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Chapter 1
I was trapped in my apartment with a vampire, the same type of creature that had killed my friends and burned down my house.
Vampires are efficient killers. They’re supernaturally strong, with amazing regenerative powers, lightning-fast reflexes, and preternatural senses. In close quarters the chances of surviving an encounter with one are next to nothing, and these were definitely close quarters.
My pulse quickened. I knew I should do something, but I couldn’t bring myself to act. Normally I was unaffected by the mind control vampires possessed. That anomaly helped me in my vocation: until last week, I was a vampire hunter.
This one held me captive, frozen in its gaze. Her name was Megan, and she stood in my kitchen, hip cocked, watching me with raised brows. In one hand she held a bottle of French red wine; from the other dangled a potted fern.
But Megan happened to be a really cute vampire, and the hammering in my chest had less to do with being confronted by a monster than with being very close to an overdressed, vertically challenged, blue-eyed brunette who had just cleared her throat for what might have been the second time.
I shouldn’t be nervous. After all, I had invited her in knowing full well there would be repercussions. Now here we were, alone together, and it was a little late to be having second thoughts.
A week ago my state of apprehension would have been the result of an entirely different range of emotions. But I was still hunting vampires then. They were creatures I killed with little thought and no remorse. That changed with my last job. I had been living in Austin, putting myself through school and moonlighting as a vampire hunter. But then the beasts killed my friends, assaulted my family, and turned their attention to me. So I fled here to Northern California, under the pretense of taking what I thought was an easy job. I hoped to lie low until things cooled off.
As it turned out, the work was anything but easy, and I most certainly did not escape vampires. But this time it was different: they were on my side. Mostly. And the one currently wearing a slinky black dress and a mischievous grin had actually saved my life.
My eyes drifted downwards, roving from the criminally pretty face to the sinful lines of her flawless body. Now I was anticipating an entirely different type of encounter with the creature in front of me.
I gulped at the thought, and then frowned as my gaze found a silver chain around her neck. It was new, or at least something I hadn’t seen her wear before. A small cross hung from it. I wasn’t sure if she believed, or just wore it for the irony. We had entered a church recently to exorcise a host of demons. It was the first time she’d been in one in decades. Maybe it affected her.
“Well?” Megan asked, stopping a foot in front of me. She raised each hand an inch and wiggled them a bit to emphasize the housewarming gifts she had been holding since she came in.
“Huh?” My eyes snapped back to hers.
“Never mind!” Exasperated, she turned and put the plant down next to the full grocery bags that had been sitting on the counter since I got back from the store a couple of hours ago.
Still holding the bottle of wine, Megan started searching through the apartment’s kitchen. She muttered as she opened cupboard after cupboard to find them all bare. My brother Bryan and I had moved into the place that afternoon, and it still lacked the basic necessities.
Bryan expected to be staying in California for the foreseeable future. As for me, now that my vampire hunting days were finished, I planned on switching to a career that wouldn’t guarantee me an untimely death. So I decided to concentrate on completing school. I was scheduled to start my senior year at the University of Texas in a couple of days.
Granted, I was majoring in physical education, so the eventual outcome was only slightly less bleak than vampire hunting, but I hoped that the degree would at least land me something better than my current part-time job as assistant manager at Game Shack. Heck, maybe with a degree and a little perseverance I could make full manager someday.
Vampire hunting didn’t exactly pay the bills; it was more of a hobby born out of the need for revenge. Strangely, I found the need was gone now, and I was anxious to fill the void it left. The Texas vampires were still out there—the ones that killed my team. But I was hoping their issues with me had ended when they killed my mentor Robert. After all, he’d been the one they were after. The rest of us had been collateral damage. Maybe I would be the one they let get away.
I knew it was unlikely. Vampires, particularly the ones who had their sights on me, seemed to have memories as long as their lives. At some point I would have to deal with them. But until then, maybe I could move on with a nice normal life and forget about vampires and the assorted other things that go bump in the night.
At least, I could as soon as I figured out what to do with the one rummaging through my kitchen. Considering I had invited her into my place, it would be bad manners for me to stake her. Besides, that certainly wasn’t what I wanted to do with her. But I was anxious. Up until recently, all I had done was kill vampires. I wasn’t used to the idea of having a relationship with one.
I watched as she gave up on the cupboards and began rifling through the grocery bags on the counter.
Bryan and I had picked up a few essentials earlier in the day, then Megan’s roommate Lacey had called as we walked in the door. She needed help cleaning up their house. I didn’t mind. It was kind of my fault their place got trashed in the first place.
Besides, Bryan had a thing for her, despite the fact that she was way out of his league. My brother was out the door before he had hung up the phone. The timing of the call made me wonder, though. Lacey would have known Megan was coming over, and certainly wasn’t above a little ruse to clear Bryan out of the apartment and give Megan and me some alone time.
“How long have these been sitting here?” Megan asked, setting the bottle of wine down and taking some perishables out of the bags to put them in the small apartment fridge.
“Um, a few hours?” I had been so preoccupied thinking about the events of the past week and what was going to happen between Megan and me tonight that I had completely forgotten about them.
“You’re as bad as Lacey. That girl never puts anything away, unless you count dumping everything in a pile on the kitchen table, which I don’t. I wouldn’t mind as much if I actually ate any of it,” she said over her shoulder as she organized the items in the fridge.
I wondered if she’d eaten yet. I hoped so, because—as she’d pointed out—she couldn’t exactly eat any of the groceries in the house, which pretty much left just me.
“Bryan’s the same way. I don’t think anyone has actually seen the floor of his room in years.”
Megan laughed, then quickly turned her head to look at me, her brows drawn in a small frown. She had a tendency toward dramatic switches in focus.
“Nervous?” she asked, in a tone that made it obvious she knew the answer.
“Why would I be?” I shifted my weight to the other foot and tried to play it cool. I don’t think I succeeded.
“I have no idea,” Megan said in mock surprise, abandoning the groceries to walk up to me. “I can hear your heartbeat, you know.”
“You can?” I resisted the urge to take a step back. Instead, I held steady as she got right up in my personal space. She was only five feet tall, and even wearing four-inch heels, she was still a half-foot shorter than I was.
“When I’m this close, yes.” She reached out and placed a gentle hand on my chest as she came closer, slowly closing the gap until her hand was all that was between us. “It’s beating fast.”
“Huh, weird.” I cleared my throat, the croak in my voice betraying my attempt to sound nonchalant.
“You know what they say...” Her hand moved to undo the top button of my shirt. When her fingers brushed against my skin they were soft and cool. “...when you’re nervous, all you have to do is imagine your audience naked.”
I took her advice as she undid the next button, but it didn’t help at all.
“Well, that didn’t seem to work,” she said, coming to the same conclusion. She gave a mock pout while she undid another button. “Maybe that’s only for speeches? Or it could be you’re not trying hard enough. Here, this might help.” She took a step back, reached behind her and unzipped her dress. Next, she hooked a shoulder strap with each thumb and pulled outward, releasing them to let the dress slide down her body and drop to the floor.
That certainly didn’t calm me down. Granted, she wasn’t completely naked. She wore a matching set of black lace undergarments, so it was possible my imagination was falling a bit short.
“Oh, hey!” She picked up the bottle of wine from the counter and wiggled it in front of me. “Glasses? I couldn’t find any.”
“Um.” The topic change had caught me off guard, and it took longer than normal to process the thought and formulate a corresponding verbal response. Finally one got through. “Some cups are in the dishwasher; no wine glasses though.”
Megan harrumphed, and went to open the dishwasher. I think my jaw dropped a bit as she bent to examine its contents. “Using plastic tumblers for a bottle of seventy-eight Romanée-Conti has to be some sort of punishable offense, but I’ll overlook it. Unless, of course, you want to be punished?” She glanced back at me inquisitively.
I blinked, unable to answer. She shrugged and hunted around until she found a corkscrew. She poured each glass half full, then brought them to where I still stood, slack-jawed.
I wasn’t normally like this. I really wasn’t. My last girlfriend and I practically lived together. I saw her naked all the time without much issue, and Megan was still wearing clothes–more or less.
I would have liked to blame my frozen state on vampire mind games. They could do that with most people. Control you to a certain extent. It was like hypnosis. If they caught your eyes, they had you. It had never worked on me for some reason, though. I was a fluke, some sort of freak of nature. I also could detect the supernatural, which no one else I knew could do. I got a vibe whenever something got close. It was a different vibe for different types of creatures. For vampires, it was as if they radiated cold. The first time I experienced it was the night my girlfriend Kristi was killed by a vampire; the same one got her sister six months later. Kristi’s death was what got me started on the whole monster-slaying business in the first place.
Pushing the thoughts of Kristi aside, I took one of the proffered glasses and tried the wine.
“Hey, this isn’t bad.”
“Glad you like it.”
“It’s better than the boxed stuff my mom drinks.”
Megan coughed, hitting her chest a few times with her palm. “I should hope so,” she finally managed.
I picked up the bottle and examined the label before setting it back down. “Where did you find a thirty-year-old bottle of wine?”
“I liberated it from Donovan’s personal stash.” Donovan was the master vampire of these parts, which made Megan one of his minions. Still, she tended to march to her own beat.
“He won’t miss it?”
Megan shrugged. “He has an entire wine cellar. It’ll take years for him to notice it’s gone. And even if he does, he won’t know I took it. Of course, I would probably tell him.” Her nose crinkled at her self- professed honesty, then she perked up. “Anyway, isn’t it for a good cause? I mean, this is a special occasion, right?”
She placed her glass to her lips and took a sip before setting it down on the counter, the whole time staring at me with a suggestion in her cool blue eyes that made my stomach lurch a little. I’d like to have attributed my nervousness to the fact that she could turn on me at any moment, killing me before I realized what was happening—slashing my throat, draining me dry, and leaving me dead on the carpet for my brother to find.
But I didn’t think that she would. By inviting her in, I had bet my life that she wouldn’t.
Maybe she was just that beautiful. Or perhaps I was developing feelings for a monster. I don’t know. What I did know was that she was smiling up at me with an amused look that I had to do something about.
So I moved into her, my free arm wrapping around her waist, pulling her close while I tried to set my glass down next to hers on the counter.
She met me eagerly, her arms snaking around my neck as we kissed. Her enthusiasm caught me off guard, and I let go of the glass to bring my other arm under her rear as she climbed me, her legs hooking around my waist. I heard my glass bounce off the linoleum as I stumbled backwards into the living room, locked in the deepest kiss I’d ever had.
When I finally came up for air I flashed a quick look around the near- empty apartment. The furniture consisted of a card table and four folding chairs in the dining area, and a small flat-screen TV sitting all by itself next to a cable box on the floor in the otherwise empty living room.
“Sorry, we don’t have a whole lot of furniture,” I said.
“Seriously? You’re thinking about the furniture? Now? God, I’m such a failure.” Megan buried her head in my shoulder.
“No, it’s not that! I was thinking, um, well, there’s a futon in the bedroom, but we just bought that for Bryan, and…”
She removed her head from my shoulder and leaned back to look up at me, a look of earnest concern on her face. “Do you really think we’ll need it?”
My head wasn’t working quite right and I actually paused to think about it. Megan’s eyes grew wide as she realized what I was doing.
“Floor,” she said quickly, before I could say something stupid.
Looking at her in my arms, I decided the floor would do nicely. I kissed her again, and her legs tightened around me. I kept one hand under her and another around her back and we sank to the ground, still lip- locked. Our kissing became more passionate, our hands exploring each other. Her lithe body was soft and smooth against mine. Her cool aura surrounded me with a strangely comforting presence.
Most of my clothes, along with her bra, had been discarded. My hand found her breast and explored its contours while hers unzipped my pants. Things were starting to get interesting as I slid my hand down her back and under her panties. I was removing the last article of her clothing when a loud rattle came from the kitchen.
Megan paused and pulled away a few inches to look at my phone, which was vibrating its way across the counter. “Are you going to get that?”
“I wasn’t planning on it.” At this point, it was pretty far down my list of priorities. My hand resumed its journey, and now had the sheer black thong midway down her thighs.
She frowned and rose. I was saddened to see her erase all my hard work; her panties were back in place by the time she stood up. The sudden mood switch confused me. Megan tended to have random unconnected thoughts, but this was a bit much even for her. It was the stomping gait as she headed off to get my phone that made me realize she thought the caller was Toni.
Toni—short for Antoinette, and never to be confused with some Italian guy with a hairy chest and a gold necklace—was someone else that I had been kind of seeing. Sort of. It’s not as bad as it sounds; it wasn’t like I had made any commitments to anyone. I had barely known either of them for more than a handful of days. But Toni and Megan didn’t exactly see eye to eye. They were kind of competitive, like pit bulls. In their game of tug-of-war, I was the chew toy. You know—the one that usually ends up torn in half and discarded in the back yard.
I smiled a bit at my analogy, because Toni was a werewolf. Yeah, I know. From monster slayer to monster player in a matter of weeks. It was unsettling even for me, and I was living it.
In any case, I hoped the caller really wasn’t Toni, because that was going to kill the mood. At least, it would for Megan; my mood was going to be pretty hard to kill. In a desperate attempt to salvage the night, I started to think up excuses for why Toni might be calling me at ten o’ clock at night.
Megan grabbed my cell just as it was about to impersonate a lemming and dive off the counter. She actually hopped a couple of inches into the air, and her frown was replaced by a look of pleasant surprise as she held out the phone, as if I could somehow read the caller ID at this distance.
“It’s your mom!”
 



Chapter 2
So the call wasn’t from Toni, but it was definitely a buzz-kill. I maintain that we all would have been happier ignoring the phone. I let out a sigh, trying to be content that it was the phone and not the doorbell.
Megan knew that I had been worried ever since my mom had gone missing last week. Trouble was, for my mom that was normal. She had a sad history of short, intense relationships with men who could generously be called losers.
However, given the fact that during my mom’s latest absence vampires had killed my friends, burnt down our house, and were probably still looking for me, I made over a dozen unanswered calls to her during the past week. And of course she picked now to finally return them.
Megan knelt down next to where I lay face up on the floor massaging my temples in a futile attempt to stave off the first signs of a migraine. She tilted her head as she held the phone out to me.
“Don’t you want to answer it?”
At that moment I could think of other things I desperately wanted to be doing, but instead, I took the phone, pressed the answer button, and said in what I hoped wasn’t too morose a tone, “Hey Mom.”
“Chance! I’m glad I finally caught you.” It wasn’t my mom, but the voice was familiar nonetheless. It took me only a second to place it, and when I did, I went cold. I jerked upright to a sitting position. My sudden motion sent the hovering Megan falling backwards to land unceremoniously on her rump.
The person on the other end of the phone was Christian, the master vampire responsible for everything that had happened back in Texas. He was the one who had killed my friends and threatened me. And he was calling from my mom’s cell phone.
“What have you done with her? Where is she?” I growled into the phone. It was cliché, but what else could I say?
His reply was cheerful, as if he were sharing a pleasant exchange with a close friend. “Your mom is quite safe. She’s sitting right here next to me, in fact. The two of us were chatting over drinks, and we thought it would be a great idea if I met her sons. Now that your mother and I have become so close, I think she wants your approval of our eternal love. So tell me, Chance—do you approve?”
Megan stared at me, her look of surprise at having been toppled over now replaced by shock. Though not as keen as a werewolf’s, I knew her heightened hearing could pick up both sides of the conversation. She had been as startled as I was when it wasn’t my mom on the other end of the call, and it had only taken her a few seconds longer than me to figure out who the caller was.
“Put her on,” I said to Christian.
“Why, certainly.” Christian’s voice grew fainter as he moved the phone away from his mouth, and I overheard, “Dear, your son wants a word with you.”
A moment later I heard my mom’s voice say, “Hi, honey.” She sounded happy, if a little tired. With vampire mind control it was likely she was under Christian’s compulsion. Then again, my mom had a weakness for men. If he treated her even halfway decently, and didn’t let her know he was a vampire, she’d be happy. Heck, to be honest, as long as he treated her halfway decently he could be an actual troll and she’d likely stick it out with him. She made some bad decisions when it came to guys.
