cockroach live, merely suggesting that, in return, it go into another line of work.
"That was good food." Celluci stepped to one side of the restaurant door and was almost run over by a trio of young women. Two of them spun off to either side, the third looked him over, grinned, and hurried to catch up to her friends—now giggling around the corner on Robeson Street. Definitely not working girls—over the years he'd booked enough hookers to recognize them in any situation—they didn't look old enough to be out so late.
"Feeling your age?"
Startled, he stared down at his companion. "Did I say that out loud?"
Tony shook his head. "No. You sighed."
"Yeah, well, it's something old people do." He took a deep breath to clear the atmosphere of the restau​rant from his lungs. "At least I still have all my teeth. And I do enjoy a good meal."
"I figured if you come to the Coast, you should eat seafood. At least once."
"Yeah? I suppose Fitzroy has sailors on Friday."
Pale eyes wide, Tony stared up at the detective. "Man, you've changed. You're not as ... uh ..." During the pause, he received only a polite, ques​tioning expression. "Well, as uptight as you used to be."
"A lot of things have changed in the last few years."
"Yeah? Like what?"
"Vicki."
"Ah. She changes, and you change because you love her?"
"Something like that." Celluci sighed again and peered down Thurlow Street toward the distant waters of English Bay. "How far are we from your place? Fitzroy's place, that is, not where you're staying now."
Tony shrugged again, allowing just whose place it was, to pass. "It's a bit of a walk."
"Doable?"
"Sure. Straight down Thurlow to Davie, along Davie to Seymour and home. I go that way on my blades." He looked down at his feet and shook his head. "Tonight it'll take a while longer. You'd better not be in a hurry."
Somewhere to the south, a siren wailed.
Celluci's mouth set into a thin line. "I'm in no hurry." Stepping away from the restaurant, he tried with little success to block out the distant sounds of the night. "I'm not very good at sitting around and waiting."
The man who answered to the second name on Vicki's list had left town for a few days.
"... I don't know any more than that. I don't! Please!"
The third had been working late. She caught him just leaving the office.
There was only one enforcer between them. Then there were only the persistent fumes of a pungent aftershave. Then ...
His other three boys found him a few moments later, crouched behind a dumpster in the alley next to the office. He stood slowly as they approached, visibly pulling himself together.
"Boss? What happened?"
"The night," he said, then paused to swallow fear. Lines of sweat that had nothing to do with the cool breeze blowing in off the street glistened down both sides of his face. "I was taken by the night."
The most senior of the three shot a startled glance at his companions but switched from Chinese to En​glish if that was how the boss wanted it. "Are you okay?"
"Where's Fang?" Narrowed eyes searched behind three sets of shoulders, shying away from the shadows. "He was supposed to protect me."
"He, uh, disappeared. Right when you did."
Fingers curled into fists to hide their trembling, but the lingering terror honed a razor's edge on the voice. "Then where the fuck were you!?"
The steering wheel creaked a protest. Vicki glanced down at it, frowned, and forced her fingers to relax their grip. It was getting harder and harder not to feed, not to drink in the terror with the blood.
Once you acquire the taste, Henry had warned her, the desire for it will lead you to excess after excess. Be very, very careful.
"Yeah. Right. 'Once you turn toward the dark side, forever will it dominate your destiny.' Stuff a sock in it, Obi Wan." Grimacing, she gunned the engine, raced a yellow light, and whipped the van around the corner, the two wheels still in contact with the pavement loudly objecting.
Frustration sizzled along every nerve. It was like having sex for hours with no orgasm in sight. "Celluci'd better be well rested when I get back; he's going to need his strength."
Yuen-Zong Chen, known to his associates as Harry, waited in the corridor while one of his boys vetted the men's room—not so much from fear of assassination as that he intensely disliked pissing in front of an audi​ence. He stepped aside as two of the club's less distin​guished patrons were escorted out.
"All clear, Mr. Chen." As the crime boss entered, the enforcer nodded to a companion at the end of the hall and took up a position outside the door, one foot in its handmade size eight shoe keeping the beat that throbbed throughout the club.
Inside, Harry Chen relieved himself, sighed deeply in contentment, and crossed the room to the row of stainless steel sinks. He shook his head in unfeigned distaste at the residue of white powder. Only weak fools destroyed themselves with drugs. Weak fools who had helped to make him rich, perhaps, but that made them no less weak, no less foolish.
He passed his hands under the taps and, as the warm water poured over them, glanced up at his re​flection in the mirror. "There's never enough fucking light when ..." The rest of the sentence caught in his throat. Death looked over his shoulder.
Behind him, Henry smiled, showing teeth. "Harry Chen, I presume?"
He stiffened, recognizing it was not a question and that the pale-haired man knew exactly whose life he held. Dripping hands held out from his sides, he turned.
"If you call for help, you'll be dead before the first word reaches air," Henry told him as he opened his mouth.
"I'm dead anyway." But he wasn't dead yet, so he kept his voice low, ignoring the quaver because he couldn't prevent it, hope warring with fear. "Who sent you? Was it Ngyn, that Vietnamese prick? No," he answered his own question. "Ngyn wouldn't use a fuc . . ." Suddenly realizing that some racial slurs might not be wise under the circumstances, Chen began again. "Nygn wouldn't use you. Look, you're a professional, right? So am I. Whoever sent you, I can pay you more. Lots more. Cash. Drugs. Girls. What​ever the fuck you want, man. I can get it for you." Finding courage in the silence, he raised his eyes. The small, nonshrieking part of his mind decided it was very glad he'd just relieved himself. "You're . . . not . . . possible."
The protest emerged one word to each short, shal​low breath. Even Henry had to strain to hear it. "Aren't I?" he asked quietly, impressed by the strength of will in spite of his contempt for the man. "Then you're in no danger, are you?"
"Just ... do it, you . . . son of a bitch."
"Not until you answer a few questions."
He swallowed and fought the urge to lift his chin. "Fuck . . . you."
Henry growled low in his throat.
A few minutes later, as another song began, the enforcer in front of the door pushed it open a crack. "You okay, Mr. Chen? Mr. Chen?"
There wasn't a mark on the body. No way to show how he died.
Harry Chen had known nothing. Henry threw the leather driving gloves down on the seat beside him, slammed the BMW into gear, and jerked it out into traffic. He needed to feed, needed to let the Hunger free to wash away the memory of men he'd questioned with blood. He'd barely been able to stop himself from feeding on Harry Chen.
But to feed on such a man would mean he fed on all the lives that man had destroyed, and that he would not do.
But he needed to feed.
Bars were closing. After hours clubs, tucked into lofts and behind stage entrances, were opening. There was a lot more traffic on the streets than Celluci had expected.
"It's 'cause people live in the West End, they don't just drink and shop here." Tony waved a hand to in​clude the apartment towers that rose to block the stars amidst the five- and six-story brownstones tucked along both sides of the street. "It's not like Toronto, it's all mixed. Last fall, some American guys came up from Seattle to see how we make it work so well."
Celluci smiled at the pronoun, then jerked around as a crash of falling cans, a soft thud, and assorted profanity spilled out of the alley they'd just passed.
"Relax." Tony grabbed his arm. "It's just dumpster divers."
"It's just what?" Celluci asked, allowing himself to be pulled to a stop.
"Street people who go through dumpsters looking for stuff they can sell. Some of 'em got hooks, some just dive right in." He shoved his hands into the front pocket of his jeans and kicked at a bit of broken side​walk. Although his face was in shadow, Celluci got the impression he was embarrassed by his comparative affluence. "Lotta homeless people here. Well, it makes sense, doesn't it? I mean, it beats freezing your ass to death back East." You wanna make something of it, his tone added.
But Celluci, who'd bagged the bodies of those who froze to death every winter huddled at the base of million-dollar office towers, exposed skin stuck to the steel grates of the subway air vents, said only, "Good point."
They walked in silence for a few minutes.
"I got a new life here," Tony announced suddenly. "I got a job, I got school, I got a chance; and I wouldn't have if it wasn't for Henry."
"And you feel like you owe him for that?"
"Well, don't I?"
"Has Henry suggested you owe him anything?" Cel​luci knew damned well he hadn't. Henry Fitzroy might be an arrogant, undead romance writer, but he wasn't the type to put a lien on a man's soul.
"He doesn't have to. I feel it." One hand slapped a dramatic punctuation against his chest. "Here."
"All right, what about the things you've done for him?"
Tony snorted. "What things?"
"The things that have to be done in daylight. The people who have to be dealt with. The arrangements that have to be made during office hours." He glanced down to find Tony's pale blue eyes locked on his face. "Leaving aside certain other aspects of the relationship ..." His right thumb rubbed the tiny scar on his left wrist. "... I think you'll find things haven't been all that unequal."
"He trusts me with his life." It almost sounded like a question.
"You trusted him with yours."
Overhead, a streetlight buzzed, the recent hit of a popular grunge band throbbed through a dark but open window, and both men jumped back as a con​vertible Ford Mustang roared down Granville Street toward the bridge.
"What does sixty k mean to you, asshole!" Tony yelled, leaping out onto the street and flipping the car the finger as bright yellow molded bumpers disap​peared into the night. "Idiots in fast cars think the bridge is a goddamned highway," he muttered as they crossed to the other side. "Probably wouldn't slow down if they fucking ran over you."
"Feel better?"
Uncertain whether the older man referred to his outburst or the conversation preceding it, Tony shrugged and discovered he did, indeed, feel better. "Yeah." After they'd walked another block, he added, "Thanks."
When she opened the warehouse door, the blood-scent spilled out into the night. Vicki swallowed hard and fought for control. While an incredulous voice in the back of her head demanded to know just what she thought she was doing, she stepped over the threshold and moved silently along the dark corridor created by two racks of floor-to-ceiling shelves stacked with industrial tile.
At the first cross corridor, she found a body. He'd been shot four times in the back at skin-touch range— the choice of professionals as it soaked up the muzzle blast and decreased the chance of being heard.
She could hear movement up ahead and the quiet drone of voices beyond that. It sounded very much as though the voices were being surrounded. The rising Hunger made it hard to think, hard to plan. She should leave. This hunt did not concern her.
Scrubbing one hand over her face, trying to block the distraction of the spilled blood, she stood and glanced up into the steel rafters. No one appeared to have taken the high road. Smiling, she reached for the crossbrace on the closest rack and began to climb.
"No. The bottom line is if weapons move out of this city, I move them. Me. Not me and you." The older of the two men sitting at the table leaned for​ward, scowling. "You're what, twenty-six? Twenty-seven? You've come far, David Eng, and you think you're hot shit, but you're not hot enough yet to take me out and you know it."
The other man nodded, but the motion was more acknowledgment of a point made rather than agreement with it. "Street wars are bad for business, Mr. Dyshino."
"Fuckin' A, they are. Which is why you and me are going to work this out if we have to fucking sit here until dawn."
The table sat in the middle of the open area where the forklifts were usually stored. One section of the overhead lights had been turned on, but they didn't quite manage to illuminate the oil-stained floor. The shadows of the six men standing blended into the sur​rounding shadow.
"You don't have to take this," one of the six an​nounced belligerently from behind David's left shoulder.
"Let's hear Mr. Dyshino's suggestion of com​promise."
Adan Dyshino rolled his eyes. "We aren't going to 'compromise,' you fool. You're going to stop."
A manicured hand rose to cut off the protest from his enraged second. "Admittedly, arms dealing is a very small part of what I do, but I do not wish to stop doing it. We appear to have reached an impasse once again."
From her seat in the rafters, Vicki watched Eng's men take up positions just outside the open area.
Grinning ferally, she enjoyed the view. If the vermin wanted to slaughter each other, that was fine by her.
The unexpectedly close whisper of metal against metal drew her gaze to the top of the nearest rack. A prone gunman, his sights sweeping the perimeter of the light, lay half hidden behind a crate of "parquet style" vinyl tiles. Carefully searching the shadows, she spotted another three.
This could get interesting. . . .
David Eng had the advantage in numbers, but Dy​shino's men held the high ground.
Brought up short by Vicki's scent, Henry wondered what the hell was going on. Growling low in his throat, he pushed open the warehouse door. The air inside smelled of sweat and fear and anticipation.
"We haven't reached anything, you immigrant punk!" Dyshino surged to his feet. "This isn't Hong Kong, this is Canada, and I say . . ."
A 9-mm round from a burst of machine gun fire caught him in the right shoulder and spun him around. The rest of the burst killed the man behind him. He hit the floor and rolled under the table as all hell broke loose.
Crouched beside the man who'd been shot in the back, Henry flinched away from the sudden roar of gun​fire. By the time answering shots had been fired, he was on his feet and racing toward the sound. Vicki. ..
Vicki watched in amazement as Henry exploded out into the light, face and hair a pale blur above the moving shadow of his body. The gunman on the near​est rack muttered something that sounded like "Po​lice!" as she realized he had Henry in his sights.
He got the shot off just as she knocked him into the air. Henry's howl of pain drowned out the ripe melon sound of the gunman's head making contact with the concrete floor, nine meters down.
The scent of Henry's blood rose to obliterate the singed sulfur smell of the gunpowder, the hot metal smell of the spent casings, and the warm, meaty smell of the men below. Henry's blood. The blood that had made her.
The Hunger ripped aside all controls.
Time slowed as Henry stared from the red stain across the fingers of his right glove to the hole in his left arm. It didn't seem to hurt. I'm in shock, he thought. When he lifted his head, he saw a cold-eyed young man swing a submachine gun around until it pointed in his direction—each movement deliberate and distinct. Feeling as though he were moving under​water, Henry reached out, grabbed the muzzle, and smashed the weapon into the gunman's face.
As the body fell, the wound throbbed once, sending a ripple of pain racing through Henry's body, and time took up its normal pace again.
He felt, rather than heard, Vicki's scream of rage, and he didn't have strength enough to stop himself from responding.
Clutching his shoulder, Dyshino stared out from under the table in horror as another of his men hit the floor. This one was dead before impact.
Shots ricocheted off the metal rafters.
Head buzzing from the adrenaline, one of Eng's people leaned around a forklift and, grinning widely, sprayed bullets in the general direction of Dyshino's bodyguard. Some of the guys thought he was crazy, but he loved this kind of stuff—the noise, the chaos, the way death was so completely impersonal. It was like being inside a video game. What fun in quiet stalking and a single shot?
All at once his grin twisted into a grimace of pain as an unbreakable grip locked onto his shoulder and yanked him up into the cab of the machine.
He screamed.
His finger tightened on the trigger.
He sent Death on an impersonal visit to two of his companions.
Both sides realized they had a common enemy at about the same time. Unfortunately, by then it was too late.
The last sniper scrambled down off the racks, des​perately trying to outrun his own death. He slipped, managed to stop his fall, and hit the floor running. One step, two . . .
Vicki reached out a hand and grabbed the back of his head, slamming him to his knees and exposing his throat in one motion.
This was not the slaughter David Eng had planned. Crouched behind a roll of no-wax vinyl flooring, he grabbed his second's shoulder and waved his Ingram toward the distant doors. "Let's get the fuck out of here!"
The other man nodded, and they began to make their way down the corridor, back to back, each guard​ing the other's retreat. They were almost at the door when a pale face appeared out of the darkness.
"I don't think so," Henry snarled. His hand around the barrel of the Ingram, he pushed it toward the floor. When the magazine had emptied in a spray of concrete chips, he yanked it out of Eng's hands and hurled it away.
Howling with fear, the second started back the way they'd come and ran into Vicki's outstretched arm.
A few moments later, she dropped the body and wiped her mouth on the sleeve of her sweater. When she saw Henry watching her, Eng lying lifeless at his feet, she smiled, eyes glittering silver. "There're a few left."
He half turned toward the interior of the ware​house, then shook his head. "No. Not worth the risk."
"They've seen us . . ."
"They saw something, but not us. They don't want to see us when we Hunt; it reminds them of why chil​dren are afraid of the dark."
"Then what's the risk?" She stepped toward him, drawing in deep breaths of the rich, meaty, blood-scented air. Another step and her palm lay flat against his chest. "They can't stand against us." Leaning for​ward, she licked a bit of blood from the corner of his mouth. Not since the earliest days after the change when the world had been a kaleidoscope of new sensa​tions had she felt so alive.
He caught her tongue between his teeth, carefully so as not to break the skin.
Her arms went around him. His good hand tangled in her hair.
She moaned against his mouth and pushed David Eng's body out of their way with the side of her foot.
It was over very quickly.
The darkness began to lift from Henry's eyes as he held out a hand to help Vicki to her feet. "We'd better get out of here before someone reports the gunfire."
"But . . ."
He could see the deaths not dealt glittering in her eyes. "No." When she took a step back toward the light, he caught her arm. "Vicki. Listen to me. We have to leave before the police arrive."
This was the voice that had guided her through the year of chaos that followed the change. The silver faded. Reluctantly, she allowed him to guide her out of the warehouse.
An ocean breeze tattered the bloodscent that shrouded them.
Vicki snarled softly at Henry's touch, but when he released her, she stood where she was, staring at his face.
"What?"
"Just remembering." Her tone clearly stated she wouldn't identify the memory. "It's almost dawn. Wait for me in the parking garage, and we'll ride up to​gether. I think we should talk." Then she was gone.
Peeling off gloves that were already beginning to stiffen, Henry shook his head. "She thinks we should talk," he said to the night. Once, before Vicki, he'd thought that nothing remained to astonish him. He'd been wrong.
Those still alive inside the warehouse, two of Eng's men and Adan Dyshino, gathered together in the light and waited, without knowing exactly why, for the dawn.
She was waiting for him at his parking spot, showing no outward signs of either the slaughter or the aftermath.
"Handi-wipes and hairbrush," she explained when Henry raised a red-gold brow at her clean face and slicked-back hair. "And I think I've discovered why we wear black."
They stayed a careful ten feet apart on the way to the elevator. Once inside, in opposite corners, Henry studied her carefully. "Are you all right?"
"I think I have a bruise on my butt." She rubbed it and snorted. "Next time, you're on the bottom."
"Next time." From the moment they'd met, Vicki Nelson had delighted in overturning his world, but this, this he hadn't expected. "There shouldn't have been a this time. It went against everything . . ."
"What? In the manual? Give it a rest, Henry. One . . ." She raised a finger. "... sex is a well docu​mented response to violence, and two ..." A second finger lifted. "... obviously the blood scent was over​whelming, so maybe if we wear nose plugs, we can get along, and three ..." Her eyes began to glitter again. "... it was so glorious finally being able to let go."
"You enjoyed it?" When she started to grin, he raised his hand. "No. I mean the letting go."
"Yeah, I did. And what's the harm in that? These were bad men, Henry. Leaving aside what they've done previously, tonight they were planning on killing each other."
"Suppose there aren't any bad men around the next time you want to experience that feeling?"
"I wouldn't . . ."
"Are you sure?"
The silver faded. "I could've controlled myself if you hadn't been shot." Had she still been able, she'd have blushed as she suddenly realized what she'd just said. "Uh, speaking of, are you okay?"
"The bullet merely grazed me." He'd tucked his left hand in his waistband to support the injured arm. Now he poked a finger through the hole in his jacket. "By sunset tomorrow you won't be able to find the wound."
"Why on earth did you run out into the open like that?"
He shrugged and winced. "When I heard the gun​fire, I thought you were in trouble."
Vicki snorted. "Christ. You're as bad as Celluci. I can take care of myself."
"I know, but you haven't lived in the night for very long."
"Henry, I hate to break this to you, but it was the guy with the centuries of experience who jumped into the middle of a gang war."
They stepped out onto the fourteenth floor and in​creased the distance between them to the width of the hall.
"So what happened tonight?"
"We'd both fed," Henry said thoughtfully but with​out much conviction.
Vicki shook her head. "I think it's more than that. I think that once we let go of control, we let go of all the baggage that comes with it. It seems that as long as we're focused on wholesale destruction, we get along fine."
"Then perhaps that's why we're solitary hunters. If what happened tonight is what happens when our kind join forces, we'd soon wipe out our food supply."
Key in hand, she paused outside the door to the borrowed condo. "What happens tomorrow night?"
"With you and me? I don't know." He smiled, and stroked the curve of her cheek into the air because they stood too far apart to touch. "But I have no doubt it will be an experience finding out."
Celluci was sound asleep. Vicki stood just inside the master bedroom and watched him. Watched the rise and fall of his chest. Traced the curve of the arm he'd flung over his head. Listened to his heartbeat.
He shifted position and a curl of hair fell down onto his face.
She stepped forward, hand outstretched to brush it back but stopped as the movement pulled the satu​rated cuff of her sweater across her wrist, drawing a dark smear on the pale skin.
All at once she didn't want Mike to see her like this.
Her clothes, all her clothes including her sneakers, went into the washing machine—cold wash, cold rinse, more soap than necessary.
Then she stepped into the shower and watched the water run red down the drain.
Eight
"4:09." Celluci shifted his barely focused gaze from the clock to Vicki. "Cutting it a little close, aren't you?"
She'd stayed in the shower longer than she'd in​tended, stayed until the approaching dawn drove her out from under the pounding water. And then, wrapped in borrowed towels, she'd hesitated by the side of the bed, unwilling to wake him, afraid that he'd see . . . See what? The blood had swirled around her feet and down the drain. Nothing else showed. At least, she didn't think it showed.
"Vicki?" When her head jerked up, he sighed and propped himself against the headboard, the gray suede soft and yielding against his back. Her diet may have changed, but her mannerisms hadn't, and right now she intended to hide something from him. "What's the matter?"
"Nothing."
Frowning slightly at her tone, he reached out and folded his hand around hers. To his surprise, it was almost warm. "Are you all right?"
"If you mean, have I been injured, I'm fine." No one had touched her. Except for Henry. "We haven't got much time . . ." The sun waited just beyond the crest of the mountains. "... so I'll cut right to the chase. If someone's harvesting organs, it isn't orga​nized crime. The people Henry and I spoke to knew nothing about it. They weren't doing it, and they hadn't heard rumors of anyone else doing it."
"You sure they were telling the truth?"
Slowly lifting her head, she stared directly at him. "I'm sure."
She was sitting just beyond the limited light of the reading lamp that stood on the bedside table. A pair of silver sparks appeared within the shadowed oval of her face then disappeared again before Celluci felt their pull.
"Okay. You're sure." He didn't know what the limi​tations were on this whole Prince-of-Darkness thing— though he suspected it wasn't as all-powerful as both Vicki and Henry wanted him to believe—but Vicki'd interviewed enough perps over the years that he had to trust her ability to know when one was lying. "Lets just hope you didn't give them any ideas," he added dryly.
"Not about organ-legging."
Her voice lifted the hair on the back of his neck and made asking what ideas she had given them un​necessary. "If organized crime isn't involved, then we lose our best support for selling organs as a motive. Henry's ghost could've been killed for any number of reasons."
"Granted. But as he's still missing a kidney, let's follow this hypothesis for a while. Maybe your Patricia Chou's right about Ronald Swanson."
"She's not my anything, and Swanson has a com​pletely spotless life as far as the law is concerned."
"So, he has to start somewhere."
"Killing people for their kidneys seems a little far up the ladder to me." She shrugged noncommittally, but it was clear she wasn't going to let it go. Cops got that way occasionally, clinging to a theory based on nothing better than a hunch, often in the face of oppo​sition. When it turned out they were right, they were said to have intuitive abilities beyond the norm. When it turned out they were wrong, as was more often the case, they were said to be pigheaded, self-absorbed, and unwilling to do the grunt work needed to break the case. That Vicki had been right more often than she was wrong made her no less pigheaded. "Now what?"
"I think we should stop working on who and take a look at where." Impossible now to ignore the sun. Her shoulders hunched up as though expecting a blow from behind. "Mike, I've got to go."
He lifted a hand to touch his cheek where a strand of wet hair had brushed against him. That, the linger​ing pressure of her mouth, and the faint taste of tooth​paste, were all that remained to show she'd ever been in the room. The clock read 4:15. Sixty seconds to sunrise.
Lying on her back in the pink bedroom, a hastily folded towel under her head to keep the pillow dry, Vicki wondered why she felt no guilt at all for the . . . for the . . . She frowned, realizing she had no clear idea of how many men she'd actually killed in the warehouse. The number had been washed away in blood.
It didn't matter. Because they didn't matter. Not to her. Not their lives. Not their deaths.
But Henry . . .
"So the violence is fine, but the sex is a problem." She sighed and swiped at a drop of water dribbling from temple to ear. "Well, doesn't that just sum up the ni . . ."
4:16.
Sunrise.
Celluci stretched out an arm and switched off the lamp. He'd be glad when midsummer arrived and the nights started getting longer. Not that more time would make Vicki more forthcoming, but it would give him more opportunity to get the truth out of her.
"Good morning, Dr. Mui. You're here early."
She glanced at her watch. "It is almost 6:45. Not exactly early. Did that blood work come back from the lab?"
The night nurse passed over a manila envelope. "Everyone had a quiet night."
"I didn't ask." Envelope tucked under one arm, the doctor stepped into the lounge and let the door to the nurse's office swing shut behind her.
Bitch. But none of the sentiment showed through her smile just in case Dr. Mui glanced back through the open blinds on the windows that were the top half of the office walls—the clinic's attempt to simultane​ously create both a feeling of security in its patients and to prevent the place from looking too much like a hospital. In a time of drastic health care cutbacks, the job paid too well to jeopardize. For what they were paying her, faking friendly with the dragon lady was the least of what she'd be willing to do.
Averting her gaze from the ferns and Laura Ashley prints that adorned the lounge, Dr. Mui crossed to the closer of the two consultation offices, pulling the lab work out of the envelope as she walked. By the time she reached the desk, she was distinctly unhappy.
"Stupid, stupid boy. How could he be such a stu​pid boy?"
She sank into the chair and let the paper fall to the desktop. This changed everything.
The phone rang just as he was pouring the tea. Al​though he drank coffee at the office, he drank tea at the house because Rebecca had always preferred tea to coffee—except when they were traveling in the States. "Where," she'd remarked, "they started out making it in Boston Harbor with cold salt water and hadn't ever quite gotten the hang of doing it differently."
He pulled the receiver out of its base, tucked it under his ear, and barked a terse "Hello" while he went to the refrigerator for milk.
"It's Dr. Mui. We have a problem with the donor. The blood test I had run last night shows him as HIV positive."
"I thought he was clean?"
"He was. I expect that when he heard the good news, he went out and celebrated."
"This is going to be very awkward." He took the milk from the fridge and quickly closed the door. It would only cost a few pennies to leave it open, but he hadn't made a fortune by giving money to BC Hydro. "The recipient and his father will be getting on a plane in less than two hours."
"It would be a lot more awkward if we infect him."
They both considered the consequences for a moment.
"All right." He took a swallow of the tea and then set the cup down on the table beside the bowl of fresh flowers Rebecca had always insisted on having in the kitchen. "I'll call. As long as he's not actually on the plane, I can get through to his father's cell phone. And the donor?"
"We don't want him to talk . . ."
"No. Of course not. All right, no difference between him and the others, then. Just get him out of the clinic as soon as possible."
When the doctor had hung up and the milk had been returned to the fridge, he pressed the power but​ton and dialed the buyer's number from memory. The conversation was, as he had anticipated, very awk​ward. However, in order to make a sizable fortune in real estate—even in the fast-selling Vancouver mar​ket—it was necessary to be a damned good salesman.
Although he hadn't personally sold a property for some time, the old skills were still sharp, and it cer​tainly didn't hurt that he was still the son's best chance.
By the time he returned to his tea, it was cold. He drank it anyway. Rebecca had never minded cold tea and had often shared it with the cat. The cat had died for no apparent reason three months after Rebecca. The vet had shrugged and implied it might have been due to a broken heart.
He envied the cat; its mourning had ended.
"And in city news, violence connected with orga​nized crime hit a new high last night with death tolls up into double digits."
Fork full of scrambled eggs halfway to his mouth, Celluci stared at the radio.
"Eleven men, including crime boss David Eng, were found dead in a Richmond floor-covering warehouse when employees of the warehouse arrived for work this morning. Some had been shot, but some appeared to have been savaged by an animal. As a number of the men are known to belong to the organization run by Adan Dyshino, police are assuming that negotia​tions of some sort erupted into violence. They are not yet certain that the death of Sebastien Carl in East Vancouver is connected and are now attempting to find his wife. Anyone with information about these or other crimes is invited to contact Crime Stoppers or your local police."
"Yeah. Right." He snorted and continued eating. No one ever came forward with information about gang violence; the thing about organized crime was that it was organized. Witnesses were efficiently dealt with.
So Vicki was safe.
And then it hit him. Eleven men. Maybe twelve.
Maybe more; unreported, made to look like accidents or like natural causes.
All at once, he wasn't hungry. He stared down at the eggs, searching for answers in the pattern the salsa made against the yellow. Eleven men. Maybe twelve. All members of a criminal organization and, the odds were good, probably all killers. All men the world was a lot better off without.
But still . . .
The law had to apply to everyone, or it applied to no one. Whoever killed these men, no matter how much removing them might have improved things, had broken the law. Probably several laws. If it was Vicki ...
"You're jumping to conclusions," he snarled, shov​ing his chair away from the table. "Henry was out there, too. It wasn't necessarily Vicki."
If it was Henry, did that make it any better?
It didn't have to be either of them. "Two gangs together in an enclosed space, that sort of stuff hap​pens. Probably had dogs with them." Opening and closing the kitchen cupboards, trying not to slam them lest he smash the etched glass set into the doors, he found three complete sets of dishes but no garbage bags. Vague memories of a laundry room sent him down the hall. It was behind the second door he opened and had obviously been used that morning.
The washing machine was a European model. It loaded from the front like some of the big commercial machines and was supposed to use half the water. They were still incredibly expensive in North America and Celluci, who'd had to listen to one of his aunts extolling their virtues, wondered what happened in five years when the seal went and they flooded the laundry room. Vicki's clothes—jeans, shirt, sweater, underwear, sock, high tops; everything she'd worn the night before—were lying in a damp heap, cradled in the bottom curve.
Eleven men. Maybe twelve.
Maybe mud. Maybe a hundred other things.
He put the clothes in the dryer, grabbed a garbage bag from the utility closet in the corner and was on his way back to the kitchen when he heard a quiet tap at the apartment door.
The woman standing in the hall looked as if she were about to cry. "I'm sorry," she declared, waving one hand in the general direction of the open door as she dug in her purse for a tissue with the other. "It's just coming here has brought it all back."
"Mrs. Munro?" Celluci hazarded.
Mrs. Munro blew her nose and nodded. "That's right. I'm sorry to be such a watering pot, but it just sort of hit me looking in the door like this, that Miss Evans is really gone."
Celluci knew he should move out of the way. That there wasn't any good reason now for her not to come in. I've got a vampire asleep in here, so could you come back after sunset just didn't cut it.
"I've just come by for a few things I forgot to take with me the night Miss Evans passed on." She looked up at him expectantly. "I won't take long, my daugh​ter's waiting in the car."
There didn't seem to be anything else he could do so he stepped aside.
"So you're a friend of Mr. Fitzroy's." Sighing deeply, she walked purposefully through the entrance hall, her gaze darting from side to side like she was afraid to let it rest for long on any one object. "Miss Evans thought the world of Mr. Fitzroy. He flirted with her, you know, and that made her feel young. I don't mind letting friends of his stay here. And you're a police detective, aren't you? Just like on television. Are you and your lady friend having a nice visit to Vancouver?"
Wondering exactly what Henry had told her, Celluci said they were and then, as she headed straight for the pink bedroom, lengthened his stride to get ahead of her, hurriedly adding in a voice calculated to disarm middle-aged women, "Uh, Mrs. Munro, we have a bit of a problem."
She paused, her hand actually cupping the door​knob, and frowned slightly. "A problem, Detective?"
"My, uh, lady friend is asleep in there."
"Still?" Her watch had large black numbers on a plain white face. "It's almost ten. She isn't sick, is she?"
"No, she's not sick." And then, because there was nothing like the truth for that ring of sincerity: "She has an eating disorder."
"Oh, dear."