“Sorry I missed all of your calls, Chance. Christian and I were having such a good time! The days have just slipped away. You know how that goes.” She laughed; I didn’t. “How about you come for dinner tomorrow? Christian never seems to eat, but he’s such a wonderful cook, and I want you to meet him. You two are going to get along great.”
“That’s a fantastic idea!” Christian’s voice was first distant, then louder, as he took back the phone. “Chance, why don’t you come on over. Bring your brother. I’ll have the whole family for dinner!”
“Touch her and I’ll kill you.”
“Oh, Chance, I think it’s too late for that, on both counts! But, tell you what—why don’t you come on over tomorrow night like your mother suggested and we can talk about it while I eat.”
“The only thing you’ll be eating next time I see you is a chest full of stake.” I hung up and sat silently while Megan picked up her dress. I tried my darnedest to burn Megan’s beautiful image into my mind. I knew that tomorrow I was going to do something that would quite probably be life-ending, and I wanted to have at least one last good memory to think about when I died.
I slowly pulled myself up and searched for my shirt. Megan walked up to me and took my hand, squeezing it.
“Don’t worry. I’m going to go talk to Donovan tonight. We’ll get your mother back and deal with Christian.”
“Thanks,” I said, not telling her that I planned to leave first thing in the morning to take care of it myself. I knew she wouldn’t go for that. She was too much the mother hen to let me go after Christian on my own.
Megan and her friend Lacey had put themselves out on a limb too many times for me already. In the brief time I had known them I had been more or less responsible for their house being trashed, Megan almost getting killed twice, and Lacey being possessed by a demon. I wasn’t going to drag them into this as well. Besides, I didn’t think Donovan was going to help me. He was the master vampire of the San Francisco Bay Area and, as near as I could tell, he had no jurisdiction over the vampires in Texas. He certainly had no reason to go out of his way on my account. He may have lent me a hand in the past, but only because I was in possession of a weapon he wanted to make sure none of his rivals ended up with.
I considered taking my brother along with me, but decided Bryan would be more of a liability than a help. Besides, he might actually have something good going here in California, and lord knows he needed it. He’d had a tough life, and I wasn’t going to bring him on what was likely a suicide mission just when things were looking up.
Megan got dressed quickly, eager to go plead my case with Donovan. Once again she was ready to jump in and straighten out my life. When she put her arms around me, I looked into her eyes and saw in those cool blue depths a sense of compassion that was startling. This vampire had more empathy than any human I had met in a while. She smiled, then gave me a kiss on the cheek and a hug that I wished could have lasted forever. Before she left she promised that everything would be okay.
I fully intended it that it would, at least for her and my brother. I cleaned up the wine that had spilled on the floor, then tried to fit the cork back into the bottle before giving up and using a wadded-up paper towel. Finally, I laid some blankets on the living room floor and tried to get a good night’s sleep. I had expected this night to go a couple of different ways, but this was honestly not one of them.
When Bryan came in a couple of hours later, I was still wide awake. I had been thinking about what happened to my mom and blaming myself for starting the whole thing with the vampires. Had I left it alone after Kristi had died, a lot of people would still be alive. And now they had my mom, and I knew that, realistically, I would probably fail trying to save her.
My brother didn’t say anything to me when he came in, which meant that he didn’t know about what happened to Mom and he hadn’t scored with Lacey. I would be hearing about it in graphic detail if either of those two things had occurred. All he said was “’Night, bro” before he wandered down the hall of the apartment to the single bedroom.
I breathed a sigh of relief as I heard the door to his room shut. I was glad Bryan hadn’t found out about Mom yet. He would have insisted on coming along if he knew, and arguing with him about anything was pointless. Bryan would find out soon, though. I was positive Megan had already told Lacey, and it would only be a matter of hours before she passed it along to my brother.
So much for living a nice normal life. I rolled over, and eventually capitulated to a broken sleep.
I jerked awake, grabbed my phone and stared at the time in disbelief. Not so long ago I had a considerable propensity for sleeping in, but spending several nights at Megan and Lacey’s had messed with my internal clock. Lacey was an obnoxiously early riser, despite rooming with a vampire who slept all day and partied all night. I had spent several days with them, and their habits had thrown my regular schedule for a loop.
In this instance it served me well. The first signs of dawn could barely be detected peeking through the gaps in the blinds, and I wanted to get out of town before anyone realized I was gone and could stop me.
I called a cab, quickly showered, and threw on some clothes. Then I prepared for the hunt, because that was what this was going to be: a vampire hunt. Only this time I’d have no team to back me up. Not that a team had helped me any last time.
I went through Bryan’s large duffel bag, which he referred to as the goody bag. It contained all of the spare weaponry that my last team had, the stuff that we hadn’t taken with us into the ambush. Bryan had collected it all and brought it with him when he came to California.
I took out one of the assault rifles, an AK-47, along with a few magazines. Bullets wouldn’t kill vampires, but enough of them would slow one down. I also grabbed a crossbow, a dozen wooden bolts tipped with steel broadheads, and two polished wooden stakes. Those were more useful. A wooden shaft through the heart would paralyze a vampire, putting it in a coma so that it could be finished off by beheading or burning. Or, if you wanted to be thorough, both.
If Christian had friends with him, the likelihood of my getting to use this much firepower was slim. I pushed the thought aside and distracted myself by disassembling the crossbow and rifle and putting them in my backpack, along with the stakes. Robert’s KA-BAR Special Forces knife and my trusty Kimber .45-caliber handgun went under my jacket.
Antsy, I peeked out of the blinds, watching for my ride. Bryan was still asleep, which was no surprise. He was a late riser when he didn’t have to be up for work, and considering he still wasn’t used to the two- hour time difference, it was a good bet he would sleep through to lunch.
By the time I heard the squeaky brakes of the cab I was pacing back and forth in the kitchen, reconsidering my decision to go it alone. I might actually have a chance of surviving if I brought along Lacey and Megan. Maybe. But maybe I would just get two more people killed. And when I thought about all the trouble I had already caused, and how everything tended to go south for the people around me…I shouldered my backpack.
Before I left, I pulled out as much cash as I could spare from my last job’s payment and left it on the counter next to the fern and the abandoned bottle of wine. I grabbed my phone and walked out the door, closing it quietly behind me.
I told the driver to take me to the hospital where Toni was recuperating from the wounds she suffered during that last job. More collateral damage from the disaster that had been my life over the last few weeks. On the way, I had the driver stop by a grocery store so I could pick up some flowers and a couple of motorcycle magazines. I figured if I threw enough gifts at her, Toni might be distracted enough to not ask any awkward questions.
Toni was watching a morning TV show when I knocked on the doorframe of her hospital room. She had the small suite to herself. It was nicer than my apartment back home in Austin, though that wasn’t saying much.
Toni was a pretty Asian-American girl, and also the alpha female of one of the two werewolf packs in the Bay Area.
“Aw, you got up this early to see little old me?” She stretched her long, lean body and smiled at me as she said it.
“How could I keep away?” I handed her the flowers and set down the magazines on the bedside table.
“A better question is: why would you want to?” She took the flowers and sniffed them. “So what’s up?”
“Not much. My brother’s decided to stick around for a while, so we helped him get set up in an apartment.”
“We?” Her tone developed a dangerous edge.
Oops. “Um, yeah…me and him.”
“Uh huh.” She wasn’t buying it, but she let it drop for the time being. “So by saying that he’s sticking around, are you implying that you’re leaving? Is this your idea of a goodbye?”
The subtle growl in her voice let me know this conversation wasn’t going well. It was time for some damage control. I decided to divert the topic of conversation to us.
“I’m not leaving yet. Hey, the new place isn’t half bad. You should come and check it out once you’re feeling better.”
“Doc says I should be out of here tomorrow or the next day.” She saw my surprised look and explained, “I’m a fast healer.”
“I’ll say.” I had seen her fly off her motorcycle at fifty miles an hour, sail through the window of an SUV, and then duke it out in the back seat with a couple of heavily armed thugs. She should be dead.
“It sounds like a party is in order to celebrate your speedy recovery. Maybe you and your friends can come over. The apartment complex has a pool with a couple of grills. We can all hang out, and I can cook something up.”
“I think I’d rather do my celebrating on a more intimate level. Just you and me. But I’ll tell you what,” she said. “If you’re that anxious to cook, you can fix me breakfast when we’re done.”
It was impossible to argue with her, so I didn’t even try. Heck, looking at her, I didn’t even want to. “Now that’s an offer I can’t refuse.”
“Not if you know what’s good for you.” She smiled, then grabbed a magazine and casually began to flip through it before asking, “So what are your plans, Chance? Long-term?”
The question was as loaded as they come. We hadn’t known each other long, but I got the feeling Toni handled attachment slightly differently from most people. I said, in as neutral a voice as I could, “I thought I would go back to school and finish up my degree. I’m registered for the fall semester, and it starts next week.” You know, after I single-handedly kill a very old vampire and all of his flunkies.
She stopped flipping. “So you are leaving.”
“I’ll be back. Definitely for Christmas break, and I’m sure I won’t be able to resist a visit or two before then.”
“You better. That is, assuming your car can make the trip.” My car, a decade-or-two-old Miata, served as a source of constant amusement to, well, everyone.
“Hey, now that you mention it, since all the trouble has died down... I was wondering if I could grab my car out of your garage. I have to run a couple of errands today, pick up the last few things for the apartment. I could use it.”
“Use it to what? My bike has more storage,” said Toni.
“I guess you’re right. I could always borrow something bigger, but I hate to keep asking the vampires for favors. I don’t want to get in their debt or anything. Though Donovan has lent me cars in the past….” I let the last part trail off, knowing it would do the trick. It bothered Toni to no end that I hung out with what she ironically considered to be monsters.
“Sure, grab your car, and feel free to use my truck if you need to actually carry anything.” She pulled a set of keys out of her purse and handed them to me. “Notice how I gave you permission so you didn’t have to go ahead and steal it?”
“Now when have I ever stolen anything from you?” She laughed and I smiled. I had borrowed her bike a couple of times—using the term “borrowed” loosely. I think the couple of cases of grand theft cycle were actually what ended up attracting Toni to me. As an alpha, she responded in strange ways to overt displays of dominance.
I gave her a hug, not able to stop it from turning into a kiss that lingered until a nurse came in and made disapproving sounds.
“I’ll see you around, Toni.”
“Oh, you can count on it. We’re going to do some celebrating, remember? Tomorrow night. I’ll be there at six.”
“I thought the doc said you might be in another day.”
“Don’t you worry about the doctor. Just focus on ensuring that brother of yours is out of the apartment. Three’s a crowd.”
“Will do! Take care of yourself.” I got out of there as quickly as I could. I wouldn’t be back in California by tomorrow night—or probably ever. Which was a good thing: if the vampires didn’t kill me, then the unholy tantrum Toni was going to throw for standing her up would.
I retrieved my car from her garage, then stopped at a diner for breakfast. Even if I did need to get out of town, I functioned better when I wasn’t hungry, and the rush hour traffic would be a bear for the next hour or so anyway.
After finishing a rare uninterrupted meal, I stopped by a post office to overnight Toni’s keys back to her at the hospital. Then I filled up the tank of my battered old Miata and headed east to Texas.
 



Chapter 3
I was on the road again, only this time I was heading toward my troubles. It was a long drive from the Bay Area to Central Texas, about twenty-six hours if you drove it straight through, which I had no intention of doing. I was sub-optimal when not well fed and rested, and I had a feeling I would need to be at my best to have any chance of surviving the next couple of days.
I checked the call history on my phone before tossing it out the window along Highway 5, somewhere in California’s Central Valley. I didn’t want to run the risk of Christian being able to use its GPS to track me. Megan had called several times, as had my manager at Game Shack. In a cowardly move of epic proportions, I had turned my ringer off when I received Megan’s first call. After that, I let each one fall straight through to voice mail.
I replaced my jettisoned smart phone with a cheap pre-paid one at a gas station convenience store an hour later. I entered the few worthwhile numbers I knew into speed dial. I would make sure to use only cash for all purchases from here on out, another precaution in case Christian could somehow track my credit or debit cards. Thanks to my last job, I was stocked up on paper currency, even after what I left for my brother. Still, I couldn’t afford to squander it on things like clean sheets and healthy food. There was no telling how many days I had to make it last. That night, I shared a room with a colony of roaches at a thirty-dollar-a -night highway special in Eastern Arizona.
The roaches and I parted ways not too long after daybreak and I continued the drive eastward, stopping only for gas and the occasional drive-through for a bite to eat. Because of all the hardware I was carrying, I never strayed too far above the speed limit. I was carrying more illegal weapons than a rebel army.
At lunch, I called Toni on my new phone. The trip had given me ample time to think, and when my thoughts strayed to scenarios involving the werewolf’s vengeance for standing her up, I decided the best course of action was to cancel ahead of time.
I let out my breath when it went through to voicemail. I gave her the excuse I’d been working on for the last fifteen minutes of my trek through the desert: an emergency had come up with my mom, and I had to rush to Texas to take care of it. Bonus points for it being the truth.
I thought about calling Megan. She was going to be as ticked off as Toni. But in the end, I decided against it. For some reason I knew Megan would be harder to talk to, and I was worried she might actually be able to convince me to tell her where I was. At least by ignoring her I knew she’d be safe, and I’d be fighting my own battles this time around.
It was a few hours after dark by the time I pulled off the highway, twenty miles outside of San Antonio. Toni had already called me back several times. I let them all go directly to voice mail. I promised myself I’d call her in the morning after I’d had a good night’s sleep and felt better able to deal with her. Maybe I’d call Megan, too; after the long drive, I was finding that I missed her.
The freeway exit consisted of a hotel, some gas stations, and a couple of fast-food places in the middle of nowhere. I always wondered where the people who worked those places lived. There weren’t any houses around for miles.
I parked in front of the dusty hotel, blowing my nose on a wadded-up napkin I had found on the Miata’s floorboard. I had been in Texas less than a day, but the heat and allergies had wasted no time reintroducing themselves.
The lobby was overly air-conditioned, and I went from hot to freezing in an instant. I tugged on the front of my sweat-saturated, burnt-orange t-shirt, peeling the white Longhorn symbol away from my chest as I waited for the desk clerk to run through the registration process.
After I finished checking in, I grabbed the stuff out of my car and tossed it onto the orange floral-print bedspread, splashed some water on my face, and headed for the cluster of gas stations and fast-food restaurants across the way. Even though the sun had gone down hours ago, the hot asphalt radiated through the soles of my Vans as I walked across the parking lot to the first burger joint in my path.
I went for broke and ordered a triple-bacon cheeseburger, large fries, and a ginormous drink. While I waited for my order, I sat down at a booth and called one of Robert’s contacts.
Robert had been my mentor in the vampire-slaying business. He was the guy that the vampire Christian had been after in the first place. The one that had put together the team that was killed a few weeks ago at the ranch.
Robert had introduced me to his friend Jacob a few months back, when we were down in San Antonio looking into a feral vampire that was feasting on an impoverished area of the city. Outside of our crew, Jacob was the only friend of Robert’s that I knew, which meant he was now the only living friend of Robert’s that I knew.
I remembered Jacob’s number because he had made such a big deal about Robert giving it to me. When he found out Robert had given out his number, Jacob had been so mad at him for “violating his trust” that he refused to speak to him for weeks. The guy was paranoid. We’re talking about a tinfoil-hat level of paranoia.
He had a right to be like that. He was one of Robert’s old team; they’d started hunting vampires and other monsters together way back in the seventies. Jacob knew more about the supernatural than was safe for any human. His specialty was information: he monitored everything from police band scanners to tabloids, always on the lookout for conspiracies and monsters. Most of what he found was garbage, but Robert insisted his information was reliable, so Jacob must have had a knack for sifting through the bullshit and wackos.
The first time I met Jacob, Robert had sprung me on him. It was supposed to be a meeting between the two of them to talk about the vampire that was gorging its way through the underbelly of San Antonio, but Robert decided I should come along and meet him.
It was shortly after my girlfriend died, and I was in a funk. I had withdrawn a little and Robert was trying to drag me back out. Jacob was permanently withdrawn, so Robert thought it would be good for both of us to talk to actual people.
I remember the look of terror and betrayal on Jacob’s face when he saw me. He was like a trapped rabbit. It didn’t matter that I had done nothing threatening, or that we were in a public place filled with people—I was an unknown, and Jacob didn’t like unknowns.
It took Robert an hour of apologizing before Jacob calmed down enough to talk to us, and even then, he was guarded. The man had serious reservations about coming into contact with a living person he didn’t know. In fact, I think he had serious reservations about coming into contact with people he did know.
Once over his initial doubts, he seemed to warm up to me well enough. I had seen him a handful of times since then, though it had been well over a month since the last occasion. The three of us had watched a baseball game on TV, and I listened while Jacob and Robert talked about the good old days.
That visit had been under much better circumstances than the current one was going to be.
The phone rang four times, then went through to voice mail. I left Jacob a message asking him to call me. He could have been out, but was more likely screening his calls. I was walking to the counter to pick up my meal when the phone rang. I answered it, trying not to dump my dinner as I balanced the tray in one hand on the way back to my seat. The forty- eight-ounce Coke added a level of difficulty to the maneuver.
“Hello,” I said, setting my tray on the table. I just managed to catch the Coke before it went fully horizontal. The lid kept most of the soda in, and I threw a pile of napkins on the stuff that escaped.
“Chance, is that you? Are you okay?” Jacob sounded half relieved, half suspicious.
“I’ve been better.” I was a little surprised he’d called me back so soon. Even though Robert had vouched for me, the guy was odd. I didn’t think he was the type to appreciate random calls out of the blue, especially from people he hardly knew.
“Jesus Christ, thank God! Where’s Robert? I’ve been trying to get a hold of him for days. Is he with you? Let me speak to him.”
“Robert’s dead, Jacob.”
The line went silent for a few seconds.
“Dead?”
“Yeah.”
“Can’t be. All you had to do was retrieve some possessed pottery and destroy it. I gave Robert step-by-step instructions. It was an easy job! I could have done it in my sleep, for crying out loud, and I don’t do field work.”
“So why didn’t you? Help us destroy it?” I wished he had, because I can tell you, destroying that thing had been anything but easy.
“Weren’t you listening? Because I don’t do field work. Never have. I’m more of a behind-the-scenes guy.”
“But you knew about the job?”
“I was the one who gave it to Robert. I found out about the urn from an old associate of mine, Mark Stone. A professor who shares my views on the world we live in, and who’s really controlling it.”
“Okay.” I didn’t need a lecture on black helicopters and government conspiracies.
“Turns out Mark was working on an archeological dig in the Middle East when they found the thing. Who would have thought, huh? Once he realized what they had unearthed, he called me up. He knew I used to deal with that type of thing. He let me know what they found, and said it was too dangerous having a relic like that falling into the wrong hands. The man worked for Mr. Powers, knew him enough to be scared. Said he was worried why Powers wanted it so badly.
“So I did a little digging of my own and, from what I found out about that urn, the demons it contained, and Mr. Powers of California, I agreed with him.”
After a moment, he continued. “It was a real struggle for Mark. Poor guy. It was like he had found the Holy Grail, you know? Here was this artifact that he thought was only myth, and he had actually found it! But he knew all hell would break loose if the wrong person got ahold of it.”
“Literally,” I said.
“Exactly. So he asked me if I could help get rid of it—destroy it before it caused any trouble. He even offered to pay ten grand of his own money to cover the expenses. And, well, you know the rest. I called up Robert and he said he’d take care of it. I told him exactly how to destroy the urn. So, tell me, Chance: what went wrong? God, y’all didn’t open it, did you?”
“No, we didn’t open it. Neither the urn nor its contents killed Robert, though I can’t say the same for some others. That thing caused some significant collateral damage.” My tone plainly said I wasn’t buying the “easy” part of his claim.
“Well, then, how did he die?” I could tell by his voice that he was still shaken. He was hoping that he’d find some hole in my story that would prove me wrong and Robert still alive.
“Vampires.”
“Vampires? What vampires?”
“Before we left for California, Robert got a line on a vampire killing. It was out at a ranch in the Hill Country. We stopped by to take a look. It was a setup; they were waiting for us.”
“And they got all of you?” He was incredulous.
“No, not all of us. I’m still here.”
“How do I know you’re not one of them?” His voice changed, skepticism creeping in.
“One of who? A vampire? Trust me, Jacob, I’m not a vampire.” I finally noticed the rapt attention my conversation had garnered from a stricken lady and her enthralled daughter sitting at the next table.
I covered the mouthpiece on the phone and said to them, “Van Helsing 2 just came out for the X-Box. It’s totally sweet!” The mother looked away, embarrassed. The girl popped another fry in her mouth and kept eavesdropping.
“What are you talking about?” asked Jacob.
I lowered my tone to a whisper, turning away from the mother and daughter, which in retrospect probably made me look even crazier.
“Nothing. Look, I’m not a vampire. Like I said, we were ambushed. There were a ton of them. They got everyone but me.”
“All dead?” His voice was quiet. Resigned.
“Yes. No. I think Katy was still alive when I left, but she was down. I couldn’t get her out.”
“If you left her in a nest of vampires, she’s dead now. Trust me.”
“I know.” I was still trying to come to grips with it. Katy was Kristi’s sister. She was all of sixteen before I got her killed by introducing her to this mess.
No, I wasn’t being fair to myself. Katy got her own self into it. Her sister’s death had hit her hard, and when she found a target for her rage, she held nothing back. She was the one who had inspired Robert to get back into the business, and I happily went along for the ride. The fact is that Katy had been more into killing vampires than any of us.
“Let me get this straight. You already had a job, the one I had given you, but you decided it could wait a bit while y’all went half-cocked into a nest of vampires?” asked Jacob.
“We didn’t know it was a nest. We thought it was another loner. Look, I know we screwed up, and everyone paid the price for it.”
“So, who destroyed the urn? You did destroy it, didn’t you? Tell me you’re not carrying it around with you, or it’s not back home sitting on your mantel next to poor Aunt Hilda.”
“No, it’s destroyed—or at least its contents are. I did it myself. Well, along with some help from some friends I met out in California, but that’s not the reason I’m calling. I’m calling because the vampires that killed Robert have my mom. I need to find them and get her back.”
“How did they get your mom? Jesus, kid, you brought your mom with you on a raid?”
“What? No. I have no idea how they found her. I’m more worried about getting her back. Can you help me?”
“Maybe, but not on the phone; we’ve already said too much over the air as it is. Let’s meet. They could be listening in.”
“Who could be listening in? The vampires?”
“Of course not. Most of them are too stuck in the past to be current on things like wiretapping and electronic surveillance.”
I didn’t entirely buy that. Jacob was out of touch with the new wave of vampires. I knew one back in California who spent most of his time playing video games on his laptop, and Megan was sporting the latest smart phone. But I decided against disagreeing with Jacob. The odds were good I would lose the argument, and if I won it, the only gain would be an unhealthy increase to his already-high level of paranoia.
Instead, I asked, “So who’s listening in?”
“They are!” he said in a desperate whisper. Like I said, he was certifiable. Unfortunately, he was my only lead, so I was forced to play along.
“Right, okay; so let’s meet. When and where?”
“At the place where we first met. Eleven o’clock.”
“Tonight? C’mon, I just ordered dinner. How about we at least make it mid—” But he had hung up. I checked the time on my phone and swore. If I left now and broke a dozen traffic laws, I might be only five minutes late.
I gazed longingly at my meal; it was my lot in life to covet but not consume. I couldn’t eat a greasy burger while I drove the manual- transmission Miata without wearing more of it than I ate, so I quickly unwrapped the sandwich, took a couple of large bites, and then tossed it. I took the giant soda and fries with me and sped off to San Antonio.
Despite my best attempts, I was ten minutes late and had lost at least half a dozen fries to the space between my seat and the center console. I pulled into a nearby parking lot and hoofed it to our meeting place.
When you hear about the Alamo, it’s hard not to imagine a great daunting fort. In real life, however, the mission consisted of a few small stone buildings, made even smaller by the towering modern structures that now ringed them.
I was worried Jacob would have left already, attributing my tardiness to alien abductions or something equally crazy, but the short pudgy black man was standing next to the giant oak tree in the courtyard of the mission. He was wearing the same jean shorts, Spurs t-shirt, and baseball cap he was wearing the first time I had met him. I figured it was his “blending in” outfit.
“You’re late.” His tone was accusatory, underscored by a strong dose of annoyed. “The longer we’re out here, the more likely it is that we’ll be noticed.”
“Noticed?” I glanced around the pseudo-deserted grounds. The main buildings had long since closed for the day. A few straggling tourists wandered here and there, talking and snapping photos of the Alamo.
“They’re always watching.”
I didn’t bother asking who “they” were, for fear it would kick off an exposition about the Illuminati. “You didn’t ask me how far away I was before you set the meeting time and hung up.”
“Were you followed?” He was shifting uncomfortably on his feet, trying unsuccessfully to act casual. His eyes darted among the handful of people scattered about, trying to tell which one was the government assassin.
“Nope.” Honestly, I had been too busy dwelling on the fact that a vampire was holding my mother captive to even check, but I seriously doubted anyone was following me. Christian probably expected I was headed in his direction, but he couldn’t know where I was when he called me; for all he knew, I was still in Texas.
As for the secret government agency, or whomever it was that Jacob was worried about, if someone that powerful was gunning for us, then we were done for anyway.
“Good. Now don’t take this the wrong way.” Jacob pulled something out of his fanny pack. I thought for an instant he was going to kill me, but instead of a gunshot I heard a beep. Before I could react, he swiped the device across my forehead. Next, he studied a small readout on the blue- and-white implement.
“A thermometer?” I asked.
“Making sure you’re not one of the walking dead.”
“With a thermometer? Really? You don’t have any better tests?” I was fortunate enough to be my own built-in spook detector. I could always tell when I was near something unnatural. I got a feeling when I was around things like vampires, witches and werewolves. Most people couldn’t. I guess they had to improvise.
“You can always stand still and see if they try to eat you,” he said.
“What would you have done if I was a vampire?” I wasn’t trying to be a jerk—I was actually curious. His outfit didn’t lend itself to carrying large amounts of weaponry. He was on the old side, but I doubted he was ever in great physical shape. I wondered if he had backup watching us. A sniper on a rooftop waiting to take me out on Jacob’s mark.
But Jacob paused, looking a little disoriented by the question. “I told you I don’t like field work. Too many variables. Unpredictable. Anyway, we should be okay out here for a little while longer. They wouldn’t think that we’d be crazy enough to meet right under their noses.”
“Whose noses?” Damn. It slipped out before I could stop it.
“Them.” His eyes twitched to the side. I couldn’t be sure if it was a nervous tic, or if he had been hinting at something.
I twisted around, but didn’t see anything.
He did it again, letting his eyes stay a little longer until I saw it: a rectangular brown sign with white lettering. Paid and cared for by the Daughters of the Republic of Texas.
“Seriously?”
He looked at me like I was an ignorant child. “They’re related to the Masons, who are related to the Illuminati, who control everything.”
“Oh, come on. They’re just a bunch of old ladies who keep up even older landmarks.” If the Daughters of the Republic of Texas turned out to be anything out of the ordinary, it was far more likely they were a coven of witches. At least, according to Megan’s roommate Lacey, who was a witch herself. Lacey once told me that a lot of women’s groups were covers for covens. Personally I suspected most of them were what they claimed to be— in this case, the descendants of the original Texas pioneers and Republic soldiers.
It was too late; Jacob couldn’t let my skepticism go unpunished. I should have smiled and nodded, but instead I had to endure forty-five minutes of convoluted exposition on the powers that control the world.
Jacob was covering the role the post office played in the global conspiracy when the last few tourists crossed the street heading to their car, leaving the old mission deserted save for the two of us. At this point, even I felt like we stuck out like a sore thumb.
“Don’t you think we should get going?” I interjected during a rare pause as Jacob took a breath, gearing up for a long-winded explanation of something to do with smoke detectors, cellular towers, and global surveillance.
A quick frown of anger at being interrupted during his lecture came and went as he realized how long we had been out in the open.
“You’re right. I got carried away. It happens sometimes. Come on.” He started off at an unexpectedly brisk pace, and I surged forward to catch up.
I offered to drive, but Jacob insisted we travel his way. His way consisted of a ride on a city bus, multiple taxis, and a fair bit of walking, not in that order. We doubled back at least twice, and paused once for a few minutes in a urine-scented alley when Jacob had been sure we were being followed. All in all, it took about an hour to reach our destination, which, as the crow flies, was less than three miles from where we started.
 



Chapter 4
I was tired when we finally arrived at the long two-story brick building; at least, that was my excuse for staring openmouthed at the sewing and vacuum cleaner repair shop for a full half minute while Jacob unlocked the two deadbolts on the sliding metal security screen, then another two on the front door to the store.
“Well, what are you waiting for?” Jacob punched a code into an alarm keypad on the wall inside Silver Spur Sew & Vac, then waited for me in the open doorway. Two small security cameras, one piggybacking on top of the other, watched us as we walked into the showroom. Christ, the man was so worried even his security cameras had security cameras.
I followed Jacob down a row of upright vacuum cleaners standing at attention. In the darkness of the store I could make out the shadows of hoses, attachments, bags, belts, and other parts that hung displayed on every inch of the walls.
“Sewing machines?” I had a tendency to state the obvious, but this time it might have come out a little bit accusatory. Especially from a guy who worked part time at a Game Shack outlet in the mall.
“And vacuums. What? A guy’s gotta make a living. Unlike the ones in TV shows, real hunters can’t all cruise around in classic cars spending money like water with no noticeable source of income.
“Besides, they’re good business. Or, at least, they were. My dad used to sell them way back when. Started out going door to door, if you can believe it. Until he finally saved up enough for a down payment on the shop. Of course, nowadays people buy their appliances at those big-box stores, or order ‘em up online. So I don’t sell many here anymore. Mostly I just fix ‘em. Which is okay by me—the new stuff they build nowadays doesn’t last too long, so there’s plenty to fix. More money in fixing ‘em than selling ‘em anyway.”
We crossed behind the counter and into a cluttered, neon-lit back room where half a dozen intact vacuum cleaners and a handful of sewing machines sat waiting to be repaired. Several more of the devices lay in various states of disassembly, their parts piled on workbenches. Rows of shelving held trays upon trays of spare parts. Some of them had so many cobwebs and layers of dust that they must have sat dormant since his father first opened up the shop back in the sixties.
Jacob led me through the workshop to one more door. This one had another small keypad, where Jacob entered a code. Above the door were more security cameras, supplemented with a motion detector and fire alarm.
The door slid to the side, revealing a small room with yet another camera. We got in, and Jacob slid the door shut and hit a button on the wall. The freight elevator rose with minimal complaint to the second floor, where we stepped out into a large loft. Unlike the shop on the first floor, which occupied only a third of the building’s space, the loft spanned the entire second floor of the structure.
I realized then that Jacob was what the reality shows called a “hoarder.” But instead of collecting junk or cats, he amassed information: newspapers, magazine articles, computer printouts, maps, and books filled countless shelves.
The shelves were not in neat rows either. We weaved our way through a labyrinth of the grey metal giants, each stretching from the floor to the twelve-foot high ceiling. By the time we reached a section of the loft that had been made into an office, I was so turned around I didn’t know which corner of the building we were in. I glanced back at the corridor we’d exited, wondering how long it would take me to find the elevator again in an emergency. I gave up, deciding I’d use a window for a quick exit if it came to that. I scanned for windows and found that the two I could see had heavy-duty security bars outside them. I tried unsuccessfully to suppress a trapped feeling.