"And she had a bad night." He met her gaze and smiled hopefully down at her, an expression that had caused innumerable witnesses to suddenly remember a wealth of detail. "I was hoping she could get a cou​ple more hours' sleep."
"Well ..."
"If you leave a list, we could have Henry bring any​thing you need to your daughter's this evening."
"No, no, there's no need to disturb Mr. Fitzroy. He's already been more than generous, and, well..." Her pupils dilated as she remembered the unexpected visit. "... he asked me not to come by while you're here."
Celluci's heart started beating again when she let her hand drop and turned from the door. My persua​sions were, for the most part, monetary, he heard Henry say. For the most part.
"I didn't need anything important. I wouldn't have even come by except that we were in the neighborhood and my daughter-in-law can be most persuasive."
More than you have any idea. If her daughter-in-law had been able to overwhelm one of Fitzroy's re​quests, even momentarily, formidable would not be too strong a word to use when describing her. There were other words, but Vicki'd pretty much forced him to stop using them. "We're very grateful that you're allowing us the use of your home."
Her face grew still as she glanced around the living room. "Yes. I suppose it is my home now. Miss Evans left it to me, you know."
"No, I didn't know."
"Yes, but I expect I'll sell it." She picked up a small brass sculpture, stared at it as though she'd never seen it before, and slowly put it down again. "This is all too grand for me. I like things a little cozier."
Cozy was not a word Celluci would've used to de​scribe the pink bedroom. In fact the only word that came to mind was overwhelming. He trailed silently behind her as she crossed back to the apartment door.
"I'm sorry to have bothered you, Detective. If you could ask Mr. Fitzroy to call me at my son's when you leave."
"If we're an inconvenience, Mrs. Munro . . ."
"No, not at all." She smiled at him reassuringly, then stopped, forehead creasing in sudden puzzlement. "I'd have thought you'd be using the master bedroom."
"Actually, I'm using the master bedroom."
"Oh, of course." Her tone suggested this explained everything. "You're a friend of Mr. Fitzroy's!"
By the time Celluci realized what that meant, Mrs. Munro was gone—which was just as well because his reaction was succinct and profane.
Breakfast had been pretty good for hospital food. There hadn't been enough of it, but at least it hadn't come out of a dumpster. Sitting cross-legged on the bed, he smoked a cigarette and wished they'd bring him back his clothes. Or just his boots. He'd had to panhandle tourists for almost a week last summer to get them, and if he didn't get them back, the shit was going to hit the fan, big time. Sure he had enough money now to buy anything he wanted, but that wasn't the point. Those boots were his.
He ground the butt into a pitted metal ashtray and lit another. It was kind of weird they let him keep his cigs but since they weren't using his lungs he guessed it didn't matter.
When the door opened, he blew a cloud of smoke toward it, just to show he didn't care; that he wasn't freaked by what he'd agreed to do.
Her lips pressed into a thin line, Dr. Mui stopped short of entering the thin, gray fog and stared at him with distaste. "It's time for your shot."
He couldn't help it, he giggled. It was too much like something out of a bad horror movie. "Eet's time for your shot," he repeated in a thick, German accent. "And then you steal my brain and stick it in some robot, right?"
"No." The single syllable left no room for a dif​fering opinion.
"Fuck, man, chill. It was a joke." Shaking his head, he went to pinch out the cigarette, but the doctor raised her hand.
"You may finish."
"Thanks, I'm sure." But he couldn't, not with her watching. He took two long drags and pinched the end, tucking the still warm butt back into the pack for later. "Okay." His chin lifted and he gave her his best I don't give a fuck about anything glare. "Do it."
"Lie down."
He snorted but did as he was told, muttering, "Man, I hope you've got a better bedside manner with the paying customers."
Her fingers were cool against his skin as she pushed up the sleeve of his pajama top, and he watched the ceiling as she swabbed his elbow with alcohol.
"Hey? You gonna take more blood?"
"No."
Something in her voice dropped his gaze from the ceiling to her face, but her eyes were locked on the liquid rising in the syringe. When she was satisfied, she pulled it from the small brown bottle cradled in her left hand, put the bottle back in her lab coat pocket, and looked down at him.
The hair lifted off the back of his neck. All at once, he didn't want that shot.
"I've changed my mind."
"You weren't given that choice."
"Tough shit." As he spoke, he shot out of the bed and as far away from her as he could get and still be in the room; his back was pressed hard against the outside wall, fists held waist-high.
Dr. Mui looked pointedly at the gym bag tucked up behind the pillow. "You took the money," she re​minded him. "Do I take it back?"
"No!" He stepped forward, stopped, and stared at the gym bag. Money enough to get out. He didn't know where to, but he was intimately familiar with where from and he never wanted to go back. After a moment, he said "No" again, more quietly. What the hell was he afraid of anyway? They weren't going to do anything to him. They needed him healthy. The floor was cold under his bare feet as he walked back to the bed. He shivered and slid under the covers.
"Is this it?" he asked, refusing to flinch as the nee​dle pierced his skin.
"Yes." With one efficient motion, she depressed the plunger. "This is it."
She left the room while the sedative did its work.
"We don't want a repeat of what happened the last time," she said to the orderly waiting in the hall, her tone intimating that what she did or did not want was all he should be concerned with. His expression sug​gested he agreed. "I don't care how he dies, but he is to be properly disposed of. Do you understand?"
"Yes, Doctor."
"Good." She stepped away from the door.  "Go ahead." He moved forward like a dog let off his leash.
Suppressing the urge to remain in the apartment in case Mrs. Munro returned while he was gone, Celluci locked up and headed for the elevator. The sooner they solved this thing, the sooner they could go home and get on with their lives.
Their theory about those responsible for Henry's ghost had been off base. Unfortunately, now that they knew organized crime wasn't involved, that left only a couple million potential suspects. Maybe a few less if the gangs were growing as fast as the media reported.
Of course, it also left Ronald Swanson. Multimil​lionaire philanthropist, bereaved husband, and all around nice guy.
The elevator arrived almost instantly.
Vicki insisted they continue to assume organ-legging. Since the police hadn't yet identified the corpse, it seemed obvious he hadn't lost that kidney through conventional surgery. Since they knew he'd lost it locally, organ-legging was beginning to make more sense. And the motive for removing the organ? That was the only easy answer. Profit.
So maybe we should look for a Ferengi, he snorted as he pushed the button for the parking garage.
The ghost's garage band T-shirt said he'd lived, and died, in the immediate area. Since he hadn't yet been identified, he was obviously someone who wouldn't be missed. Unfortunately, the immediate area offered a wide choice of potential donors. As Tony'd pointed out, a West Coast winter beat freezing to death in Toronto or Edmonton.
Since the transplant centers weren't involved, a pri​vate clinic had to be—those willing to buy organs would, no doubt, draw the line at having body parts hacked out in someone's basement. There were a page and a half of clinics listed in the Vancouver Yellow Pages, but sixteen of them could be immediately disre​garded as he very much doubted there was a holistic way to remove a kidney. The Vancouver Vein Clinic had been intriguing but not as much as a quarter-page ad promising live blood cell analysis. An accompa​nying photo showed a smiling woman with long dark hair, obviously someone very happy with her blood. He couldn't decide whether he should mention it to Vicki or leave well enough alone.
A balding man in a golf shirt and white pants got on at the third floor. Celluci nodded, noted the Rolex and the expensive aftershave, then assumed elevator position—his gaze locked on nothing about halfway up the doors.
The list of buyers with the right combination of need, cash, and willingness to keep their mouths shut would necessarily be finite. It would, therefore, be in​efficient to pick up a random drifter and hope for a match. They'd need some kind of medical information.
Stepping out into the parking garage, he walked toward the imposing bulk of the van, listening to the echoes as he tossed his keys from hand to hand.
There was a street clinic in East Vancouver that seemed to serve a less-than-upscale neighborhood and offered, according to their ad, HIV testing.
It was a place to start.
He closed the van door and adjusted the mirror, trying not to think of a load of wet laundry and how well the dark seats would hide stains.
Had he stopped to think about it, he would've taken a taxi. The clinic was on the corner of East Hastings and Main, tucked between the faux historical Gastown and the bustling stores of Chinatown in one of the oldest parts of the city. The streets were narrow, the traffic chaotic, and parking spaces at a premium.
Reaching Fender at Carrall Street, Celluci glowered at the One Way/No Entry that blocked his progress.
Habit noted the license plate numbers of the two cars ahead of him which turned left after the light went from yellow to red, then he sat, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, waiting for a break in the steady stream of pedestrians that would allow him to make his right. While he waited, he watched the people heading toward the Chinese Cultural Center and hoped that the trio of middle-aged women, draped with cameras and loudly calling everything, including the bilingual street signs, cute, were American tourists.
When the light changed, he moved out into the in​tersection only to be blocked by pedestrians crossing Fender. Halfway through the green, he took advan​tage of a group of teenagers agile enough to get out of the way and finally got around the corner. As traffic inched past a delivery truck, not exactly double-parked, he sucked in an appreciative lungful of warm air. Fresh fish, ginger, garlic, and car exhaust; familiar and comforting. Before her change, Vicki had lived on the edge of Toronto's Chinatown and this air, trapped between the buildings out of reach of all but the most persistent ocean breezes, evoked memories of a less complicated life.
By the time he reached Columbia Street, one short block away, he'd had enough nostalgia. When a park​ing spot miraculously appeared, he cranked the van into it, rolled up the windows, locked the doors, checked to see that the man lying against the base of the Shing Li'ung Trading Company was breathing, and still managed to beat the car that had been behind him to the corner.
The East Hastings Clinic wasn't quite a block away, but even such a short distance was enough to leave the prosperity of Chinatown behind.
The dimensions of the windows—now filled with wire-reinforced glass—suggested that the building had once held a storefront. Standing on the sidewalk, Celluci peered inside and swept his gaze over three elderly Asian men sitting on the ubiquitous orange vinyl chairs and the profiles of a scowling teenager arguing with a harried-looking woman behind a waist-high counter. While he watched, the woman pointed at an empty chair, gave the teenager an unmistakable com​mand to sit, and disappeared into the back.
Still scowling, the boy stared after her for a moment then, shoving aside a cardboard rack of government pamphlets, snatched up a small package from behind the counter and raced for the door.
Celluci grabbed him before he cleared the threshold.
"Fuck off, man! Let me go!"
"I don't think so." Maneuvering his struggling cap​tive back into the clinic, he kept himself between the teenager and the door.
"This is assault, asshole! Let go of me before I call a cop!"
"Would you like to see my shield?" Celluci asked quietly, releasing his grip on the thin shirt.
The boy jerked away, whirled around to stand back against the counter, and looked up. Quite a way up. "Oh, fuck," he sighed philosophically when he real​ized it hadn't been a rhetorical question.
"What is going on out here?"
Celluci opened his mouth to answer and left it open as he stared down at the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen.
"You're wastin' your time, man." Grinning broadly, the boy turned and held out his hand. Balanced on the palm was a rectangular box of condoms. "I de​cided not to wait for the safe sex lecture, Doc. This guy nabbed me on the way out."
The doctor lifted onyx eyes to Celluci's face. "And you are?" she asked.
"Um, Celluci." He shook his head and managed to regain control of his brain. "Detective-Sergeant Mi​chael Celluci, Metropolitan Toronto Police."
The teenager glared at him in disbelief. "Toronto? Get fucking real, man."
"Aren't you a little out of your jurisdiction, Detec​tive?" Blue-black highlights danced across a silk cur​tain of ebony hair as she tilted her head.
His explanation of how he'd noticed the boy reach behind the counter left out the fact that the clinic had been his destination. When he finished, the doctor switched her gaze to the boy. "You steal from this clinic, and you steal from your friends."
"Hey! You were gonna give them to me!"
"Not the whole box." She opened it, removed six plastic squares, and handed them over. "Now sit. The rules say these come with a lecture and you're hearing it before you leave."
Hands shoved into the pockets of baggy jeans, he sat.
The doctor put the box back behind the counter and glanced back up at Celluci, her lashes throwing fringed shadows against the porcelain curve of her cheek. "You've done me a favor, Detective. Is there anything I can do for you?"
"Join me for lunch?" His eyes widened as he real​ized it was his voice he heard issuing the invitation. The doctor looked to be more than a full foot shorter than he was. He'd always found short women intim​idating. His grandmother barely topped five feet. Lunch? What was I thinking?
One of the old men muttered something in Chinese. The other two snickered.
The perfect curve of the doctor's chin rose to a defiant angle. "Why not."
The Jade Garden Palace was a dim sum restaurant that had not been "discovered" by tourists. Those who stumbled onto the rundown, residential side street by accident, if not discouraged by the green insul-brick siding, took one look at the tile missing from the floor just inside the door and the scratched formica table-tops and usually decided to try some place a little less colorful. Although the doctor and the detective ar​rived at what should have been the height of the lunch rush, the only other patrons were an old man in terry cloth slippers and a harried mother with two children under three. The baby was gumming a steamed dump​ling. So was the old man.
"I usually have three wartips, deep-fried tofu with shrimp, and a spring roll," the doctor said as she sat down.
"Sounds good." Celluci exchanged his chair for one with four functional legs and lowered himself gingerly onto the mottled gray seat. The place smelled signifi​cantly better than it looked. "But double it for me."
"They have a couple of brands of Chinese beer, if you're interested."
"I don't drink."
"Isn't that unusual for a police officer? I'd always heard you were a hard drinking bunch."
"Some of us are." The waiter set down a stainless-steel pot of green tea. "Some of us have other ways to take the edge off."
He watched, mesmerized as her brows lifted, like the wings of a slender, black bird. "And your way, Detective?"
"I fight with a friend."
She blinked. "I beg your pardon?"
"I have screaming fights with a friend."
"Who screams back?"
He grinned, beginning to relax. "Oh, yeah. It's very cathartic." Removing the paper sleeve from his chop​sticks, he broke them apart. "It just occurred to me, you haven't told me your name."
Her cheeks darkened. "Oh. I'm so sorry. Eve Seto."
"No need to be embarrassed. After all, you only came to lunch with me because the old men in the clinic said you wouldn't."
"Was it that obvious?"
Celluci waited until the waiter set down the plate of spring rolls and a shallow dish of black bean sauce, then he shrugged. "I'm the only male in my generation and I have a ninety-three-year-old grandmother. Trust me. I know the power of age."
Dr. Seto stared at him for a moment, then she cov​ered her mouth with her hand and laughed.
Spring roll halfway to the sauce, Celluci suddenly found it difficult to breathe. It wasn't a sexual re​sponse, exactly, it was more that her beauty elicited one hundred percent of his attention, leaving no room for such mundane concerns as inhaling and exhaling. After a moment, he forced himself to dunk, chew, and swallow, finding a certain equilibrium in the familiar food.
As far as gathering information went, lunch was a total disaster. Dr. Seto seemed both surprised and re​lieved by the distinctly light tone of the conversation.
Walking back to the clinic, out of inanities to dis​cuss, Celluci turned gratefully as the doctor shaded her eyes with one hand, gestured across the street with the other, and murmured, "I wonder what's going on over there?"
Over there, at the Chinese Cultural Center, a bright yellow cable van had pulled up onto the broad walk​way and was in the process of disgorging piles of elec​trical equipment.
"It's like watching clowns get out of that little car at the circus," Celluci said as another stack of indistin​guishable black boxes was balanced precariously on top of the pile. Dropping his armload of cables, a tall thin man with a ponytail straightened the stack at the last possible instant and began a spirited argument with someone still in the van—an argument that got cut off before it really began when Patricia Chou stormed out of the building.
Seconds later, cables were once again being laid and equipment continued to be unloaded. Dr. Seto looked intrigued. "I wonder what she said."
"You know Ms. Chou?" Something in her voice suggested she did.
The doctor nodded. "She did a story on my clinic, two, maybe three, months ago. Overall, a favorable story but a little like being operated on without anes​thetic." Her tone grew speculative as they moved away from the Center. "I'm surprised you know her, though. Didn't you tell me you've only been in Van​couver for a couple of days?"
"I don't exactly know her. I did see her interview with Ronald Swanson ..."
"Would that be the Ronald Swanson who's in real estate?"
All at once, Celluci remembered why he'd gone to the clinic in the first place. Why he'd invited Dr. Seto out for lunch. "That's the one. Do you know him?"
"He's not a friend, if that's what you mean, but we've met. His company donated the computers we use in the clinic, and there're a number of volunteer organizations around the city that depend on his gen​erosity. He works tirelessly for the transplant society."
"So I gathered from the interview." Then, before she could change the subject, he added, "I find the whole thing amazing—that you could take an organ out of one person, sew it into another, and save a life."
"It's not quite that easy, I'm afraid." She pressed the walk button and they waited while the light changed. Then they waited a moment longer as a mid-seventies orange truck ran the yellow.
"Is it something you've done?" Celluci prodded, stepping off the curb.
"Detective, think about it. If I were a transplant surgeon, would I be practicing street-front medicine?"
"No. I suppose not."
"You can be certain of it."
"I'd heard that kidney transplants weren't that difficult."
"For transplants. Afterward, they carry the same risk of rejection or infection as any other transplant, and infection kills." She half turned to look up at him from under a fall of silken hair. "Do you know what the greatest advancement in medicine was in the nine​teenth century?"
"Convincing doctors to wash their hands." He couldn't help preening a little at her sudden smile. "Hey, I'm not as stupid as I look."
Vicki would have taken advantage of a line like that. Dr. Seto looked so aghast that he might possibly think she believed he was, Celluci found himself apol​ogizing and going out of his way to be charming for the rest of the walk.
Back at the clinic, the doctor readily agreed to con​duct a quick tour. "As long as it's very quick." The same three old men, at least Celluci thought they were the same three, watched their every move.
Unless there was a hidden operating theater in the basement, kidneys were not being transplanted on the premises. However, many of the clinic's patients were the sort of people who could disappear without ques​tions being raised. A number of them had.
"They just never come back." Dr. Seto sighed as she slipped back into her lab coat. "It gets discouraging."
"Do you have any idea where they might have gone?"
"Back East, maybe. Hopefully, home." Her eyes fo​cused on faces he couldn't see. "Unfortunately, I'm afraid that too many of them have ended up as police statistics of one kind or another."
When he pulled out the creased photocopy of the autopsy photo, she shook her head. "No. Not one of mine."
Celluci'd seen liars just as sincere and almost as beautiful, but he believed her.
A clearly stoned woman staggered in, doubled over in pain, and howling for a doctor. Celluci murmured a good-bye he doubted anyone heard, and left. Walk​ing back to the car, he fought a rising melancholy. He and Vicki used to go for dim sum about once a month. They were often the only two Caucasians in the second-floor restaurant and they both towered over the rest of the clientele. The elderly women serving the food would occasionally walk right on by, shaking their heads and muttering, "You don't want."
It was something they'd never be able to do again.
A twenty-dollar parking ticket didn't help his mood.
Traffic didn't ease until he was almost at the library.
Back when he'd been in uniform, an old staff ser​geant at 14 Division had been fond of saying, "You get someone talked about three times during an inves​tigation, and you go for a conviction 'cause that's the son of a bitch that did the crime."
Ronald Swanson's name had come up twice now.
A little digging unearthed the name of the clinic Patricia Chou had mentioned, "... a private clinic where people in the last stages of renal failure can wait for a kidney. . . ." According to old issues of the weekly newspaper, Business in Vancouver, Ronald Swanson had been responsible for its development, was on the board of directors, and contributed a large portion of its financial support.
Project Hope wasn't listed among the clinics in the phone book, but that was hardly surprising as it proba​bly took a doctor's recommendation to get in.
Rubbing his eyes, Celluci left the microfiche carrel, dug out his phone card, and called the clinic from the library lobby. Without identifying himself, he asked if they had a transplant surgeon on staff. Coolly profes​sional, the duty nurse admitted they did. Celluci thanked her and hung up.
Motive. Swanson's wife had died of kidney failure waiting for a transplant. Swanson could want revenge against the system that failed him. Or maybe her death had pointed out a market waiting to be exploited.
Means. Swanson had access to facilities and the fi​nances to buy any talent he wanted.
Opportunity. Suppose Dr. Seto didn't know she was supplying the donors? Swanson's company had do​nated her computers. Could he access them again for the information he needed? According to Patricia Chou, skilled hackers were a dime a dozen, and past experience proved that one in twelve law-abiding citi​zens could be bought.
"With enough money you have the opportunity to do anything."
A hard point to argue with, but he had nothing that could be called evidence by any stretch of the imagination. Nothing he could give to the police that would justify an arrest and keep Henry Fitzroy from taking the law into his own hands.
But the link, however circumstantial, between Ron​ald Swanson and Henry's ghost was strong enough to make a quick trip out to Project Hope worthwhile.
As he got back into the van, Celluci wondered where the transplant society's computers had come from. In Toronto, where his badge meant something, he'd have grounds enough to make inquiries. Were Vicki and Henry not involved, he'd check out the bar where Vancouver's finest hung out and find out just where their investigation was heading.
Except, of course, that I wouldn't be involved had that undead royal bastard of a romance-writing vam​pire, Henry Fitzroy, not gotten Vicki involved.
"You didn't need to come along," the little voice in his head reminded him.
"Yeah. Right." He snorted as he pulled out into traffic. "Like she'd be accomplishing anything on her own." He deliberately chose not to think about what she may or may not have accomplished between sun​set and sunrise the night before.
Unfortunately, he wasn't in Toronto, vampires were involved, and he couldn't think of a plausible reason why anyone should tell him anything.
Project Hope occupied a fairly large parcel of land on the eastern edge of North Vancouver. Celluci parked the van on the side of Mt. Seymour Road, spread out a map over the steering wheel, and culti​vated a confused expression in case those passing by wondered what he was doing. From where he sat, some five hundred feet beyond the long driveway on a slight rise, he could see a one-story building designed so deliberately to look noninstitutional it couldn't look anything but, a half-filled parking lot, a dumpster, and a number of empty benches scattered about pleasantly landscaped grounds. The orientation of the building allowed him to see one side and part of the back. The distance from the road meant that he could see bugger all in the way of details.
Sighing, he pulled a set of folding, miniature binocu​lars out of the glove compartment. In one of her more whimsical moments, Vicki had ordered a pair of them from a magazine ad that insisted they were exactly like those used by the KGB. Celluci questioned the KGB connection, but he had to admit—although not to Vicki—that, for their size, they weren't bad.
A closer inspection told him only that the windows all had Venetian blinds and that Dailow Waste Re​moval emptied the dumpster twice a week.
"So how long do I sit here?" he asked his reflection in the rearview mirror. Stakeouts away from masking crowds were always a pain in the butt, and the lost tourist routine wouldn't be plausible for long. "Maybe I should go in and ask for directions. See if they could lend me a hand . . . Hello."
A large man in pale jeans and a red T-shirt crossed the parking lot and got into one of the trendy sport/utility hybrids that every second person on the Coast seemed to drive. He had to have come from inside. Through the binoculars, Celluci watched him back the truck toward the clinic. When it stopped, the angle of the building blocked everything but a bit of the front right bumper.
"Why do you back up to a building? Because you're loading something into the trunk." Squinting didn't help. The clinic remained in the way. "And what are you loading? That's the question, isn't it?"
It could be anything.
The odds of it being a body with only one kidney were astronomical.
"But life's a crap shoot, and sometimes you get lucky." He tracked the truck as it moved down the drive, tossed the binoculars onto the passenger seat, and put the van into gear. Still apparently studying the map, he let the man in the red T-shirt drive by, then pulled out to follow a safe distance behind. Their route led directly into Mt. Seymour Provincial Park.
When his quarry turned onto a logging road, Celluci went on by. Even he couldn't be expected to blend into traffic when there was no traffic to blend into. An illegal u-turn later, he parked as far over on the shoulder as seemed safe, hoping the bushes would hide the van should the car suddenly reemerge.
It wasn't exactly sudden. An hour and ten minutes later, the truck nosed back out onto Mt. Seymour and headed toward the city.
"All right, wherever he went, it's no more than thirty-five minutes in."
Fourteen minutes in, Celluci began to realize that, for all they were so close to a major metropolitan area, there was a whole lot of nothing out here. He didn't do well with nothing. Concrete and glass he understood, but trees were a mystery to him.
Sixteen minutes in, another logging road angled into the first. There were definite tire tracks in the ruts, obviously laid since the last rain. He flipped a mental coin and went up the new road; the tracks had to be recent, the last rain had fallen over lunch, the skies opening, emptying, and clearing between ordering the food and eating it.
Eight minutes in, he stopped at what seemed to be an abandoned logging camp.
"Jesus H. Christ, you could bury an army in this mess." Bodies buried in the wilderness were usually found because the area had been disturbed. This par​ticular area couldn't get more disturbed—the men who'd hacked their living space out of this piece of forest had not been gentle. Tire tracks, old and new, crisscrossed the artificial clearing, and the boot marks told him nothing. "Great. Where's the ident crew when you need them—I want some plaster molds of those treads, and I want this whole place dusted for prints."
He snorted and shook his head. He could dig up every patch of fresh dirt he found, or he could ...
"You lookin' for me?"
Grinning broadly, Celluci turned. "I'm looking for anyone who can get me unlost." The man in the red shirt was a little bigger than he was. That didn't hap​pen often. And doesn't it just figure that it's happening now. He had the familiar proportions of men who spent their time in prison lifting weights—an impres​sively muscular upper body on regular guy type legs. Big brown eyes seemed out of place in the midst of his belligerent expression although the nine millimeter semiautomatic pistol he held, almost engulfed by one huge fist, matched perfectly. Still hoping he could talk his way out of whatever he'd gotten into, Celluci stared in astonishment. "Hey! What's with the gun?"
"You were parked watching the clinic. You fol​lowed me here. You tell me."
"I don't know what you're talking about. I'm just a guy from Ontario who got lost looking for the park lodge."
"Toss me your wallet."
"Oh. Oh, I see. I'm in the middle of fucking no​where and I'm being mugged." Celluci jerked his wal​let out of his back pocket and threw it on the ground at the other man's feet. The leather folder holding his police ID was still in his pocket. He had a chance. "You want the keys to the van, too? It gets lousy gas mileage, so be my guest."
"Shut up." Mild eyes never leaving Celluci's face, the gunman squatted and scooped up the billfold. He flipped through the compartments, peered at all the credit cards, never quite distracted enough for Celluci to make a move.
Then he stopped and shoved one finger deep into an inner recess and hooked out a photograph. His lips rearranged themselves into a triumphant sneer, and something glittered deep in the puppy-dog eyes. "This your granny standing next to you, Officer Celluci?"
Nine
EVEN before the day had fully released him, Henry could feel the cold tracing frosted patterns on his skin in a macabre parody of a lover's caress. Opening his eyes, he almost thought he could see the icy currents drifting in the air like winter fog.
It knew he was awake. He could feel it waiting.
Brows drawn down in annoyance, he turned on the lamp, and sat up.
It wasn't waiting. They were.
The second ghost was a little younger; late teens rather than early twenties. A metal ring glinted in one nostril. The ivory skull printed on the sleeveless black T-shirt grinned at Henry as though it appreciated the irony of a death's head worn by the dead. As far as Henry could tell, he was anatomically correct—this second specter had retained his hands.
"Blessed Jesu . . ." At the last instant, he realized he shouldn't have spoken aloud, but by then it was too late.
No audible sound emerged from either mouth stretched open far beyond the boundaries skin and bone would have allowed. As they howled, the soul heard the torment the ears could not.
Henry's heart began to race until it beat at nearly mortal speed, but a sudden anger provided a barrier against the waves of despair. How dared they make him responsible for the lives around him! How dared they buy his help with blackmail! How dared they . . .
A strangled moan from outside his sanctuary broke through where the spirits couldn't. It dragged him off the bed and across the room. Tony . . . Henry fumbled with the bolts, amazed to find his hands shaking, more affected by the shrieking dead than he was willing to admit. He spun around to face them, but they were gone; only the effect of their cry remained.
Ripping the last lock right out of the wood, he yanked open the door.
"Tony!"
Curled into a fetal position in the center of the hall, Tony slammed his forehead over and over into his knees and whimpered, the shrill noise pulsing to the rhythm of the action. Dropping down beside him, Henry wrapped both hands around the younger man's head and forced him to be still. "Tony, it's over. Listen to me, it's over." Gently, but inarguably, he turned Tony's head until he could look down into the wildly staring eyes. He didn't realize how frightened he'd been of what he might see until relief turned his mus​cles to jelly and he sagged back on bare heels. Insanity would have been no surprise, had, in fact, been almost expected. "You're all right. I have you."
"H . . . Henry?"
"Yes. It's me." Sliding an arm under shaking shoul​ders, Henry pulled him up against his chest.
"It was darker . . ."
He laid a cheek against sweat-damp hair. "I know."
Tony sighed and pushed against Henry's body—as though to test its strength as a shield—then he wet his lips and leaned back just far enough to meet the worried gaze. "Henry?"
"Yes?"
"What the hell did you ask it?"
"I was wondering that myself."
Henry managed to stop the snarl but only because he felt Tony's reaction when he tensed. "Not it," he said, lifting his head, his expression warning Vicki to come no closer. "Them."
"Your Greek chorus of backup screamers?" When he shook his head and the implications sank in, she smashed her fist through the drywall. "Fucking, god​damned shit!"
Tony winced at the impact.
Henry tightened his grip. "That's not helping," he growled.
"I know. I'm sorry." She drew in a deep breath and visibly fought for calm. "You okay, Tony?"
He swallowed and shrugged, still within the circle of Henry's arms. "I've been better."
The wail of distant sirens drawing closer cut off Vicki's reply. Tony closed his eyes and added, "Could be worse."
When the sirens stopped and the sounds of the emergency teams were lost in the building's sound​proofing, Henry cradled Tony against one shoulder and met Vicki's gaze. "Was Celluci affected?"
"No. Fortunately, he's not back yet."
"Back from where?"
"How the hell should I know? You can ask him yourself when he shows."
"With him or without him, we have to talk."
She nodded and turned away.
"Vicki!"
A step forward became a pivot.
"Where are you going?"
"To get dressed." One hand held closed a ruffled pink robe, at least two sizes too small and obviously borrowed from the wardrobe Mrs. Munro had left be​hind. The other, knuckles white with plaster dust, she waved in his general direction. "An idea you might also consider."
Which was when he remembered he was naked. "We'll join you in about half an hour."
"I thought it was safer if we only used your place."
"We're not the only people involved." He watched her expression soften as she worked through his rea​soning. Glancing down at Tony, who'd need to put some distance between himself and the terror, she nodded, and left.
Tony waited until he heard the door close before he began to free himself from Henry's embrace. "Henry, I can't . . ."
It took a moment for understanding. "I didn't ex​pect you to," he said gently, wondering if he'd ever given Tony cause to assume his needs could be so inconsiderate.
"But you said . . . you told Victory half an hour."
"I know." He stood and all but lifted the other man to his feet. "I thought you might want to shower."
Tony glanced down at the darker stain on the front of his bicycle shorts, suddenly aware of what it meant. His cheeks flushed. "Oh, man . . . You think Victory noticed?"
It would serve no purpose to remind him that Vicki had a predator's sense of smell, so Henry lied.
"He's still not back?"
Vicki snorted as she led the way into the apartment. "You know he isn't. And the sun's well and truly down; he has to know I'm awake."
"He's probably following a lead."
"I know that, Henry."
Henry stopped at one end of the couch, allowing her to put the length of the living room between them. The events of the previous night aside, distance was still their best defense. "Are you concerned?"
"No. I'm annoyed. The bastard didn't even leave a fucking note." Behind her back, Henry and Tony exchanged a speaking glance. Vicki turned in time to catch the end of it. "What?"
"Your use of profanity always increases when you're worried," Henry reminded her.
Vicki flipped him the finger. "Increase this."
"Vicki..."
"I'm sorry." She turned and rested her forehead against the window, her right hand crushing a fistful of antique satin drapes. "Your ghosts have got me jumpy, that's all. There's no reason he has to be here at sunset. He's almost forty years old, for chrisakes; it's not like he can't take care of himself."
"I should imagine that he's very good at taking care of himself."
"I wasn't asking for reassurance," she snarled.
Tony opened his mouth, but Henry raised a caution​ary hand, and he closed it again.
A heartbeat later, Vicki sighed. "All right. Yes, I was." Releasing the drapes, she glanced around for her notes, found them on the end table by Henry's knees, stepped forward, and stopped.
Henry's gaze dropped to the spiral-bound notebook, then rose to lock with Vicki's.
She shifted her weight onto the balls of her feet, ready for whatever he chose to do but unwilling to make the first move. The unexpected conclusion to last night's carnage had reminded her of what she'd arrived in Vancouver believing. If they were willing to try, they could get along. All right, if we're willing to kill a dozen people we can get along, she amended silently at memory's prod.
Without looking down again, Henry bent, picked up the notebook, and held it out.
The hair lifted off the back of Tony's neck and con​tinued lifting until it felt as though every hair on his head stood on end. Jeez, you could play "Dueling Banjos" on the tension between them. He fought the completely irrational urge to reach out and pluck at the air as he waited and wondered what, if anything, he should do. He knew what he wanted to do; he wanted to turn on another lamp. They never considered that the people around them found shadows frightening.
Slowly, each step stiff-legged and graceless, Vicki crossed the room. Her fingers closed around the book.
Cue the ominous music. Too emotionally abraded to cope, Tony closed his eyes.
"Tony? Are you okay."
He opened his eyes. Vicki was sitting in an over​stuffed chair by the window, notebook on her knee. Henry'd propped one thigh on the arm of the couch. He looked from one to the other and back again. More than ever, they reminded him of cats; smug, self-righteous, and wearing identical, guarded expressions.
"We both fed heavily last night," Henry said when Tony turned a questioning glance toward him. "It seems to be helping."
"Feeding makes you less territorial?" That didn't sound right. They'd both fed the first night; it hadn't helped.
"Heavy feeding," Vicki reiterated, without looking up.
Tony had the uncomfortable feeling that, had she been able, she would have been blushing. While curi​ous about what could possibly embarrass Victory Nel​son, Tony decided not to press the point. The eleven bodies found in the Richmond warehouse had been front-page news, the press dwelling lovingly on the gory details, and if either Vicki or Henry were respon​sible, he didn't want to know. Some days, he could barely contain the knowledge that vampires existed— the fewer details he had to lock away with that knowl​edge, the better.
"I don't even know why I'm here," he sighed, rub​bing his hand over his hair and dropping onto a stool.
"You're a part of this, Tony."
"Am I?" He wiped his hands on his jeans and stared down at the damp imprints of his palms. "Yeah, I guess I am."
Henry stood and took a step forward. Tony'd show​ered and changed and insisted he was fine, that the ghosts' shriek had done no actual damage, but obvi​ously he wasn't and it had.
"So what's the story on the new spook?" Vicki de​manded before he could speak.
Amazed that she could be so insensitive to what Tony was going through, Henry turned to glare at her. She met his gaze and shook her head. His brows dipped down over the bridge of his nose. How dared she. Stay out of this. Tony is mine, not yours. The words were in his mouth, ready to be spoken aloud when he looked in Tony's direction and realized it was no longer true.
Worst of all, it came as no great surprise.
Four-hundred-and-fifty-odd years of living masked among mortals allowed him to hide his reaction. "The second specter," he said slowly, answering her ques​tion because there wasn't really anything else he could say, not there, not then, "is a younger man, with hands. He looks like a street kid, pierced nose, lace-up boots . . ."
"A grinning skull on a sleeveless black T-shirt." A reprise of the scream threaded through the cadences of Tony's voice.
"You know him?" Eyes gleaming, Vicki leaned for​ward. Henry growled low in his throat and she whirled around, her own teeth bared. "What is your problem? If Tony knows him, it'll break the case."
"If Tony knows him, he's just lost a friend."
"And we're in a position to make sure he doesn't lose any more friends!"
"I didn't know him, and he wasn't a friend! All right?" Elbows on his knees, Tony buried his face in his hands. "I just saw him on the street. That's all. I didn't know him."
"It's not exactly a unique look." Keeping part of his attention on Vicki, Henry crossed the room and dropped to one knee by Tony's side. So things were changing—had changed—between them; they hadn't changed enough to keep him from offering comfort. "Maybe it wasn't him."
"It was."
"You're sure?"
He was as sure of it as he'd ever been of anything in his life. He wouldn't have been at all surprised had Henry said the skull joined in the screaming. "Yeah, I'm sure. He was saying good-bye to one of his bud​dies across from the store. They shook hands—that's why I remember. There's not a lot of hands get shook when you're living on the street." He found himself strangely reluctant to tell them about the way the skull had grinned at him. They'd seen stranger things—Hell, they were stranger things—and the odds were good they'd believe him, but it'd been just too weird and he'd had enough weird for one night.
"Do you think you could find his buddy?" Vicki asked before Henry could speak again.
"I don't know." He lifted his head. "I guess I'd recognize him if I saw him. You think he knows where it ... where the dead guy went?"
"I think it's worth a shot."
"If it causes you pain," Henry began, gripping Tony's shoulder, "you don't . . ."
"I do." Shifting position on the stool, he looked into Henry's eyes. "I have to do something. I can't just sit around and wait for it to go away."
Vicki felt the fabric of the couch begin to tear under her fingers and hurriedly forced her hand to relax. Henry on his knees had always affected her strongly. Maybe this is why we Hunt alone, she thought, as he stood and lightly touched Tony's cheek. Together there's a constant reminder that the intoxicating inti​macy shared before the change is forever after denied you. Every other vampire becomes your ex. "I hate to interrupt," she snarled, looked a little surprised at her tone, and attempted to modulate it, "but the night is short, and we've got a lot to do."
"Do we?" Henry let his hand fall back to his side.
"There're almost three million people in this city, Henry. And Tony doesn't have your advantages."
"I'm going with him."
"Is that smart?"
"He shouldn't be alone."
"Hey! I'm not alone now." Exhaling forcefully, Tony got to his feet and glared at both of them. "And I really hate that arrogant I-know-best-because-I'm-an-undying-creature-of-the-night crap. You can both just fucking chill! I'm going back to my room to change into a look that's more street smart. If you," he jabbed a finger toward Henry, "want to come with me to find the ghost's bud, fine. I can use your help. If not . . ."
"We were just concerned about you, Tony."
He sighed and rolled his eyes. "Fine. Thank you. Did I say you weren't?" Shoulders hunched, hands shoved into the front pockets of his jeans, and still muttering, he left the condo.
An awkward silence followed the closing of the door.
"Well," Vicki murmured after a long moment, "as one of my old sociology professors used to say, change is constant."
"Except for us. We don't change."
"That's bullshit, Henry, and melodramatic bullshit at that. You change, you adapt, or you die."
Or you die. Territorial imperatives broke through the surface civility they'd managed to maintain. Hen​ry's eyes darkened and his voice grew cold. "Are you threatening me?"
Vicki could feel herself responding to his challenge. She didn't want to, she wanted to hold onto the tenu​ous truce that slaughter and sex had evoked; not only because it meant she'd been right all along and vampires could coexist, but because this was Henry, and she wanted him—them—back. I don't give up easily, she warned the world at large. We are going to get along if I have to kill him! Holding his gaze, she slammed an instinctive reaction back under conscious control. "No," she said when she thought she could trust her voice. "I'm not threatening you."
The phone rang.
"That'll be Celluci checking in. If you'll excuse me." The pencil she still held in her right hand snapped, but she managed to break eye contact and turn to answer the phone. It'd been a close thing, and if Henry pushed, he could go right through the flimsy barriers that barely restrained her desire to attack, but this time, at least, she wasn't giving in to biology. She'd never surrendered to it during the day and she'd be damned if she let it rule now the sun had set. It was, as they said, time to take back the night. The receiver creaked in her grip but the plastic held. "What!"
Henry forced himself to turn and walk away, re​minding himself with every step that he was not leav​ing to another the territory he'd claimed as his. To his surprise, it was easier than it had been other nights. Like most things in life, even in an immortal life, it seemed practice made a difference. By the time his heels rang against the Mexican slate in the entrance hall, reason had gained the upper hand. This is Vicki, he pointed out to his reflection in the gilt-edged mir​ror. She doesn't want your territory.
His reflection answered with a wry smile. This is Vicki, pretty much covered the situation. She'd been unique as a mortal—nothing she did now should sur​prise him. During the short time they'd had together, he'd done things he'd never have considered doing on his own. Perhaps there's no need to throw the baby out with the bathwater. It wasn't St. Paul on the road to Damascus, but it was an epiphany nevertheless. Per​haps, he repeated thoughtfully to himself.
"That wasn't Celluci. It was someone who didn't know Ms. Evans had died."
Henry walked back to the archway that separated the living room from the entrance hall. In the interest of mutual nonaggression, he went no farther. "You're worried about him."
"No shit, Sherlock." Both hands splayed against the glass, she stood staring down at the city, not for that moment a predator looking down on prey.
"Why?"
"I don't know. I just . . ." She shrugged self​consciously.
"Have a hunch?" Henry offered, wishing he could cross the room and stand by her side.
"Yeah. A hunch. Doesn't seem very vampiric, does it?"
"It is if you have one."
Vicki turned to glare at him, one hand rising toward the glasses she no longer wore in a not-quite-forgotten gesture. "Are you making fun of me?"
"No. I'm not." Although he could see how it might sound as if he was. "Vicki, no one ever told you how to be human, you were human just by being. Don't let anyone tell you how to be what you are now."
"Not even you?"
"Not even me, not anymore. I taught you what you needed to know in the year after the change. The rest is ..." It was his turn to shrug.
"Ego?"
His eyes narrowed, and his chin rose. "Tradition. But just because we've always responded in such a way, doesn't mean we have to."
Had the window not been right behind her, she'd have stepped back in simulated shock. As it was, she raised both hands to shoulder height and exclaimed, "Good lord, Henry, you're evolving!"
"Don't push it."
The words came shaded with a dark warning that would've brought an answering snarl had Vicki's sense of fair play not acknowledged it was no more than she deserved. Ah, hell, that was worth one snarl.
Leaning back against the glass, she hooked her thumbs in her belt loops, the most nonaggressive pos​ture she could manage. They still had the length of the living room between them, would probably always need a physical distance between them—except on those rare, intoxicating occasions of mass slaughter and mindless, blood-soaked sex—but now it looked as if other distances might not be insurmountable. "You'd better get going, Tony'll be waiting."
Tony. Mutual awareness of a dissolving relationship hung in the air. Henry brushed it aside. "What about Michael?"
"I don't know. I guess I'll wait here for him to call; or something."
"That's not the way it was supposed to be, is it? You waiting here, me out investigating."
"Well, I can't do everything myself."
Red-gold brows lifted. "Seems like I'm not the only one evolving." The small fringed cushion very nearly smacked him square in the face. "You have my cell phone number? Remember conversations can be picked up on short wave," he cautioned when she pulled his card from her pocket and waved it at him.
Vicki snorted, shoving the card away. "Do I look like a member of the royal family?"
The bastard son of Henry VIII threw the cushion at her head and was out of the condo by the time she caught it.
Although Vicki would have denied it had anyone brought it up, she was glad that he was gone. Within a certain proximity, the complicated stresses linking them dominated her thoughts, and right now that made her feel disloyal to Celluci.
You know how you wanted Henry and me to stop ripping at each other? Well, we went on a completely unpremeditated rampage together, killed I don't know how many people, and ended up screwing almost on top of a corpse. It seems to have helped. She snorted. I don't think so.
His absence chewed at her, and she couldn't remain still. She had no reason to believe he might be in trouble but, equally, no reason to disbelieve. Finding herself in the master bedroom, she sank down onto the edge of the bed and gathered up his sleeping bag, wrapping herself in his scent.
Would I be as concerned, she wondered, without the guilt? Never mind. Stupid question.
Returning to the living room, she sank back into the chair by the window and picked up her notebook. It had always helped to write things down—that hadn't changed, although she missed the balance of a coffee cup in her left hand. Scanning her scribbled description of the second ghost, she turned to a fresh page and glanced around for her pencil. Both pieces were over by the window.
"Oh, damn."
She could see the end of a pencil sticking out of the Yellow Pages on the phone table. About to pull it free, she paused and opened the book instead. It wasn't her bookmark, so it had to be Mike's.
Her finger traced up and down the columns of pri​vate clinics. Vancouver either had one of the healthi​est populations in the country or a thriving colony of hypochondriacs. Apparently Celluci'd done as she'd suggested and gone looking for the facility where the kidney had been removed. The East Hastings Clinic at East Hastings and Main had been circled and "start here" had been scribbled beside it in the margin.
Figuring he hauled ass out of bed by ten or eleven at the absolute latest, if he went there first thing, there's no way he's still there. She glanced down at her watch.
It was past nine p.m. Michael Celluci has been a cop for fourteen years, he can take care of himself. He probably met someone at one of these places and joined them for dinner.
"Oh, shit." Tossing the pieces of the pencil aside, she called herself several kinds of an idiot. He has to eat, Vicki. Just because you and Henry . . . well, it doesn't mean he has.
But he hadn't been there when she woke and he hadn't called in and he knew she'd want to know what, if anything, he'd found.
The East Hastings Clinic at East Hastings and Main.
She'd told Henry she'd wait until Mike called. Or something.
It looked like something had come up.
If nothing else, she had a place to start.
"Where to now?" Henry slowed the BMW to give a cyclist room to maneuver around a line of parked cars. They'd started their search for the ghost's com​panion at the video store and had searched a widening circle without any luck. None of the locals had seen anyone matching his description.
"The Eastside Youth Center. If he's not there, someone'll probably know him."
"That's east of Gastown, isn't it?"
Tony's gaze remained aimed out the window of the car. "Yeah. So?"
"It's just that it's a bit of a distance away. If you saw him here, in this neighborhood ..."
"The Center's a safe place, Henry. A guy'll go far​ther than that to find one."
"Tony."
Although he wasn't using his Prince of Darkness voice, something in the way Henry said his name, drew Tony's head around.
"You're still safe with me."
"I know." For a change, looking away would've been the easier course—the hazel eyes held no touch of darkness, nothing that compelled him to continue. Tony swallowed and found the strength to say, "Maybe too safe." For a heartbeat, he thought he was being mocked, then he realized Henry's answering smile held as much sadness as humor.
"I assume you're speaking of life in general and not our immediate circumstances?"
"What circumstances? You mean you driving with​out watching the road!" His voice rose on the last word as he grabbed the dashboard and watched the world narrow to a corridor of moving metal. "Christ, Henry, that was a truck! That was two trucks!"
Henry deftly inserted the car back into the curb lane. "I know."
"Look, man, if you didn't want to talk about it, you shouldn't have brought it up."
Had he done it on purpose? Henry didn't think so; he'd seen a break in traffic and used it. Hadn't he? Whether he'd intended the result or not, the moment for shared confidences had passed.
Like any other city of its size, Vancouver had its share of rundown neighborhoods. The area east of Gastown, an area widely quoted in reports on crime and poverty, was one of the darkest. Theoretically, social assistance paid most of the bills, but the reality was considerably less benign.
The dividing line between the haves and have-nots was astonishingly abrupt. Leaving the lights and tour​ist attractions of Gastown on one side of the intersec​tion, Henry began to drive past boarded-up and abandoned stone buildings—once the main Vancouver branches of the seven chartered banks—standing shoulder to shoulder with shabby hotels and rooming houses. Back in the forties and the fifties, this was the bustling center of town, but the core had moved west and left only the architecture behind.
As they drove down Cordova, where the hotels and equally shabby bars seemed to be the only thriving businesses, Tony glanced over at Henry and frowned at the vampire's expression. "Why are you looking worried? There's nothing here you can't handle."
"Actually," Henry admitted dryly, "I'm a little con​cerned about parking the car."
Tony snorted. "It's a BMW. I'd be a lot concerned."
An unshaven man in a pajama top, dress pants, and rubber flip-flops stepped off the curb, ignored the squeal of tires, and wandered aimlessly across the street.
Watching the pedestrians a little more closely, Henry put his foot back on the gas. "Another six inches and I'd have hit him."
"He probably wouldn't have noticed."
As they approached the Youth Center, the side​walks became more crowded. A group of First Nation teens, backs against the wire-covered window of a con​venience store under siege, watched them pull to the curb, heads turning in unison.
"Don't lock it," Henry advised as Tony reached in to depress the mechanism.
"Are you crazy?"
"No, I'd just prefer not to have the windows shat​tered. If anyone opens the door, I'll be back here be​fore they take the car anywhere."
The Youth Center was next to the Cordova Arms.
"People are actually living here?" Henry muttered as he glanced over the front of the building.
"Hey, this is an expensive city," Tony replied, fight​ing to keep his shoulders from hunching forward in the old wary posture. "Where else can a person on welfare afford to live?"
Over the centuries, Henry had certainly seen worse. From a historical perspective, the area was neither particularly violent nor destitute. Problem was, this wasn't the fifteenth century. He'd never hunted this neighborhood and never would—unlike most four-legged predators, he preferred not to feed on the in​jured or the sick.
Stepping over the legs of a sleeping drunk, they picked up the pace as the pungent smell of old urine and fresh vomit wafted by on a warm breeze.
Compared to the streets, the Center itself was pain​fully clean. The plywood-and-plastic decor might indi​cate a lack of funds but not a lack of commitment.
Tony froze just inside the door.
"Are you all right?" Henry asked softly, moving up close behind him and laying a hand on each shoulder.
"Yeah. No. It's just, well, memories . . ." He jerked forward, out of Henry's grip, trying not to resent the knowledge that he couldn't have broken free had Henry not allowed it. "Come on. Let's find whoever's in charge."
"Him." Henry nodded toward a tall man with gray​ing hair tied back off a pocked face.
"How can you tell?"
"Power recognizes power."
"Oh, that's fucking profound," Tony complained, following Henry through the crowd. He could feel the hair lifting off the back of his neck, and he had to fight the feeling that the last couple of years had been a lie, that this was where he belonged, that he couldn't break free.
Henry turned and caught Tony's gaze before he could look away. "You're out," he said. "You've gone too far to go back."
"What're you talking about?"
"I could smell your fear."
"What?" Tony jerked his head to either side. "In this lot?" When Henry nodded, Tony sighed. "Jeez, I guess I'm changing my shirt when I get home." They held their positions for a heartbeat, then Tony shrugged. "Look, thanks, okay?"
He didn't say what for. Henry didn't ask.
Except that he was cleaner than most of the people in the room, both physically and chemically, Joe Tait, the director of the Center, could've been one of the many drinking free coffee and hoping for an hour or two without fear. He had an edge that could only have been acquired on the street, a look that said, I'm not one of them where they were the people who talked about how something had to be done and did nothing.
"Yeah, I might know them." Tait had listened qui​etly to the description of the two young men Tony'd seen talking across from the video store, and now he studied first Tony then Henry through narrowed eyes. "Why're you looking for them? Are they in trouble?"
"One of them. We think the other can help."
"Do what?"
"We're hoping he can tell us where his companion went."
Tait folded muscular arms over a broad chest. "What kind of trouble's he in?"
"Deadly trouble," Henry said, allowing the Hunger to rise. They didn't have time to stand around all night playing twenty questions with a man whose suspicions, however justified under other circumstances, kept throwing up barricades. "I need their names and where I can find them."
"Kenny and Doug." He gave them up grudgingly. "And I don't know."
"Which one's which?"
"Which one's missing?"
"The white kid."
"Doug. But I still don't know where you can find Kenny." His lip curled as he indicated the room at large. "Feel free to ask around, but don't expect much. These guys have no reason to trust anyone."
Henry nodded and replaced the masks, releasing the other man. "Thank you."
As he moved out into the room, Tait closed thick fingers—not noticeably weighed down by heavy silver rings—around Tony's arm. "Just a minute, kid."
The words brought Henry back, eyes narrowed under lowered brows, but Tony waved him away. Whatever was going on, he wasn't in any danger.
Tait released his hold and propped one thigh on a plywood table. Together they waited until Henry began speaking to a table of teenaged girls. "You okay?"
"Me?"
"Yeah. You. That guy you're with, I know his type. We call them predators down here." He raised a cal​loused hand as Tony opened his mouth to protest. "I'm not saying that he's not good to you, but he's obviously the one with the power."
"It's okay." Tony fought a near hysterical desire to laugh. It had been a long night, and it wasn't even half over. "Really. He's not that kind of a predator."
"You're sure?"
His right thumb rubbed the tiny scar on his left wrist. "I'm sure."
No one in the Center knew any more than Tait had told them although Henry was certain three of the people they spoke to were lying.
"Half of them might know them to see them," Tony explained as they left, "but not know names or any​thing else. You stick with your own crowd when you're on the street, and you don't even open up to them. It's safer that way. Now what do we do?"
"I could wait for the liars to leave, ask them a few private questions."
"Yeah. Or you could ask those guys standing by the car . . ."
There were three of them. Tony heard Joe Tait's voice say, "We call them predators down here." Had he not seen the real thing, he would have been afraid. As it was, they were merely cheap copies, dangerous but by no means as terrifying as they thought they were—at least not in comparison. "I've got a vampire by my side," he murmured, "and I'm not afraid to use him."
Henry smiled and lifted a speculative brow. "Shall we see what they want?"
"I should think that's obvious," Tony sighed, falling into step.
The largest of the three heaved his butt off the BMW's hood and hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his jeans, rippling the complex pattern of blue tat​toos that covered both bare arms. "We hear you bin askin' some questions."
"Did you?"
Oh, that's bright, Tony sighed silently, recognizing Henry's dealing-with-idiots voice. Provoke them. Like they need the encouragement.
The three exchanged triumphant glances, then the largest spoke again. "We might have some answers."
"Really?"
"The two you're lookin' for. Names are Kenny and Doug. They work for me. You want them, you go through me."
"Work for you?"
"Yeah. For me." The leer made his meaning plain.
Hands clenched, Tony conquered the urge to step behind Henry, to use him as a shield. I am not that kid anymore.
Henry's voice picked up an edge. He could smell the resurgence of Tony's fear and knew the source. It made it difficult to maintain any kind of civility—even the distant, arrogant civility he'd been using. "Do you know where they are?"
"Sure. We can take you to them. For a price."
"We pay when we see them."
Tattoos rippled again as he shrugged. "Suit yourself."
Tony's attempt to match Henry's nonchalance as the five of them walked toward an alley, was hindered by his certain knowledge of what was about to happen.
A dumpster, just barely narrower than the alley, made it effectively a dead end.
Mouth dry, Tony tucked himself into a corner.
Henry touched him lightly on the shoulder and turned around. "Unless they're in the dumpst ..." He caught the fist driving toward his face and tightened his grip. Bones crushed.
The tattooed man stared in astonishment at the screaming body rolling in the filth at his feet. "You fucking shit!" He flicked free a knife and flung him​self forward.
His remaining companion did the same.
Henry dropped the masks. After the slaughter in the warehouse, he had no need to feed, but he loosed the Hunger anyway, driving it forward with rage fu​eled by Tony's fear. These men fed off the youth of the children they exploited. They were the filthiest kind of parasite, and they were about to get off far too lightly for what they did. They were only going to die.
A moment later, he squatted by the first man, the man whose fist he'd crushed, and grabbed his jaw, forcing him to meet his gaze. The screaming faded to a whimper. "Your friends are dead," Henry told him softly. "And so are you."
The rank stench in the alley grew ranker as the injured man's bowels let go.
"Where is Kenny?"
"Samson's got a room he uses, down the street. Doug . . . Doug's gone."
"Gone where?"
"Don't know. Somebody gave him money. Lots of money. Thousands." The words spilled out in a pan​icked rush, as though they could buy redemption. "Kenny says that's all Doug told him. This ain't the first time. Talk says there's a guy who'll buy you off the street. Give you another chance. Talk says you gotta be special."
"Do the police know this?"
"Who the fuck talks to the police?"
Henry had to acknowledge that, considering the source, it was a valid point. "Is that all you know?"
"Yeah. That's all." He couldn't move his head, so he rocked his body back and forth, tears spilling down both filthy cheeks. "I don't want ... I don't want to die!"
Henry's hand moved from jaw to throat.
"Henry." Tony stumbled over a sprawled body, grateful for the lack of light, and gently touched the rigid line of Henry's shoulder, adapting the comfort Henry had offered him a long moment before. "Don't. Please."
"If you're sure."
"I am."
Leaning forward until the darkness swallowed the other man's will, Henry said softly, "Do not remember us, but remember what happened here tonight. Re​member why it happened. Find another line of work." He straightened his legs, fitting the masks back in place. "Are you all right?"
"Me? I wasn't in the fight." Brushing past, Tony hurried for the gray rectangle of light at the end of the alley, unable to be anything but glad the pimp was dead and not liking himself very much for that feeling. "Come on, before they strip the car."
Careful not to touch the pitted metal, Henry heaved both bodies into the dumpster. Aware of the dichot​omy in Tony's voice, Henry kept his own carefully neutral. "Hopefully, the scavengers are waiting to see if these three return to claim the prize. I got the im​pression they weren't nice people."
"No shit."
The immediate neighborhood seemed eerily de​serted as they emerged onto the street. "What they don't see they don't have to lie to the cops about," Tony explained as they ran for the car.
The BMW was fine, although a stray cat had sprayed both curbside tires.
"Do you think anyone's made a note of the license plate?" Henry asked, starting the engine and all but popping the clutch as he pulled out of the parking space.
"Yeah. Sure. They all carry around pocketbook computers to jot their observations down in. Get real, Henry, most of these people can't focus on the car let alone the license plate." He mimed breaking an egg. "You know, 'this is your brain on drugs'?" When Henry didn't answer, he sighed deeply and closed his eyes. "Looking at the bright side, Doug's not just the second guy to disappear, but you've only got two of the ghosts."
"Why would anyone sell themselves to a stranger without knowing what they're selling themselves for?"
"They'll do a stranger for twenty bucks. For a thou​sand, who's going to ask questions?" Wiping his palms on his jeans, Tony opened his eyes. "Where to now?"
Pulling up at an intersection, Henry shrugged. "I don't. . ." His head swiveled toward the open window.
"What?"
"That scent ..."
"You mean stink."
"No. I mean Vicki."
The clinic was closed, the waiting room dark and empty, but Vicki could sense a life in the building. A line of light, barely visible around the perimeter of an inner door, suggested someone was working late in the back. A fairly sophisticated alarm system con​vinced her not to attempt a frontal assault.
"There's got to be another entrance," she muttered, "if only to keep the fire marshal happy."
Keeping to the shadows, she turned down Columbia and then into the alley that bisected the block. Two people were sleeping in the first dumpster she passed.
An old woman was fishing a meal out of the second. She dropped down off her perch as Vicki approached, clutching a greasy box of beef fried rice in one hand and length of pipe in the other.
"Damn kids! Leave me alone!"
She wasn't drunk or on drugs—Vicki could've smelled either, even over the combined stink of the alley and its occupants—so she was probably one of the thousands of psychiatric patients cutbacks had put on the street.
"I'm tellin' ya, get away!"
Vicki caught the pipe, a little surprised by the force of the blow, and stuffed two tens under the old wom​an's fingers. White-middle-class guilt money, Celluci'd call it. Maybe. It did nothing to solve the problem, but it beat doing nothing. Marginally.
The old woman sniffed at the money, then thrust it back toward Vicki. "I ain't goin' with ya," she said. "Not even if you bring the big guy."
"The big guy?"
"The one what usually offers the money. Big guy. Real big. Got cow eyes like shit wouldn't melt in his mouth, makes ya wanna trust him, but he's mean un​derneath. I know." Her brain made a right turn, and the money disappeared under at least three layers of clothing. "Watch out for that big guy, you." All of a sudden, she squatted at the base of the wall, tucked the pipe under one arm, and began to eat. "Damn kids," she added.
Vicki moved on.
The clinic had a parking space, a tight squeeze even for the tiny import that filled it, and a back door made of industrial steel. Blinking back tears in the glare from the security light, Vicki noted the pattern of dents. Boot marks mostly although someone had un​successfully taken a crowbar to the area by the lock. A small sign read, When the light is on, ring the bell.
Vicki assumed that the Chinese characters below it said much the same thing.
Why not. She heard the bell ringing inside the build​ing, sensed the life drawing closer.
"Yes? Can I help you?"
It was a woman's voice and not a very old woman at that. Vicki directed a neutral stare at the intercom grille. "My name is Vicki Nelson. I'm a private investi​gator and I'm looking for Michael Celluci."
"Michael Celluci?" The surprise in her voice didn't seem directed at the name itself but rather at hearing it again.
"Yes. I have reason to believe he came to see you today. He's my partner, and I have a feeling he's in trouble."
"Just a minute, please."
Okay, Vicki, if this woman's a part of the kidney scam, you've just leaped into the frying pan. That was bright.
The door creaked open.
But at least I've gotten inside.
Bolts slammed back into place behind her and a figure in a loose smock appeared silhouetted in the light at the end of the short hall.
"I'm Dr. Seto. I run this clinic. Please, come into the office."
By the time Vicki rounded the corner, her eyes had adjusted to the light. "Oh, my God . . ."
Dr. Seto frowned, lifted her hand off the back of an old wooden desk chair and pushed a silken strand of ebony hair back behind one ear. "I beg your pardon?"
Unaware she'd spoken aloud until the doctor had reacted, Vicki mumbled an apology, thankful she could no longer blush. If you're one of the bad guys, Celluci's in big trouble. The stupid ox is a pushover for short, beautiful women. "You, uh, weren't what I was expecting."
The doctor sighed, nostrils pinched together, used to and irritated by the reaction her looks evoked. "Detective-Sergeant Celluci didn't mention he was working with a private investigator. Perhaps you should show me some identification."
"You should've checked it before you let me in," Vicki pointed out, reaching into a side pocket on her shoulderbag.
"I would have if you'd been a ..."
"Man?" Vicki finished, handing over the folded plastic case.
"Yes." Obviously annoyed with herself, Dr. Seto glanced at the ID and passed it back. Now we're even, her expression said as clearly as if she'd said it out loud. Let's get on with it. "I assume the detective is missing?" When Vicki nodded, she leaned against the edge of the desk and folded her arms. "He was here this morning, about 11:30. He grabbed one of my street kids who was trying to walk off with a box of condoms. We had lunch together. I showed him around the clinic. I got busy and he left."
You had lunch together? "You don't know where he went?"
"No."
You had lunch together! "Are you sure?"
"I didn't actually see him leave. I had patients come in."
Okay, so they had lunch together. Big deal. The man has to eat. Vicki stared at a poster of an ulcerated stomach, knowing that if she looked at the doctor she'd rip the answers from her by force. "You don't happen to remember what you and the detective dis​cussed over lunch, do you?"
"Nothing much. Mostly we made small talk."
Small talk? Celluci had never managed to keep small talk from becoming an interogation in his life. Or for as long as she'd known him, which was all of his life that mattered.
"You know, comparing Toronto and Vancouver." The extended silence had made the doctor nervous. "He never said that he was working on a case; I as​sumed he was on vacation."
"Technically, he is. He's just helping me out."
"You've known him for a long time?"
Whatever else had gone on between them, the tone of that question made it clear that Dr. Seto was not responsible for Celluci's disappearance. If she was going to knock him out and toss him in the cellar, it wouldn't be because she wanted his kidneys. Vicki turned around—she couldn't help herself—caught and held the doctor's gaze. "Yes. A very long time."
Dr. Seto blinked, swayed, and put a hand on the desk to steady herself. For a moment, she'd felt as though she were falling into silvered darkness, buf​feted about by waves of raw energy barely under control. I've got to get more sleep. "I'm afraid I can't help you find him," she murmured, straightening. "I just don't know where he went after he left the clinic."
Logically, he'd have gone to the other clinics— but which ones in which order? The trail was hours cold. Vicki shoved aside a numbing sense of futility and rummaged in the depths of her purse for one of Henry's cards. "Thanks for your time. If you re​member anything else, could you call the cell phone number?"