An old grey desk straight out of the seventies was positioned against a couple of modern plastic eight-foot folding tables to make an L shape in the corner. Three computers sat in a row on the tables; two were showing a password prompt, the third was connected to two huge widescreen monitors. Each monitor was split into six pictures. Across the top panes were feeds from cameras, across the bottom row were feeds from a second set of cameras with identical angles as the first. But instead of the nice color images of the ones above them, these pictures lacked detail. Five of them provided only a distorted grey-and-blue vision of the world; the sixth contained blobs of vivid reds and oranges and yellows, representing the two of us standing in the office. They were thermal cameras.
To one side of the tables stood a full server rack, its lights blinking at various intervals indicating network traffic and hard drive use. On the old desk sat a fourth computer, its keyboard covered in tiny bits of debris, casualties of countless meals. The keyboard and mouse were surrounded by an army of papers, books, and, as far as I could tell, trash.
“I’m not much of a computer man myself. Nephew set all of this up for me. Smart kid. Starting to college next year. A&M.” Jacob was puffed up and sporting a wide grin.
Texas A&M and the University of Texas at Austin are long-time rivals, but out of respect for the obvious pride Jacob had in his nephew, I bit back the Aggie joke that had popped to mind.
Jacob continued to smile as he sat down in a small office chair in front of the cluttered desk. The chair was old; the padding on one of its arms had been replaced with duct tape and the once-brown fabric was patterned with countless stains. It squeaked as he sat, and tilted a little too much to one side. The whole thing looked like it would cave under him at any moment.
“Impressive setup you’ve got here. What’s it all for?” I asked, involuntarily inching closer to Jacob, readying myself to catch him when the chair inevitably collapsed.
“Information! Grab yourself a seat and get comfortable. We’re likely to be here for a while.” He indicated a battered couch. Stuffing protruded through torn fabric in multiple places, and I worried briefly about getting a spring lodged somewhere uncomfortable. I chose a slightly less disgusting side chair.
“There’s beer in that fridge if you want one, and some leftover pizza.” He pointed to where a small brown fridge at the end of the couch did double duty as an end table.
“Nah. Thanks, though.”
“Suit yourself. Don’t mind if you pass me one, though.” I obliged and he screwed open the top of the Shiner, rocking back as he did so.
“So, information, huh?”
The chair creaked louder as he leaned even farther back, causing me to lean forward with it, my arms half outstretched.
“Yup. This is where I store all of the things they don’t want you to know about.” He took another drink, then placed the beer on his desk, causing him to come forward to a safer angle.
“I tell you, Chance, information technology and the internet were a big blow to them.” He swiveled in the chair and used a sweeping arm motion to indicate the piles of documents that had taken over the loft. Then he rolled across the floor a few feet and pointed to a top-of-the-line HP scanner on one of the tables.
“Slowly but surely, all this is getting digitized. Do you know how much faster and easier I can find and disseminate information should the need arise? Not to mention that I can store it all on a couple of hard drives rather than in a room full of boxes.”
I nodded along with him, wondering if the nephew was running some music servers or other questionable content on his uncle’s equipment, along with all of the Crazy. I refrained from mentioning the thought out loud. Jacob was paranoid enough without me adding to his heartburn. I shifted my focus to the problem at hand.
“Well, it’s certainly a nice operation you’ve got going here. Can it help us find out who Robert might have been talking to?”
The chair let out an ominous squeak as Jacob leaned forward in the chair, his arms resting on his legs, hands together dangling the beer bottle. He sighed. “It might at that. First off, tell me exactly what happened at this ambush.”
“Well, like I said, we were all packed up and ready to head to California for that job you gave us. You remember? The easy one where we were supposed to exorcise a metric ton of demons from an urn? Anyway, as we were about to leave, Robert gets a call. I don’t know who it was from, but whoever it was, Robert trusted them enough to take a detour.
“The tipster said that a vampire had just killed a family out at a ranch, and was now holed up for the day. So we swung by and made a pit stop, thinking we would be taking care of a single vamp. We assumed it was another crazy newborn like the ones we had been dealing with before. We went during the day, figuring it would be asleep. Easy kill. After that, we’d head on out to California as planned and dispose of the urn.”
“You have no idea who called Robert?” asked Jacob.
“None. That’s why I called you.”
“You sure it was a setup? Maybe it was an honest tip, but the guy got it wrong?”
I shook my head. “No, it was definitely a setup. I’m not saying that whoever provided the tip was necessarily in on it—they might not have knowingly sold Robert out—but the end result was the same: the vampires knew we were coming.”
Tilting my head toward the ceiling I continued. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot, and the more I do, the more I think the ranch was the plan the whole time. I don’t think Katy’s death was an accident. I think someone wanted to get to Robert. Lure him out of hiding and back into hunting. Somehow they found out who and where his family was, and targeted the niece.
“I think they killed her to get him started, then used a string of feral vamps to keep him hooked. Made it easy, so Robert would get careless. Then they picked a nice secluded spot and took him off guard.”
Jacob nodded. “Makes sense, I suppose. Robert was always kind of a recluse. Other than me, he would have been the hardest of the group to track down. I wonder who made that call?” The question obviously disturbed him, probably because he had a limited pool of friends and they certainly overlapped heavily with Robert’s.
“It must have been someone who knew Robert well enough to know he hunted vampires,” I said. “Someone whose word would be good enough for Robert to act on without any further research.”
“Well, it’s not like Robert advertised that he killed monsters. If he did, he would have been locked up in a loony bin. That being said, he wasn’t as careful as I am about whom he talked to and what they talked about. That leaves us with a few possibilities.”
“So, let’s narrow them down! I have to know who it was, Jacob. I have to find out who gave him the tip. It’s my only lead to finding my mom before anything happens to her.”
“Look, Chance, I understand. Trust me. I want to know who it is, too. It’s a fair bet this informant is my friend as well, and I could be next on their list. Now, I realize you don’t want to hear this, but if vampires have your mom, she’s probably already been…compromised.”
“I know, I know. Still, what do you want me to do? I can’t sit around and do nothing, not while I know she’s still alive.”
“What makes you so positive she’s alive? I thought we went over this. Chance, I’m sorry, but your mama’s probably dead by now.”
I shook my head. “I spoke to her the day before yesterday. The vampire called me up. Told me he had her and asked me to come meet him. He let me talk to her. She sounded okay.”
“So he’s using her as bait?”
“Well, that’s obvious. He basically said so.”
Jacob nodded. “Just so we’re clear. Where are you supposed to meet him?”
“Who knows? I hung up on him before it got that far. Do you think I’m going to let that vampire set up a meeting and walk into another ambush? No thanks. This time, I at least want some sort of surprise in my favor. That’s why I want to find the tipster. Maybe find out where this vampire is so I can ambush him for a change.”
“I hear you. Well now, let’s think about this. Who could have called Robert? There’s me. Robert had me following the news for y’all, looking for patterns of violence that could be tied to possible vampire activity. But I didn’t call him.” He paused. “There’s your crew, but they were all with him when he got the call. Plus, they all got killed at the ranch, except for this Katy. Could she have been in on it? Maybe that’s why they left her alive.”
“No way. She hated vampires more than any of us. Besides, she killed at least one in the fight before they knocked her out. If she’d been with them, I doubt that would have happened.”
“So it’s not your old crew, and not you or me,” Jacob said. “Too bad you didn’t manage to grab Robert’s phone. That would have made life easy. But I suspect you were too busy saving your own skin to worry about that.”
“Actually, I did grab it.”
“Where is it? We can pull up the calls he received before the ranch. All I have to do is trace the number, and bingo! We have ourselves the name and location of the informant.”
“I don’t have it on me.”
“Well, go get it!”
“I kind of threw the phone out somewhere in the West Texas desert on my way out to California. I didn’t want anyone using it to track me,” I added, hoping that a play to his paranoia would buy me some leeway. By his look, it seemed that only he got to make paranoid decisions.
“You threw it out? Before even getting the numbers off of it? Come on, Chance—everyone knows vampires aren’t into modern technology. They’re not going to be tracing your phone calls, or hacking into your computer!”
“If you say so.” I tried to ignore the paranoid man’s hypocrisy.
Jacob swiveled in his chair, somehow remaining upright while he rolled to one of the computer terminals. “Well, let’s see what we can find out.” He logged in, brought up a browser and started typing while I got up to peer over his shoulder.
“Here we go. I found an article on that ranch of yours. Says the place burned to the ground. Cops found the charred remains of the family, along with Robert and who I assume was the rest of your crew. They’re claiming it was a home invasion gone wrong. You must have been checking the news and seen all of that?” He looked over his shoulder for confirmation.
“Nope. Been out of town for a while dealing with Solomon’s urn. I can’t believe they blamed us for killing the family! Wait, crap, what about me? Are the cops looking for me?” All I needed was to be framed for murdering some family. I leaned closer to the monitor and began scanning it for my name.
“Not that I can see. Doesn’t say the cops are looking for anyone. Looks like these vamps want you all to themselves. They’re taking things rather personally.”
“Lucky me. Won’t the crime scene guys figure out that’s not what happened?”
“Doubt it. Vamps have gotten smart. Most of them don’t even kill anymore, what with all of the new tech the police have. Cleaning up a crime scene right takes too long. The vampires might not use a lot of new technology, but they’re smart enough to avoid it. Nowadays, when they do kill, they make sure to do a good job covering it up. In your case, they probably used your own guns to shoot up the family. Did you see them when you were there? The family?”
I shook my head.
“They were probably keeping them alive somewhere in the house. My guess is, after the ambush, they killed the family with y’all’s guns. Then shot up your team with any guns the family had, and with a ranch you can bet they had some. Then torched the place.
“After that was done, the vamps would have paid a visit to the forensics guys, the coroner, and maybe even a detective or two to be sure. Used that mind-control crap on them. That way the post mortem would be nice and straightforward. Everyone died from either gunshot wounds or the fire that started during the exchange. A nice open-and-shut case with no witnesses or survivors to screw it up: family and burglars killed each other. Fire started during the shootout. Case closed.”
He swiveled the chair slightly to face me. “Speaking of fire, it burns me up too that this makes your crew out to be a bunch of criminals. Robert was a good man. Shouldn’t have to be remembered like that.”
“They all were.”
“They usually are. I don’t suppose you caught any of the vampires’ names during the fight? Even a description of one or two of the bloodsuckers might help. I have a database here of all known supernatural creatures, dead or alive, that we’ve ever encountered or heard about. Been working on it for years. Might turn something up, let us know who we’re dealing with.”
“That I can do,” I said. “The head guy is a tall long-haired dude. Imagine if Fabio, in his prime, was doing a Walker, Texas Ranger impression. He must have been old—really old. He was crazy fast, and he hoisted John up like he was nothing. I’ve never seen anyone that powerful.”
“Of course you haven’t. Y’all had been hunting newborns, not real vampires. The ones you were dealing with weren’t even properly turned. They were left to go feral.”
I nodded. It was true; the ones in Texas had all been new, but not the ones I met out in California. Those weren’t new, and my gut told me Christian was even more powerful than they were. I decided against telling Jacob about them. I wasn’t sure how it would go down, the fact that I had formed a temporary alliance with vampires and werewolves to destroy his urn. I doubted he would buy the whole ends-justify-the-means thing.
“He and Robert knew each other,” I added.
“I figured as much, seeing as he had a hard-on for Robert. Must have been someone we crossed way back when. Don’t suppose you caught this old vamp’s name?”
“I did. It’s Christian.”
“Christian? Are you sure?” Jacob’s face distorted into shock, and I was worried he might have a coronary on the spot. It was the second such look he’d given me tonight. The first was when I told him Robert was dead, and now when I told him Christian was alive.
“I’m positive. Why?”
“He’s supposed to be dead.”
“Well, as they say, word of his passing was greatly exaggerated. Who is he?”
“He’s a total fucking nightmare, pardon my French.”
“Fantastic. So, how and when did he supposedly die?”
“We killed him, about twenty years ago.”
“Oh. Then maybe this is a different Christian?”
“Just how many ancient vampires do you think are running around with a name like Christian? It’s like Chance. Most people don’t go giving their kids those types of names.”
“Thanks. And, before you ask, it involved my mom, a one-night stand, and Vegas. Guess she thought it was funny.” I was used to people giving me a hard time about my name, but it was still annoying.
“Well, be thankful it’s not Sue.” Jacob’s pained look softened a little as he chuckled at his own joke.
I had heard that one before, too. “Let’s focus on Christian right now. What can you tell me about him, Jacob? I don’t suppose he’s part of the whole government conspiracy thing?”
“Are you crazy? Of course not! He’s bad news. Old and powerful. If I’d known he was still alive, I wouldn’t have slept so well all these years.”
With all of his hang-ups, I doubted Robert ever slept well. “All right; so who is he?”
“No time for that now; if Christian’s alive, he won’t stop with Robert—he’ll be out for blood. Our blood. I’ve got to warn them.”
“Your old crew?” I asked I let the obvious joke—about vampires being out for blood—pass.
Jacob nodded, got an old leather address book out of the top drawer of his desk, and started flipping through it.
“So who else did you and Robert hunt with back then? I don’t think it was just anyone who gave him that tip; Richard seemed pretty certain about it after receiving the phone call.”
Jacob looked up from his book to speak to me. “I see where you’re going. I don’t like it, but I see it.” He paused for a moment. “There were seven of us. Jeffrey and Craig died when we went after Christian, Robert’s dead now too, and I’m here with you. That leaves David, Fred, and Paul.”
“So any one of them could have set us up,” I said.
Jacob looked thoughtful then said, “We can kill two birds with one stone. Warn the guys Christian is alive, and find out if any of them told Robert about the ranch. I can’t see how they would betray him like that, seeing as Christian would want the rest of us as dead as Robert.”
“Maybe they had no choice? Christian is a vampire; he could have made them do it.”
“Could be. We’ll go ahead and eliminate the least likely first. That would be David. He was a real estate agent. Married, retired, moved to Florida about ten years ago and now captains a party boat out of the Keys. I don’t think it was him.”
Once Jacob found the page he wanted, he rolled to a different computer, logged on, and executed a program. Once that was done, he picked up the receiver of an old, hard-wired phone that sat next to the machine and dialed a number.
“No longer in service,” he said, frowning as he replaced the receiver. He went back to the first computer and started typing. A couple of internet searches later, he pulled up a newspaper article from seven months ago. David and his wife of forty-five years had gone out fishing and never returned. Their boat was found empty, drifting off the Keys.
“And you hadn’t heard about this?” I asked.
“David and I weren’t exactly close. I hadn’t seen the guy in almost twenty years; hadn’t spoken to him since I found out his wife had cancer a year ago.”
“You think it’s coincidence, David going missing right before all this stuff started happening with Christian?” I asked, before remembering who I was talking to.
“There are no such things as coincidences.” He flipped to another number in his book and dialed it. I could see the relief on his face when someone answered.
“Fred! Boy, am I glad to hear your voice. We got problems. Christian’s alive. …Yes, that Christian. He’s the one that killed Richard and wiped out his new crew. Plus, I think he got David.
“How do you know he didn’t get all of Robert’s new crew? Yes, I know he missed one; Chance is right here with me. …What do you mean, not Chance? Who? Robert’s niece? No, Fred, they got her. If she’s alive, then she’s one of them. That’s what I’m saying. No, you’ve got to get out fast! Fred? Fred!”
Jacob was trembling when he hung up the phone. His shoulders slumped as he sat back in his chair and talked to the ceiling.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” I asked, but I had a feeling I knew.
“It looks like we found out what happened to your girlfriend’s sister, Chance. Katy called Fred earlier tonight. Told Fred she was Robert’s niece, that she knew who killed her uncle, and was coming to tell him. Then the line went dead. Looks like we were a few minutes too late.” Jacob fought back tears, and I saw his knuckles whiten as he gripped the chair arms.
“Where is Fred now?” I asked.