"There really isn't anything else to remember, Ms. Nelson."
"If, Doctor."
"Very well. If."
"I thought Victory was waiting back at the condo for Celluci to call." 
"Maybe he called."
Tony snorted. "Maybe she got tired of waiting." 
"I wouldn't doubt it." Head cocked toward the window, Henry sifted through the lingering scents of the Eastside and the equally pungent although infinitely more pleasurable scents of Chinatown, trying not to react to the certain knowledge that another stalked his territory. "It's strongest here." Teeth clenched, he eased the car over the curb.
Tony stared past him at the dark windows of the East Hastings Clinic. "You think she went there?"
"I think that's her at the corner."
Even squinting, Tony could make out only a vague shape. "Hey, why're you getting out of the car?"
Henry smiled darkly. "Maneuvering room."
Although she'd known that the only way Celluci would still be at the East Hastings Clinic was as a prisoner, Vicki found herself infuriated by his absence. A prisoner she could've freed! "When I catch up to him, he'd better be in manacles, or I'm going to stuff the nearest pay phone up his ..."
She whirled to face the breeze, hands out from her sides, weight forward on the balls of her feet.
"Did he call?"
"No."
Henry nodded slowly. It was, after all, the answer he'd expected. "You got tired of waiting."
"I found notes he'd left that indicated he might be here, at this clinic."
"And was he?"
"No." She spat the word out onto the street be​tween them, her anger switching from Celluci to Henry, just because he was there. In another moment, she'd be diving for his throat; she could feel herself tensing, preparing for the attack.
He braced himself, control made easier because the one who maintained control would win. "That isn't helping, Vicki."
"You think I don't know that?" she snarled. "And you have no idea how much it pisses me off that I can't get angry with you without attempting to kill you." A raised hand cut off his reply. She stood mo​tionless, forcing the memory of how it had been after the slaughter to re-evoke calm. To her surprise, it worked. Mostly. "So," she stepped forward, heading for the car, "any luck finding Tony's witness?"
"In a manner of speaking." Henry fell into step beside her, a prudent arm's length away. "The ghost's name was Doug. We had a little chat with his pimp."
"Who you killed." It wasn't a question; she could hear death in his voice. The part of her that still re​membered the person she'd been wondered where such casual justice had been all the years she'd tried to get that kind of scum off the streets. He was sitting in his condo writing romance novels. Never mind. Sorry I asked. "Did he tell you anything?"
"Only that someone's paying lots of money for spe​cial people."
"Special as in the same blood type as the buyer of the kidney?"
"Perhaps. But how would they find out?"
Vicki waited until a truck roared past, then nodded toward the clinic. "Access records."
"What? Through Hackers for Hire?"
"If you can buy a kidney, Henry, you can certainly afford to buy someone with that kind of rudimentary hacking ability." She told him about her conversation with the old woman in the alley. "Sounds like they've bought some muscle with mean cow eyes."
"Bull."
"Bull?" Her tone advised a quick explanation.
"It was a joke, Vicki. A man would have bull eyes."
"I think I liked it better when we were trying to kill each other. What now?"
Henry stopped by the car, his hand on the driver's door. "We go back to the apartment and see if Celluci's returned."
"He hasn't." Ducking her head, she nodded a greeting at Tony. "If he got back and none of us were around, he'd call on the cell phone."
Which rang.
"Speak of the devil," Henry murmured, reaching in through the open window.
Tony mouthed a silent warning as he handed over the shrilly chirping piece of plastic. If it's Celluci, be polite.
Brows raised in an exaggerated, Who me? Henry flipped open the mouthpiece. "Fitzroy."
"This is Dr. Eve Seto, from the East Hastings Clinic. I was speaking with a Ms. Nelson a few mo​ments ago; she gave me this number, and . . ."
"Just a minute, Doctor." Smiling, he offered the phone to Vicki. "It's for you." His smile faded when he discovered it was almost impossible to let go, to hand over to another a possession of his. Snarling, he shoved it back into the car. "Tony, give her the phone."
Resisting the urge to crush something scented so strongly by another predator under her heel, Vicki raised it to her face. "Hello?"
"Ms. Nelson?"
"I ran into Mr. Fitzroy by accident, Doctor," Vicki answered the unspoken question. "He was driving by as I came out onto East Hastings."
"Oh." Her tone suggested it was an accident she didn't quite believe in. "It's just that I remembered something that happened after lunch. It was a minor thing but I thought you might want to know."
"After lunch?"
The two men exchanged speculative glances.
"What's she got against lunch?" Tony whispered.
Henry shrugged. He could hear six separate heart​beats pounding up out of the basement apartment across from the clinic, but electronics interfered with eavesdropping.
"Yes. On our way back to the clinic, we saw Patricia Chou outside the Cultural Center and ..."
"The cable television reporter."
"That's right. The detective mentioned that he'd seen her interview with Ronald Swanson and ..."
"Ronald Swanson, the real estate guy?"
"He's more than just real estate, Ms. Nelson." Her tone was sharp, possibly in defense of Ronald Swanson, more probably in response to the interruptions. "He's donated money to a thousand causes all over the city. He donated our computer system here at the clinic and was pretty much one hundred percent re​sponsible for Project Hope."
"Which is?"
"It's a hospice on the edge of North Vancouver where transplant patients wait for kidneys to become available. It's sort of a shrine to his dead wife. A lovely place, quiet, tranquil."
"Dead wife?"
"Yes, she died of renal failure before they found a donor for her."
Vicki blinked, a little overwhelmed. "Did you tell this to Celluci?"
"No, but we did discuss kidney transplants although only in light of me actually performing them."
"Do you perform transplants, Doctor?"
"This is a street-front clinic, Ms. Nelson, what do you think?" She continued before Vicki could tell her. "Funny thing, though, the detective asked me that as well. I may be completely out of line here, but does your investigation have to do with the handless body they found in the harbor, the one missing the kidney?"
"I'm not at liberty to discuss that."
"Very well. But I'm telling you now, if you're in​vestigating Ronald Swanson, you're dead wrong. The man is continually giving his money away. Around this area, he's practically considered a saint."
"Not many saints make millions in real estate," Vicki noted dryly.
"I have no intention of arguing with you about this, Ms. Nelson. I only thought that if you were looking for Detective Celluci, you might want to speak with the people at Project Hope."
"If I recall correctly, Doctor, you said earlier that you didn't tell him about the clinic."
"He's a detective, Ms. Nelson." Her tone suggested he was the only detective involved. "In this city, Mr. Swanson and kidney transplants together will lead you right to Project Hope."
Teeth showing, Vicki thanked the doctor for calling, hung up, and filled the others in on the conversation. "So who's going with me to take a look at Project Hope."
Henry shook his head. "It's too much of a coinci​dence, all the pieces falling so neatly into place. I think you're jumping to conclusions."
"Really, I think I'm formulating a hypothesis." Her eyes silvered briefly. "Which I intend to test by going out to Project Hope and finding out just how long these people are actually waiting for those kidneys. And if I recognize anything in the fridge, I'm going to tear the place apart."
"Go out to Project Hope? All of us?" Tony's gaze flicked from Henry to Vicki and back to Henry again. "In one car? Is that safe?"
"Good question," Henry allowed. "Vicki?"
"We'll be fine, she snapped impatiently. "As long as we keep our minds on finding Mike, and there's the possibility of mayhem at the end of the trip."
"Oh." Tony closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. Speaking as much to himself as to the night, he murmured, "I don't actually think I'm up to mayhem." Another deep breath, and he got out of the car, turning to stare across the roof at Henry. "I'll, uh, go back to the condo, and if he checks in, I'll call you."
They stayed that way for a long moment. "If you're sure," Henry said at last.
"Yeah. I'm sure." He swallowed heavily and shifted his weight back and forth, from one foot to the other. "I'm sorry, Victory. I just can't."
She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. When she spoke, her voice was as gentle as Henry'd heard it since the change. "I understand. And there's no reason you should risk your safety because we can't act like civilized people." Rounding the car between one heartbeat and the next, she cupped Tony's face in her hands. "Will you be okay if we leave you here? Should we take you home first?"
He lightly touched the backs of her wrists and her hands fell away. "You have to get to Detective Celluci."
"I won't trade you for him."
His eyes filled with tears as he realized she meant it. Acknowledging only that he was more tired than he thought, he scrubbed them away. "I'll be okay. I can get a cab by one of the restaurants in Chinatown."
"Do you have enough money?"
"Goddamn it, Henry!" Ears burning, he backed to the far edge of the sidewalk. "Would you guys just get going!"
They left the windows open and kept their faces in the breeze. It was enough. But only just.
"Do you think he's there?" Henry asked as they sped around an erratic, albeit fast-moving, old caddie and headed for the bridge.
"I know he went there. I know how he thinks. There aren't any coincidences in police work; once Ronald Swanson turned into a recurring character in this little drama, Mike'd check him out. He'd find out about Project Hope, and then he'd check it out."
"Do you think he's in trouble?"
When she considered the possibility, she felt as though someone were stroking her exposed skin with a wire brush.
"I'm certain of it."
Ten
"THERE'S nowhere to hide the car."
"Don't hide it. Pull into the parking lot, and park."
"It's after one," Henry pointed out as he passed the sign for Project Hope, turned between the gateposts, and started up the long drive. "While normally I wouldn't consider arguing with your expertise in skulking about, don't you think we'll be noticed? There'll be a night nurse on at the very least."
"So?"
"So, you're going to walk in and ask her if they've got Detective Celluci strapped to a bed in one of the rooms?"
"Why not?" Her voice had very little of the police officer, of the private investigator, or the mortal left in it. Henry fought to suppress his reaction as she continued. "It's not like I'm going to be lied to. Be​sides, if he's in there, I'll know."
"And if he isn't?"
The ivory gleam of teeth made her smile a threat. "I go looking for a big guy with cow eyes and ask him a few questions."
Beyond the edges of her control, edges sharply enough denned to draw blood, Henry could hear the purging violence surging back and forth. She sounded close to letting go. Hardly surprising given the proxim​ity they'd been in since leaving the clinic—the tension between them sat like a third presence in the car. He could feel his own barriers weakening and trying to convince himself that this was a continuation of the year they spent in a parent/child, teacher/student rela​tionship helped not at all. If the anticipated mayhem didn't materialize inside Project Hope, they'd be at each other's throats before he got the keys back into the ignition.
Vicki leaped from the car the instant it stopped moving and sucked in a lungful of air untainted by another's breathing. If it came to it, she decided, drag​ging her bag up onto her shoulder, she'd walk back to the condo before she let Henry drive her anywhere, ever again. He slowed for yellow lights. He didn't pass when he could. He took corners too slowly. It had been the most frustrating fifty minutes she'd ever spent. Only iron control had kept her from dragging him out from behind the wheel and taking over her​self. I have got to get my driver's license again. Lips pressed into a thin line, she strode toward the build​ing. "Remember, Vicki, not being noticed is infi​nitely better than having to correct a dangerous impression."
"Christ, Henry. You sound like an old Kung Fu episode."
He locked the car and hurried to catch up. "I'm speaking from experience. . ."
"I know, I know, over four hundred and fifty years. No wonder you drive like an old woman," she added under her breath as she yanked open the clinic's cedar slab door.
Half a dozen battling scents almost knocked her back outside—a bouquet of roses in a large glass vase, a chemical air freshener designed to mimic the ocean breezes kept out by hermetically sealed windows, and over, under, and through it all, the eau d' disinfectant worn by every medical establishment in the world.
She could sense perhaps a dozen lives, the delinea​tions between them removed by sleep—natural or drug-induced, Vicki hadn't the experience to tell the difference. Somewhere in the mix, she thought she felt the unmistakable flavor of Celluci's life. But why can't I tell for sure? She'd been so certain she'd know if he was in the clinic that this sudden ambivalence was unsettling. Do I just think he's here because I want him to be here so badly? Would I have known for certain before last night's horizontal dance down memory lane with Henry? A heartbeat later, she found an answer she could live with. Christ, Vicki, don't be such a god​damned idiot.
The lingering despair—despair with very little hope in it, she noted, in spite of the name of the clinic— made it difficult to get a clear fix on anyone's life. Since that also included Henry's life, she supposed she just had to take the bad with the good.
The only nonsleeper glared a question at them from behind the glass walls of the nurse's station.
"I was right," Henry murmured. "We've been noticed."
"Good," Vicki declared a little too emphatically. Unable to blush, she winced. Ever since she could remember, women in nurses' uniforms had made her feel inadequate. Maybe because they seemed so com​petent. Maybe it was all that white. She had no idea. Feeling less like an all-powerful creature of the night and more like she was somewhere she shouldn't be, she skirted the lounge and stepped into the dimly lit office.
"Yes? Can I help you?" While civil enough, the nurse's tone clearly indicated that the only help she intended to give them involved showing them the exit.
"I'm looking for a friend."
"This is a private treatment center, not the local emergency ward. You won't find your friend here."
"He would have been admitted this afternoon."
"There was no one admitted this afternoon."
"Would you like me to do this?" Henry asked qui​etly, not entirely able to keep the amusement from his voice. He'd seen Vicki face demons, werewolves, mummies, and a multitude of murderous mortals with more elan.
She growled a wordless reply, caught the night nurse's gaze, and held it, overcoming old programming for pride's sake. "Are you alone here?"
Dilated pupils reflecting a faint silver gleam below an annoyed frown, the other woman shook her head. "There's an orderly."
"Where is he?"
"Asleep on a cot in the staff room."
"Why is he here?"
"He stays sometimes, in case there's trouble."
"Trouble with what?" Vicki rested her hands on the desk and leaned forward. "Trouble with the donors of purchased body parts?"
The night nurse stood, still held in the silvered depths of Vicki's eyes, and mirrored her movement. She was almost as tall. "I don't know what the hell you're talking about."
This was not the usual response. Somewhat taken aback, Vicki allowed a little more of the Hunter off the leash, dropped a little more of her mortal camou​flage. "You've never noticed anything strange going on? Patients who don't quite match their records? Locked doors?"
Breathing heavily, the nurse shook her head. "Whatever you are, you don't scare me. You want to know what scares me? Having two teenage kids and a husband who's been out of work for six months and losing this job, that scares me. I'm not telling you anything."
"If you're dead," Vicki snarled, patience exhausted, "you won't be working."
"You might be death for some people, I can see ..." Fear finally showed, trapping her voice in her throat. She swallowed hard and continued.
". . . see that, but whatever you are, you aren't death for me."
"She's right," Henry said softly, impressed by a strength of will that refused to be blinded by terror. "She knows you won't kill her without reason. She's called your bluff."
Reaction split equally between irritation and embar​rassment, Vicki held her position at the desk. "This does not make me weak," she warned him, fingers curling into fists.
Amused, but careful not to let it show, he moved a little closer. "I meant it as a compliment to her, not an insult to you. Perhaps you'd best let me . . ."
"No!" This mortal was hers. Whether or not Henry could convince her to speak was irrelevant. Eyes nar​rowed, Vicki muttered, "Must be a damned good job."
"It is ... mostly."
Mostly. Vicki smiled. "If I had a job with good money in these times, I guess I'd be willing to ignore things that don't quite fit, too."
"Hey, I take care of the patients, and I do what I do very well." She straighted and folded her arms across the broad shelf of her breasts. "What goes on in the back is none of my business."
"Of course it isn't. Forget you ever saw us."
Lips pressed into a thin, disapproving line. "You got that right."
"Mike's in here."
A sign on the door said Electrical Room.
"Are you sure?"
Vicki ignored him, rummaging in the depths of her shoulderbag for her lock picks.
"I can feel a number of lives, Vicki; up, down, all around us. Most of them are drugged, all of them have been blended by their condition into one amorphous mass. How can you be sure one of those lives belongs to Michael Celluci?"
She dropped to her knees and inserted her two heaviest picks. "I'm a lot closer to his life than you are."
"And you want to find him very badly. I shouldn't be the one reminding you of this, but we don't know for certain he came out here. We don't know what the nurse thinks goes on in the back."
"And we won't find out unless we take a look." The door opened onto another short hall. One door led to the electrical room.
The other led to a room like most other hospital rooms except for the cinder block walls and the small, high window. Vicki stood in the doorway, staring at the body on the bed, feeling curiously light-headed as all the pieces of her world clicked back into place.
His face was bruised. Blood had dried in the corner of his mouth. The skin had split across the knuckles of his right hand. His heart beat to a rhythm not quite the rhythm she knew. He smelled of drugs and there were leather restraints holding him to the bed.
She wanted to rip him free, gather him into her arms, and carry him to safety, but they were in no immediate danger so, for his sake, she'd find out what they'd done to him first. Slowly, deliberately, she crossed to the bed and unbuckled the restrains. Later, she'd give in to the violence. Later, someone would pay.
"Mike?"
A quick inspection, hands stroking patterns on flesh as familiar as her own, determined nothing obvious had been removed.
"Mike, come on. Snap out of it."
His pulse was strong. She traced the line of his jaw, her finger rasping against dark stubble.
Henry watched from the doorway, knowing he'd been forgotten, marveling at how much it hurt. Terri​torial imperatives, attacks, counterattacks, edged civil​ity, barely maintained control, all disappeared under memories of loving her. At the moment he hated Mi​chael Celluci more than he'd ever hated anyone in his life.
But the moment passed.
Celluci would never have the ultimate intimacy that he and Vicki had shared—her life recreated in his arms, her blood to him, his blood to her. Everything after that ...
He smiled, unable to stop himself. Everything after was a breaking of traditions he'd held unbreakable, a slaughter-induced passion, a blood-soaked truce, and something that had a chance of becoming a reclaimed friendship in spite of the odds.
He couldn't hate Celluci when he'd gotten back more of Vicki than should have been possible.
"It smells like a sedative. Try and wake him."
Vicki jerked toward the door, moving to put herself between the threat and the body on the bed. It took her a moment to realize it was Henry who'd spoken and a moment after that to remember, in this instant at least, he was no threat. "A sedative? How can you tell?"
"Experience."
"I really don't want to know how you got that expe​rience, Henry." She turned back to Celluci, tugged off one running shoe, grabbed the softer flesh in the arch of his foot between thumb and forefinger, and pinched.
His leg twitched.
"What are you doing?"
"It's an acupressure technique. I'm working a pres​sure point in his foot that'll help him shake off the drugs."
"How . . . ?"
"I don't know how!" she snapped. "An old staff sergeant showed it to me. We used to use it on barbituate ODs; if it didn't work, they were probably dead. Come on, Mike. Shake it off." She pinched him again.
This time he grunted and tried to yank his foot away. By the time his eyes fluttered open, Vicki had both hands clasped around his face. He blinked blearily up at her, then the lids began to sink and the irises to roll up.
"Michael Frances Celluci, don't you dare close your eyes while I'm talking to you."
"Christ, Vicki . . . you sound like ... my grandmother."
"Do I?" His lips were dry, so she moistened them with her tongue, licking the blood from the corner of his mouth.
"That wasn't ... a challenge," he pointed out when she pulled away. His gaze flicked past her. "Where am . . . oh, shit."
"I wanted to make sure there were no broken bones before we moved you."
"Considerate." Then he frowned. "We?" He turned his head until he could see Henry, still in the doorway. "What is this . . . truce?"
The two men locked eyes for an instant, then Henry said softly, "The van disappeared with you. Someone had to drive."
"You could've let her borrow . . . your car."
"I don't think so. The last time she borrowed my car, she got broadsided by a truck."
"Yeah . . . but the werewolf was . . . driving."
"Enough with the male bonding. It's a truce. Okay?" Vicki gently pulled Mike's jaw around until he faced her again. "And since the nice people who cut out kidneys are sure to come back, are you all right? Can we move you?"
"No."
"No? No, what?"
"No, you can't move me."
"What's wrong? What have they done?" Her voice promised an eye for an eye at the very least.
"So far, only kidnapping." His thoughts were clearing, but his body remained weak. He tried to sit up and didn't have the energy to protest when Vicki lifted him, tucked a'pillow between his shoulders and the wall, and lowered him gently back down again. "You've got to leave me here." He struggled to find the words that would convince Vicki to do as he said—never an easy proposition even at full mental strength. "You take me out of here and we're never going to find out what's going on."
"Hey, we know what's going on."
"We don't know squat except that some people overreact when they're followed by people who turn out to be the police." He kept his explanation of ex​actly what had happened short and to the point— things got out of control only momentarily when Vicki realized he had no idea of where her van was. "Look, can we worry about the van later, when we've got a little more time?"
Vicki's eyes narrowed. "We'd have plenty of time if you'd stop being such a pigheaded ..."
"Think of it as going undercover."
She smiled tightly. "Think of it as going under the knife."
"Vicki, these might not be the people selling body parts, it might be something as simple as selling drugs. All we've got is kidnapping and unlawful con​finement."
"And grand theft auto." Lightly touching her fin​gertips to the bruise on his cheek, she added, "And assault."
"I think he could claim self-defense."
"Mike, you came out here originally for the same reason we did; Ronald Swanson's name cropped up one too many times to be coincidence. First we find out he's behind a private clinic that specializes in kid​ney transplant patients and then we find you strapped to a bed. That's enough for me."
He closed his hand around her wrist as her eyes silvered. "Stop reacting and start thinking. Suppose you break into Swanson's house and force a full con​fession, what then? You've got nothing that'll stand up in court. If we want to find out what's actually going on, there has to be an investigation."
"What am I doing? Wandering aimlessly through the night?"
Eleven dead in a Richmond warehouse; but wander​ing aimlessly was a lot easier to deal with. "Yeah, mostly. Picking this mess apart is going to take re​sources we don't have."
"If I get a full confession, I have resources enough to deal with Ronald Swanson."
"No."
There was such finality in that single word that the silver fled from Vicki's eyes. "What do you mean, no?"
"If Swanson dies, if you kill him, it's more than I can ignore."
She pulled her hand free and rubbed the band of warmth where his fingers had been. More than he could ignore. Those were the sort of words that came right before good-bye. "But . . ."
"No buts, Vicki." He gripped her shoulder, shaking her, willing her to listen. "This is where I draw my line in the sand."
One heartbeat. Two.
"I'm not really happy about ultimatums, Mike."
"And I'm not really happy about premeditated murder."
Put like that, without either the masking rhetoric or the heat of the Hunt, neither was she. She supposed. One corner of her mouth twisted up in a wry smile as she reached out and pushed the overlong lock of hair up off his face. "I guess every relationship means com​promises." A little surprised by the relief that softened his expression—What had he expected?—she laid her hand flat against his chest, reassured in turn by the steady beat of his heart. "Now that's settled, what do you want me to do?"
"I want you to leave me here . . ."
"Forget it."
"Goddamn it, Vicki, would you just listen for a min​ute? The only way we'll find out what's happening is if we don't spook them. Leave me like you found me . . ." He paused. "Okay, there's no need to drug me again, but other than that ..." When she didn't smile, he sighed and continued. "Go home, and call the police. Tell them you'd parked to check out a road map when you saw a big guy in a red T-shirt carry a body in the back door. They'll come out and they'll find ..."
"Nothing. This is a hidden room. The night nurse doesn't even know for sure that it's here; how the hell are the police going to find you?"
"All right, fine. Tell them you were visiting a sick friend, were getting back into your car, saw the guy in the red T-shirt with the body, stuck your head in the back door and saw this room. You took off before he could spot you and after dithering for a couple of hours decided to call the cops."
"Can I ask you a question?"
His eyes narrowed at her tone. "What?"
"You're a cop, try thinking like one. Would you believe a cock-and-bull story like that?"
"It doesn't matter if they believe it, as long as they check it out."
"I think I can come up with a story they'll believe."
Celluci snorted as Vicki turned to glare at Henry. "That's right, you're a romance writer."
"Stay out of this, Henry."
"Let's start by remembering that you're working for me, and that I think the detective has made a very good point. If we let them know we're on to them, they'll vanish."
"So you're all in favor of leaving Mike in danger?"
Vicki pushed the words out through clenched teeth, shifting position slightly to better defend the man in the bed.
Celluci sighed. "Vicki, calm down. Whatever they're going to do to me, nothing's going to happen until morning."
"How do you know?"
"How do you think? I overheard the bad guys talk​ing in the hall right before they drugged me."
"The bad guys?"
"Big guy who brought me in . . ."
"Cow eyes?"
"I wouldn't know. The closest I've ever been to a cow is in a burger. He was talking to a woman, but I never saw her. I'm pretty sure she was the one using the needle, but he covered my face with a pillow be​fore she came into the room. They don't matter now." Trying to find a position where his head wasn't pound​ing, he shifted against the pillow. "All you have to do is make sure the police get here before morning and I'll take them to where I got jumped and let them leap to the same conclusion I did."
"Which is?"
"That you could bury an army out in those woods." His voice gentled. "I promise nothing will happen in the time it'll take the police to get here. All you have to do is spin them enough of a story that they have to find me. I'll do the rest."
"Why don't we take you to the police and you can spin them the story?"
"How did I get out of the restraints?"
She threw up her hands. "Do I have to think of everything?"
"But you're not thinking." He caught her gaze and held it, unafraid of what he'd find. "We have to set this up so that we, I, can answer the questions they're going to ask. You and Fitzroy can't become involved."
Statements, court dates—no chance at all that the system would only want them after sunset. Vicki turned to look at Henry and saw the two men were in complete agreement. Worst of all, she had to admit to herself it made sense. To herself. Not to them. "You've been drugged all evening. You're in no con​dition to make plans."
"My body is tapioca and my head is pounding, but my cognitive processes are unimpared."
"Sure. And you usually talk like that." Sighing, she began to flick the hair on Celluci's arm in the wrong direction. "I still don't like it."
"Stop that." His hand covered hers. "Vicki, it's going to take you what, an hour to get back to the condo? It's June. Sunrise is at 4:14. You haven't time to do anything tonight, so, please, let the police han​dle it."
"The ghosts want Henry to avenge their deaths."
"Then let Henry make the call. It's the only way everyone involved will get what's coming to them."
Her lips curled back off her teeth. "If they hurt you, Mike ..."
"You can hurt them back." He wouldn't have said it except that he was certain he wouldn't be hurt—her answering smile was everything he was afraid it would be. "This is the only way to cover all the bases, Vicki. I'm not asking you to be happy about it, I'm saying that it's the way it's got to be. Now redo the restraints and get out of here, and it'll all be over in a couple of hours."
"If Swanson dies, if you kill him, it's more than I can ignore . . . This is where I'm drawing my line in the sand."
The words hung in the air between them.
If she carried Celluci out of the clinic, he'd never forgive her and that was a certainty. If she left him, and Henry sent the police in immediately, what could go wrong?
In spite of the lingering scent of another woman—and for Celluci's sake she hoped it was the woman with the needle—her smile took on a different flavor as she buckled down his wrists. "You know, this has possibilities." When a gentle caress up the inside of his bare arm raised goose bumps, she took the waist​band of his jeans in her teeth and tugged.
"Vicki!"
"Michael . . ."
"Fitzroy, would you please get her out of here."
She shot him a warning glance. Henry raised a spec​ulative brow. "As tasty as he looks, perhaps now is not the time."
Celluci grunted as Vicki vaulted the bed, hand still on his thigh. "Touch him and I'll rip you into pieces so small you'll be able to . . ." Then she stopped, straight​ened, and frowned. "You did that on purpose."
"Yes." In spite of their progress, it took remarkably little to evoke a territorial response. He looked past her to Celluci struggling against the restraints and al​lowed that that particular response could have been evoked almost as easily before she changed. "Don't worry, Detective. I have no desire to feed at this time. Say good-bye, Vicki, and let's go."
Muttering under her breath, Vicki turned back to the bed and Michael Celluci. She bent to kiss him and paused just above his lips where she could taste his breath. "I'm not sure I can just walk out and leave you here."
"Bullshit. You can do anything."
"Don't patronize me, Celluci."
"Then stop being such a tragedy queen. I'll be fine until the police arrive." His mouth moved under hers. "Now go."
"We should go out the front. The back door's prob​ably hooked to an alarm."
"I don't see anything." Vicki quickly ran a finger around the door edge. "And I don't feel a wire. Look, the car's right outside in the parking lot. Let's just do what Mike said and go." She pressed down on the bar and pushed. The ambient noise of the clinic remained unchanged. "See, no alarm. These are sick people in here, probably don't want to terrify them with loud noises. Come on, old man, I'll race you to the car."
As Henry had observed, it took very little to evoke a territorial response. Once she started running, he had to chase after her. Moving too fast for mortal eyes to follow, they reached the car before the door slammed.
He was awake instantly, on his feet the instant after, unsure of what he'd heard but sure he'd heard some​thing. If he'd learned anything in prison, he'd learned to sleep lightly. The muffled sound of car doors closing brought him to the window of the staff room where, tucked to one side, invisible from the parking lot, he watched a BMW reverse and pull away. The two peo​ple in it seemed to be fighting. He didn't recognize either silhouette.
Probably kids looking for a quiet spot to mess around in. He yawned, thought about going back to sleep, thought about what the doc would say if any​thing went wrong, and decided it wouldn't hurt to look in on their uninvited guest.
The access door to the electrical room was un​locked. He knew he'd locked it.
Crepe-soled shoes silent against the tile, he entered the hidden room, half expecting an empty bed. The big cop was still tied down and out cold. He flicked on the light, hand raised to shield his eyes from the sudden fluorescent glare. The body on the bed didn't so much as twitch. A closer inspection seemed to indi​cate that nothing had changed.
But something had.
Hadn't there been a hunk of hair in the cop's face? No way he could brush it back tied down like he was.
He tested the restraints with his finger. The left wrist was in the fourth hole, the right in the third. He usually did them up equally but, even half stunned, the cop had been fighting him and maybe . . .
The cop shifted slightly, muttering a little. That was good. The sedative should be wearing off and a more natural sleep taking over. They used sedatives a lot in the prison hospital as it was easier than actually treat​ing the patients and in his practiced opinion, the cop's chest now rose and fell in an unsedated rhythm.
He frowned. Just over the left hip, there was a dark half circle on the pale blue denim. It looked moist, like . . .
He touched it. It was almost dry but it looked like someone had been chewing on the cop's jeans. He closed his thumb and forefinger over the spot and tugged.
"I don't wanna know what was going on in here," he said. The skin on the back of his neck prickled as he felt the weight of the cop's stare. When he turned his head, narrowed eyes were glaring up at him. "You got kinky friends, cop. Wanna tell me why they left you?"
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"Sure you don't."
Unable to avoid it, Celluci rolled with the back​handed slap. "Fuck you," he growled.
"Maybe." The closest phone was in the staff room. "We'll see what the doc has to say."
"Where are we going?" Vicki spat the question through gritted teeth. Henry was driving again because he'd refused to give her the keys, had put on his Prince-of-Man face and said "No" in a tone that sug​gested arguing would be a waste of time. She'd gotten back in the car for Celluci's sake and had continually regretted it. In a minute, Henry was going to regret it, too. "The condo is that way."
"There's a coffee shop on the corner up here, and we need to talk to a police officer."
"Christ, Henry, this is Vancouver, there's a coffee shop on every corner." She reached for the wheel.
When Henry maintained his grip, the resulting tus​sle was short; Vicki having spent thirty-two years mor​tal had no illusions about surviving the results of a moving car gone out of control. Besides, the seat belts got in the way of her attack.
"Unlike most, this coffee shop has parking," Henry told her when she was back in the passenger seat, glaring out the window. "Somewhere for them to put the cruiser."
And there was, in fact, a cruiser in the parking lot.
"Go ahead, reinforce stereotypes," Vicki muttered as Henry parked the car and turned off the engine. "Now what?"
"Now I go and have a word with the two constables, interrupting their break with a story of a body glimpsed from the side of the highway."
She got out of the car when he did, grateful for the chance to untangle her personal space from his. "I can't believe you're actually going along with this. Hell, I can't believe I'm actually going along with this. We left him back there, Henry." With the car a barrier between them, she allowed a little'of the anger to slip from her grip—although who exactly she was angry with, she couldn't say. "We walked out on him. Left him helpless and alone."