“That was his home number. He lives north, outside of town, on Pecan Street.”
“Let’s go!” I got up.
“What? Are you nuts? He’s already dead, and if we go, they’ll kill us too. Look, I’m sixty-seven years old, and even back in my prime, I didn’t go out on the jobs. I just found them. Collected the intel. Fighting was never my thing. Odds are Katy won’t be working solo. There will be more of them.”
“Fine; I’ll go myself. What’s the quickest way to get there?” I looked around at the various corridors, unsure of even how to get back to the elevator.
Jacob didn’t want to tell me, but he did anyway. I got the idea that this was a conversation he’d had many times in the distant past. I could imagine Robert and his old buddies razzing him about sitting back in some hideout while everyone else went and did the dangerous stuff.
I didn’t give him shit about it. Instead, I memorized the directions and tried not to think about the last time I rushed into a house full of vampires. The time when I actually had backup.
It was at this point that I realized my car was back at a downtown parking lot. On top of that, all I had on me was my handgun and Robert’s knife. The rest of my gear was sitting on the bed back at the hotel.
“I’ll need some weapons, and a car.”
I thought Jacob might argue. Use my lack of gear as an excuse to try again to dissuade me. But he nodded sadly and got up. He shuffled to an old metal cabinet and opened it. Rather than the racks of neatly laid-out weapons I was expecting, it was piled to the top with junk. Jacob motioned to an old army footlocker at the bottom of the heap. I grabbed one side and we tugged. The heavy chest slid out haltingly as everything on it tumbled down around us.
Jacob kicked aside a canteen and I heaved a couple of sleeping bags out of the way. Then Jacob opened the locker—and I was no longer disappointed. Inside were several black canvas gun cases, a couple of crossbows, and a myriad of stakes, vials, and other tools of the monster-slaying trade. I took a couple of stakes, and Jacob picked out one of the black bags and handed it to me. I unzipped it to find a relic.
“Does this thing even work?”
“’Course it works! Why would I keep it around if it didn’t?” Jacob fished out a large metal cylinder from the bag’s front pocket and handed it to me. “Here’s a hundred rounds to go with it.”
I snapped the drum in place below the Thompson sub-machine gun, then tested the hefty weight. I yearned for a mirror to see how much like a gangster I looked.
“I’ll have to take your word for it. The car?”
An apprehensive Jacob nodded and told me to follow him. We rode down in the elevator and went out a small, reinforced door. Behind the building, a chain-link fence topped by rusty razor wire surrounded a parking lot containing two vehicles: a banged-up delivery van with Silver Spur Sewing & Vacuum Repair scrawled on it in faded blue lettering, and an enormous car hidden under an off-white canvas cover.
Jacob nodded at the mountain of canvas, and I pulled off the tarp while Jacob opened the gate. Moments later I cruised out of the lot in a gold ’71 Cadillac convertible.
 



Chapter 5
I was going to be too late. It didn’t matter that there was no traffic at this time of night, or that I was a roaring moving violation, breaking every speed limit on the way. The fact of the matter was I’d known Fred was dead even before Jacob placed the receiver on its cradle twenty minutes ago. Romping on the 500-cubic-inch engine wasn’t going to change that.
The Pecan Street addresses zoomed by as I sped down the rural road outside northern San Antonio. There were no streetlights, and despite the car’s high beams, I almost missed the house. At the last second, I caught the brass numbers fixed to a crumpled old mailbox that had been used for batting practice more than once.
Applying the brakes with authority, I fishtailed onto the dirt driveway of 2112. The back of the monstrously large Caddy slid sideways towards a withered oak. I spun the wheel furiously, sending the tail careening the other way only inches before it would have slammed into the tree. The car bucked furiously as I fought for control, tearing up the uneven drive toward an ancient white farmhouse.
I could see a soft orange glow pulsing from a second-story window. Unlike modern Texas houses, which were built of stone or brick, this one was all wood. If those were flames, they were going to go through that house like, well, like a house on fire. Then they’d spread to the surrounding woods, which would fare little better than tinder thanks to a hot, dry August.
The house was set back about a hundred yards off the road, which was just long enough for me to stop fishtailing and get control of the land yacht before skidding to a stop between an old black Explorer and an even older blue Chevy pickup parked in front of the house.
I hopped out of the car before it had finished coming to a halt, its bumper stopping a breath away from the wooden porch. I spent the next few precious seconds trying to open the trunk before remembering the car had a different key for the locks than the ignition. I fumbled with the loop of keys before finding the right one. I opened the cavernous trunk and retrieved the Thompson, worked the bolt, and flicked off the safety.
I ran to the house, taking the porch stairs in one leap. The front door was open, and I bulled right through it and across a small foyer to the stairs, which I began climbing two at a time. I ignored the first floor entirely. That was my first mistake.
Now that I was in the house, I knew that the glow I had seen in the second-story window was definitely flames. Initially the smoke wasn’t bad, but it got thicker the farther I ascended the steps, and by the time I made it to the second-story landing, it was hovering a few feet below the ceiling in a dark mass. Not bothering to take the time to put a wet cloth over my nose and mouth was mistake number two.
Taking less than a second to get my bearings, I bent low and hurried toward the side of the house that was burning. I figured, dead or alive, that was where Fred would be. That was my final mistake. You would think I’d have learned something after what happened the last time I barreled into a house with reported vampire activity.
Despite the heat of a raging fire on a hot summer night, I felt a chill coming from behind me and realized too late the sum of my errors. I had rushed in assuming that both of the vehicles in the front yard belonged to Fred, and that the vampires were long gone. Now I was trapped between a fire and a cold-blooded killer. To make matters worse, a fight meant I was going to start breathing hard, and a lot of that smoke and carbon dioxide was going to make its way into my lungs. I wouldn’t last long.
I spun back toward the stairs, hoping I could make it there in time. I managed two steps before I was forced to bring my gun up and catch the oncoming vamp with a burst of lead. Startled by the roar of gunfire, the creature veered left, managing to avoid some of the rounds. Thankfully, its trajectory shift also caused its outstretched claws to narrowly miss my face.
I leaped to the side, plastering myself against the wall as it passed. Momentum was keeping it going, despite a hand it lashed out to rake against the wall in an attempt to slow itself down.
Based on previous experience, I assumed it wouldn’t be alone, and between my less-than-stealthy entrance and the thunder of the sub-machine gun, anything else hiding in the house knew where I was.
At least now I had a free path to the staircase. I backpedaled toward it, putting distance between myself and the vampire. I tried to keep the Thompson’s muzzle tracking the vampire, but it was a study in speed.
The frenzied vamp finally came to a stop and extracted its arm from the two-foot-long channel it had torn through the drywall. A strip of flowered wallpaper hung from its taloned hand. Before it could turn, I squeezed the trigger, keeping it depressed for a couple of seconds. A few dozen holes erupted from the thing as it spun, trying to reorient itself on me.
While it readied its next charge, I caught a decent gander at it. His countenance was feral, with eyes so bloodshot they looked like giant red orbs. He was newly made, not one of the ones that ambushed me last time I was in Texas. He was tall despite being hunched over—well over six feet, clean cut, mid-twenties; though, with vampires, age was meaningless. He was a pretty-boy, his bullet-riddled designer clothing more suited for clubbing than murder and arson. Of course, that tracked with some other vampires I knew. They tended to overdress.
When he lunged, I let loose another burst, sweeping the fire down toward his legs. Half of the Thompson’s drum was expended before the bullets won out. The slugs had shattered the vampire’s knees and shins, pitching it forward. The focused onslaught became a crashing roll. With a flash of Donkey Kong nostalgia, I leaped, then reached into my jacket pocket to pull out a sharpened stake. I coughed once, stumbling sideways. I had just moved in to finish him when my peripheral vision caught motion.
I stopped, making sure to keep my distance from the twitching mess on the floor, which I realized was once again between me and the stairs. I brought the gun toward the newcomer.
Smoke followed the young blonde out of a doorway down the hall, and I surmised that she must have been in the room I had seen burning from outside—the one that I had assumed Fred was in.
Her lithe figure was clad in a pair of jean shorts and a once-white cropped t-shirt that was now discolored by grime and gore. She was covered in so much blood it was impossible to tell which was hers. Blood splattered her bare limbs, covered her mouth, and ran down her chin to soak the front of her shirt. She was bleeding from multiple gunshot wounds, including a tight group of three in her chest. In her hand was a fire axe, its head thick with viscera.
“Chance!” She smiled, causing me to take an involuntary step back. I half jumped, half tripped over the vampire on the floor. Fortunately, it was too busy writhing in agony to grab me.
My dead girlfriend’s sister advanced as I withdrew. I felt my left heel encounter air as it hovered above the top of the stairs.
“Katy?” I coughed as soon as I said it. The smoke was beginning to take its toll.
“You finally came back for me! You know, I had almost given up on you. When I woke up at the ranch and realized that everyone was dead but you, I knew you’d come for me. I thought to myself: Chance will rescue me. He’ll do the right thing. He’d never leave me to die, not after what he let happen to Kristi.
“All during that first day, while they laughed and drank from me, I told myself you’d come. Even that evening, after they murdered the family and brought me somewhere else, I was sure you’d rescue me. My knight in shining armor.” Her smile reminded me of the old Katy, the popular high school kid who might have had a little crush on her older sister’s boyfriend. Then her smile changed into something dark.
“I have to be honest, though. By the second day I was starting to have my doubts. My faith was crumbling, you know? By the third day, when Christian finished turning me, I think that’s when I finally gave up hope.
“Then the fourth day rolled around, or maybe it was even the fifth... for a while it was a blur. But at some point, I became what you see here, and the whole world looked different. Oh, Chance, you can’t imagine how wonderful it was! It even made me forget about you for a while. But now here you are! I have to tell you, though: I think you’re too late. You know, to save me. What do you think?”
I was pondering how to respond to the axe-wielding lunatic when I coughed again. The spasm bent me forward, and I noticed that the vamp with the shattered legs had recovered enough to begin slowly clawing his way toward me.
Katy noticed him too, taking his head off with a sudden vicious strike of her axe. Her preternatural strength sent the bit cleanly though the thing’s neck and several inches into the hardwood floor. She pulled it out with a flick of her wrist.
“He was an asshole. Still, Christian says we’re not supposed to kill our kind. Our kind. I never thought I’d say that when talking about vampires. Funny, huh? And then there are all these rules! Who would have thought, right? Hope you don’t mind if I blame it on you?” She kicked the head and watched it roll, teeter on the brink of the stairs, then slowly tumble over the edge.
“Go ahead.” It was getting increasingly hard to breathe; I stifled a cough while trying not to listen to the soft wet thuds as the head made its leisurely way down the staircase.
“No loss. He was new. Christian finished making him last night. It wasn’t taking well; he was out of control. Did you know that there’s a right way and a wrong way to make vampires? Who would have thought, right? And some never quite make it, while others are, well…” She gave me a grin and shrugged. “…naturals.”
“Katy, where is Fred?”
“The old man? He went to pieces in the other room.” Her toothy smile at her own sick joke made my stomach turn.
For once I was at a loss for words. Katy had become a little unhinged after her sister’s death six months ago, and now the hinges were completely gone. My mind was trying to reconcile the thing before me with the girl I’d known a few short weeks ago. She had been the one that started us hunting vampires in the first place, pulling Robert out of retirement and getting me in on it. Now she’d chopped up a guy and set fire to his house. I didn’t know where to begin trying to come to grips with it all.
“Don’t look so glum, Chance. The two of us are back together! That’s all that matters, right?”
Before I could formulate a reply, another vampire came out of a room at the far end of the hall. This one looked like she could have been a thirty-something-year-old schoolmarm when she was turned. I’m talking the schoolboy-fantasy teacher, complete with scarf, cashmere sweater, and pencil skirt wrapped tightly around an hourglass figure. She seemed unconcerned with the smoke that billowed around her as she flipped through an address book. Her aura was strong. Nowhere near Christian’s, but troubling nonetheless.
“What’s going on out here? You guys were supposed to make this look like an accident, not a scene from the Texas Chainsaw Massacre. And what’s with the gunfire? Can’t you handle a couple of senior citizens? Now stop screwing around and start searching, we’re supposed to be looking for—” She stopped when she finally glanced up and saw me. She must have assumed the source of the gunfire was dead, and that Katy had been talking to Old Headless.
“The old man resisted. I didn’t have a choice,” said Katy, pointing to the holes in her chest. Her tone was snarky. She was obviously annoyed at the schoolmarm for interrupting us. “But I think Christian will get over it once I bring him Chance here, don’t you think? This is the last of Robert’s new hunters. That just leaves what-his-name—Josh? Jacob? And then we’re done, and I can finally start enjoying myself!”
“What happened to Clarence?” The schoolmarm was seething as she looked down at the headless vamp.
“Chance killed him,” Katy said with an innocent smile she had practiced on her parents for years.
She wasn’t buying it. “With your axe? Or would you have me believe he cut his head off with a gun?”
“The dude’s name was Clarence?” I couldn’t help myself; it slipped out.
Katy shrugged, answering both questions with a single gesture.
“And yours, apparently, is Chance—don’t judge, dear,” said the schoolmarm, looking back and forth between Katy and me, her shock at seeing me rapidly overshadowed by her fury at what she saw as a bungling of Fred’s murder. Reaching an internal decision, she closed the book she was holding and tossed it to Katy, who snapped it out of the air and slid it into her back pocket.
The schoolmarm at least had the decency to flash me a forced smile before trying to kill me.
She was a blur, moving so suddenly that even Katy was taken off guard. I stood frozen. The appearance and transformation of Katy, the oncoming vampire, and the inhaling of carbon dioxide was too much.
By the time I recovered enough to fire my gun, the schoolmarm was on me, sending us both tumbling back down the stairs in a tangle of groaning (me) and snarling (her) limbs, teeth, and gunshots.
I still held the stake I was going to use on Headless in my off hand, leaving me with a one-handed grip on the out-of-control submachine gun that sent shots everywhere but into the vampire.
Fortunately, countless hours of judo training paid off, and I was able to roll down the stairs more or less in one piece. She did the same, mostly because vampires were immune to bumps and bruises. On a positive note, apparently it’s hard to maintain propriety when tumbling down a staircase in a tight wool skirt, so I at least won on form—especially when I managed to land a kick to her midsection right after we hit the foyer floor. She might have been supernaturally strong, but she weighed less than 120 pounds and couldn’t deny physics. The kick caused her to tumble straight out the front door.
Dizzy from both the fall and the lack of oxygen, I got up and stumbled toward the door, preparing to close it on her. Not that it would do much good. Katy must have brainwashed Fred or one of his family into inviting the rest in. Vampires couldn’t enter someone’s house unless they were invited in. It was some strange law that governed them. Unfortunately, they tended to cheat to get around it.
The Thompson was empty, so when a newcomer entered the foyer from the living room, I slammed the door, dropped the submachine gun and drew my Kimber automatic out of its shoulder holster, snapping off two shots at the latest vampire.
Both rounds managed to catch him in the head, leaving a pair of .45- caliber craters in his skull. We both blinked: him from the lead in his head, and me stunned by my lucky shots.
I was about to use the stake on the incapacitated vampire when a crash came from behind me. The door blew open and a weight hit me from behind, heaving me forward in a desperate bid to remain upright. Pain coursed through me as teeth sank into the back of my neck. The schoolmarm held on, her arms around me, razor-sharp nails digging channels into my chest.
I leaned forward, reached behind my shoulder to grab a fistful of cashmere sweater, and executed a throw. She sailed over me, met by the remaining contents of the Kimber’s magazine which I emptied into her as she landed.
The guy with the holes in his head regained his bearings and launched himself at me. Out of ammo, I punched out with my gun hand. The nose of the .45 slammed into his face, its white-hot muzzle plunging into an eye.
Screaming like a little girl, he batted my arm away, causing me to release the firearm. The gun fell out of his oozing eye socket to clatter on the floor.