"It's a minimal risk, Vicki, and a risk he's willing to take in order to finish this once and for all. The police will be there within the hour. What could possi​bly go wrong?"
"Famous last words." The night smelled of car ex​haust and heated metal, less strongly here on the Coast than in Toronto but still too many people crammed into too small a space. Vicki turned back toward the clinic and tried not to think how things that could go wrong usually did. "I left him there be​cause he asked me to," she said softly, silvered gaze locked on Henry once again. "I'm doing it for Mike, but you've never cared what he thinks of you."
Haven't I? Michael Celluci is an honorable man and the opinions of honorable men are sometimes all we have to define ourselves by. But there was little point in sparking another territorial dispute over Celluci's affections even though her previous reaction had more amused than infuriated him. "I'm no vigilante, Vicki, no matter how it may have seemed in the past. If I can be responsible for a solution within the parameters of the law, then everyone should be happy."
"A solution within the parameters of the law?" she repeated. Shaking her head, she folded her arms on the roof of the car and rested her chin on their pillow. "Go ahead. And make it good."
Henry had no doubt he could spin a story that the police would believe, add enough detail that they not only had to check it out but also found everything they needed to. There was, however, no need to tax his imagination. When it came right down to it, it wasn't what he said but how he said it that mattered.
"Excuse me, Officers, may I have a word?"
Resisting the completely inexplicable urge to come to attention, the police constable in the driver's seat put down his coffee and snapped out an efficient, "Yes, sir."
When the constable in the passenger seat, wonder​ing what the hell was going on with her partner, leaned past him for a better look, she found herself reacting much the same way.
The bastard son of Henry VIII, Duke of Richmond and Somerset, inclined his head in recognition of their deference. "I have some information you might find worthy of investigation." His father would have ap​proved of the tone.
Tony woke up as Henry came into the condo, sat up on the couch, and rubbed his eyes. "Did you find him?"
"Yes."
"That must've made Victory happy."
"Not exactly."
"Oh, man. Henry, you didn't kill her before you got to the clinic?"
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"And don't try that more-princely-than-thou crap on me either. I'm not in the mood. If you didn't kill Vicki before you got to the clinic and if you found Celluci, why isn't she happy?"
"Because we left him there."
"You what?"
"It was his idea. He thought if we rescued him, it would alert the people behind this whole organ-legging thing that we're on to them. He told us to inform the police and let them handle it while the evidence is still out in plain view."
"Yeah, but unless he's missing a kidney, how are they going to connect him with the body in the harbor?"
"Celluci seems to think he knows where the bodies are buried."
"And Victory just let him stay?"
"Not exactly. He had to appeal to her better nature."
Tony snorted. "I didn't know she had one where he was concerned. Did you tell the police?"
"I did, and with luck that'll be enough to satisfy my visitors." Henry glanced down at his watch. "Why aren't you in bed? Don't you have to work tomorrow?"
"I wanted to know if Celluci was safe before I went back to Gerry's and John's." He scrambled to his feet, folded the blanket haphazardly, and stood staring at the floor.
Henry sighed, wondering when exactly things had gotten so awkward between them. "Tony, it's late. The sun will be up in a few short moments. Why don't you stay here in your own room?"
"I don't . . ."
"I know."
Tony's head came up, drawn by the understanding in Henry's voice.
"When this is over, as it easily could be by tomor​row evening, we have to talk, but for right now there's no reason for you to leave."
"I guess not." He glanced over at the clock on the VCR, and his eyes widened. "Henry, sunrise is in less than five minutes."
"I'm aware of that." Starting down the hall, Henry motioned Tony into step beside him. "Can you keep an eye on the news tomorrow—maybe tape the morn​ing broadcast before you go. I'm sure Detective Celluci will keep Vicki and me out of range when it hits the fan, but I'd feel better if I knew for certain."
"No sweat. I'll set it up to tape the news at noon and the six o'clock report, too."
"That won't interfere with it taping Batman, will it?"
Tony grinned. It was the nonvampire, nonprince parts of Henry that had kept them together for so long. "Chill. You'll get your cartoon." They were at the door, Henry's hand was on the knob, in another moment he'd lock himself away until sunset. Tony suddenly wanted to prolong that moment. "You, uh, got a question for the ghosts? One that'll cover both of them?"
"Vicki suggests I ask if they were killed by the same person."
"You figure she knows what she's talking about?"
"It is why I asked her to come here, but, hopefully, it won't be a problem. Hopefully, they'll be resting in peace by sunset." He opened the door, reached out, and stroked Tony's cheek with two fingers. All he could think of to say was "good-bye," but he didn't want to say that yet, so he said nothing at all.
"I can't stand it. This bedroom exudes pink even in full dark." Vicki punched the pillow into another shape and threw herself back down, fully aware that the bedroom had nothing to do with her mood and equally aware that she had nothing else to take it out on.
The ride back to the condo had been easier than the ride to Project Hope. The more time she and Henry spent together, the more they forced the truce to endure, the easier it got. But she still wanted to kill something.
Not Henry.
Mike.
"It was a mistake leaving him there. I know it. I just know it. After all these years," she asked the night as it fled, "why have I suddenly decided to start lis​tening to ..."
Eleven
"WHAT is going on here?"
The question cut through the argument at the nurse's station, leaving silence in its wake. The two police constables and the night nurse turned toward the voice, three very different faces wearing identical expressions of relief that said as clearly as if they spoke aloud, Thank God, here's someone who knows what to do.
The night nurse took a step forward. "Dr. Mui, these two police officers want to have a look around. Apparently someone reported seeing a body carried in through the back door late this afternoon."
"Really." Dr. Mui slowly swept a peremptory gaze from the nurse over to the police. "As there was no one admitted to the hospice this afternoon, I'm afraid your informant was mistaken."
"This body wasn't on a stretcher, it was allegedly flung over the shoulder of a large man in a red Tshirt. I doubt that's the way your patients usually arrive, Doctor . . . ?"
"Mui." Ebony brows rose into a finely drawn arc. "And you are?"
"Police Constable Potter, ma'am." She nodded at her partner. "This is Police Constable Kessin. Do you usually come in at this hour, Doctor? It's barely five; a little early to start your day."
"I am often in at odd hours." Not that it's any of your business, her tone added. "You can ask Nurse Damone if you don't believe me. As it happens, I have a patient who has just moved to status four— he'll be dead within the week unless a match is found. I came in to check on him. You have both signed organ donor cards, I assume?"
She so pointedly awaited an answer, it would have been impossible not to give her one.
After a ragged duet of "Yes, ma'am," Dr. Mui nod​ded. "Good. As you'll be dead, you'll certainly have no use for otherwise healthy organs. Hundreds of peo​ple die every year for no other reason than the lack of those signatures. Now then, about this, as you say, alleged body. If you intend to search the premises, I assume you have a warrant?"
PC Potter blinked, taken slightly aback by the lec​ture and the sudden change of subject. "Warrant, Doctor?"
"Warrant, Constable."
Fighting the feeling that she was back in Catholic School—it helped only a little that none of the nuns had been Asian—Potter cleared her throat and glanced down at her occurrence book for support. "We had hoped we could have a look around without having to get a warrant."
"Had you. I see."
"We can get one if we need one." PC Kessin wished he'd kept his mouth shut as the doctor's level gaze moved over to him. He couldn't help the sudden sus​picion she was measuring him and finding him want​ing. We'll take none of his organs. He's an idiot.
"Of course you can." Her inflection suggested the exact opposite but before either constable could de​cide to be insulted, she continued. "Fortunately, since I've arrived, that won't be necessary." When it ap​peared that PC Potter was about to speak, she added with some exasperation, "We have a dozen very sick people in this building, Officers. I'm sure you didn't expect Nurse Damone to allow you to wander about on your own or to leave her station and accompany you. Since I'm here, that's no longer a problem. What would you like to see first?"
Just In from the back door, the hall jogs to the left. You'll find a door marked electrical room. Behind it is a short corridor. Off that corridor is a hospital room ..."
"I think we can start at the back door, Doctor."
"Fine. Nurse . . ."
Hope rose in the breasts of both constables that Nurse Damone would be going with them while the doctor watched her station.
"... I won't be long."
Hope crashed and burned.
"There's no alarm on this door?"
"As I mentioned before, Constable Potter, we have a dozen very sick people in this building. Should any​one need to exit the building, an unnecessary alarm could easily cause enough excitement to kill one or two of them."
"They're that sick?"
"They come here when their only options remaining are death or transplant—yes, they're that sick."
PC Kessin frowned at the heavy steel door. "But suppose someone came in from outside the building?"
"This door doesn't open from the outside."
"There are always people who can get a door open, Doctor."
Dr. Mui smiled tightly. "And what good would an alarm do against those kind of people?"
"Do you always keep the door to the electrical room locked?"
"Two points, Constable." Dr. Mui pulled out her keys and slid one into the lock. "First of all, this is not the door to the electrical room. It leads to a short access hall. Secondly, no, we don't always keep it locked."
"Then why is it locked now?"
"I don't know."
"The room you're searching for looks like any other hospital room except that the walls are painted cinder blocks and there's a high, inaccessible window. There'll be a man on the bed ..."
PC Potter stopped just over the threshold and had to be pushed gently ahead by her partner. For some strange reason, she felt as though she were stepping up out of a deep, dark well. It must have been the lights—the room was all hard, high-gloss surfaces with nothing to soften the intensity.
Blinking and grumbling in the sudden glare, the large man on the bed sat up and rubbed at his eyes.
"A hidden room, a man who is obviously not a patient; do you have an explanation for this, Dr. Mui?"
"This room was originally supposed to be the laun​dry, but we found it much more cost effective to send the laundry out. Since the plumbing was already in​stalled, it took little effort to turn it into a temporary residence room. As for the man on the bed . . ." Her tone changed from weary lecture to distinct pique. "... his name is Richard Sullivan, he's one of our orderlies, and he is not supposed to be in here—which explains why that last door was locked."
"Orderly," Kessin repeated. "That explains the uni​form." He took half a step back as the doctor shot him another less than complimentary look.
Sullivan, standing now, stared down at the mattress and muttered an inaudible protest.
"Again, Richard. Louder."
"The cot's uncomfortable."
"Are you the orderly the nurse told us was asleep in the staff room?" Potter asked, wondering why it felt as though she'd changed channels in mid-program.
"Obviously not. He's the orderly who was supposed to be asleep in the staff room." Dr. Mui indicated the door with a sharp jerk of her head. "Go to my office, Richard. I'll speak with you later."
"Just a minute, Mr. Sullivan." As he turned toward her, Potter saw that he had the longest eyelashes she'd ever seen on a man—long and thick and fringing deep brown eyes so mild they completely mitigated any threat his size might suggest. Her cheeks warmed as she realized he was waiting patiently for her to speak.
"... ask him how he came to be in that room."
Except they already knew that.
"Do you, uh, own a red T-shirt?"
He nodded.
"Did you wear it to work today?"
He nodded again. "I never wear my uniform to work, it gets sweaty. I bring a clean uniform in a bag."
"A bag."
Huge hands sketched a rectangle in the air. "Like a garment bag."
"A garment bag." Potter looked at her partner and saw he was leaping to the same conclusion. From the highway it was entirely possible that a man in a red T-shirt carrying a garment bag could look like a man in a red T-shirt carrying a body. Especially when there was no body.
"Once you've found the room, and the man, and found out what he's doing there, I have every faith in your ability to deal with the situation."
She frowned. What situation?
"Hope we didn't get that guy in too much trouble." PC Kessin turned back onto Mt. Seymour Road head​ing toward North Vancouver. "That doctor wasn't someone I'd want to cross. Man, I hate that 'I'm the next best thing to God Almighty' most doctors put on. Make you wait forty-five minutes in their waiting rooms like you've got no life of your own, but just hear them howl if we're more than three seconds get​ting to a call." Scratching at his mustache, he shot a glance into the passenger seat. "What's bugging you?" Potter, who'd been silent since radioing in the false alarm, shrugged. "I was just thinking; we never actu​ally saw that garment bag."
"... and you're followed to the disposal site by a police officer from a city half the country away. To​night, two visitors drop in, leave their captured friend where they find him, and send the local police out to have a look around on no better pretense than they supposedly saw you carry a body in here this after​noon while they were passing." Dr. Mui steepled her fingers and peered over them at Sullivan. "Now, what does that say to you?"
He sighed. She never asked him a question she didn't already know the answer to. "That we're busted?"
"No. Detective Celluci's friends don't want to be​come involved with the police."
"Not very good friends, leaving him tied to a bed."
"They expected the police to find him, and then we would have been, as you so crudely put it, busted."
"You told me to lie down on the bed . . ."
"To cover the obvious fact that someone had been lying there. And I told you to put him in the back of your vehicle," she added caustically, "because we didn't have time to put him anywhere else."
He knew that. "So what now? Do I bring him back in?"
"No. His friends, whoever or whatever they are . . ." She frowned, hating ambiguity. "... found him here once, and if they find him again, they won't leave him. You'll have to take him to one of the guest cottages." Reaching into her drawer, she pulled out a single key on a leather fob and tossed it across the office. "Use the one farthest from the house."
Sullivan deftly caught the key and shoved it in his pocket. "Mr. Swanson won't like it."
"I'll deal with Mr. Swanson."
The soft brown eyes looked no less mild as he sug​gested, "I could kill him."
"The detective? Don't be ridiculous, Richard. He has two perfectly healthy, very large kidneys—a per​fect match for one of Mr. Swanson's buyers that I'd considered to be unmatchable given his size and that our usual source tends toward the undernourished. Alive, he can do some good."
"Should I stay with him?"
"Yes, you'd better. Be sure you park your car where it can't be seen from the house. I'll go over and ex​plain things to Mr. Swanson in a couple of hours, as soon as I've finished here."
Pushing upward through layer after layer of sticky cotton batting, fighting to keep it away from his face, forcing himself to keep moving toward a distant light, Celluci managed to get his eyes open just long enough to catch a brief glimpse of trees and cedar siding be​fore darkness descended again. Vaguely aware of movement, he remembered he'd been captured, knew he should struggle but couldn't seem to make his body obey.
A mattress compacted underneath him, releasing a faint scent of honeysuckle as he flopped back against a pile of pillows.
Obviously, he was no longer in the hospital.
As rough hands secured him to the bed, he re​viewed his options and realized he didn't have any. Reluctantly surrendering to the sedatives, he felt al​most sorry for the people who'd moved him.
Man, Vicki's going to be pissed.
"Dr. Mui, this is a surprise." His expression polite but not exactly welcoming, Ronald Swanson stepped back from the door to allow the doctor to enter his front hall.
"I realize this is certainly an unexpected visit," Dr. Mui acknowledged, stepping by him, "but what I have to tell you needed to be said in person. Since your neighbors are aware of your connection to Project Hope, they should assume the obvious."
"Very likely, although my neighbors are far enough away I doubt they even noticed you arrive." His atten​tion caught by the white convertible gleaming in the early morning light, he added, "New car?" as he closed the door. 
"I bought it last week."
"Can you afford such an expensive car right now, Doctor? I'd have thought the condominium you bought recently had taken all your available re​sources."
"You assured me a condo in Yaletown was a secure investment, Mr. Swanson." She followed him to the kitchen. "And as for the car, I've heard you say you get what you pay for. German engineering is built to last. Besides, you pay me very well."
"And I get what I pay for." He smiled a little ner​vously and waved a hand toward the table. "I'm just finishing breakfast. Would you care to join me?" He hadn't had an informal visitor since before Rebecca had died, and he couldn't remember her ever enter​taining in the kitchen. Still, abandoning his breakfast now would mean wasting a perfectly good bagel and there was no sense in that. 
"Thank you, no." 
"Do you mind if I continue?" 
"Not at all." She took the offered seat and waited for him to circle the table and sit facing her. 'We have another match." 
His eyes narrowed, and he carefully set the bagel back on his plate. "Already? That's two in little more than a week. Three in two months. Don't you think we're likely to start attracting attention? The more regularly something happens the more likely people are to notice it."
"True. However, given the size of the organ, this particular match was too good to pass up. The donor is about six feet four, two hundred and sixty pounds. Late thirties and in perfect health for our purposes." Which was really all her patron either wanted or needed to know. Dr. Mui waited patiently for Swanson to make the connection.
As he did, he sat back and stared at her. "You said we'd never find a donor that big."
"I was wrong."
"Still . . ." He shook his head. "Three in two months. I'm concerned about the frequency. If we're caught, we won't be doing anyone any good." His mouth twisted. "Especially ourselves."
Dr. Mui leaned forward, fingertips touching. "This donor came to us under rather unusual circumstances. However," she amended as he raised a hand in pro​test, "I'll merely point out that if we don't take advan​tage of this opportunity now, we won't have a chance later. I've taken the liberty of changing certain parts of the routine so we won't attract the attention you're worried about."
"It would be a shame to miss the sale . . ."
She waited while he chewed and thought, secure in his reputation of never missing a sale.
"All right," he said at last. "What have you done?"
This could be the difficult part. "I had Mr. Sullivan escort him to one of your guest houses. He doesn't know where he is, and he's not at the clinic at​tracting attention."
Swanson's mug hit the table hard enough to slop tea over the edge. "And you were worried about the neighbor seeing you?"
"He arrived just after dawn, I doubt anyone saw him. And if they did—you often have guests." As soon as possible after the transplant, the buyers left their careful seclusion at the clinic and recovered under close supervision in one of Ronald Swanson's guest cottages—equally secluded and much less likely to be accidentally discovered. Who, after all, would wonder at a wealthy man having wealthy friends. "I can only stress that this may be our one chance for this particu​lar match."
"But here . . ."
"I can do all the preliminaries here. He won't have to be moved until the last possible moment." She watched Swanson openly as he stood and walked to a window that looked out over the property, the closest of the two guest houses clearly visible through the trees. "It is, of course, your decision."
"And if I tell you to get rid of him, I take it it will cost me as much as if I tell you to go ahead."
He didn't seem to expect an answer, so she waited silently.
"Well," he sighed at last, pausing to drink a mouth​ful of tepid tea. "As I've said before, it's a waste of money if you hire a specialist and then don't listen to them. You're the doctor, and if you believe this is our best possible chance for this match ..."
"I do."
"Then go ahead. I'll call our buyer." All at once, he jabbed finger at her. "You're sure he's healthy?"
"I'm positive."
"Good. Because after that last fiasco, a satisfied cus​tomer can only be good for business."
"... midmorning showers are expected to clear by noon and the greater Vancouver region will enjoy a beautiful afternoon with temperatures reaching a high of twenty-seven degrees. The department of Parks and Recreation reports ..."
Tony hit the mute button and frowned. Television had become an immediate news source—the camera crews occasionally arrived at crime scenes before the police. Even if they were keeping the whole black market kidney thing under wraps during their investi​gation, there should've been something about a Met​ropolitan Toronto Police Officer beaten up and strapped to a bed in a North Vancouver clinic.
Henry had said the police were going to the clinic, so the police had gone to the clinic. That much was inevitable.
"Okay, so the rest of the country hates Toronto— they still wouldn't have just left him there, would they?"
He put the sound back on for the baseball scores, set the VCR to record the news at noon and at six, and turned off the TV, unable to shake the feeling that something had gone terribly wrong.
"You're overreacting," he told himself as he stuffed a clean shirt in his backpack. "So it didn't make the early news; so what? It was probably too early." He picked up his roller blades, then he sighed and put them down again. Scribbling, I'll be at Gerry's and the phone number on a piece of paper, he stuck it to the fridge with a Gandydancer magnet.
Henry'd thought it would all be over by sunset, that there'd be no uneasy spirits waiting at the foot of his bed. Tony didn't plan on being around when Doug and his handless friend arrived to prove him wrong.
"Is he awake?"
"Yeah. He had a piss and a glass of water. We going to feed him?"
"Of course we're going to feed him. Go and see if there's any food in the kitchenette."
"I'm not cooking for him," Sullivan grumbled.
Dr. Mui paused on her way to the bedroom and half turned, the black bag she carried bumping against her legs. "I beg your pardon?"
The big man shuffled in place for a moment, defi​antly meeting her gaze, then his eyes dropped, he mumbled inaudibly, and headed toward the fridge.
"Make enough for yourself as well, you'll be staying here as long as he is."
He leaned back over the counter, looking worried. "What about the clinic?"
"Harry and Tom can manage without you for a few days." She waited pointedly for him to continue doing as he'd been told, then went into the bedroom. "I know you're awake, Detective. Open your eyes."
Celluci'd heard that voice before, back in the clinic. This was the woman the orderly had been talking to in the hall, the woman who'd sedated him. Although he hadn't mentioned it to Vicki—it'd been hard enough to convince her to leave him as it was—he thought that the lack of emotion in the quiet voice, the cold, clinical discussion of his fate, had made her sound the way he'd always assumed vampires should sound—as though people were cattle. She sounded a lot more like a member of the bloodsucking undead than Vicki ever had.
Except that the sun was up and this woman was still walking around and he had to admit, she certainly didn't look as dangerous as she sounded. Watching her cross to the bed, he suddenly remembered a line from the first Addams Family movie, "I'm a homicidal maniac, we look just like everyone else." All thing con​sidered, it wasn't very comforting.
"So." He was pleased to hear he sounded a lot less shaky than he felt. "What are you planning?"
"So," Dr. Mui mimicked his tone, mocking him. "How much do you know?" When trying to decide whether or not Richard had panicked unnecessarily when he'd brought the detective in, she'd had him try beating the answer to that question out of his captive—without success. In the end, she'd concluded it was better to be safe than sorry. After all, he had been following Richard's vehicle, so he had to know something.
"Obviously, what I do or don't know doesn't matter any more, or you wouldn't be in here."
"Very astute, Detective." Because the guest cot​tages were used by recovering buyers, the ruffles, and comforters, and pillows covered a hospital bed. Sulli​van had installed the standard restraints. "I had a lab run a blood sample last night, and although your cho​lesterol level is slightly elevated, you're a very healthy man."
"Under other circumstances, that might be good news." Twisting his neck at a painful angle, he man​aged to keep her in sight while she lifted equipment out of her case. The clear plastic bags with the hose attached looked very familiar. When she set them on the edge of the table, one end swung free. Blood bags. "Jesus H. Christ . . ."
Dr. Mui glanced down at him and shook her head. "You needn't look at me like I'm some kind of vam​pire, Detective. Your blood will be put to very good use."
To very good use? All at once, it became clear that hiding just how much he knew would give him no advantage at all. "Pretransplant transfusions to help the new body accept the kidney?"
"Precisely." But she volunteered nothing further, merely continued making her preparations.
Celluci'd given blood before, on numerous occa​sions, but this time he couldn't take his eyes off the needle. It looked about six inches long and as big around as a drinking straw. He jumped when she swabbed the inside of his elbow with alcohol and tried to jerk his arm away from the length of rubber hose.
"This doesn't have to hurt," she told him, needle poised for entry, "but it can. If you move, it may take two or three attempts to find the vein."
"Two or three?" He watched the point descend. "Put like that, I think I'll stay still."
"Very wise."
His blood surged up into the hose and disappeared over the edge of the bed. Oh, yeah, Vicki's going to be really pissed now. It was a comforting thought. He let his head fall back onto the pillow. "What am I to call you?"
"If you must call me something, Doctor will do."
"Can I assume you're not going to spill your guts about your motives, your methods, and the reasons you don't believe you'll be caught."
"You can."
From watching her work, he'd thought it was a fairly safe assumption. There didn't seem to be much else to say, so he kept quiet. In Celluci's experience, few people could handle silence. After a very short time they'd start to talk just to fill it with noise. He'd gotten a number of confessions that way.
He didn't get one today. Finally, unable to stand it any longer, he said, "You'd have gotten away with it if they hadn't found that body in the harbor."
"The body found in the harbor has not been identi​fied. The police will find no record of his operation in any of the local hospitals, so they'll assume he came from out of town." Moving with a speed that said she'd done this many times before, she deftly ex​changed an empty bag for a full one. "The removal of his hands, added to the recent gang-related carnage, will direct the search even farther from the truth. As the entire incident becomes more and more compli​cated, and no one steps forward to advocate for the deceased, budget cuts should kill the investigation entirely."
"The police investigation," Celluci pointed out meaningfully.
"Your investigation has ended," Dr. Mui reminded him. "Your friends don't wish to become involved with the police, and the officers they sent to find you . . ." She spread her hands. "... did not. Your friends will not find you here."
You have no idea how resourceful my friends can be. But he didn't say it aloud as he had no desire to put the good doctor on her guard. She seemed like the type who'd hang garlic over the door, just in case. "Besides ..." A drop of blood glistened on the end of the needle as she pulled it from his arm. "... you won't be here long." A cotton ball and a bandage later, she was on her way to the door. 
"Doctor?"
Her expression, as she turned, clearly said she was not happy about being questioned.
Celluci grinned, figuring a little charm couldn't hurt. "I was just wondering. Will I ever play the piano again."
Dr. Mui's lips pressed into a thin line. "No," she said and left.
A few moments later, as he was testing the re​straints yet again, the door opened. Tensed muscles relaxed slightly as he saw it was nothing more danger​ous than the big man carrying a bowl. "Doc says I've got to feed you." 
"And you are?"
"Sullivan. That's all you've got to know." It didn't take long for Celluci to realize why Sullivan was smiling. The instant oatmeal, had been micro-waved hot enough to burn the inside of his mouth and the big hand clamping his jaw shut kept him from taking in any cooling air until he swallowed. When he coughed orange juice out his nose, the mild eyes glit​tered. Vicki'd called them cow eyes, but they looked more like puppy eyes to him. Unfortunately, the puppy appeared to be rabid.
The cloth that scrubbed his face hard enough to lift skin, squeezed soap into his mouth.
"Christ, where did you learn your bedside manner?"
"Kingston Penitentiary."
"You worked in the infirmary at Kingston Pen?"
Sullivan nodded.
"Why?" Celluci spat out soap. "Because you've got a deep abiding need to nurture?"
The smile, constant throughout the torment, broad​ened. "Because I like to hurt people, and there's not much sick people can do to stop me."
Hard to argue with, Celluci admitted, grunting in pain as Sullivan heaved himself onto his feet helped by a fist grinding knuckles deep into thigh muscles.
He slept most of the morning, waking once to have a bottle of water poured down his throat.
"You need to replace your fluids," Sullivan told him as he choked.
Lunch was a repeat of breakfast as far as Sullivan getting his jollies was concerned only it involved soup and a shackled trip to the toilet. Celluci knew the escape attempt was doomed before he tried it, but he had to try.
"Do that again," Sullivan growled as he slammed the detective's head into the wall. "And I'll break your legs."
He was still searching for a witty response when his head reimpacted with the wallpaper.
"On Thursday afternoons, Ronald Swanson always visits the hospice he created as a tribute to his dead wife." Followed by the cameraman, Patrica Chou took several quick steps across the parking lot and shoved her microphone in the face of the man climbing out of the late model Chevy. "Mr. Swanson, a few words, please."
He looked down at the microphone then up at the camera and finally at Patricia Chou. "A few words about what?" he asked.
"The work that's being done here. The dire neces​sity for people to sign their organ donor cards so that places like this don't need to exist." She smiled, look​ing remarkably sharklike. "Or perhaps you'd like to use the time explaining rewarded gifting—a disingenu​ous oxymoron if I've ever heard one. Do you actually believe that camouflaging the payment changes the underlying reality that organs would be provided for remuneration?"
"I have nothing to say to you."
"Nothing?  Everyone  has  something to  say, Mr. Swanson."
Irritation began to replace the confusion. "If you want to speak with me again, make an appointment with my secretary." He pushed past her, shoulders hunched, striding toward the building.
The cameraman danced back out of the way with practiced ease, never losing his focus. "Do we fol​low?" he asked.
"No need." She switched off her mike and indicated he should stop taping. "I accomplished what I came here to do." 
"Which is?"
"Rattling Mr. Swanson's cage. Keeping him off bal​ance. Nervous people make mistakes." "You really don't like him, do you?" 
"It's not a matter of like or dislike, it's all about getting a story. And believe you me, there's a story under all that upstanding businessman philanthropic crap."
"Maybe he's Batman."
"Just get in the car, Brent, or we're going to miss the library budget hearing." The library budget hear​ing, she repeated to herself as she peeled rubber out of the parking lot. Oo, that's cutting edge journalism, that is. She wanted Swanson so bad she could taste it. I wonder what's happened to that detective. . . .
"I just ran into Patrica Chou in the parking lot." His tone suggesting he'd have preferred to run over Patrica Chou in the parking lot, Swanson closed the door to Dr. Mui's office. "Something has to be done about that young woman."
"Ignore her." Dr. Mui stood and smoothed the wrinkles from her spotless white lab coat. "She's only trying to goad you into creating news."
"Why me? This city's crawling with television crews and movie productions. Why doesn't she go bother an actor?" He swept his palm back over the damp dome of his head. "You don't think she knows anything, do you?"
The doctor studied him dispassionately. The ex​change with the reporter had clearly unsettled him. "Knows what?" she asked as though there were, in​deed, nothing to know.
"If she's watching my house and she saw you this morning ..."
"She'd assume, like anyone else, my visit concerned the clinic."
"But . . ."
"She's making you paranoid."
Swanson visibly pulled himself together. "I beg your pardon, Dr. Mui. Something about that woman invari​ably causes me to overreact."
"Apparently, she has that effect on most people," the doctor allowed. "Do we have a buyer?"
"We do. He'll be here tomorrow afternoon."
"Good. I'll set up the transfusions as soon as he arrives, and if all goes well, we'll perform the surgery the day after." She brushed past him and opened the door. "Shall we?"
"Before we go around, have there been any changes I should know about since last week?" he asked as he followed her into the hall.
"Mathew Singh died this morning." 
"Mathew Singh," Swanson repeated. The mix of grief and anger in his voice contrasted sharply with the clinical detachment in the doctor's. "He was only thirty-seven years old."
"He had been on dialysis for some time. He went to status four two days ago."
"It's criminal. Absolutely criminal." As it always did, anger began to overwhelm the grief. "We're talk​ing about an uncomplicated operation with broad pa​rameters for a match, and still people die. What is wrong with our legislators that they can't see pre​sumed consent upon brain death is only the moral option. I mean, look at France—they've had presumed consent since 1976 and their society hasn't crumbled. Well, except for that Jerry Lewis thing, and you can hardly blame that on transplants."
As Swanson continued his familiar diatribe, Dr. Mui worked out a timetable for the next forty-eight hours. Attention to detail had brought them this far unde​tected, and although the odds of their unwilling donor causing any trouble were slim, he was a detail that had to be carefully considered. Live transplants had a ninety-seven percent initial success rate over ninety-two percent for cadavers, and, since the very rich could not only afford the best immunosuppressant drugs but tended to be paranoid about post-op infec​tions, all of their buyers had, thus far, beaten the odds. Perhaps in this particular instance she should forgo that five percent. . . .
Celluci jerked awake out of a dream that involved a great deal of blood and not much else he could remember. He lay quietly for a moment, listening to the pounding of his heart, feeling the sweat pool be​neath the restraints, a little surprised that he'd slept at all. From the change in the pattern of shadow on the opposite wall, he figured it had to be close to four, maybe five in the afternoon. Sunset was at 7:48. By nine at the absolute latest, Vicki would be riding to the rescue.
She'd tear the clinic, and anything that got in her way, apart looking for him. Almost a pity Sullivan won't be there, he thought, amusing himself for a mo​ment or two with a vision of Vicki and Sullivan face-to-face.
If the clinic came up empty, Vicki'd go after Swanson. If Swanson was involved, the calvary would arrive before midnight, and at this point, he'd worry about bringing the police in after his butt was safe and sound. But if Swanson wasn't involved—and there was still no sure indication that he was—Vicki'd have no quick way of finding him.
And she'd only have until dawn.
He had an unpleasant feeling that dawn would be the deadline in more than one respect. The bandage over the puncture in the crease of his elbow itched, suggesting he not wait around to be rescued. If they were taking his blood, what else would they take? Could surgery be far behind? And after surgery . . .
"Oh, Christ, that's just what I need—an eternity haunting Henry-fucking-Fitzroy.''