The good news was that the smoke was nowhere near as bad on the first floor of the house, and I was able to suck in lungfuls of good air as I shook some sense back into my arm. The bad news was that I was running out of weapons and options.
Between the two bullet holes and the smoking crater of his eye socket, the vamp was pissed off. He came at me again as I dropped into a fighting stance, wondering where Katy had gone in all this. I got my answer when an axe haft appeared before me. I turned to see her standing at the base of the stairs, one hand resting in her front pocket, the other holding out her fire axe to me grip first.
“Batter up!”
I grabbed it and, taking her advice, swung home-run style at the oncoming vampire. The blow caught him full in the middle. He buckled as the axe head plunged into him. I wrenched it out and prepared to bring it down on the back of his neck. But the schoolmarm was an old one, and with vampires, old meant tough. Despite the five or so rounds I’d put in her, she was already in flight, robbing me of the killing blow.
I was forced to bring the axe up horizontally to intercept her. Falling backward as she hit me, I positioned myself for another throw, attempting to use her momentum to hurl her. It worked—for the most part. I went down, using my legs to lift her up and behind me. She should have been flung several feet, leaving her slightly disoriented and me with time to ready the axe.
If she had been human, that was how it would have gone, but she wasn’t. She was fast, and having just experienced a similar move, she expected it.
Instead, she shot out a hand, crushing my calf in her grip as each of her nails buried themselves a half inch into my leg. I felt a tug, then searing pain as she used me to stop her momentum. I unintentionally completed a backward somersault as her nails tore through my muscle, pulling me over to land face first on the floor.
We both slid a foot or two before coming to a stop. The next agony was more of a fiery kind when her teeth sunk into my leg, rending away the muscle. She shot a hand up to grab my thigh and pulled herself up toward more precious bits. I felt like a drumstick under siege by a rabid animal.
I let go of the axe, pulled out my KA-BAR, and with a backward stroke buried it up to the hilt in her back, angling for her heart. The knife wasn’t wood, so it wouldn’t incapacitate her if I pierced it, but when I twisted the six-inch blade as hard as I could, it sure got her attention.
She sprung backwards like a startled cat, taking the knife with her. She landed in a crouch, her eyes burrowing into me as she spat out a bloody chunk of my leg. I was half disgusted, and half happy she hadn’t swallowed it. She grabbed the knife out of her back and tossed it aside. I spent those precious few seconds scooping up the axe and regaining my footing.
My situation was precarious at best. My injured leg couldn’t support any weight, so I balanced on my good one, hefting the axe. I tried to gauge whether I could swing it without falling over.
“Look, guys, watching you two go at it is fun and all, but the fire’s spreading, and we gotta go.”
I turned at Katy’s voice, not registering her fist lashing toward my face. I saw white light when the impact hit my temple, then nothing.
 



Chapter 6
It wasn’t the first time I’d thought I had died. I wondered why death always hurt so much. Shouldn’t the pain have gone away? And why was I sitting? I thought floating—upward, preferably—would have been more appropriate.
But there was no bright light to head toward. In fact, it was rather dark. It occurred to me then that my eyes were shut. I opened them. There was the bright light! But it was too bright, so I closed them again.
Giving up on sight for the time being, I tried instead to move toward the light, but found my wrists and ankles were secured somehow. All I could do was squirm, which didn’t accomplish anything besides making me hurt more. Death was overrated.
My neck hurt even worse than my chest, and they were both overshadowed by the agony in my leg and throbbing in my head. Keeping my eyes shut wasn’t doing anything for the pain, so I willed them open. The light forced me to look down at my blood-soaked shirt for a minute, blinking rapidly until I gradually adjusted to the glare.
Eventually I was able to focus on the source of the illumination through squinted eyes. Alas, no pearly gates gleamed, just a row of spotlights that hung from a bar overhead. Beyond them were aisles of red velvet seats and, above those, a balcony filled with more of the same. Several of the chairs had slashed upholstery and the fabric-lined walls of the room were in tatters. The intact stretches were tagged with a rainbow of profanity and gang signs.
I scanned my immediate area and came to understand that I was, in fact, not dead. Instead I was alive and duct-taped to a wooden chair placed in the center stage of a small theater. I coughed. It was a painful experience; the only upside was that it confirmed I wasn’t gagged.
A clapping sound brought my attention to Katy, who was walking down one of the side aisles toward me. I didn’t know how long I’d been out, but it obviously hadn’t been long enough for her to change outfits. She was still wearing the same gore-covered clothes, although she had at least wiped her mouth. Unfortunately, most of the blood had been smeared across the side of her face. The back of her right hand was caked with the rest of it.
“Star light, star bright, first star I see tonight! Did you know stars are all I can ever see now? No more sun for me. But of course you know— it’s your fault.” She slowly climbed the stairs to the stage. “So how is our star? Feeling better?” She stopped in front of me, placing her hands on my wrists while she leaned in to examine me.
“Fantastic! Any better and I don’t think I’d be able to stand it. Good thing I’m sitting down.” If it was possible, she had gotten even crazier in the short time I was unconscious.
“That’s the spirit!” Her visceral grin turned my stomach.
“Of course, I’d be feeling a lot better if you would let me go,” I said, looking at my wrists for emphasis.
“C’mon, Chance, how stupid do you think I am? Christian is up in Austin dealing with vampire politics or whatever, but he’ll be here before dawn, and he’s going to be thrilled when he learns what I caught! Do you think I’d risk a surprise like this by giving you an opportunity to escape?” She stood up, thankfully releasing the weight she had been applying to my wrists.
“After I hand you over to him I’ll be zooming up through the ranks. Did you know with vampires, age is kind of a status thing? The older you are, the more powerful, or at least tougher. But Christian tells me I have what it takes to go far, and fast, despite my age. Spunk—that’s what he calls it. What do you think, Chance? Do you think I have what it takes?”
“Well, Katy, you have definitely become more…focused.” When she was alive, before her sister’s death, it had been all popularity and the latest fashions with Katy. Her attention flitted from one fad to the next. She had given new meaning to the term “flighty.”
That changed after Kristi was killed. I had never seemed someone so intent on one thing, and one thing only. Her world was killing vampires. Now it seemed she had aspirations for joining the vampire hierarchy. She had become a butterfly, one insane metamorphosis after another.
“Exactly. I know what I want, and I go out and get it!” She put her arms behind her back and walked out of sight behind me. If she had been holding her axe, I would have thought that decapitation was imminent. Instead, she whispered in my ear. Her cool lips brushed against me and sent goosebumps down my arm.
“Christian wants you dead, you know. But that would be such a waste, don’t you think?” She ran a crusty finger affectionately across my cheek. Her touch ceased when it became clear I wasn’t going to answer her, and she slowly walked around to the front of the chair.
“Well, I think that would be a waste. I’m going to ask him if I can keep you. What do you think of that, Chance? You and me, together forever. You had my sister; now, tell me that you never wanted to try me. After all, everyone always said I was the prettier one.” She finished her loop and straddled my lap. She crossed her wrists behind my neck and moved in close. The smell of rotting meat was sickening.
I did my best not to betray the nauseous feeling she was causing, or the intense pain in my leg. The last thing I needed was to tick her off and stoke the crazy. Trying not to breathe in too deeply, I whispered, “How could I resist?”
She beamed, and then leaned forward to kiss me. Her hands cupped the back of my head, preventing me from pulling back no matter how hard I tried as she kissed me hard and deep. I suppressed a gag at the taste of putrefied blood. When she started grinding against me, I panicked. It might be dangerous to piss her off, but no way was I going where this was headed.
I did what I could to struggle until she pulled away, her hands clamping down on mine, pinning them even more securely to the chair.
“What’s wrong, Chance? Don’t you want me?” It came out as a growl; her hands began to crush my wrists.
I wanted her about as much as the gaping crater in my leg, but decided to be diplomatic and play the faithful boyfriend card. “Of course! I mean, I always have, but what about Kristi? She was your sister, Katy! I was with her first, and you and I…. Well, it would be wrong. I don’t want to betray her memory.”
“She’s dead, and I’m not. Not really, anyway.”
So much for that angle. I switched gears, trying what I hoped was a sincere-sounding voice.
“True, but it’s not just that. I found someone else. Out in California. And you know me—I’m a one-woman kind of guy.” Okay, so I’ve been juggling two, but telling her that wasn’t going to help me any.
“Oh, yeah? So what’s this new girl’s name?”
“Toni.” I’m not sure why her name jumped to mind. I couldn’t decide if it was because I wanted it to be her, or because I wanted to protect Megan.
“Tony, huh? You batting for the other team now?” When she got up, it was all I could do to suppress a shout as a new wave of agony roared down my leg. Katy reached into her front pocket and fished out a phone. My phone. Shit.
“No, it’s short for Antoinette.”
“Cute. Let’s see if we can find this Toni, shall we? Maybe the two of us can chat. Clear the air. You know, work it out between us girls.”
“Leave her out of this, Katy. She hasn’t done anything.”
“C’mon, Chance, what do you think I am, a monster? I mean, it’s not like I have an axe to grind or anything.” She giggled at her joke as she scrolled through the contact list on my prepaid phone. “Not many numbers here, Chance…. Found it! Toni. No pic, though. Aw, is she fugly?” Katy’s face scrunched with faux pity.
Before I could answer, we were interrupted by the entrance of the schoolmarm and a vamp I recognized from the ambush at the ranch. He was short and stocky, with brown skin despite never seeing the sun, black hair, and a mustache. He wore jeans, cowboy boots, and a John Deere t- shirt. Like some hero from a Western, he was what one would call “weathered-looking.”
The hero image melted as soon as he spoke. “Great, he’s awake—now can we kill him?”
“Not yet, Martin. Christian wants to speak with him first. In fact, he’s heading down here from Austin as we speak,” said the schoolmarm. She, at least, took the time to change her clothes. She now wore a clean, pressed grey skirt identical to the last one and a similar tight-fitting wool sweater in white rather than pale blue.
“Tell Christian to use a medium,” said Martin, taking a step forward.
“No one’s killing him. He’s mine,” Katy said, searching for what I could only assume was her axe.
“Excuse me?” said the schoolmarm.
“I found him, and I’m keeping him.”
“Oh, Katy. I’m afraid you’re rather overstepping your place, dear.”
“Screw you, Sylvia. I’ll overstep all over you if you get in my way.”
“Our little girl has developed quite a temper, don’t you think, Martin? But she’s right, no one’s killing him. Yet. We can, however, hurt him a little,” the schoolmarm said. “Tap him, Martin—Eric needs blood. I think it’s only fitting this one donates his, since he’s responsible for Eric’s misfortune.”
Martin picked up a discarded liquor bottle from the floor, busted the top off with his hand, then shook it upside down to get rid of any nonexistent remainder of booze. He came toward me with the makeshift jar and I tried unsuccessfully to hop backwards. I cried out in pain as my chair toppled sideways and I crashed to the floor on my bad leg.
Katy cut Martin off, putting herself between us. “Back off, scuzzball. No one’s tapping him but me!”
“Fine, you want to do the honors?” Martin held out the makeshift jar to Katy, who smacked it out of his hand, sending it down to shatter on the floor. I closed my eyes as a couple of stray pieces of glass bounced off me.
“That’s not what I meant! Find some other blood bag for Eric. I told you, this one’s mine.” I had to give it to Katy—outnumbered and significantly out-aged, which in vampire terms meant overpowered, she still wasn’t backing down.
I tuned them out and looked for a way to escape while they squabbled. No luck. The place was obviously abandoned, and, being a theater, was probably soundproofed well enough so that if I did scream, no one but my captors was likely to hear it. By this point, Katy was screaming louder than I could anyway.
Examining my immediate predicament, I found that what the duct-tape job lacked in professionalism was more than made up for by enthusiasm. Someone had used a lot of the tough silver stuff to make sure I wasn’t going anywhere.
I did a quick inventory of my belongings. My guns and knife were missing, obviously. And Katy clearly had lifted my phone. My front pockets seemed empty, which meant my keys were probably gone as well. I was pretty sure I could feel my wallet in my back pocket, which was a relief; it had a couple of grand in it. Assuming, of course, they hadn’t taken the cash out of it and put it back. The thought made me sad.
Nothing I had on me was of any particular use. I was about to suffer from a wave of serious despair until I spotted the glass remains of the broken liquor bottle on the floor next to me. If I could somehow manage to get to one of the larger pieces, I might be able to use it to cut myself free.
Then what? After that my plan fell apart. My leg was literally shredded from what Sylvia had done to it. If I did make it out of this, I was probably going to limp forever, and at the very least I was going to need a rabies shot, or whatever the vampire equivalent was. So even if I made it out of this chair, I wasn’t going anywhere fast. Certainly not fast enough to outrun vampires.
The sound of Martin backhanding Katy brought my focus back to my captors. Her defiance had finally worn out the other vampire’s patience.
Katy’s head recoiled, then snapped back faster than my eye could catch. Her eyes promised murder. A trickle of fresh blood ran down from the corner of her mouth, creating a vibrant river over the crusted dried stuff.
Her expression was furious, and by the way she held her hand, I got the feeling that if she’d had her axe, things would have gotten a lot more bloody very quickly. Instead, like the kid she used to be, she stomped her foot, wheeled around and stormed off.
Martin chuckled, said something off-color about Katy’s ass, then stared down at the shattered glass and shook his head. He glanced around, and not seeing another suitable container, looked at Sylvia.
“Can’t we let Eric drink from the guy?”
Sylvia stood with her arms crossed, a look of displeasure making her appear even more like a schoolmarm than usual. “And what if he doesn’t stop, or goes too far? I’d rather not be the one responsible for denying Christian the pleasure of his re-acquaintance with the boy. Hurry up and go get another container. Eric needs blood.”
Martin grunted something, then started searching for something else to put my precious bodily fluids in.
“Actually, never mind—I’ll do that. You better go after Katy before she does something stupid,” Sylvia said.
A leer crossed Martin’s face as he stopped his search and headed in the direction Katy had left. I wasn’t a psychic, but I predicted a bad end for Martin.
“I’m hungry.”
A pitiful whine brought my attention to what I assumed was Eric. He was dragging himself down an aisle. Between the meaty eye socket, the bullet holes in his head, and his tangled bowels, which he was trying unsuccessfully to hold in as he shambled, he looked like an extra from a zombie apocalypse movie.
“Eric, I told you to stay put,” scolded Sylvia.
“But I’m hungry! I can smell the blood. So much of it is going to waste!” He managed to whine despite the raspiness of his voice. His eyes had that feral red cast. We locked gazes and I knew he was about to go for me, until he tripped over an intestine and fell face-first to the floor with a wet thud.
“Eric, pull yourself together.” Sylvia found an ancient cardboard soda cup and walked to where I lay.
“Do you really think that’s sanitary?” I asked.
“Oh, honey, that’s the least of your worries.”
“I meant for poor Eric. I wouldn’t want him to catch anything.”
“How kind,” Sylvia said before she reached down and started hoisting my chair upright. I was most of the way up when she paused, cocking her head to one side. “Martin, I told you to find Katy. She’s liable to—”
Maybe it was because she was an old vampire, or perhaps she had been gifted with exceptionally keen senses, but she had already started moving before the crossbow bolt struck her. Her quick reaction meant the stubby wooden projectile pierced her shoulder rather than her heart. It also meant she dropped my chair.
I crashed back to the floor. An involuntary cry burst out as my weight once again crushed my injured leg against the hard ground. This time the pain was so intense I almost blacked out. I took a deep breath, trying to regain some focus.
Confusion swept across Sylvia’s face as she tried to process what was happening. I struggled to see where the shot had come from, but the angle from where I lay prevented it. All I could get a good look at was the red stain spreading across Sylvia’s white sweater.
Sylvia was moving again. She sidestepped the next crossbow bolt with inhuman speed, and the projectile whizzed over my head, planting itself in the stage floor a couple of feet behind me.
I decided it would be prudent to use the distraction to escape before I was killed, either intentionally or otherwise. The good news was that Sylvia had dropped me closer to the broken glass. The bad news was that some of it was now embedded inside of me, which explained part of the additional pain I was in.