Twelve
THEY were still there. Henry knew it before he opened his eyes. As the day's weight lifted off him, the certainty of their presence settled down to replace it. One of two things had to have happened; either the people who'd grabbed Celluci had evaded arrest, or there were other people involved the police investi​gation hadn't yet uncovered.
There is, of course, the third possibility. He lay si​lently listening to the lives around him, senses skim​ming past the absence of life that waited at the end of his bed. Perhaps due process wasn't good enough. They want a vengeance more evisceral and less . . . Unfortunately, the only word he could think of to fin​ish the thought, was legal. Which leaves Detective Cel​luci, up until now the most involved, no part of the end result.
But he'd known from the beginning if it came to that evisceral vengeance, it would be in spite of Detec​tive Celluci. For honor's sake, he'd attempted to stay within the parameters of the law; it hadn't worked. And what about Vicki?
Even before the change she'd been willing to ac​knowledge that law and 'justice were not necessarily the same thing. While she couldn't strike the final blow, not without crossing the line Celluci had drawn in the sand, Henry doubted that she'd try and stop his hand. His lips drew off his teeth in an involuntary snarl at the thought.
Finally, because he could put it off no longer, he opened his eyes.
They stood where they had for the past six nights. Doug. The companion he'd acquired in death. And wrapped in shadows too dark for even Henry to pierce, the unseen chorus; an added emphasis from the damned.
Henry sighed. "You guys still here?"
An inferior question at best and not the one he'd intended to ask. Although the spirits clearly didn't like it, it was enough.
Celluci was not in the condo.
Vicki was as certain of that as she was of anything. Teeth bared, she glared around the darkness as though she might scare up an answer or two. Celluci knew when sunset was. If he could be here, he would. Since he wasn't, he couldn't.
And that meant someone, somewhere, was going to pay.
As she yanked on her clothes, muttering threats, a saner voice in the back of her head suggested that perhaps he'd merely been held up by the police, the long arm of the law being festooned as it was in red tape.
Fourteen hours of red tape? she asked it scornfully, rummaging around in the bottom of her duffel bag for a pair of clean socks. Not even in Canada.
And if he's just stayed late talking shop? the little voice inquired.
Then I know who's going to pay, don't I? She had a sudden vision of pinning Celluci to the bed by his ears and grinned ferally.
But she didn't for a moment believe there was such a simple explanation for Celluci's truancy. Something had gone wrong.
"I'm not saying that something hasn't gone wrong," Henry snarled. "I'm saying that charging blindly out to the rescue isn't the answer."
"Then what do you suggest?" She stormed past him, into the condo, aware of his response to the anger she'd thrown at him when he opened the door but ignoring it. His reaction to her, hers to him, territorial imperatives—they were all unimportant under the cir​cumstances. "Shall we wait around until his body shows up floating in the fucking harbor?"
Henry managed not to slam the door behind her, but only just and his success probably had more to do with the mechanism of the door than self-control. "I'm saying two things, Vicki. One, I'm not giving you my car keys and two, before we go anywhere, shouldn't we get a little more information?"
"We?" Vicki repeated leaning over the back of the couch, her fingers imprinting the green leather right next to where her fingers had gone through the green leather on that first night in Vancouver. "You had your chance to get more information at sunset, and you blew it. I am the investigator. You are the ro​mance writer. You called me for help. And I won't hurt your stupid car."
"You're not getting my stupid car, and you were willing enough to use my services in the past." 
"That was before I had services of my own." 
"With me, Vicki. Or not at all." 
She jerked erect, eyes silvering. "Are you threaten​ing me?"
"I want to help you!" he spat through gritted teeth. Vicki stared at him in some surprise, her eyes slowly losing their silver. "Why?"
"Because we're friends." His teeth remained locked together, making the pronouncement sound less than friendly, but his hands weren't around her throat and he figured that had to count for something. "Isn't that what you kept saying? That we're friends, and there's no reason for that to change just because you've ac​quired a new lifestyle? Aren't those your exact words? This may come as a surprise to you, but I consider Michael Celluci a friend as well—at the very least, a comrade in arms." His lip curled. "And I do not de​sert my people."
As territorial imperatives went, there were things Vicki was willing to share and things she was not. By the time Henry realized his mistake and remembered that Celluci was firmly entrenched on the side of not-willing-to-share, Vicki's fingers had closed around his shoulders. Over four-and-a-half centuries of experi​ence had no chance against the intensity of her rage. A fraction of a heartbeat later, he hit the floor, her thumbs hooked to rip the arteries on both sides of his neck, her teeth bared, and her eyes blazing silver shards of pain into his.
"Michael Celluci is mine."
There was no possibility of compromise in the words and only one possible answer, for he could not let her get away with intimidation. He was older. This was his territory.
"Trust me, Vicki, he's not my type."
If a soft answer had the potential to turn away wrath, a smart-ass response saved the situation from melodrama.
Vicki blinked, loosened her grip on Henry's throat, and sat back. "I could have killed you," she growled, her tone shading from anger to embarrassment.
"No." With her hands resting on either side of his neck, he decided not to shake his head. The emphasis might end up entirely misplaced. "I think we're past that, you and I."
"Ha! So I was right. I was right, and you were wrong."
He couldn't stop the smile. She was, after all, barely three years old in the night and this was one of those times it showed. "Yes, you were right." When she stood, creating a careful distance between them, Henry rose as well. "Celluci has always been yours, Vicki," he told her softly when they were eye-to-eye again. "If you doubt that, you do him a disservice."
Had she still been mortal, she would have reddened. As it was, she backed away until her calves hit the couch. "Yeah, well, that you consider him to be one of yours will no doubt thrill him all to bits." Since she was at the couch, she sat. "So let's have a look at those news programs Tony taped. Maybe we'll get a better idea of what's going on."
Emotional self-discovery had never been one of Vicki's strong points, Henry reminded himself as he picked up the remote. The prospect of eternity had cracked the protective shell she'd worn most of her life, but there were pieces remaining that still needed to be levered free. Celluci's problem, he acknowledged thankfully and turned on the television.
A Metropolitan Toronto Police officer had not been found tied to a bed in a North Vancouver clinic.
No one had been arrested for selling kidney transplants.
Red-gold brows meeting over his nose, Henry stopped the tape. "I don't understand," he said, more to himself than to Vicki. "I sent the police out to Project Hope."
Vicki's first impulse was to suggest that age had robbed him of persuasion, but June nights were too short for her to provoke another fight merely for the sake of pissing him off. "Then they didn't find him."
"He wasn't exactly well-hidden."
"Then he wasn't there."
"If he's been moved . . ." Henry let the sentence trail off. Vancouver was a very large city. He shud​dered at the sudden vision of Michael Celluci spending an eternity haunting the end of his bed.
"I'll find him."
"How?"
She stood, the motion fluid and predatory. "First, we make a few discreet inquiries and find out what actually happened last night at the clinic after we left. Then . . ." Her eyes glittered. "... we play it by ear. Or whatever other body parts we have to tear off to get an answer."
Typical, Celluci thought, craning his head to see the IV line that had been inserted into the back of his hand. Good doctors, evil doctors—none of them ever bother to mention what the hell they're doing to you. Like you haven't any right to know what they're fuck​ing around with. "Excuse me, but it's still my body."
"Yes, it is."
Startled, he swiveled his head around to stare up at the impassive face of the doctor. Then he realized he'd spoken that last thought out loud. Although earlier attempts indicated he wouldn't accomplish much, he supposed it wouldn't hurt to try and continue the con​versation. "Then would you mind telling me just what is it you're doing?"
"Replacing fluids." She packed the bag of blood away in the small cooler.
"You know there's a limit to how much of that stuff you can take out."
Dr. Mui snapped the cooler closed and turned to go. "I know."
"So there's a lab involved in this, too, eh?"
One hand on the door, she paused and gave him much the same look he could remember receiving from his third-grade teacher—who, if he remembered correctly, had never liked him much. "Don't be ridicu​lous, Detective. The labs do the work they're sent. There's no need to involve them in the details."
Okay, no evil labs. While that bit of good news had no bearing on his present circumstance, it was encouraging in a larger sense. "What about during the operation? You're going to need an assistant—because as good as you may be you don't have three hands—and with two people under, you'll need an an​esthesiologist as well."
"What makes you think there'll be two people under, Detective? Packed in sterile ice, a kidney can safely last almost forty-eight hours after removal."
"Two separate operations would increase the risk of detection." He kept his voice level, disinterested, as though he were not going to be intimately involved in those operations. "My guess is you do them both at once. Sequentially if not simultaneously."
Dr. Mui inclined her head, acknowledging his the​ory. "Very perceptive of you, Detective. Your point?"
"I was just wondering how you keep those other people from talking."
"Why?"
Shrugging as deeply as the restraints allowed, he gave her his best let's charm the truth out of this wit​ness smile. "I haven't much else to do."
"True enough." The corners of her mouth might have curved upward a fraction, but Celluci couldn't be certain. "The other people involved know only what they must to perform their specific function, so even if they did talk, there'd be a limited amount they could say. However, as they are obviously breaking the law themselves, the odds of them talking fall within a reasonable risk. And you'd be amazed at how little it takes to convince some people to break the law."
Celluci snorted. "No, I wouldn't. But murder . . ."
"Who said anything about murder? They only know what they need to. Now, try to get some sleep. You're going to have a busy day tomorrow."
Tomorrow. The word lingered in the room long after the doctor had left.
"Check the IV in about an hour and give him a bowl of broth."
"Ball game'll be on in an hour," Sullivan protested, looking sulky.
Somewhat surprised at the way she'd opened up to the detective, Dr. Mui ignored him. Her world had been built from certainties, and if she hadn't believed that Sullivan would obey her implicitly, she'd have left him where she found him.
Lips pulled back off her teeth, her fingers closed around the carved handle with enough force to crack the wood, Vicki yanked open the door and stepped into the clinic.
Michael Celluci's life no longer added its familiar beat to the muted roar.
"Shit god-fucking-damn!"
"Very expressive." Entering on her heels, Henry managed to slide by without actually making physical contact. Keeping her under careful surveillance in case her anger should widen its focus, he added, "And given that the detective has apparently left the build​ing, what exactly does it mean?"
Vicki jerked her head toward the nurse's station. "It means it's a different shift and there's a different nurse on. She's not going to know squat."
"Not that the last one was particularly helpful," Henry observed quietly to himself, allowing a prudent distance before he followed Vicki across the lounge. With her attention so fixated on rescuing Celluci, the ride to the clinic had involved nothing worse than an extended snarling match—unpleasant but survivable and no worse than he'd seen Celluci live through on a daily basis. He wasn't sure whether this meant their relationship had progressed or deteriorated, but if she'd growled "old woman" at him one more time, he'd have been sorely tempted to have defined it by tossing her into traffic.
Unaware that death stood behind her, the nurse turned from the drug cabinet and found herself falling into the dark light of silver eyes. The brown glass bottle she held slipped from suddenly nerveless fingers.
Henry caught it before it hit the floor. "We were here later last night," he said as he straightened. "I can feel healthy lives mixed in with the sick. I doubt all the visitors have left yet. Do what you have to do quickly and don't attract any attention." It was the voice he'd used while teaching her to Hunt; with any luck she'd listen to it. Setting the bottle carefully on the edge of the desk, he moved to stand in the doorway.
Awareness narrowed to the life she held and the life she searched for, Vicki heard Henry's voice as part of the clinic's ambient noise, a noise all but drowned out by the cry of the Hunt ringing within her head. "Last night," she said with quiet menace, "there was a man being held in the hidden room. Where is he now?"
Confusion battled fear. "What hidden room?"
"The room at the back of the building."
"You mean the old laundry? There was no one in there."
The menace grew. "He was there."
Caught between what she knew to be true and the truth she saw in the silver eyes, the nurse whimpered low in her throat.
"He was there!" Vicki repeated. The Hunger rose. Her fingers closed around a white-clad shoulder and soft flesh compacted under her grip. "Where is he now?"
"I don't know." Tears trickled down cheeks blanched of color, and the words barely made it past trembling lips.
"Tell me!"
"I don't ..." A strangled sob broke the protest in half. "... want to die."
The staccato pounding of the nurse's heart, the panicked racing of her blood, made it difficult to think. The Hunger, barely held in check, urged Vicki to take the fear and make it hers. To rend. To tear. To feed. She took a half step forward, head slightly back, nos​trils flared to drink in the warm, meaty scent of life seasoned with terror. After the exhilarating experience in the warehouse, it would be so easy to let go.
"Do what you have to do quickly ..."
Yes.
"Those of our kind who learn to control the Hunger, have eternity before them. Those the Hunger controls are quickly hunted down and put to death."
Henry's words again, but a deeper memory, an older lesson.
Nothing controls me.
If "Victory" Nelson lived by any maxim, that was it.
She released the nurse so quickly the woman swayed and would have fallen had she not taken another, less threatening hold. "You have not seen us and you will not see us while we are here."
"I will not see you," the nurse repeated almost prayerfully. "I will not see you." This time when Vicki let her go, she staggered sideways and collapsed into a chair. A heartbeat later, she was alone in the room, certain she'd always been alone, staring at the brown glass bottle in her hand and wondering if it was possi​ble to dream, to nightmare, while awake.
"I almost killed her." The Hunger raged against its restraints and Vicki determinedly ignored the almost painful feeling that she'd left something important unfinished.
"I know."
"Then why didn't you try to stop me?"
"I didn't need to, did I?" Henry glanced over her shoulder as she flipped through the communication book she'd taken from the nurse's station. They were standing in the hall next to the operating room; safely far enough away from everyone else in the building. "I had to trust what I'd taught you, or there wasn't much point in teaching it."
She twisted around far enough to see his face, "You ought to lay off the reruns of Kung Fu, Henry. You're sounding like a pompous ass—and I'm telling you this for your own good because we're friends." Before he could respond, before he'd figured out what to re​spond, she added, "Maybe you should've trusted your teaching all along."
"All along?"
Her lip curled. "All along—from the moment I ar​rived in Vancouver."
"If you remember, I taught you we couldn't share a territory."
"Which just proves what you know," she announced triumphantly and turned her attention back to the communication book. "Ah. Here it is." She tapped an entry with one finger. "5:09 a.m., two cops show up, so does a Dr. Mui—apparently one of her patients was dying—she shows the cops around, they leave. They must've moved him before the cops arrived. Son of a bitch."
"I don't see how . . ."
"Does it matter? Come on." She tossed the book into the operating room—let them wonder—and started down the hall. "I doubt there's a forwarding address, but they might've left something in that room we can use."
Nothing, except the lingering scent of three men and a woman.
Vicki stood by the empty bed, forcing herself to recognize other lives but Mike Celluci's. "Dr. Mui."
Henry frowned, recognizing Death beneath the re​cent patina of life. "What about her?"
"She's in on it. This . . ." Vicki waved a hand in the air, scooping it toward her nose. "This is the woman who gave Celluci that shot."
"Are you sure?"
"Trust me. I make it a point to remember the other women he smells like."
I suspect I owe the detective an apology, Henry mused as he stepped back out of Vicki's way. He was definitely better acquainted with territorial imperatives than I assumed. "Now where?"
"Dr. Mui's office."
"... and he's safe at second! Can you believe that speed. From anyone else in this game that would've been a single!"
His attention on the television in the other room, Sullivan crumpled the empty saline bag and shoved the IV stand aside. It hung, suspended for an instant at forty-five degrees and then crashed to the floor, the noise all but drowning out the enthusiasm of the sportscaster.
Kicking the stainless steel pieces out of his way, Sullivan stomped out of the room and cranked up the volume until the sound began to distort.
"What are you looking so happy about," he snarled as he returned to the bed. "You an Oakland fan?"
"Not likely." Unaware that he'd been looking any​thing but pained—the needle had been roughly yanked from the back of his hand and the bandage applied with bruising pressure—Celluci winced as the crowd at the Kingdome responded to a double play and the television speakers squealed.
"Then what?" Sullivan's eyes narrowed as a second of silence led into a commercial, the sales pitch almost deafening in comparison. Grumbling under his breath, he went back to the TV and turned the volume down. "You thought someone'd notice that, didn't you? Maybe complain about the noise." Callused fingers closed on the end of Celluci's nose and twisted. Carti​lage cracked. "Don't ever think I'm stupid."
Blinking away involuntary tears, Celluci snorted, "Hadn't occurred to me." If truth be told, nothing much had occurred to him for most of the evening. It might've been the blood loss, it might've been the residual effect of the sedatives but coherent thought took more effort than he seemed capable of.
"So why're you smilin', shit for brains?"
Except that he had to make the effort and he only had one source of information. If nothing else, he needed to find out more about his jailer. Celluci jerked his head toward the bowl of broth on the bedside table. "The doctor says you've got to feed me."
Deceptively gentle eyes narrowed. "Yeah, so?"
"You're either going to have to turn up the TV and risk attracting attention, or miss the game. Either way, I win."
"Maybe I just won't feed you."
"And make the doctor angry?"
That was clearly not going to happen. The bowl all but dwarfed in the curve of a huge hand, Sullivan grinned unpleasantly. "Open your mouth or I'll open it for you."
Confronted with violent death day after day, police officers coped by either ignoring the inevitability of their own death or by thinking about it so constantly it lost its mystery and became a part of life, like breathing. Choking on broth, Celluci realized he'd never considered drowning in consomme as a serious possibility.
He was still coughing and gasping for breath when Sullivan left the room, snarling, "You can piss later," as he slammed the door.
Struggling to keep from vomiting—if he didn't choke on it and die, he'd have to lie in it, and the second option thrilled him as little as the first—he gradually regained control of his body. Panting, each breath a little deeper than the last, he swallowed hard to discourage one last spasm of gagging.
When it was all over, he lay limp and exhausted, feeling like he'd just gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson. But he had a better idea of Sullivan's temperament.
And he had a plan.
Of sorts.
"Find anything?"
"Vicki, I'm a writer. I turn on my computer, I play a few games of solitaire, I answer my E-mail, and I write. Anything more complicated, I don't worry about." Frowning at the screen, Henry tapped his nails gently against the edge of the keyboard. "This is more complicated."
Vicki glanced up from an aggressive search of the filing cabinet and peered across the room at the moni​tor. "Looks like point and click to me," she growled.
"The whole thing's encrypted. I can't access any​thing without Dr. Mui's password."
"I don't see why the paranoid bitch can't keep a rolodex like everyone else," Vicki snarled, slamming shut one drawer and opening another. All she wanted were a couple of addresses, preferably one marked this is where we're keeping Michael Celluci, but failing that she'd settle for this is where the people in charge live and you can rip the location of Michael Celluci out of them.
With Vicki's anger beating against him in heated waves, Henry decided it would be safest not to re​spond—besides, she had a point, a rolodex would've been much simpler. I can't believe we're doing this. But it wasn't breaking into Dr. Mui's office that he was having difficulty with.
As much as he shared Vicki's concern over the de​tective's safety, he found himself continually distracted by the circumstances. They were working together. Not, certainly, as they had before the change, but co​operating in close contact nevertheless. It was such an amazing experience that he desperately wanted to tell someone about it. Unfortunately, only two people could fully appreciate the ramifications—Vicki wasn't interested, and there wasn't much satisfaction in talk​ing to himself.
"There's nothing in this thing but patients' records. You getting anywhere?"
He dragged his attention back to the task at hand. "Dr. Mui has a modem—could she get into those other systems from here?"
"Back in Toronto, I could make six phone calls and get half a dozen people who could do it in their sleep. So the short answer is yes, but that doesn't help us ... Ha!" Straightening, Vicki lifted a file folder out of the bottom drawer. "At least the government's still supporting the pulp and paper industry. According to the BC Department of Motor Vehicles, the good doc​tor just bought a new car. Must be nice." Her voice trailed off as she flipped through the legal documents. A few moments later, she shook her head and glanced up at Henry. "Did you know you two are neighbors?"
She jerked toward him as he snatched the file from her hands but kept herself from snatching it back.
"No, she's in the other tower, phase two. It just went on the market this spring, and it's pricey." Al​though it twisted muscles into knots, he managed to stop himself from grabbing Vicki's arm as she started toward the door. This wasn't the time to test the limits of their new boundaries. "Where are you going?"
"We know where Dr. Mui is. Dr. Mui knows where Celluci is." There were now three points of light in the office, the monitor and Vicki's eyes. "He might even be in that condo. We might've spent the day a hundred feet from him."
"I doubt it. The selling point for these units is the security system. They've got full video coverage. It would be far too dangerous for her to take him there."
Her fingers dimpled the back of the chair. Metal creaked. "She's still going to know where he is!"
"She's probably with him." He didn't need to say why. Glancing back down at the paperwork, Henry frowned. "She bought the unit from Swanson Realty."
"Swanson? His name just keeps coming up," Vicki snarled. "On that cable show, regarding transplants, donated computers to street clinics, here ..."
They got the idea at the same time, but Vicki made it to the keyboard first.
His name did, indeed, keep coming up, and it got them into Dr. Mui's system.
"What are you looking for?"
"Swanson's home address." It came out sounding like a threat. "He's not going to be at the scene; he's no doctor, there's no need. The puppet master stays in the background pulling the strings." The need to rescue Celluci fought with curiosity as she raced deeper into the files; this would be her only chance to gather information, and she couldn't just walk away from it.
Dr. Mui had extensive E-mail archives, neatly cate​gorized and most of them going to financial institu​tions.
"Swiss bank accounts," Henry hazarded.
"Among other things not quite so old-fashioned. The doctor appears to be sending a great deal of money into off-shore tax shelters."
"Doctors make a great deal of money."
"Yeah, well this is considerably more than you can explain by extra-billing even in BC—and there's still the car and the condo. I'd say we can safely assume Swanson's bought her and that she didn't go cheap. He must be charging a fucking fortune for those kid​neys in order to make a profit on it."
"What price life?" Henry asked her quietly.
Vicki turned and met his gaze. After a heartbeat, after the slow, languorous beat of an immortal heart within a body that would never see the day again, she nodded. "Good point."
For a moment, Henry thought they might be able to touch, without blood, without passion, in friendship. The moment passed, but the feeling lingered. "Let's not forget that Swanson can reinvest the money he offers to his donors."
"Another good point." Lips pressed into a thin, white line. 
Vicki -shut down the system. "Now we know where he is, let's go. . . ."
They heard the life approaching the office in the same instant. Leather soles slapped against tile, com​ing closer, cutting off their escape.
"What about heaving the desk through the window?"
Henry shook his head. "It'd attract too much atten​tion. They'd see us leave and trace the plates, so we'd do it only if we wanted to abandon the car, and we don't."
The office door opened into the hall. Vicki moved to the right and waved Henry to the left.
Sensitive eyes turned away from the fluorescent glare streaming in from the hall, Vicki grabbed the hand that reached in for the light switch and yanked the stranger into the room.
Henry closed the door.
Dr. Wallace believed there was very little he hadn't seen. He'd joined the Navy at seventeen, gone to Korea, came home in one piece unlike so many others, gone to university on his military benefits, spent time in Africa with the flying doctors, and finally settled into a comfortable family practice in North Vancou​ver. He'd seen death arrive without warning, and he'd seen death settle in for a long, intimate final journey, but he'd never seen it wear the face that bent over him in Dr. Mui's office.
The diffuse illumination from the parking lot de​fined only shadow features around a pair of silvered eyes. Cold silver, like polished metal or moonlight, and they drew him in to depths much darker than logic insisted they should have been.
He'd always hoped he'd face death calmly when it finally came for him, but now he realized that given any encouragement at all, he'd do whatever he had to to stay alive.
"What do you know about Ronald Swanson?"
Not what he'd expected. Too mundane, too human.
"Did you hear me?"
No mistaking the danger. "He's rich, very rich, but he's willing to spend money on causes he considers worthy." Maintaining a clinical detachment, a lectur​ing tone, helped keep the panic from ripping free. "After his wife died of kidney failure, he began sup​porting transplant programs. He buys them advertis​ing, pays for educational programs—many doctors haven't a clue of how to deal with the whole donor issue. Swanson paid for this hospice."
"That's it?"
Impossible not to tell more even if there was noth​ing more to tell. "I don't actually know him. Dr. Mui . . ."
"What about Dr. Mui?"
Wallace had a sudden vision of companions thrown to the wolves to lighten the sleigh in a wild race to safety. "Swanson handpicked her to run this place. Before that she was a transplant surgeon, a good one, too, but there was an allegation of carelessness. It turned out to be completely unfounded. Hardly any​one even heard about it outside the hospital."
"Would Swanson have heard?"
"I don't know, but it happened around the same time his wife died." Had his heartbeat always been that loud? That fast? It shouldn't be that fast. A drib​ble of sweat rolled into one eye and burned. "It might have been why he offered her this job."
"An unjust accusation turned her against the medi​cal establishment."
"I wouldn't go so far as to say that." He was bab​bling now; he knew it, but he couldn't stop. "Dr. Mui told me, that is, we spoke after one of my patients came here—that's why I'm here tonight, to check on a patient—that she wanted to work more with people and less with hospital administrators and their legal bully boys. Hello?"
The eyes were gone, the darkness lifted, and he was sitting alone in an empty office, talking to himself. It was over. Best not think too long or too hard on what it had been. He was alive. He wiped damp palms on his thighs, stood, and walked quickly to the light switch by the door.
The room was full of shadows. The shadows, in turn, were full. He suspected they'd never be empty again.
"You handled that very well."
"Don't patronize me, Henry."
"I wasn't." He shifted the BMW into reverse and backed carefully out of the parking spot. The last thing he wanted was to attract attention, license plates could be traced. "You gave him nothing to remember but fear. I was impressed."
"Impressed?"
"Try to remember that you're still very young to this life. You show a remarkable aptitude."
Vicki snorted. "Now you're patronizing me."
"I was trying to compliment you."
"Do vampires do that? Compliment other vam​pires? It's not against the rules?"
Henry turned the car onto Mt. Seymour and sped up, swinging almost immediately into the passing lane and around two trucks in a maneuver a mortal would not have been able to complete. "I know you fight with Michael Celluci to relieve tension," he growled through clenched teeth. "I understand that. But I'm not him, and if you pick a fight with me, you'll find the results are regrettably different—surely it's become apparent that neither of us will be able to stop a disagreement from escalating beyond mere words."
"I can control myself."
"Vicki!"
"Sorry." She strained against the limit of the seat belt, one hand on the dash, the other clenching and unclenching in her lap, her eyes locked on the road between the twin blurs of streetlights. "Jesus H. Christ, Henry, can't you go any faster?"
He had a sudden memory of the guilty relief he'd felt when she'd finally returned to Toronto after her year of learning to live a new and alien life. When she left this time, he strongly suspected there'd be no guilt mixed in with the relief.
That is, if they found Michael Celluci alive.
Thirteen
"FUCKING Oakland."
Through half-closed eyes, Celluci watched Sullivan walk toward the bed. This is it. Now or never. He'd lined up a few more cliches that seemed appropriate but had no time to voice them before the big man grabbed his shoulder and shook him, hard. He let his head whip back and forth on the pillow, hoping it looked like he didn't have strength enough to fight the motion. As far as acting went, it wasn't much of a stretch. His head felt as though it were connected to his body by a not very thick elastic band.
"I'm gonna unbuckle you, so don't give me any shit 'cause I'm not in the mood. Damn Mariners finished three fucking runs behind and I had fifty fucking bucks ridin' on the game."
Celluci grunted as a thumb ground between the muscles of his left forearm and into the bone.
"Felt that, did you? Good."
The leather strap fell away. He flung his arm up off the bed and tried to close his fingers around Sulli​van's throat.
A vicious backhand snapped his head back. His mouth filled with blood from lips caught between knuckles and teeth. Well, you wanted him angry, he reminded himself, trying to swallow without choking. All part of the pi... A sudden, agonizing pain in his left wrist cut off the rest of the thought and brought involuntary tears.
"Weren't you listening when I said I wasn't in the mood for this kind of crap?"
The pain painted red starbursts on the inside of Cel-luci's eyes. He didn't think the wrist was broken, but at the moment, that belief gave him very little actual comfort. Only the left. I won't need the left. Christ, couldn't I have come up with a plan that hurt a little less? If it had only meant the loss of a kidney, he'd have been tempted to just lie there and let it happen. Preventing loss of life however—his life—had to be worth a bit of discomfort.
As the last restraint fell away, he tried to lunge off the bed. This time, he rocked back with the blow so that Sullivan's hand impacted against his cheek with slightly less force than previously. Slightly. What was that plan again. Let him beat you senseless, then escape in the confusion? With any luck, the pounding in his temple was his pulse, not pieces breaking off the inside of his skull. Oh, good plan.
The room spun as Sullivan dragged him up onto his feet, muttering, "I should just leave you there to piss yourself."
Breathing heavily, the dizziness as much from the earlier blood loss as from the double contact with Sul​livan's fist, Celluci managed to twist his split lip into a close approximation of a sneer. "You'd have ... to clean it up, but maybe . . . you'd like that."
Sullivan blinked mild eyes and smiled. The smile held all the petty cruelty the eyes did not. "Yeah? Well, I'm gonna enjoy this."
The first punch drove all the air out of Celluci's lungs. He'd have fallen had Sullivan not maintained a grip on his shirt. Seams cut into his armpits as the fabric stretched to its limit and beyond. He took a wild swing while he tried to get his feet back under him but had no success at either.
He didn't feel the second punch connect, only the result. One minute he was more-or-less standing, the next, he was flat on his face on the floor. Which was where he wanted to be. Unfortunately, he'd intended to be just a bit more functional.
"You know what I keep forgetting?"
The words seemed to come from a very long way away.
"That you're a cop."
Oh, shit.
The sudden flurry of kicks that followed pounded out a rhythm along hip and thigh. They hurt, but no​where near as much as they would've had Sullivan not been in sneakers or had he been able to reach more delicate targets. Or, for that matter, had the doctor not wanted his kidneys intact. Exaggerating the effect, Celluci tried to rise and fell, only partially faking as he'd forgotten that his left wrist was essentially unus​able. Whimpering—and ignoring how good it felt to let some of it out—he squirmed frantically forward on his belly until his shoulder slammed into one leg of the dresser hard enough to rock the heavy furniture.
"Bet that hurt." Sullivan was breathing as heavily, but not from exertion.
Lying with his right arm stretched out under the dresser, Celluci walked his fingers over the floor. Just when he thought he'd made an unsurvivable mistake, they closed around metal. He didn't have strength to spare for a smile.
"I got the other guys when the doctor was done, but since you're not gonna survive the operation, I'm glad we had this time together." Sullivan bent over and grabbed the waistband of Celluci's jeans, jerking the heavy cotton up into the air. "Now, get back on your fucking feet."
Celluci went limp, neither hindering nor helping, conserving his strength. He kept his right arm stretched out, out of sight for as long as possible. The moment his hand cleared the edge of the dresser, he spent all his hoarded strength on one blow, swinging up and around and slamming the length of stainless steel pipe from the fallen IV tower between Sulli​van's legs.
The mild eyes widened. Mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water, Sullivan sank slowly to his knees, both hands clutching his crotch.
Hauling himself to his feet on the edge of the bed, Celluci half turned, intending to smash the pipe against the back of Sullivan's head. To his astonish​ment, the big man got a hand up and intercepted the blow. The pipe spun off across the room.
All things being equal, the two men were about evenly matched but, as it was—as they were—Celluci didn't stand a chance without a weapon and he knew it.
Injured arm cradled tightly against his chest, he staggered out of the bedroom and through the room beyond. As he fought with the outside door, he could hear Sullivan getting to his feet, yelling a mixture of profanity and threat.
Then he managed to lift the latch, and he staggered out into the night.
"Son of a bitch! He's not there."
Screened from the view of curious neighbors by double rows of cypress, Henry turned off his head​lights and sped down the winding drive toward the low rectangle of Swanson's house nestled within its cocoon of security lights. "He could be in bed. We won't know until we're out of the car."
"He's not there," Vicki repeated, her voice rising in frustration. She didn't know why she was so certain, but the blank stare of the dark windows said empty— not asleep, not sitting with the lights off; not home. The instant Henry stopped the car, she leaped out onto the concrete, senses extended. "I told you we should have gone to Dr. Mui," she snarled after a moment.
"We agreed that the doctor is probably with . . ." Half out of the car, Henry paused, head lifted to catch the breeze. "Vicki! Do you . . ." He didn't bother finishing because she was already racing toward the back of the house.
The way Celluci saw it, he had two choices; he could try to outrun Sullivan on unfamiliar paths, hoping to reach a road and witnesses if not safety, or he could dive into the semi-wild growth the paths cut through and hope to lose him in the underbrush. Ten feet from the cottage, swaying like a sailor with every step, he realized he had no hope in hell of outrunning anyone, not even a man with his balls in a sling. Teeth clenched against the protests of his abused body, he pushed into the darkness.
The trees blocked the little moonlight that flittered through the cloud cover—he couldn't see as far as his feet, and higher obstacles like trees and bushes were patterns of shadows on shadow. Big mistake. I'm no woodsman. But it was too late to turn back.
A crashing in the shrubbery behind him flung him forward. Since he had to believe Sullivan could see no more than he could, he had to hope that the sound of his escape was drowned out by the sound of pursuit. It was pretty much the only hope he had.
He stumbled over something that poked sharp edges through his sock and into his ankle, caught him​self before he fell, and realized that he was moving across a forty-five-degree slope. Up or down? Since he had no idea of where he was and no idea of where he was going, down seemed as good a choice as any. Fuck it. Might as well have gravity work for me.
A branch end slapped him in the face, hard enough to raise a welt. Thorns he couldn't see snagged his jeans and dragged bleeding scratches across bare arms. The slope got steeper. He began to pick up speed.
He flung out his left arm to block a sudden shadow and nearly cried out when his wrist slammed into the unforgiving trunk of a tree. The pain brought back the dizziness. Shadows whirled. He missed his footing, and the night tilted sideways.
Rocks and trees slammed into him as he passed, hard enough to hurt, never hard enough to stop him. He crashed through some kind of bush—it had no thorns, that was all he either knew or cared about— picked up speed across an open clearing, and slammed into a concrete retaining wall on the far side.
The world went away for a while . . .
"You better not have damaged anything, asshole!"
... and came back in a rush.
Celluci drew in a deep breath—moderately relieved to find it didn't hurt as much as he thought it should— and, as the moon broke through the cloud cover, tried to focus on the man squatting beside him. In spite of the poor visibility, Sullivan's bovine features looked scared. "Doctor won't be pleased ... if I'm not good ... as a donor. Bet you got kidneys . . . she could use."
"Shut up. Just shut the fuck up."
The open-handed blow rocked Celluci's head back, but everything hurt so much he felt the motion more than the actual pain.
"All right. You're goin' back to the fucking cottage and I'm going to tie you down so tightly you're gonna need my permission to fucking breathe."
"You're going to have to ... carry me."
"I'll fucking drag you if I have to."
"Better not damage . . . the merchandise." As he finished speaking, he threw himself at Sullivan's feet, trying to knock the big man off balance. With them both on the ground and a little luck . . .
Beefy fingers grabbed the front of his shirt and heaved his torso up off the ground. He saw the fist raised, a club-shaped shadow against the sky, then Sullivan disappeared, and he dropped flat on his back again.
"Are you all right?"
"Fitzroy?" Swallowing a mouthful of blood, Celluci propped himself up on his good arm, Henry's hand steadying him as he swayed.
Vicki had Sullivan on his knees in the middle of the small clearing, one hand dimpling the scalp under the short hair, dragging his head back so far the corded muscles of his throat cast lines of shadow. Her eyes were pale points of light in a face of terrible, inhuman beauty that Celluci almost didn't recognize.
"Vicki?" When she turned her burning gaze on him, he knew what she was about to do, and although the night was warm, he was suddenly very, very cold. "Vicki, no. Don't kill him."
"Why not?" Her voice had changed to match her face; seductive, irresistible, deadly.
There was no need, not even for emphasis, to shout his reply. She could hear his heart beating, his blood moving under his skin; he only hoped she could under​stand. "Because I'm asking you not to. Let him go."
Vicki straightened, the quiet plea reaching her in a way anger or fear would not have been able. She re​leased her captive, ignoring him as he collapsed sob​bing to the ground, and took a step toward Celluci. "Let him go," she repeated, her voice becoming more human with every word. "Are you out of your mind? He is mine!"
"Why?"
"Why? For what he did to you."
"Wouldn't that make him mine?"
Confusion replaced some of the terrifying beauty.
"Vicki, please. Don't do this."
"This is where I draw my line in the sand. ..."
The scent of terror drew her back around to face her prey. Without her hand to hold him, he whimpered when her eyes met his and flung himself back​ward toward the edge of the clearing.
The Hunger sang the song of the Hunt, of the blood.
It was all she could hear.
She tensed to spring, and it was over.
Henry let Sullivan fall to the ground, head lolling on a broken neck. Calmly, as though he hadn't just killed a man, he met Vicki's gaze across the clearing.
When he nodded, she turned to face Celluci, the Hunger fading now that the terror had stopped and the blood was cooling. She should have felt rage at the theft of her prey by another, but all she felt was grateful. She'd stood on the edge of a precipice and had just barely escaped plunging over. Her fingers curled into fists to stop their sudden trembling.
"Is he dead?"
"Yes."
Celluci looked from Henry to Vicki and realized he'd received exactly what he'd asked for. Vicki had not done it, Henry had. But he'd seen Henry kill be​fore in a barn outside London, Ontario. He'd known for a long time what Henry was. Vampire. Nightwalker. Immortal death. Henry. Not Vicki. He closed his eyes. The lids had barely fallen when a familiar arm went around his shoulders and a familiar voice brushed warm breath against his ear.
"Are you all right?"
He shrugged, as well as he was able all things con​sidered. "I've been better."
"Do you need a doctor?"
From somewhere, he found half a smile. "No."
"Then let's get you out of here. Henry's car is at the front of the house." She hesitated, ready to slide the other arm beneath his legs. "May I?"
"Just don't make a habit of it." Her lips pressed briefly against his face, then she carefully lifted him into her arms. He kept his eyes closed. Sometimes, love needed a little help being blind.
Swanson sighed as he turned onto Nisga's Drive, thankful to be almost home. The black-tie fund-raiser for the Transplant Society had been a depressing af​fair, most conversations either beginning or ending with the recent death of Lisa Evans and how much both she and her open checkbook would be missed.
He almost failed to note the one significant detail of the car pulling out onto the road, realizing only at the last moment that it pulled out of his driveway. There seemed to be three people in it although he only got a good look at the driver as it sped past. •'Dangerous," he told himself, although he didn't know why, and he wondered if perhaps his house had been robbed while he was away. Shaking his head as he turned in between the cypress, he told himself not to be ridiculous. Thieves seldom drove BMWs.
Still, in a neighborhood where Bentlys were the car of choice, it wasn't that farfetched a theory.
The house seemed undisturbed. He parked outside the garage and sat studying it in the brilliant quartz halogen glare of the security lights. He didn't want any surprises. He didn't like surprises. After a careful inspection, he left the car where it was and walked over to the front door.
The security system hadn't been tampered with, but that meant only that they might have used another entrance. There were four—No, five, he amended re​membering the trench doors Rebecca had insisted on having in the dining room. He hadn't used them since she'd died.
Lights switched off and on automatically as he in​spected the first floor. The lights had been Rebecca's idea as well and only her memory kept him from dis​mantling them. They always made him feel as though he were being followed around by ghosts.
Upstairs, Rebecca's jewel case lay where she'd left it on that last day. Swanson knew the order of the contents the way he knew the order of his desk, and they hadn't been touched.
Not thieves, then.
Who?
He turned to face the window that looked out over the lawns, the gardens, and, ultimately, the two guest cottages tucked a discreet distance down the wooded slope. Although their locations had been chosen so that they were as private as possible, there seemed to be rather a lot of illumination filtering up through the trees surrounding the farther building.
Dr. Mui had a donor in one of the cottages.
Perhaps the three in the car were colleagues of hers.
His fingers closed around the curtain edge, crushing the fabric. He hadn't wanted the donor here. Dr. Mui had no business turning Rebecca's home into an ex​tension of the clinic; she'd had enough of hospitals and clinics during that last horrible year before she died. Whether it had been a good business decision or not, he should never have agreed to the use of the cottage. It was one thing to allow the buyer to conva​lesce in peace and quiet for a few days and quite another thing to open his home to the sort of people who provided the merchandise.
"I'm going down there to find out exactly what is going on. If the doctor thinks it a good idea I maintain my distance from the donors, then she shouldn't have left one on my doorstep."
As he turned from the window, he caught sight of his reflection in the mirror and wondered if maybe he shouldn't take a moment to change his clothes before he went to the cottage. Twitching a jacket sleeve down over a heavy gold cufflink, he decided not to bother. "If anyone complains," he told his reflection, "I'll ex​plain that I'm making a formal investigation."
Had Rebecca still been alive, she'd have laughed and maybe thrown something at him. He'd loved mak​ing her laugh. But Rebecca was dead. His shoulders slumped and after caressing the cameo he'd had made for her in Florence, he left the bedroom.
At the back door, it suddenly occurred to him that the car could be connected with Patricia Chou. The reporter had accosted him as he arrived at the fund​raiser, demanding to know how a room full of rich people sitting down to an expensive meal was going to help anyone but the caterers. So far, she'd been careful to confront him only on public property, but he had no doubt she'd consider a trespassing charge a small price to pay to get a story. She was becoming a distinct irritant, and sometime soon he'd have to do something about her.
He checked the perimeters of the security lights for a camera crew and only when he was certain he was unobserved did he step out the door.
As he drew closer to the lit cottage, he began to feel more and more uneasy. When he rounded a cor​ner and saw the open door, he knew something was wrong. "Every light in the place is on," he muttered, stepping over the threshold. "Don't these people real​ize hydro costs money?"
The cottage was empty. Both the donor and the orderly that Dr. Mui had promised to leave in atten​dance were gone. Swanson frowned down at the re​straints on the bed and tried to work out what had happened. Perhaps the people in the BMW were the donor's colleagues, not Dr. Mui's. Perhaps this donor hadn't come off the street but was one of the young turks who'd crashed and burned in the recent reces​sion and now needed money from any source to main​tain his lifestyle.
It explained why Dr. Mui had felt he couldn't be kept at the clinic.
Perhaps at the last moment he'd changed his mind and his friends had come for him.
But where was the orderly?
And more importantly, what was he supposed to tell the client coming into Vancouver on the 2:17 from Dallas?
Lips pressed into a thin, angry line, Swanson started back to the house after having carefully turned off all the lights and closed and locked the door. He'd missed the mess in the rhododendrons on the way down to the cottage, but a broken branch nearly tripped him up on the way back and brought it to his attention.
Although wisps of cloud blew continually over the moon, there was light enough to see that a large ani​mal had gone crashing through his expensive under​brush. There'd been a recurring problem in the neighborhood with mountain lions eating household pets, but Swanson had always assumed the big cats were less obtrusive travelers. In his experience, only people caused that kind of destruction to private property.
Had the orderly not been missing, he'd have gone back to the house to call the police. As it was, he stepped off the path.
It wasn't a difficult trail to follow, even in the dark. Small plants had been crushed, large ones bent or bro​ken. Then the moon went down.
Picking his way carefully down the slope and into the clearing above the retaining wall, Swanson swore softly to himself as his dress shoes slid on the damp grass and he went down on one knee. He put his hand on what he thought was a fallen log and felt cloth.
The moon came out.
"Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Oh, my God."
"So, now what do we do?"
Celluci sucked air through his teeth as he lowered himself down onto the bed. He'd walked up from the car to the elevator and the elevator to the condo under his own power. Mostly. "Now we figure out a way to bring in the police without involving the two of you."
"We tried that," Vicki snarled, reaching behind her for the first aid kit that Henry carried, "and it didn't work."
"So we try it again. There's a body in Ronald Swanson's backyard . . ." Which we are not going to discuss, his tone added. "... we might as well make use of it."
She began to wrap the elastic bandage around his wrist, the gentle rhythm of the motion a direct contrast to the brittle anger in her voice. "Swanson's rich and respected. The police find a body in his backyard, and they're not going to immediately connect it with him, especially when he wasn't home and no doubt has a rich and respected alibi. And second, it's not just Swanson that we want, and there's nothing to connect Sullivan's body to Dr. Mui except that he worked at the clinic. Which Swanson pays for. I'll bet long odds that the two of them could come up with an accept​able reason for that son of a bitch to be spending a few days in the cottage."
"Then perhaps I should go talk to Dr. Mui."
Celluci opened bloodshot eyes and stared past Vicki at Henry. "Talk to her?"
Henry nodded. "She has a condo in the next building."
"So you said in the car."
"So I should go see if she's home. We can make a decision when we have more information."
"You're only going to talk to her?" When Henry nodded again, Celluci exhaled noisily and added, "So why not tell her to go to the police and confess all?"
"You go on," Vicki announced quickly before Henry could answer. "I'll explain to Mike why that wouldn't work." It had been easy to deal with his presence when all her attention was on Celluci, but now the skin between her shoulder blades kept pro​testing another standing behind her. They needed to give frayed emotions a little more distance if they didn't want to return to the old animosity.
Henry read the subtext off her face, noted how she kept in physical contact with Celluci at all times, and left the room without comment. It made no sense for him to envy their intimacy, especially not in light of what had happened in the warehouse. It made no sense and was dangerous besides. He kept telling him​self that as he walked away.
Celluci waited until he heard the outside door close, then he caught Vicki's hand in his—trying to prevent her from pouring rubbing alcohol into the scratches on his arms. "All right. Explain"
"It's simple, really." Twisting free of his grip, she swabbed the worst abrasions clean, ignoring his com​plaints. "We can't force anyone to act contrary to their own survival."
"Pull the other one, Vicki. People expose their throats to you."
"Most of them enjoy it."
Eleven dead in a Richmond warehouse. "Some don't."
She heard the memory of death in his voice and sighed. "If Henry told Dr. Mui to turn herself in, she'd walk out of her apartment, maybe even make it to the car, but then, unless she had no strength of will at all—and considering what she's been doing in her spare time, strength of will doesn't seem to be some​thing she lacks—then she'd suddenly ask herself just what the hell she was doing. Henry'd have to stay with her all the way and that would kind of defeat the purpose; wouldn't it?"
"But as long as he's with her, she'll talk? He can control her?"
"Probably," She remembered the crime boss who'd gone for his gun even though she hadn't released him. Of course, Henry'd been doing that sort of thing a lot longer.
Henry'd forgotten the full video security until half​way across the visitor's parking lot. Speed had kept his image from registering as he'd entered the building and raced up the stairs, but he was going to have to stop out in front of Dr. Mui's door, and he could figure out no way to prevent himself from being taped. As he left the stairwell on the eleventh floor, he could only hope she'd answer quickly. This was one of those times when he wished that Stoker had been right about certain laws of physics not applying to his kind. An ability to become mist would come in handy tonight.
He spared barely a thought for the couple in the hall until he noticed they were leaving the condo next to Dr. Mui's. Dressed all in black, they were laughing and talking nervously—although they had no idea of why they were nervous—their door half open. Henry slipped through before they pulled it closed.
Once inside, he stopped to catch his breath. The speed his kind used to escape detection was not meant to cover long distances. He'd need to feed soon.
Although there were video hookups inside the ac​tual condominium units, they only activated if the electronic locks were forced. He should have no trou​ble leaving, but since he considered his presence here a solution, albeit an impulsive one, to the problem of standing in the hall, he had no intention of leaving too soon.
Electronics aside, the layout of the units seemed identical to the mirror-image layout in his building next door. He moved silently down the hall, wonder​ing where on earth the owners had found the four-foot gargoyle in the entry.
Sifting through the stack of mail balanced incongru​ously on the stone guardian's head, he discovered that Carole and Ron Pettit had a number of esoteric inter​ests. Amused, he set the correspondence back on its perch and murmuring, "They'll be sorry they missed me," went on into the master bedroom. The red silk sheets and truly astounding variety of candles perched on every available surface came as no surprise. Black, he discovered pushing through two neat rows of cloth​ing in the walk-in closet, came in more shades than he'd previously imagined.
Resting his forehead on the wall adjoining Dr. Mui's condo, he could feel a life in the next room.
Sleeping.
Not having bothered to read the contractor's speci​fications provided when he bought his own unit, he had no idea how the walls were made but even if he could get through them, he couldn't do it without wak​ing not only the doctor but the tenants above and below.
Then he smiled. While not in the habit of climbing headfirst down castle walls, he should have little trou​ble going from balcony to balcony, even with the doc​tor's solarium in the way. They couldn't possibly have video coverage on the balconies; too many people in Vancouver preferred to avoid tan lines.
As he turned away, he heard a phone ring next door.
The sleeping heartbeat quickened. Henry leaned back against the closet wall.
She hated being woken up in the middle of the night. Shift work was one of the reasons she'd left the hospital. A minor reason granted, but a reason. Still, old training died hard, and she came instantly awake. "Dr. Mui."
"I found your orderly dead on my property. The cottage is empty."
Switching on the bedside lamp, she stared at the clock. Three a.m.
"Did you hear me, Doctor?"
She pulled the phone a little away from her ear before he deafened her. "I heard you, Mr. Swanson. What about the donor?"
"There was no one else here! Just a dead body!"
"Please, calm down. Hysteria will do no one any good." How could that idiot have gotten killed? she wondered. He's going to ruin everything! "Have you called the police?"
"The police? No, I, uh . . ." He took a deep breath, clearly audible, and his voice steadied a little. "I found it and came back to the cottage and called you."
Then the situation wasn't an irretrievable disaster. She began to pull coherent thought out past her imme​diate reaction. Either the detective had greater re​serves than had appeared or the friends who'd left him at the clinic had managed the impossible and tracked him down. It didn't really matter which. Sulli​van was dead, the detective was gone. But the detec​tive's friends were proven unwilling to go to the police and so, apparently, was the detective, or the police would be at the scene already.
"Dr. Mui? Are you still there?"
Rolling her eyes, she wondered where he thought she might have gone. "I suggest, Mr. Swanson, that we cut our losses."
"You suggest we what?" He was beginning to sound as though he were reaching the end of his resources. That was good; a man with no resources was much easier to manipulate. "But the police . . ."
"If you'd intended to call the police, you'd have already called them. As you called me, I suggest you take my advice. Go back to the body and bury it."
"And what?"
"Bury it. Sullivan had neither family nor friends. If he disappears, no one will notice but the staff at the clinic and I can handle them."
"I can't just bury him!"
"Neither can you bring him back to life. Since he's dead and we don't want the police or the public discovering what we've been doing, I suggest you find a shovel."
"I can't bury him here! Not here."
She counted to three before replying. "Then put him in your car and take him out into the mountains. People disappear in the mountains all the time."
"Where in the mountains?" He was almost whim​pering on the other end of the line. "You've got to come here. You've got to help me."
"Mr. Swanson, Richard Sullivan was over six feet tall. I'm barely five foot two. I don't see how I can be much help."
"But I can't . . ."
"Then call the police."
There was a long pause. "I can't."
Dr. Mui leaned back against her pillows. She'd known that, or she'd never have suggested it. "Then listen carefully and I'll give you what help I can." The more dependent Ronald Swanson was on her, the better. "There's an old logging road just inside Mt. Seymour Park ..."
They'd moved out into the living room. With only one exit from the bedroom and Henry standing in it, Vicki had begun to grow agitated.
"So what you're saying is, Ronald Swanson is about to go bury Richard Sullivan out where Mike thinks the rest of the bodies are buried."
Henry nodded. "That's what I'm saying."
"Then let's go." Vicki began to stand, but Celluci pulled her back down beside him on the couch. "What?" she demanded, turning to glare at him.
"Look at the time," he said wearily.
"Mike, we've got over an hour."
"To do what?"
She stared at him for a long moment, then threw herself back against the sofa cushions. "I know, don't tell me, you want Henry to go find a patrol car and make up another story."
"No. With the amount of rain they have around here, it'd take a damned good forensics team to get all the evidence they need out of that clearing. I want this whole thing blown wide open with no chance of putting the genie back in the bottle."
"You want?" Vicki exchanged a listen-to-him glance with Henry; the haunting had begun as his problem and her case, but they'd both lost control. Any other time, Vicki would've stomped all over that, but with Mike safely back beside her, just exactly who was in charge didn't seem to matter—although honesty forced her to admit that was unlikely to be a permanent state of mind. "And how do you intend to accom​plish what you want?"
Wincing as abused muscles protested the movement, Celluci reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. Out of the wallet, he pulled a business card. "I'm going to wake up Patricia Chou. After all, I promised her the story."
"And what makes you think she's going to believe you when you tell her to climb a mountain at three in the morning in search of tabloid enlightenment?"
He shrugged and regretted it. "She really wants Swanson."
"Yeah? And how much of a part in her story is she going to expect you to play?"
"None."
"None?" Vicki repeated, lip curling. "Yeah. Right."
"Apparently, she's been willing to risk jail in the past to protect a source."
Vicki snarled softly but passed him the phone. "Well, you'd better hope she's apparently willing to risk it this time, too."
His hands white-knuckled around the steering wheel, Swanson turned onto the logging road. In spite of the hour, there'd been lights behind him all along Mt. Seymour Drive and he'd very nearly panicked as they followed him into the park. If they followed him again . . .
But they didn't.
He was watching the mirror so closely, he almost lost control of the car in the deep ruts. Trying to ig​nore the sound of the rear shocks compacting under a bouncing weight, he fought the expensive sedan back onto the road.
There was a sport utility vehicle parked behind the cottage, but it had to be Sullivan's, and he couldn't bring himself to drive it. He was upset enough without the added stress of driving a dead man's car as well as the dead man. He wished he had more of the doctor's detachment. His thoughts revolved around and around in a chaotic whirlwind, replaying over and over the finding of Sullivan's body, the phone call, the feel of the corpse as he lifted it up into the trunk. He knew he wasn't thinking clearly, but that was as far as awareness extended.
The road ended in a clear cut just as Dr. Mui had described. He drove the car as close as he could to the rotting stump of a Douglas fir and turned off both the engine and the headlights. The surrounding dark​ness looked like one of the upper circles of hell.
Dr. Mui had said it had to be done in the dark. Headlights in the woods at night would attract unwel​come attention. And what would be welcome attention; he wondered.
After a moment, he dried his palms on his trousers, got out of the car, and opened the trunk.
Sullivan stared up at him over one broad shoulder, the bouncing having twisted his head around at an impossible angle. His eyes bulged like the eyes of an animal in a slaughterhouse.
Unable to look away, Swanson stepped back and swallowed bile. What am I doing here? Am I out of my mind? I should've called the police. He passed a trembling hand over a damp forehead. No. If I called the police, everything would come out. I'd be ruined. I'd go to jail. Dr. Mui's right. I bury the body, and no one has to know anything. Over the course of a long career, he'd never hesitated to do what had to be done, and he wasn't about to start now.
Teeth clenched, he pulled the body out of the trunk. He tried to ignore the way it hit the ground, tried not to think of it as something that had once been alive. He dragged it about twenty feet, went back for the shovel, then began to dig.
"This is nuts. This is absolutely fucking nuts."
"Watch your language, Brent. And shut up, he'll hear you."
"Who?"
Patricia Chou grabbed her cameraman's arm and steadied him as he stumbled over a rut, the weight of the camera and light together throwing him off bal​ance. "Ronald Swanson, that's who."
"You don't know he was in that car we were following."
"I do."
"Based on a phone call at three in the morning?"
"That's right."
"That's it?"
"That and finely honed instincts for a story. Now, shut up!"
They moved as quietly as possible as they ap​proached the clearing. Eyes having grown accustomed to the dark during the walk up the logging road, nei​ther had any trouble separating the parked car from the surrounding shadows.
Head cocked at the rhythmic sounds from up ahead, the reporter raised a hand and, breathing a little heav​ily, Brent obediently stopped.
Digging? she mouthed silently.
He shrugged and lifted the camera up onto his shoulder.
She guided him around the car and pointed him toward the man-shaped shadow. This is it, she told herself as she stepped forward and gave the signal.
Ronald Swanson, already knee-deep in the soft earth, stared up at her like an animal caught on the road—disaster bearing down and unable to get out of the way. The body stretched out on the ground beside him, the unmistakably dead body, was more than she could have hoped for. Her own eyes squinted nearly shut from the brilliant beam of light from the top of Brent's camera, Patricia Chou thumbed her micro​phone on and thrust it forward. "Anything to say to our viewers, Mr. Swanson?"
His mouth opened, closed, then opened again, but no sound came out. His eyes widened, pupils con​tracted to invisibility. He dropped the shovel, clutched at his chest, and collapsed forward onto his face in the dirt, just missing the corpse.
"Mr. Swanson?" The microphone still on, she knelt beside him and reached under his ear for a pulse. He was alive, but it didn't feel good. Scowling, she reached into her belt pouch for her cell phone. "That goddamned son of a bitch has had a heart attack or something before I got a quote."
"Do I keep shooting?" Brent's voice came out of the darkness on the other side of the light.
"No. Save the batteries." Grinning triumphantly, she called 911. "We'll likely get some good stuff when the police arrive."
Fourteen
TONY  snatched  up  the  phone  on  the  first  ring. "Henry?"
"You were waiting?"
"Yeah, well, I set my alarm for half an hour before sunrise, so if you called, I could answer right away." He yawned and sat up against the pillow. "Did you find Celluci?"
"Detective Celluci is back, safe and sound under Vicki's protection, and she's insisted he spend the day in bed recovering."
"Recovering from what?"
"Loss of blood for the most part."
"Say what?"
"Apparently he made a few involuntary donations."
Tony winced. "Man, I bet Victory's pissed."
"No bet. What's more, we have Swanson."
"All right! So, no more ghosts?"
"God willing. Uh, Tony . . ."
The embarrassment in Henry's voice gave Tony a pretty good idea of what was coming. For all that the bastard son of Henry VIII had embraced the twentieth century, there were some things he just couldn't get the hang of.
"... I was wondering if you might drop by and set the VCR to record the day's news broadcasts."
"I've shown you how to do it a hundred times."
"I know."
Biting   back   another   yawn,   Tony   wished   he'd thought to provide himself with a thermos of coffee. "Jeez, Henry, what're you going to do when I'm gone?" Gone. That last word seemed to echo in the silence that followed. Gone. This wasn't how he'd meant to say it. Oh, man, it's just too damned early in the morning for my brain to be working. He closed his eyes. "Henry?"
"Shall I fight to keep you?" The words held the seductive danger of dark water although it almost seemed like he asked the question of himself.
"Henry, don't . . ." Don't what? Tony didn't know so he let the protest trail off.
"When you are gone," Henry said after a moment, the voice neither Prince of Men nor Prince of Dark​ness, but just Henry, alone. "I will miss you. And I will insist, as Vicki does, that distance is no reason for friendship to end. If she and I can find a way to be together, you and I can find a way to be apart."
Groping beside the sofa bed for something to wipe his nose on, Tony managed a shaky laugh. "Hey, didn't I always say our Victory was one smart vampire."
"You said she was one scary vampire."
"Same thing. I'll, uh, see you again before I go."
"Yes."
He shivered at the promise in the word.
Stopped at the edge of her building's drive, waiting for traffic to clear, Dr. Mui was astounded by a rap​ping on her window.
Patricia Chou pressed the contact microphone against the glass. "Dr. Mui, Ronald Swanson was found this morning with the corpse of Richard Sulli​van, an orderly who worked with you at Project Hope." Not even German engineering could keep her voice from penetrating. "Would you like to make a statement?"
Shaking her head in disbelief, Dr. Mui lowered the window a scant inch and, avoiding eye contact with the lens pushed over the reporter's shoulder, snapped, "You are a sick young woman!" She rather hoped she ran over a few toes as she drove away.
There were more reporters waiting at the end of the clinic drive, but she turned in without slowing and passed without incident. Few reporters had Patricia Chou's disregard for personal safety.
Inside the clinic, a pair of plainclothes police officers waited by the nurse's station.
"What is this about?" she demanded, striding across the lounge. Later, she'd feel the effects of a sustained adrenaline buzz, but right now, she felt remarkably calm. It was all a matter of maintaining control.
The detectives introduced themselves and suggested they move into her office.
She stared at them for a moment, frowning, then said, "Don't tell me that parasite actually knew what she was talking about?"
The younger man looked at his partner, then at the doctor. "Parasite?"
"Patricia Chou tried to shove her way into my car this morning with the preposterous story of Ronald Swanson being found with the body of Richard Sulli​van, an orderly at this clinic."
"Patricia Chou," sighed the first detective.
"Why am I not surprised," sighed the second.
Having seen their colleagues on the receiving end of a Patricia Chou interview, they thawed considerably and were almost solicitous when Dr. Mui suggested, in a distracted sort of way, that perhaps they'd all better go to her office so that the rest of the staff could get some work done.
"Doctor, when was the last time you spoke to Ron​ald Swanson?"
"Just after three this morning," she replied promptly, aware that the call could easily be traced.
"Do you remember what he said?"
"I have no idea of what he said. He woke me out of a deep sleep, babbled hysterically at length, and hung up before I could figure out what he was talk​ing about."
"You're sure of the time?"
"Detective, when someone wakes me in the middle of the night, I look at my clock. Don't you?"
They both admitted that they did.
She had no idea why Richard Sullivan would be staying in Ronald Swanson's guest cottage although when the restraints were mentioned, she raised a spec​ulative brow.
"Didn't you work with Richard Sullivan in Stony Mountain Federal Penitentiary?" the older detective asked, his tone making it clear that he already knew the answer.
"That's correct; he was an inmate orderly in the prison hospital. I got him this job when he was re​leased, and I see to it that he makes his parole ap​pointments. Other than that," she added with distaste, "I am not responsible for his life."
"May we ask why you requested that the board hire him, Doctor?"
"Orderlies are required to perform a number of un​pleasant tasks. Mr. Sullivan did them without com​plaining and that, gentlemen, was worth giving him a second chance." She frowned, catching the younger officer's gaze and holding it. "It occurs to me that you haven't told me what he died of."
"Uh, no ma'am." The phrase basilisk stare came suddenly to mind. "We're, uh, not at liberty to divulge that information, ma'am." He shot a hopeful glance at his partner. "I think we have everything we need?" Before the detectives left, they suggested she talk to the gathered reporters if she ever wanted them out of the driveway. Although she didn't believe it would do any good, the doctor prepared a brief statement and read it. To her surprise, they asked a few ques​tions then packed up cameras and microphones and returned to the city. Apparently, she wasn't big enough news.
Yet.
Having never left the clinic early during her time in charge, she remained in the building until 4:15, moving out and about, concentrating on the patients in case she was under surveillance. Finally, after buttressing her position as much as possible, she packed a few files into her briefcase and went out to her car.
Eventually, even if Ronald Swanson never regained consciousness, the police would pay her a return visit. She'd left as little evidence in her wake as she could but wasn't arrogant enough to assume that they'd never find it. A less-confident woman might have headed straight for the airport. Dr. Mui, who had no intention of leaving any of her investments behind, drove straight home and spent the evening making plans.
Henry had no need to open his eyes to know that this sunset was no different than the half dozen before it. The dead still stood at the end of his bed, waiting for justice.
"Do you know that Ronald Swanson has been stopped?"
Apparently, they did.
Apparently, it didn't matter.
Which brought them back to that evisceral ven​geance.
"Multimillionaire real estate tycoon, Ronald Swanson, remains in a coma in Lion's Gate Hospital. The police are withholding the identity—and cause of death—of the body found with him pending notifica​tion of next of kin. So far, police appear baffled by the circumstances surrounding the case although Detective Post assures us the investigation is pro​ceeding."