The impact of my second fall had loosened the tape enough to give me some limited movement in my arm. It was enough to allow me to get my hand to within inches of what remained of the bottle. The bottom circle was still intact. Jutting up from it, like a wicked shark’s tooth, was a single triangular piece of glass. I stretched my fingers but couldn’t quite get hold of it. It was mere inches out of reach.
“Damn, that bitch is fast!” I heard the unmistakable voice of my brother, followed by the staccato of a fully automatic M4 assault rifle. He must have grown impatient and dumped the crossbow for something he found more gratifying but, of course, less useful.
“So shoot the slow one over there!” A new voice. Female. Lacey?
I heard more gunfire, a cry, a loud crash, then the sounds of an epic catfight. High-pitched snarls and screeches were interspersed with more crashing and gunshots.
“Look out, she’s coming right for you!” My brother’s voice was followed by more automatic gunfire.
“You hit the wrong vampire, you idiot!” Lacey screamed.
I strained with everything I could to get hold of the piece of glass, but it remained out of reach. I began rocking back and forth, slowly inching my chair toward the bottle. It was almost unbearable. The chair moved each time, but so did my leg. The large open wound screamed along with its smaller glass-induced brethren as they scraped against the floor one excruciating millimeter at a time.
Finally the tip of my finger touched the edge of the bottle bottom. I gave it a flick, causing it to turn so I could pinch the edge of the triangular wall between the edges of my two fingers.
“Yes!” I was victorious. I slowly began reeling in the glass when I noticed Eric. After Bryan had directed the one burst of gunfire at Eric, he had apparently become so preoccupied with Sylvia that he’d forgotten about the other vamp. No one was keeping Eric in check, and he had been steadily making his way up to me the whole time.
At least Bryan had hit him multiple times with the one burst. Eric was no longer shambling. Now he was crawling. He had already hoisted himself up the stairs and was slowly moving across the stage.
We were at eye level. He smiled at me. Part of his lower jaw was missing, a casualty of the earlier gunfire. The resulting grin was even more unsettling. He began to pull himself toward me faster, the eagerness and hunger showing in his remaining eye.
I began to saw at the duct tape. My makeshift knife was sharp, but it was slow going through the multiple layers of tape, and the farther I went, the more the sticky glue covered the glass and slowed my progress.
There was a loud crash.
“She’s up in the balcony!” More gunfire—this time the heavy thunder of a large-caliber handgun. I thought I heard Lacey begin to chant.
Eric was closer now, and I could hear each time his remaining lip made a smacking sound against what was left of his tongue. He tried to say something, but it came out as a garbled mess.
I cut faster, but the edge of the glass was so gummed up it barely worked. I yanked it out and turned the glass around in my hand, giving myself a nasty slice in the process. At this rate I would bleed out before the vampire even made it to me.
When Eric paused his advance to lap up some of my blood that had splattered on the floor, I realized that not even my death was going to deter him. He was only a few feet away now. It wouldn’t take him long before he licked the floor clean on his way to the rest of me.
Lacey’s chanting had reached a crescendo. A chilling scream of agony ripped through my eardrums, cut short by a thunderous Whump!
“Holy shit!” Bryan’s voice was full of awe, and I almost stopped my efforts to free myself to try to see what happened, but I forced myself to keep working at my bonds. Eric had grown tired of the meager puddle of blood, and resumed his advance toward a more concentrated reward.
“Dude, you missed a spot!” I told Eric, my cutting becoming frantic.
Eric’s grin widened as he reached out a hand. The claws dug into the wood floor inches from my stomach. His muscles tightened, and the rest of him slid forward as the glass finally passed through the last bit of duct tape securing my right wrist. I almost shouted in triumph when my arm broke free from the chair.
I immediately transferred the tool and started working on the tape binding my other wrist. I wasn’t going to make it. Even if I got both hands free, I doubted I could fight Eric off. Despite all of the damage he’d sustained, he was still going to be too strong for me. I was too hurt to put up an effective fight.
A fashionable silver pump came into view. The leather was scuffed, one of the straps was broken, and the four-inch heel was twisted at an odd angle. As I studied the shoe, I realized that quiet had surrounded me. The fighting had stopped. The only sound left was the wet smacking of Eric’s ruined mouth and the scuffing of his body inching toward mine.
The pump left my view, and I heard a quick, hollow thud like that of a spike being driven through a side of meat. The smacking stopped.
A bare foot appeared where the pump had been. It was a nice foot with painted toenails. It was attached to a shapely leg. I twisted my head, and my eyes traveled up a pleasant five feet until they met with pursed lips and a furrowed brow.
An intensely displeased Megan cleared her throat, signaling that she expected me to say something.
As usual, she was dressed inappropriately for a fight. In this case, her cocktail dress was a pale blue color that matched her eyes. It was torn, bullet-riddled, and stained with blood and grime in several places. It, along with the shoes, was certainly a casualty of war. She bent sideways to slip off the other shoe and discard it next to its mate, which was embedded in Eric’s back.
On one hand I felt bad, because the outfit was no doubt a product of some foreign designer and probably cost more than one of my entire Game Shack paychecks. By my count, it was at least the fourth such dress and third pair of shoes she had ruined while in my company in the last few weeks.
On the other hand, this was the fourth such dress and third pair of high-heeled shoes that she had ruined in my company in the last few weeks, and yet she still insisted on wearing them. Kind of like the kid who keeps sticking his finger in the light socket despite the shock he receives. If he hadn’t learned his lesson the first couple of times, well….
She cleared her throat again.
I elected to remain silent, mostly because I couldn’t think of anything to say that might help my cause. Instead, I strained to look around the theater to get an idea of what had happened. Bryan had walked over to admire Sylvia, whose sprawling form lay face down on the stage only a few yards from mine. Her glassy eyes stared into mine.
I blinked. She didn’t.
A hole the size of a grapefruit had been blown in Sylvia’s back where that first crossbow bolt had emerged. Like some morbid modern art, the silver screen behind her was sprayed with so much blood it was hard to believe it could have been contained in one body. The finer droplets even reached the top of the forty-foot-tall screen. It was as if Sylvia had been a soda can and someone spent a long time shaking her up before popping the top.
Bryan used the toe of his boot to roll her onto her back. “Dude, what a waste!” He shook his head, bending down to get a better look at her.
From my sideways angle on the floor, I couldn’t see Lacey at all. It elicited a brief moment of panic, thinking she might have been hurt or worse, until her voice came from a far-off part of the auditorium.
“Ew. Bryan, she’s dead.” Lacey sounded tired.
“What? I’m just looking! Cool spell, babe, you have got to teach me that.”
“I want to know who taught her that,” said Megan, obviously displeased by Lacey’s display of forbidden power, despite the outcome. I had a whole new level of respect coupled with a large dose of apprehension for Lacey. Blood magic was a dark art, and she seemed to be getting rather good at it.
Lacey was a witch. Witches practiced different types of magic. Most of it—like brewing potions, creating charms, and even casting destructive incantations—was accepted and classified as white magic. Then there was black magic. Into this category fell things like necromancy, demonology, and blood magic, which was what she had used to kill Sylvia. Lacey had the power to shape, control, and sacrifice human life force, whether the owner of the blood was a willing donor or not.
No one was making any move to help me. I still hadn’t thought of anything to say to Megan, so I went back to cutting my other wrist free. The process was much faster now that I had full use of my arm. A moment later I was reaching down to work on my ankles.
Finally free, I attempted to stand. When it became apparent that I wouldn’t even make it to my knees—I think it was right after I fell for the third time—Megan reached down and yanked me up.
I was verbally accosted the second I achieved verticality.
“Well? Do you have anything to say for yourself?” She was furious. I considered fainting to avoid the question, except I didn’t think I could take any more falls.
“What are you guys doing here?” It was the best I could come up with.
“What are you guys doing here? What are you guys doing here? Is that all you can say? Really, Chance? After you up and left, what, hours after I told you I was going to get help? Minutes after? Tell me, how long was it after I left before you ran away?”
I started to calculate the time, but she didn’t bother to wait for my answer. “No message. No word on where you were going. Nothing! You didn’t even bother to return my calls! And then you have the gall to ask me what I’m doing here? What the fuck are you doing here?” I think it was the first time I’d ever heard Megan swear.
“Would you believe I joined an avant-garde neo-artist colony, and this was our performance art piece? I wanted it to be a surprise.”
Apparently she didn’t. Much like Katy’s before it, her slap came so fast I didn’t see it coming. Unlike the last one, the force wasn’t enough to knock me out cold. But it stung. A lot. And the pain this time was more than just physical. I had hurt Megan, and I found that it bothered me. Me, a vampire hunter, upset because I had hurt a vampire’s feelings.
Unfortunately, my reflection on what exactly that all meant was cut short, for Megan had hit me with the same hand she had been previously using to steady me with. Without its support I started to stumble sideways, and the subsequent impact of her hand on my face was enough to send me tipping toward the ground.
“Damn, harsh! Seriously though, dude, you kind of deserved it,” Bryan said. “I mean, disappearing without telling anyone was a dick move, even if it was to save Mom.”
Before I fell completely over, Megan flung her arms around me. I wondered what she planned to accomplish by falling down with me, unless her plan was to land on top of me so the impact hurt worse, but somehow through a combination of sheer stubbornness and concentrated strength she kept us from hitting the floor.
She clung tightly to me after we had stabilized. Her head was buried in my chest and she shook almost imperceptibly. Her cool embrace was strangely comforting, despite the pain its pressure caused to the wounds that littered my body.
“I’m with Bryan on this one, Chance. Do you know what it’s like to have to deal with a pissed off, scared, and slightly panicked vampire? I mean, they’re kind of emo and prone to melodrama during the best of times,” said Lacey.
My gaze found Lacey. She’d at least had the sense to dress in jeans and a t-shirt, with her long blonde hair back in a ponytail. Lacey’s casual style in no way detracted from her California beach-bunny good looks.
Leaning against an auditorium seat, she reached down to examine an old cast-off tub of popcorn for what I sincerely hoped was clues and not any sign of its original contents. With Lacey, you never knew—her slim figure hid a ravenous appetite that she happily quenched at every opportunity.
Without loosening her grip, Megan pulled her head away from my chest long enough to shoot Lacey a look. She had left a pinkish wet spot on my shirt. She had been crying. Apparently vampires didn’t generate enough water to spare for tears, and so cut it with blood.
“I am not emotional,” Megan said before letting out a long sniffle, then burying her head back in my chest.
“Right. Anyway, Chance, not cool taking off like that.” Lacey discarded the tub with a scowl.
“You’re right. I shouldn’t have left without telling anyone. I’m sorry. I didn’t want to involve any of you in this. I’m sick of dragging y’all into my messes. I figured I could take care of it on my own.” I stopped, then for good measure added, “It’s not your fight.”
“Not my fight? Dude, she’s my mom, too. Don’t be a douche.” Bryan stood up and gave Sylvia’s corpse a nudge with his shoe.
Lacey chimed in, “Besides, since when have you let anything stop you from dragging other people into your fights? You do it, like, all the time. I thought it was your thing. Like stealing vehicles and losing phones. And, no offense, but you weren’t doing so hot handling this on your own.” Lacey nodded at the discarded chair to hammer home her point.
“Shit. No kidding. If your bro hadn’t shown up to save your ass, those vamps would have slammed you like a keg at a frat party,” Bryan added, despite the dubious contribution his help had been.
“I was doing fine, thank you very much. I had finally lulled them into a false sense of security, and was about to pounce when you all interrupted.”
“Pounce? With one leg? More like hobble. Or maybe fall violently in their general direction.” Lacey was examining another popcorn tub.
“So how did you find me?” I thought I had been good about not leaving a trail.
Lacey answered, “Same way that Powers guy tracked you back in California. I used a spell. Pretty damned good job I did too, despite some people complaining the whole time that it was taking too long. Especially considering I was working on no sleep, in a fleabag backwater hotel, and was forced to use a fern as the focus. Nothing says personal connection like a potted plant.”
I waited for Megan’s contribution to the verbal berating, but she kept her head in my chest and held me silently.
That is, until Lacey followed up her last statement with, “Holy crap, Chance—what happened to your leg?”
That was when the state of my health finally registered with Megan. Concern edged out the last remnants of anger when she looked at me, her eyes taking in all of my wounds. When her gaze dropped down to my leg, her gasp told me I hadn’t underestimated the damage. I had been hoping it was one of those “it looks and feels a lot worse than it actually is” cases.
Bryan even stopped badgering Sylvia’s remains to survey the damage. “Wow, someone went to town on your leg, bro. I mean, they seriously gnawed on your gam.”
“Gam? Really, Bryan?” asked Lacey.
At Bryan’s blank look, I explained, “That term was only used when referring to women’s legs. Like fifty years ago.” The stuff that came out of my brother’s mouth often amazed and repulsed me.
“Dude, you fight like one, so I figured, you know, if the shoe fits. Get it? Leg? Shoe? Shit, I crack myself up,” he said, as he slowly moved a finger toward the gaping hole in my calf.
“Might I point out that it was two women who just saved your brother?” asked Lacey. She bent down to get a closer look, batting Bryan’s finger out of the way before he could wave it around the empty spot where my muscle should have been. “He’s right, though, Chance. Your leg does look like a half-eaten drumstick.”
“Thanks, I hadn’t noticed,” I said.
“I never knew vampires ate people. I thought that was reserved for ghouls and zombies. Megan, you’ve been holding out on me,” said Lacey.
“I’m pretty sure she spat me out,” I said.
I gasped as Megan hugged me tighter. She was looking up at me again, a red tear running down her cheek over faded pink paths of others that had gone before it. Her icy blue eyes looked into mine and I resisted the inappropriate urge to kiss her.
“Which one did it?” asked Bryan.
“The schoolmarm did most of it.”
“Schoolmarm?” asked Megan, her brows knitting further together.
“Uh, Sylvia.” I pointed to the dead vamp Bryan had been checking out. She had already begun her rapid decomposition, and would be nothing more than flakes in fine clothing in another few minutes.
“Well, if you gotta go, might as well get eaten to death by a hot chick.” Bryan was nothing if not positive.
“So did any of them escape?” I asked, worried that reinforcements might arrive at any moment.
“Depends. How many were there?” asked Lacey.
I hesitated a second before answering, deciding at the last moment to omit the fact that I knew one of them. “Four that I saw, but two of them took off shortly before you guys came in.”
“Well, we got these two. I never saw any others. But I suspect there’s going to be a whole lot more if we hang around. It’s almost dawn and the rest of them might try to come back.”
“What about his leg?” asked Megan, in a tone suggesting Lacey should be doing something about it at that very moment.
“Let’s worry about getting out of here first. I’ll fix it later, when we get a room,” said Lacey.
“Hey, babe, I thought you said it was going to be just me and you getting a room,” said Bryan.
I interrupted before Lacey could reply with something unladylike. “I’ve got one. Place outside of town. We need to check for my mother first; she might be here somewhere.”
“Fix it now.” Megan told Lacey, her tone taking on an edge that I hadn’t often heard.
“Relax, he’ll be fine. You’re cranky because you haven’t eaten yet, and all that blood makes your boy toy smell like a five-course meal.”
“Oh, that’s comforting,” I said.
“Not to worry, I’m sure she’ll wait until after you pass out before she chows down. And with the amount of blood you’ve lost, that should be fairly soon. So let’s make sure your mom’s not here, and then we’ll get you someplace safe so I can save your sorry ass,” said Lacey.
“I can help look.” I knew it was a stupid thing to say even as I said it. Lacey didn’t even honor me with a reply. Instead, she shot Bryan a look. He took my arm.
“Here, bro, I got you. Let the ladies search for Mom while we cruise on out of here.” Megan reluctantly released me once she was sure my brother had a good grip.