The detective, an attractive man in his mid-thirties, played to the camera like a professional. "Unfortu​nately, we have very few hard facts at this moment. Ronald Swanson was found early this morning just past the boundary of Mt. Seymour Park in the com​pany of a corpse and a shovel. Upon being discovered, Mr. Swanson had what doctors are describing as a massive coronary. Everything else, I'm afraid, is specu​lation." He smiled reassuringly at the news audience. "We will, of course, learn more when Mr. Swanson regains consciousness and we can ask him a few questions."
Henry fast forwarded through the rest of the CBC News at Noon; when the News at Six came on, he slowed the tape to normal speed.
"In our top story today, multimillionaire philanthro​pist, Ronald Swanson, remains in a coma in Lion's Gate Hospital. Early this morning . . ."
If the police had discovered anything new between noon and six, they weren't telling the media.
"Why the hell don't they just dig up the rest of the goddamned clearing?" Celluci growled, shifting un​comfortably on the sofa. Furniture designed for little old ladies always felt too small for his butt. He sup​posed he should be thankful that Fitzroy'd brought the tape over, but he couldn't muster the energy.
Vicki reached over and tucked his left arm back into the sling. "No reason why they should dig it up. As far as the police know, they have an isolated inci​dent. A moment of violence. A lover's quarrel that got out of hand. They haven't even pressed charges yet." She frowned, and looked absently toward the images flickering by on the television. "If Swanson in a coma in police custody isn't enough for Henry's ghosts, I wonder how much more they want."
"Not how much.," Celluci declared suddenly, jerking toward the TV. "Who, Fitzroy! Wind it back and play that bit with the woman talking."
"... am, of course, dismayed by what has happened. Richard Sullivan was a hardworking member of our staff who'd managed to rebuild his life after an unfor​tunate past."
"Prison," Celluci explained shortly. "And that's her. That's the doctor who . . ."
"Took your blood." The statement had edges that flayed. "Dr. Mui. Now we know for sure." Vicki stood. And stopped. Slowly, very slowly, she turned her head and looked down at Michael Celluci.
He reached out and took her hand. "I want her, too," he said grimly. "But not like that. You can't kill her."
Vicki shuddered, once, the movement traveling through her body like a wave. "You're getting awfully goddamned pushy lately," she muttered when it was over. Then, still holding his hand like an anchor, she sat back down.
"I'm impressed by your control." 
"Don't fucking patronize me, Henry." Her chin rose, but she managed to hold onto her anger even though every instinct told her to throw something at him and then throw him out the window. "Now, what do we do?" 
"I'm an idiot!"
Eyes silvering just enough to keep Henry from com​menting, Vicki patted Celluci's denim-clad knee with her free hand. "Don't be so hard on yourself," she suggested, "and tell me what you're talking about."
"Ronald Swanson was not the man responsible for those deaths. That's why Henry's ghosts are still around."
"Maybe he didn't do the actual killing, but he pro​vided the resources."
Celluci shook his head. "He provided the resources to buy kidneys from the poor and sell them to the rich—but the poor can function fine with only one kidney. This sort of thing goes on in a number of third world countries."
"Your point?"
"Dr. Mui, already making good money doing the illegal transplants, saw a way to make a little more. The donor doesn't survive, and she pockets the pur​chase price. Simple."
"Yeah, but . . ."
"If she didn't have to hide the deaths from Swanson, why wait until they healed? And we know she waited because of the body they found in the harbor." He glanced from Vicki to Henry and answered his own question. "She had to keep the donors around until close to the time they'd normally be discharged or Swanson would be suspicious."
"So he didn't know she was killing them?"
"She told me herself that she believed in only let​ting people know what they needed to to do their jobs. Uh, Vicki? I can't feel my fingers anymore." When she released his hand, he started to work the blood back into the whitened fingertips. "Swanson's job was to provide the money and the buyers."
"All right . . ." It wasn't agreement. It wasn't even conceding he had a point. "... what about the missing hands on the first ghost?"
"Sullivan disposed of the bodies—he found out this guy had no record, and he thought of a way to make an extra buck. He probably made plenty of gang con​tacts in prison."
Vicki shook her head. "Completely circumstantial." 
"And completely unimportant. The loss of the hands distracted us at the beginning, sending us out after the gangs, and I don't want that to happen again." Henry moved to stand by the windows. He always thought better looking out at the city. His city—in spite of the unfamiliar pattern of lights below. His condo overlooked False Creek, Lisa Evans' overlooked the parking lot between the buildings. "I be​lieve Mike's right about Dr. Mui being in charge. Last night, Swanson went to pieces when he found that body."
"Well, sure," Vicki snorted, even less willing to cut Henry any slack, "he was afraid that the operation, so to speak, had been discovered."
"I don't think so." He could feel Vicki bristling be​hind him, so he continued studying the traffic on Pa​cific Boulevard. "The first thing Dr. Mui asked Swanson was, did he call the police. If Swanson knew about the other deaths, that's not something he'd even consider, and the doctor would know it. When she found out he hadn't called anyone but her, she began planning the cover-up."
"Dr. Mui had both opportunity and motive," Celluci pointed out. "Ronald Swanson dropped the op​portunity in her lap, and she got greedy."
"Thin," Vicki muttered, "very thin. You were being kept in one of Swanson's guest houses, remember?" 
"That doesn't mean he knew why I was there. She could have told him anything."
"Most importantly," Henry finished, "nothing that happened last night has had any effect on the ghosts. Not Sullivan's death, not Swanson's heart attack."
Dr. Mui had taken Celluci's blood. Vicki was willing to condemn her on that alone. Nodding, as though she'd just been convinced, she sat back and said dryly, "So all evidence suggests the doctor's not just the hired gun, she's an opportunistic, murdering, hypocrit​ical, amoral bitch. And if I can't kill her, what are we supposed to do about her? Call the police from a pay phone with an anonymous tip." She lowered her voice dramatically, "You don't know me, but you should check into Dr. Mui's finances. Make her explain where the money comes from."
"She'll probably have an explanation. That woman's got ba ..." Celluci paused as Vicki pinned him with a silver gaze. "... ovaries of steel. She's got an answer for everything."
"Well, she's also got a small fortune tucked away in secure countries, and my guess is she's going to run. If she hasn't already."
"I don't think so." Head cocked, Henry stared across a patch of thin grass delineating the boundaries between his building and Dr. Mui's. "A cable van just pulled up next door, and I believe that's Patricia Chou getting out."
"How the hell can you see who it is from up here?" Celluci scoffed. Then he remembered. Henry, like Vicki, had very good night sight. "Never mind. Stupid question. If it's Patricia Chou, then the police proba​bly chased her away from Swanson's sickbed. She's probably been hovering over him like a vulture all day."
Vicki stared at Celluci in exaggerated surprise. "I thought she was a friend of yours."
"Ignoring for the moment that I've only met the woman once, since when have I ignored the faults of my friends?"
Vicki made a mental note of the pointed emphasis. He'd pay for it after he healed. "So if Ms. Chou is there, then Dr. Mui is there—so, as I said, what now?"
Henry turned from the windows, his eyes dark. "We use Ms. Chou to make certain the doctor is in her apartment tomorrow at sunset and we let the only witnesses we have confront the accused. Isn't that what the law would require, Detective?"
Celluci felt himself caught by darkness and jerked free; it had been too easy over the last few days to forget the law. "No, actually, it's the other way around. The accused have the right to confront their accuser."
"All right." Henry nodded. "That, too."
"Look, Fitzroy, you can't just . . ."
"Why not? Is there a law against allowing the dead a voice?"
"You know damned well there isn't. It's just . . ."
"You can't confront her with the ghosts, Henry." Vicki cut him off, her tone suggesting this would be the final word. "If the radius of their . . . uh, effect was big enough, they'd have confronted her already. You'd have to get closer, and you can't."
"Yes, I can."
"They appear at sunset. That means you'd have to get closer at sunrise."
"I know."
This would be my territory, then. She did more than suppress the thought, she obliterated it. "Forget it. It'd be too dangerous."
"And what of the danger of never getting rid of these ghosts, of having to ask the right question eve​ning after evening, knowing that if I make a mistake, innocents will die?"
"Then we bring her to the ghosts."
"And how do we . . ." He'd been about to say "get rid of her body afterward" when a glance at Celluci's face changed his mind. "... bring in the police?" When Vicki couldn't answer, he said, "My plan will put Patricia Chou on the spot and so far she's certainly been ..." A number of descriptions were considered and discarded. "... effective."
Celluci grunted in agreement. Using the ghosts to spook the doctor into the arms of the media, using the media once again to inform the police—that he could deal with.
"It also puts you on the spot, Henry. How do you plan on surviving this plan of yours?"
Her concern was genuine; she might have been speaking of any friend, any mortal friend. As a mea​sure of how far they'd come in so short a time, it was nothing short of miraculous.
"Don't get all choked up on me, Henry. Answer the fucking question."
He shook his head, a little bemused by the speed of the evolution. "I'll, uh, be spending the day with the doctor's neighbors, Carole and Ron Pettit.
"Friends of yours?"
"Not yet." Ignoring Celluci's interrogative glower, he picked up the phone and tapped in the number he'd noted during his earlier visit.
As Henry seemed unwilling to explain, Celluci leaned over and muttered, "What's he doing?" into Vicki's ear.
"Do you remember the way Dracula got Lucy to leave the house?"
"He stood outside in the garden and called?"
"Well, that's what Henry's doing."
"Dracula didn't use a phone."
"Times change."
"Hello, Carole. Carole, I need you to do something for me. I need you to unlock your door, Carole. That's right, Carole, you know who I am."
The room seemed suddenly very warm. Celluci tugged at his jeans. When Vicki leaned over and flicked an earlobe with her tongue, he jerked away from the invitation. "Don't," he said hoarsely. "Not here, not now."
"Unlock your door, Carole, and be ready for com​pany. It doesn't matter that you're not alone. That's right, Carole, unlock your door. I'll be there in a mo​ment, Carole. Wait for me."
"That's it?" Celluci demanded as Henry returned the receiver to the cradle.
Henry shrugged, remembering the gargoyle. "Some people need less calling than others."
Wishing he'd worn looser pants, Celluci snarled something noncommittal and set about convincing himself there'd been no response.
They walked Henry down to the lobby and watched him cross to the other building.
"I take it he's going to suggest Carole and company leave the condo?"
"If it were me, I'd suggest they leave by sunrise and not come back for about twenty-four hours."
"It's a long time until sunrise, Vicki. What's he going to do in the meantime?"
She turned and stared at him.
His ears reddened. "Never mind. You'd better speak with Ms. Chou by yourself."
"Why?"
"Because you can make her forget the conversation, forget about you. I can't."
"Well, thank you so much for letting me have my case back." Patting him lightly on the cheek, she started toward the cable van. She had every intention of doing exactly what Celluci had suggested. She'll for​get about the conversation. And she'll forget about you.
"Just make sure that she's in her condo at sunset."
Even lost in the silvered depths of Vicki's eyes, Pa​tricia Chou had the will to protest. "And how am I supposed to do that?"
"From what I've heard, most of the city would stay home rather than face you."
"Well, she never goes in to the clinic on Fridays . . ."
"How do you know that?"
"I know almost everything and intend to find out the rest. It's why most of the city hates me." She smiled.
Vicki'd seen that smile before—had seen it three nights ago, reflected in the eyes of Bynowski and Haiden just before they died. Patricia Chou enjoyed her work. And Henry was worried about sharing a territory with me.
Henry sped down the hall and past the woman standing in her doorway, obviously waiting for him.
Once safe inside, he caught his breath and softly called her name.
She turned. Past forty and not fighting it, she'd tried to match herself to her pseudo-Gothic decor but was far too sun-kissed and healthy-looking to succeed.
"Come inside, Carole, and close the door."
The Hunger rose in response to the hunger on her face.
Eventually, she'll get bored and go away. Or some new scandal will arise in some other part of the city and she'll go away. Dr. Mui stood in her solarium and scowled down at the top of the cable van just visible in the parking lot below, the yellow rectangle standing out with irritating clarity against the gray pavement. Or someone will drop a heavy object on her head and she'll GO AWAY.
Patricia Chou had drastically altered her plans for the day.
By late morning she'd done everything she could from her computer in the condo. Although her phone lines were as secure as her hacker-for-hire could make them, she'd known there was no such thing as a com​pletely secure line—the computers at the Eastside Clinic and the drop-in center were theoretically se​cure, but that same hacker had accessed them both with apparent ease. In order for her to leave the coun​try, wealth intact, and leave no trail, there were a number of matters that required a personal touch.
She should have been able to accomplish everything necessary in a couple of hours, but from the moment she'd left the parking lot, the reflection of the cable van had filled her rearview mirror. The reporter her​self had followed, as it were, off road—never breaking any laws, never making too big a nuisance of herself, never going away.
Only two of the three errands had been done. The third, she had no intention of fulfilling in front of a witness and had returned home, Patricia Chou still on her heels.
Her station won't let her sit there forever. When she's called in, I'll make my move. Almost everything has been prepared, and there's no reason to panic. You are in no danger of discovery if you remain calm. Her nails scraped against the glass as her fingers curled into fists. She could just barely make out one slender, denim-clad leg thrust out of the van's interior. Oh, for a truck to go by and take that off at the knee. . . .
All afternoon she'd watched as Patricia Chou had traded on local recognition and interviewed almost ev​eryone coming or going from the building.
It had been a very long afternoon.
"Patricia, please," Brent pleaded, digging his knuck​les into bloodshot eyes. "Let's go. We're not going to get anything else today, and I'm wiped."
"Just a little while longer."
The cameraman sighed, collapsed back against a bag of equipment. "You've been saying that for the last hour."
"This time I mean it." She twisted out the door until she could see the red and gold streaking the bot​tom of the clouds. "Just wait until sunset."
"Why? What's going to happen at sunset?"
Between one heartbeat and the next, a silver shadow flickered in her eyes. "I have no idea . . ."
"Then why . . . ?"
"... but I've been promised a story."
7:43. Celluci looked up from his watch and squinted out the window. The setting sun had turned the other building a brilliant white-gold. Whatever was going to happen, wasn't going to happen for another five min​utes. He still had time to stop it.
His right thumb rubbed the scabbed puncture in the hollow of his left elbow.
Four minutes.
Still time.
Three minutes.
It wasn't because she was responsible for, at the very least, the deaths of the two young men whose spirits haunted Henry. It wasn't because of what she'd done to him personally.
She'd used their hope when hope was all those peo​ple had.
Two minutes.
The law could deal with murder, but if Henry's ghosts didn't have the right to deal with the death of hope, who did?
He saw the flaw in the plan at 7:47. By then, it was too late.
Henry'd spent the day wrapped in a theatrical blackout curtain, lying on the floor of the walk-in closet. Although wide open to suggestion, the Pettits had not been easy to get rid of. Having found him, they wanted to stay with him. He'd barely had time to gain his sanctuary and twist the door handle into an unusable chunk of metal when sunrise claimed him.
7:48. Sunset.
They were there. He could feel their presence more strongly than he'd ever felt it before. The air around him was uniformly cold, and when he drew in his first breath, it seemed to move reluctantly into his lungs, coating the inside of his mouth and throat with a frigid film.
Wormwood and gall. He swallowed reluctantly.
His hand rested on the switch of small desk lamp he'd brought into the closet with him. Too bright an illumination would be of no more use than the dark​ness; the overhead light would blind him and wash the spirits out to near invisibility.
When he turned the switch, he could see the two ghosts who'd haunted him from the beginning pressed up tight against his feet. All around them—all around him—were others. He couldn't count their numbers, they kept shifting in and out of focus—here a young woman with the corner of her upper lip pierced, there tormented eyes peering out from under a fringe of hair. Faces. Bodies. The invisible chorus made manifest.
Fear.
It rose off them like smoke, filling the space too thickly for even Henry to endure.
Dr. Mui turned from the window and peered into the shadows of her apartment. One hand rose, an in​voluntary warding against the sudden feeling she wasn't alone.
"I should turn on a light."
Her voice traveled no farther than the edge of her mouth, unable to make an impression on the silence.
One step back. Two.
Her shoulders pressed against the glass.
Henry found himself pressed back into the corner without remembering how he'd gotten there. The closet had filled with the amorphous shapes of the dead, only the original two maintaining form. And they seemed to be waiting.
Waiting.
For what?
He just wanted them to go away. He had his mouth open to demand that they leave him alone when he remembered. It wasn't him they wanted.
"Who's there?"
They were coming closer, whoever they were.
"There's a safe in the bottom left-hand drawer of my desk. Just take the money and leave me alone." The last word slipped from her control and rose al​most to a wail before it faded.
The doctor's feet continued to push against the Mexican tile on the floor. The window creaked be​hind her.
He could feel her life. She wasn't in the next room, but it didn't matter. Her heart beat so loudly he could have heard it from the other building had his own heart not been pounding nearly loud enough to drown it out.
I am Henry Fitzroy, once Duke of Richmond and of Somerset, Earl of Nottingham and Knight of the Garter. My father was a king and I am become Death. I do not cower before the dead.
The Hunger rose to meet the fear and gained him ground enough to rise to his feet. Dark eyes narrowed. "Well," he demanded, "are you going to let her get away with it?"
There could, of course, be only one answer.
Dr. Mui had dealt out life and death with brutal efficiency, protected from pangs of conscience and wandering regrets by armor built of diamond-hard self-interest. The accusation in the donors' eyes when they realized their escape from poverty and the streets was not the escape they'd dreamed of making had never touched her.
It had nothing to do with her.
Until now. When it had everything to do with her.
The dead howled denial; a howl torn from those who'd first seen a fragile hope betrayed and then had lost the only thing they had remaining to them, their lives, taken without even the excuse of passion.
The doctor flung her head back against the glass, over and over. The glass held, but crimson rosettes appeared with each impact.
Despair closed her eyes, closed her mouth, her nose, choked off air from her lungs, closed over her like a layer of wet earth. Suffocating. Burying.
She fell forward on her hands and knees, gasping and retching, the damp ends of her hair drawing bloody lines against her face.
"I. Will not. End. Like. This." Armor so arrogantly forged could not be breached so easily. "I am," she breathed. "I live. And you are dead."
Triumphant, she lifted her head and saw the shad​ows move. Saw the last two boys, the one they hadn't used, the one before dumped unceremoniously in the harbor, the others, all the others . . .
They looked down at her.
And they were dead.
Their mouths were open. They screamed denial. Despair. Vengeance.
Forcing her to recognize the death she'd given them.
The body hit the roof of the cable van with a wet crunch. One leg flopped limply over the side, swung back and forth, and was still.
Ten feet away in the parking lot, miraculously un​harmed by falling glass, Patricia Chou clutched at her cameraman's arm with a white-knuckled grip. "Did you get it?" she panted, ignoring a throat ripped raw by the force of her initial reaction. Professional or not, she was, she felt, entitled to that one scream of shock and horror. Later, she'd wonder if she'd been trying to drown out the cry of the falling woman, preferring to remember the sound of her own voice rather than the frenzied denial that had grown louder as gravity won, but for now she had more pressing concerns. "Did you get it?"
Brent nodded, still peering through the eyepiece with the detachment of cameramen from Northern Ireland to Lebanon. "I thought the windows on those new buildings were shatterproof."
"Shatterproof can be broken."
"Yeah? Then what did she break it with?" There had been glass and, with the glass, the body— alive as it fell, but inevitably a body for all of that.
Reporter and cameraman stood in silence for a mo​ment, then, handing Brent her cell phone and sug​gesting he call the police, Patricia Chou hurried toward the van, making mental lists of what to do and who to call and how to best use the rapidly disap​pearing light. "Now this," she said, as she reached inside for her microphone, ducking under the dangling foot that would provide a suitably ghoulish backdrop, "is a story."
"We all knew that was going to happen," Celluci said, hands pressed flat against the glass. "We all knew."
Vicki pulled him away from the window and turned him around. "No, we didn't," she said softly.
"Yes, we did. We knew" the ghosts killed. They've killed before."
"She jumped through an unbreakable window, Mike. They didn't push her."
"We knew," he repeated, shaking his head. "We knew."
Vicki caught his face between her hands and tipped his gaze down to meet hers. It flared silver. "No, we didn't," she said.
When the police came to take their statements— along with the statements of everyone in a unit over​looking the accident—they got a pleasant surprise.
"Michael Celluci? That name sounds really famil​iar." The young constable frowned. "Did you report your van stolen, Detective?"
"Not his van, mine." Vicki leaned forward, silently willing Celluci to be quiet. It was too easy for him to forget that the police weren't necessarily on their side. "He said he misplaced it. That he knew where he'd left it, he'd just ended up on the other side of town and hadn't gotten around to going back for it yet."
"There's no point in him going back for it now, because it isn't there. Couple of uniforms found it just as it was about to be stripped. Nuts were loose, but nothing was missing. But the only ID they could find was Michael Celluci scribbled on a crumpled piece of paper in the glove compartment. They've probably run the plates by now, but they wouldn't be able to find you, Ms. uh," he checked his notes, "Nelson."
"Probably run the plates by now?" Vicki repeated, brows raised in a sardonic arch.
He blushed and was unable to stop himself from responding like some kind of rookie idiot instead of a three-year veteran of the Vancouver Police Depart​ment. "Well, there's been a whole lot of gang violence lately, and things have been pretty busy, and the sys​tem crashed two days ago, and we just got it up and running this morning."
"But my van's okay?"
"Yes, uh, as far as I know, yes."
"Good."
When she smiled at him, he was suddenly glad he had his notebook in his lap. There was something about her that made him feel like rolling over and wagging his tail when she scratched his stomach. "Now, uh, about the fall . . ."
"Actually, we didn't see anything."
"Nothing?"
"We were busy."
"Busy?" He felt himself redden again. "Oh."
He left soon after; envying the detective his rela​tionship and hoping the old boy's heart was up to it.
"The whole world is getting younger," Celluci growled when the door closed behind the irritating young punk in the blue uniform. "I can't say that I like it much."
Vicki put her arms around his waist and leaned into his chest. "For what it's worth, you're not getting older, you're getting better."
"Spare me," he snorted tilting her chin up so he could look into her face.
"What?"
You've always been a lousy liar, but that constable believed everything you told him.
"Mike?"
"Nothing." Sighing, he rested his cheek on the top of her head. "Just feeling old."
She pressed herself closer until she resonated with his heartbeat.
"So, you and Henry are, uh . . ." Celluci looked down at his spinach salad and found no answers, so he looked back up at Tony to find the younger man smiling. "What?"
"You're living with a vampire, Celluci. Why do two men cause you so much trouble?"
"We're not exactly living together, but I take your point. I guess it is a little ridiculous." He speared something green he couldn't identify. Why the hell couldn't he have fries with his burger? Everything in Vancouver was too goddamned healthy; he'd be glad to leave. "But you didn't answer my question."
"I'm moving out. But we'll still be friends."
"So you're staying here in Vancouver?"
Tony shrugged. "My life is here. I have a job, I have friends, I'm going to school; why would I leave?"
"He's here." Resting his forearms on the table, Cel​luci leaned forward. "You'll never be free of him, you know. You'll expect to see him in every shadow. Sepa​rating your life from his won't be that easy."
"He doesn't own me, Detective, no matter what it might have seemed like. It was time for me to leave, and we both knew it." Tony toyed with his salad a moment, started to speak, stopped, then finally said, the words spilling over each other in the rush, "And it's not that hard. You could leave, too."
After a moment, Celluci smiled and shook his head, remembering all the days and all the nights that had followed. "No. I couldn't."
"They didn't even come back to say thank you?"
"If it's all the same to you, I'm just as glad that they're gone." The dead had stopped shrieking when the doctor's heart had stopped beating. And only the doctor's heart. This time, in spite of the heightened intensity, no one else had died. In the end, vengeance, or justice, had been surgically precise. Henry, whether from proximity or awareness, had been the only other casualty. Retching and trembling, he'd had to force himself to walk out of the closet—he'd wanted to crawl. He completely understood why the doctor had gone eleven stories straight down to get away from the sound.
Vicki read some of that time on his face and reached out. Just for an instant, her hand covered his.
Henry stared down at his hand, then up at her. Less than a week ago, he'd have wanted to kill her for that. Now he regretted the touch could last so short a time. Six days out of four hundred and fifty years and they'd changed the way he deemed what he was. "Do you always rewrite the rules?"
"If they're bad rules."
He shook his head. "I wonder how we managed for all those years before you came along?"
Vicki snorted. "You and me both. Most of our kind changes for passion's sake, Henry—you told me that yourself—and no one does passion like a teenager. You were seventeen. How old were the rest? I could be the first adult to come along in centuries."
"You're still a child to this life."
She grinned. "Don't sulk, Henry. It's unattractive in a mortal man and really unattractive in one of the immortal undead."
"Centuries of tradition," he began, but she cut him off.
"Haven't changed that much. We're still solitary predators, but now we know why. The scent of anoth​er's blood drives us dangerously out of control. We'd kill so indiscriminately we'd be impossible to ignore. In time, we'd be hunted down and destroyed, our strength no defense against their numbers. For the safety of all of us, we have to Hunt apart. But we don't have to be apart. Given enough time, territorial imperatives can be overcome."
Henry raised his hand, palm up toward her. When she mirrored the motion, he moved his hand toward hers. They never touched. "Mostly overcome," he said with a sad smile, letting his arm drop down to his side.
Vicki nodded, her smile perhaps more rueful than sad. "Mostly," she agreed. "Before Mike gets back, I want to thank you for what you did in that clearing." Her expression changed as she looked back at that night, back at what she'd almost destroyed. "I couldn't stop myself. I was going to kill Sullivan no matter how much Mike would have hated me for it."
"I know. You may have been an adult when you came to this life, but you're still a child in it. Greater control will come in time. It's the hardest thing our kind has to learn." Looking down at the lights of the city, his city, he listened for a moment to its heartbeat. "That, and how to hide what we are without becoming less than we are." He paused again then continued gravely. "You can't let the detective know what you're capable of, Vicki. He won't be able to stand it."
"What are you talking about? He knows . . ."
"No. He thinks he knows. It's not the same thing. Tell me, how did you feel that night in the warehouse?"
"You ought to know, your hands were doing the feeling."
"Vicki!"
Arms folded across her chest, she shook her head. "I don't like to think about it."
He turned to face her, and his eyes were dark. "How did you feel?"
"I don't know."
"Yes, you do."
After a moment of facing herself in his gaze, she said quietly, "Free. I felt free."
The darkness lifted. "Can he ever know that?" Henry didn't wait for her to answer. "There are very few we can trust with what we are and fewer still of them with all we are."
"You were Mystery to me . . ." The memory came out of her mortal life.
"Then be Mystery to him."
"You're not going to walk us to the van?" Vicki asked as Celluci lifted his hockey bag onto his shoulder.
Henry shook his head, glancing around the bor​rowed condo. "No, I don't think so. I'll say good-bye here and start cleaning up."
"Hey! I cleaned up!"
"Who cleaned up?" Celluci grunted.
Vicki elbowed him in the ribs, careful of her strength but hard enough that he felt it. "I helped."
"I'm sure you did," Henry broke in before they started fighting. "I merely want to be sure that there are no questions left behind."
"You can't trust me to have taken care of that?"
"It's not a matter of trust, Vicki. It's a matter of responsibility. My territory, my responsibility. If I visit you in Toronto, it will be your responsibility."
Celluci  started.   "You're  not  serious,  Fitzroy?  I mean,   good  God,   she  was   territorial  before   she changed!"
"Calm down, Mike, you'll burst something. He was making a joke." Her expression dared Henry to chal​lenge that assessment. "Good-bye, old man, I'll call when I get home."
Henry nodded and matched her tone—better to keep it light. There was, after all, no need for maudlin farewells. "Take care, kid, and try to remember you don't know everything."
Vicki grinned. "Yet. Come on, Mike."
"In a minute. I want to talk to Fitzroy." When she paused, he gave her a shove toward the door. "Alone."
"Guy talk?" She glanced between them. Henry looked enigmatic, but that was hardly surprising. Cel​luci looked belligerent, and that was no more surpris​ing. If she couldn't trust them alone together, then she and Henry hadn't actually accomplished anything. Just because Mike couldn't trust her and Henry alone . . . "Okay." It didn't sound okay, but she got the word out and that was what mattered. "I'll meet you at the van."
When the door closed behind her, neither man spoke. After a few moments Henry said, "She's on the elevator."
"Let's make sure she stays on." After a moment, when Henry nodded, he said, "There was just one thing I wanted to ask you. That night in the clearing, why did you kill Sullivan?"
"If Sullivan had lived, what would we have done with him?"
"You didn't have to do anything with him. The worst he could've done was tell the doctor I'd es​caped—something she found out anyway when Swanson found the body."
"And without that body, Ms. Chou would never have gotten the footage for her expose."
"After the fact," Celluci pointed out grimly. "Why did you kill him?"
"That's not the question you want to ask me, Detec​tive." Abruptly, he dropped the Prince-of-Man man​ner. Michael Celluci deserved more honesty than that. "I won't give you the answer you're looking for, Mike. You'll have to ask her."
"Will she tell me?"
"She is Vampire. Nightwalker."
"Like you."
Henry almost smiled, would have had Celluci not sounded so painfully serious. "No," he said gently. "Not like me. In fact, I'd be willing to believe she is not like any of us. But she is still the woman you fell in love with."
"And the woman you fell in love with?"
"The emotional bond, the love, if you will, that causes us to offer our blood to a mortal never survives the change." They were his words to Vicki during their first conversation. He opened his mouth to repeat them and found himself saying, "Yes," instead.
To Henry's surprise, Celluci held out his hand. "Good-bye, Fitzroy. Thank you."
Henry took it, released it, and stood alone a mo​ment later in the empty condo, Vicki's scent sur​rounding him. He missed her already, but the future that he'd thought would be as unchanging as four hun​dred and fifty years of the past stretched out before him suddenly filled with infinite possibilities.
It had taken her seven nights—Only seven? He counted back and shook his head. Just one short week—to completely overturn something that had been considered from the beginning of their kind an immutable part of their nature.
Seven nights.
He couldn't wait to see what she'd do with eternity.
They talked about nothing much until they were outside the city heading up into the mountains lis​tening to a local easy listening station. The news was over, the police had discovered four bodies buried in the clearing where Ronald Swanson had been found, and teams were continuing to search. Dr. Mui's fi​nances had come to light and Patricia Chou was piec​ing the story together for network television. The weather was expected to be clear and hot for the next few days without the ubiquitous showers.
Celluci leaned back in the passenger seat and stared out the open window at the shadows of trees flicking by in the night. As usual, she was driving too fast. "Vicki?" I won't give you the answer you're looking for, Mike. You'll have to ask her. "If Henry hadn't killed Sullivan, were you going to?"
The road seemed impossibly narrow. Vicki's eyes locked on the yellow line as the night outside the frag​ile barrier of the headlights closed in. The memory of rage tightened her fingers around the steering wheel.
"Vicki?"
He didn't want the truth. Not really. She hadn't actually needed Henry to tell her that. She could feel him waiting for her answer. She could smell his fear. "No. Of course not. You asked me not to."
Vampire. Nightwalker.
"She is still the woman you fell in love with. . . ."
"Mike?" Her turn to throw a question down be​tween them. "You believe me, don't you?"
"Yeah, of course I believe you." He turned to touch her shoulder, uncertain if he was comforting or reas​suring or if it mattered. "You've always been a lousy liar."
On the radio, the sports report ended, Seattle hav​ing beaten the Jays nine to three at the Skydome.
"You're listening to CHQM." The DJ could've been any one of a hundred DJs they'd heard across the country. "And here's a song for all you star-crossed lovers . . ."
Be Mystery to him. No, that wasn't how it worked with Mike. Glancing away from the road, Vicki grinned at him. "You think this one's for us?"
"... their love may not be paying the rent, but they've still got each other. Yes, it's Sonny and Cher and 'I Got You, Babe.' "
Mike grabbed Vicki's wrist as she reached forward to turn off the radio. "No. Leave it. I think I'm start​ing to like it." He wrapped his warm fingers around her cool ones and brought them to his lips. "Which just goes to prove that you can get used to anything in time."
A moment later, he tightened his grip and growled, "Almost anything. Don't. Sing. Along."