With my brother’s support, we made it out a side exit and down an alley that let out onto a deserted street. It didn’t take more than a second to realize this was a questionable neighborhood. Storefronts were barred and tagged. About half of them were vacant. The theater was one of the old ones with a marquee that ran down the side of the building, and the box office in its own little room up front. It had been built almost a century ago, and only had one auditorium. The front was boarded up, and a crooked “for lease” sign hung at an angle from one of the plywood boards that covered the poster display windows.
We crossed the street to a burgundy minivan. I looked at Bryan, who read my mind and shrugged.
“It ain’t cool, but it’s better than the compact piece of crap they tried to foist on us. Megan had a word with the dude and they gave us a free upgrade. Besides, the rear seats fold all the way back. Kind of a bonus when you’re on a road trip with a couple of chicks, you know? And the stereo ain’t bad. We can crank up some tunes once we get you inside.”
“You guys drove all the way here?” I wondered how they’d managed the sunlight during a cross-country trip, figuring they had to stop during the day at hotels.
“Oh, hell, no. Megan was so pissed at you, there was no way driving would have been fast enough. We flew out last night, the first flight out after dark.” Bryan helped me into one of the rear captain’s chairs.
“Oh.”
“Flying sucks, dude. They don’t feed you, and the seats are hella small. The stewardesses weren’t even hot. What’s up with that? I was all looking forward to joining the mile-high club. Instead I was sandwiched between some big dude and this old lady that smelled funny.” I realized it had been my brother’s first experience with flying.
Bryan shut the door, then got into the front seat and talked at me from over his shoulder.
“Anyway, we got in late last night. Lacey did one of her magic tricks, but she couldn’t get a lock on you or whatever because you kept moving. I swear your old lady was ready to lose it. She’s got a temper, dude.”
“How the hell did you get the guns here?”
“Overnighted them to the hotel. Had to go buy ammo this morning.”
“And it worked?”
“They made it, so I guess it did. Though Megan was the one that talked with the FedEx dude, so who knows what she made him do.
“Anyway, bro, you finally stopped moving long enough for Lacey to track you down. Lucky for you Megan broke about every traffic law getting down here from Austin, ‘cause it looked like they were about to drain you dry.”
“Nah, I was fine. They said they wanted me alive for Christian.”
“If you say so, bro, but if you ask me, filling up that cup would have killed you. You sure you gonna be okay? Maybe we should get you to a hospital?” He sounded genuinely concerned, which meant I must have looked bad.
“I’ll be fine, Bryan; Lacey will take care of me. That girl can do some amazing stuff.” I thought about what she did to Sylvia.
“Man, I sure hope so! I’m looking forward to some of that.”
“That’s not what I meant, though with a body like that you can’t help but wonder.” Lacey was a looker.
“Don’t let your old lady hear you talk that way. I don’t mind it, ‘cause I know there’s no way she’d do anything with you when she could have me, but that Megan girl is kind of possessive. If she thought you were messing around on her, she might kill you and shit.”
I didn’t think she’d go that far, but my brother had a point. Megan and Toni were both a bit possessive—and, given their nature, lethal. It reminded me I had to deal with the whole situation sometime soon, before it got out of hand.
“Tell you what—I’ll watch what I say, and you can watch Lacey.”
“Watch? Damn, I plan on doing more than watch.”
“I’m sure your time’s coming.” I didn’t have the heart to tell him that his needs were probably going to go unfulfilled. Painful reality didn’t have to get in the way of the heavenly fantasy.
“Right now I have to call Jacob and let him know what happened,” I said, fishing in my pockets for my phone.
“Who’s Jacob?” Bryan asked.
“One of Robert’s old buddies. …Shit,” I said, remembering the last time I had seen my phone.
Katy had been holding it in her hand and was threatening to call Toni.
 



Chapter 7
The girls got in the van while I frantically searched the rest of my pockets on the off chance that my phone had miraculously been transported into one of them. It hadn’t.
“Move over.” Lacey poked Bryan in the arm.
“What, you don’t trust my driving?”
“No, and I can’t afford the insurance hit if you crash into anything.”
“Crash? Damn, woman, you should see me at Death Karts. I own.” Despite his claims of video game prowess, he scooted to the passenger seat.
“She wasn’t there?” I asked. It was a rhetorical question; had they found my mom, she would have been with them.
“Sorry, Chance. It wasn’t even a nest; they probably just grabbed the place for the night.” Megan sat in the captain’s chair next to me. She eyed me intently, but in the shadows of the interior I couldn’t tell if she was driven by concern or hunger.
“Where to?” Lacey pulled away before she got a response.
“I have to call Jacob. Can I borrow someone’s phone?”
“What happened to yours? Never mind. You lost it. What’s up with you and phones? You lose them almost more than you do cars.”
Crap. Jacob’s car. I got the feeling that he loved that thing. Suddenly, calling him immediately didn’t seem like such a high priority. Not only did I lose custody of his car, I left it at a crime scene with my prints all over it.
Then it hit me. I rechecked my pockets to be sure, but both sets of keys were gone. Mine and the Caddy’s.
“We have to go back—I think they might have taken Jacob’s car.” At least, I hoped they had. I didn’t want it sitting at Fred’s house when the firefighters and cops showed up.
“Ha! Seriously, Chance? You lost somebody’s car too? I assume you stole it first. Wait a second, what happened to your car?” Lacey adjusted the rearview mirror so she could stare at me.
Megan piped in before I could answer. “Forget about Chance’s propensity for losing things and worry about finding us a place to go. We have to get Chance looked at.”
And to get her a place to stay before she combusts, I thought.
“First, we need to grab some chow!” Lacey said. “Ever since your girlfriend figured out you ran away, we’ve been moving at a hundred miles per hour. No one’s had a chance to eat, including Megan, so I hope this room of yours is close and attached to a blood bank. Because it’s almost dawn and we need to get her fed before she goes all black widow on you back there.”
Megan fidgeted in her chair, an uncomfortable reminder that I was seeping blood from several different places right next to a hungry vampire. As much as I trusted Megan, I was starting to get worried.
“Which way to your hotel?” Lacey asked. We had been driving for a few minutes despite not having any destination.
“West of the city, about thirty minutes,” I said.
“Not enough time. How about this Jacob? Is he close?” Lacey asked.
“I don’t know. Where are we?”
Megan handed me her phone and I pulled up the GPS. We were less than five miles away from his place. “Maybe ten minutes,” I said.
“Great. How do I get there?” Lacey asked.
“I’m not so sure he’d be up for guests. He’s kind of anti-social.”
“Tough—he’ll have to deal. Now, which way am I going?”
I relayed the directions and Lacey drove with determination. Even so, by the time we reached the store the eastern sky had grown a few shades lighter than the west.
“He lives in a Sew-and-Vac repair shop?” Lacey asked as she pulled the van to a stop on the empty street in front of Jacob’s.
“Above it, yeah.” It was all I could do to remain conscious. I was fighting a losing battle to stay awake. Despite the pain that was emanating from every corner of my body, my eyes wanted to close. Bryan came around to support me as I got out of the van. Megan took my other side, and I sagged in between them.
The security gate was still open, but the door was locked. The building didn’t have an intercom or doorbell, and after thirty seconds of knocking proved futile, I was ready to use Megan’s phone to call Jacob. But before I could, we heard the audible click of a bolt retracting.
“Chance, what happened? I’ve been waiting for—” Jacob stopped mid- sentence as he realized I wasn’t alone. He had obviously come to the door without checking his security cameras.
“I was too late to save Fred. I’m sorry.”
“I said you would be,” he said, then acknowledged my companions with wide-eyed anger. “Who the hell are these people?”
“This is my brother Bryan, and my friends Megan and Lacey. Guys, this is Jacob.” Jacob was unmoved by the introductions. “Look, Jacob, it’s okay—they’re friends. If it wasn’t for them showing up when they did, things might have gone south.” I ignored Lacey’s snort.
“By the look of you, if things had gone any more south you would have hit the pole,” Jacob said. He considered for a full minute while I swayed despite Megan’s and my brother’s support. Lacey shot an anxious glance to the east, where the first signs of dawn were spreading over the horizon.
Finally Jacob relented, stepping aside. “Well, come on in, then. Don’t stand there on my doorstep drawing attention.” Not a single car had driven by since we parked, and we were the only ones on the street, but I didn’t bother asking whose attention he was talking about. “Go on, tell me what happened,” Jacob said as he locked the door and motioned for us to follow.
I gave him a quick recap of the night, or at least the part I was conscious for, while we made our way through the store and up to his loft.
“This security is tight,” said Bryan, waving at the cameras as the elevator door shut. “Damn, kind of wasted, though,” my brother added when the doors opened to reveal the maze of documents.
“Wasted, my ass! Do you have any idea how valuable this information is?” asked Jacob.
“Nope.”
“At least you’re honest about your ignorance.” We followed him back to the office area. It was the only part of the big expanse that was well lit, and Jacob let out a loud whistle when he got his first good look at me. “Put him down on the couch. I need to take a gander at that leg; we might have to get you to a hospital pronto, unless you don’t mind losing it.”
“We can call him Stumpy,” offered Bryan. “My brother always needed a good nickname.”
“And here I thought I was born with one,” I said, wincing as Bryan and Megan helped me down on the old battered couch. I hoped any vermin I was displacing wouldn’t hold a grudge.
Jacob gave me a once-over, but I was covered in so much blood he had a difficult time finding all of the wounds. Eventually he found the tears in my chest and back, the chunk missing out of my neck, a good portion of the glass bits embedded all down one side, and the piece missing from my leg. The leg was clearly the worst, and once he made sure nothing else was life-threatening, he bent down to examine it.
Jacob squinted to get a better look, Lacey peering over his shoulder. Bryan had gone to check out the computer equipment while Megan stood back, her head down and to the side. She was wringing her hands in either concern or restraint.
“Well, Chance, your brother might have the right nickname for you. You need a hospital, and even so, I’m not sure what they can do with most of your calf gone.”
“I can fix it,” said Lacey. A wave of relief rushed through me, which quickly dissipated when she added, “More or less.”
Jacob looked skeptical. “If you say so, Miss, but if it were me, I’d be wanting a hospital. Even so, I keep a few medical supplies on hand just in case. You’re welcome to use what I have.” Jacob rose and went off to fetch two large cases, both filled with medical equipment.
“A few supplies?” Megan commented as Jacob opened the bags.
“When you’re in the biz, you have to be prepared,” Jacob responded.
“The biz?” Megan asked.
“Christ, Chance, I thought they helped you out. How did they miss all the vampires?”
“So you’re a vampire hunter too, huh?” asked Lacey.
“A heck of a good one. And you might be a heck of a good doctor, but I’m not sure what you can do with that leg that would be any better than an emergency room downtown. Come on, Chance, you ain’t got no gunshot wound; there won’t be a report. Just tell them you were mugged. Cops are too busy nowadays to go bothering you too much about it. They’ll patch you up better there than we can do here on my couch, and they’ll send you on your merry way.”
Jacob followed his speech with a look that pleaded for me to ignore the crazy blonde girl and go to the damn hospital already.
“I’m not a doctor, so I won’t be needing the first-aid kit. But if you give me some scissors, I’ll show you what I can do that’s better than any emergency room,” Lacey said, nudging Jacob out of the way so she could get a better view of my leg.
Jacob was wearing a full-force frown as he handed her an orange-handled pair of scissors from his desk. Lacey bent over me and started cutting the pants away from what was left of my ruined leg.
Before Jacob could ask the obvious question, Bryan interrupted. “Hey, dude, what’s up with your video on some of these cameras? Looks like some kind of freaky predator vision or something.”
“What? Oh, those? You got it right, kid—it’s thermal, like the predator.” Jacob went to where my brother was examining the various camera outputs on the monitors. “I use ‘em so I can spot—”
Jacob stopped mid-sentence, drawing everyone’s attention to him. When he grabbed a handgun that had been hidden under the desk and spun at a speed I didn’t think the old guy capable of, we all turned with him.
I thought Christian had somehow found us, but no one was there. Only empty aisles of grey metal shelving stacked high with bits of information disappearing into the darkened expanse of the loft.
“What the hell, dude?” asked Bryan, the first to realize who Jacob was aiming at.
I looked back at a shaken Jacob. In his trembling hands he held a .45 automatic leveled at Megan. The monitors behind him told me what he’d seen. The thermal display on the far right showed this office space. We all lit up in a combination of dark reds and oranges, except for Megan. She was in blues.
“Vampire,” was all Jacob managed to get out, his throat going hoarse. I hoped he wasn’t having a cardiac arrest; I wasn’t sure if Lacey could fix those.
“Yeah, but it’s okay. She’s my brother’s old lady. Get it? Old lady? ‘Cause she’s like a vampire, and all old and shit? Damn, I crack myself up!” said Bryan. “Seriously, though, dude, put the gun down.”
“Not sure you’re helping there, Bry,” said Lacey, who was splitting her attention between the guy with the gun and my leg. I’m not sure which concerned me more: that she had a nickname for my brother, or the strange sensation I felt after she touched my leg. The blood that had been slowly oozing out of me had turned direction and was heading for her hand.
A lot of it was leaking out of me then, and it could be used for more than blowing up vampires. I had a sneaking suspicion that it was being aimed at the guy with the gun.
“Jacob, it’s all right. She’s cool. Put the gun down and we can talk about it.” I tried to sound as sincere as I was.
“Put the piece away and chill so Lacey can do her magic stuff and I don’t have to watch my big brother hobble around in a circle for the rest of his life. It’s not like the gun’s going to do much to the vampire anyway. Trust me, dude, I accidentally emptied half a magazine into Megan an hour ago. It mostly just pissed her off.”
“My God, are you telling me that girl is a witch? Chance, what have you done? Who are these people?” Jacob stared at Megan, finally realizing that some of the holes in her dress were indeed from bullets.
“I’m going to have to go with Lacey on this one, Bryan—you’re not helping.” For her part, Megan waited calmly with her hands by her sides, purposefully non-threatening, though I had no doubt she was ready to move if required.
Lacey now cupped a small puddle of my blood in her palm. I’m not normally squeamish, but it was unnerving to watch my blood steadily flow into her hand. Not to mention she was getting twitchy. When she started a barely audible chant, I figured this was going to go downhill unless I stopped it fast.
Jacob focused on me. “Was it you, Chance? Did you kill Robert? Fred?”
And the paranoia never stops.
I sighed. “No, Jacob, I didn’t kill anyone. Well, at least not Robert or Fred. Like I said, these people are my friends.”
“Chance, you don’t understand—she’s a vampire!” And by that, he implied she could never be my friend.
“Dude, I think he knows that; I mean, they’ve been all up in each other’s business,” said Bryan, ignoring everyone’s pleas for him to shut up.
“That can’t be.” Jacob, if possible, looked even more horrified at the idea, even if it was slightly exaggerated. Not that I hadn’t wanted to be all up in her business. The opportunities just kept getting foiled.
“Nah, dude, it is. They might be dead, but vampires can totally have sex.” Bryan was nothing if not enthusiastic in his effort to push Jacob farther over the edge.
“Jacob, I know it’s a lot to swallow, but it’s okay. And really, Megan’s harmless.” I did my best to sound reassuring, while ignoring both Megan’s raised eyebrows and Lacey’s snort at my calling her harmless, neither being particularly appreciated or helpful.
“Now, here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to put the gun down. Lacey is going to give back my blood.” Megan’s attention snapped to fixate on the contents of Lacey’s palm. The desire in her eyes was unsettling. Jacob also spared a glance that way, only now realizing that the witch was up to something. His gun moved halfway between the girls, unsure which was the greater threat.
“Bryan is going to shut up. And I’m probably going to pass out. After which Lacey is going to patch me up and we’re going to get Megan something to eat before we do have an issue, because despite what Bryan said about his bullets, they did cause Megan to lose a lot of blood and she hasn’t eaten yet tonight.”
“I’m only a little hungry; it’s not like I’m not going to go feral and eat everyone.” Megan went for a casual smile and was only partially successful. She was trying her best to appear calm and rational.
Somehow Jacob managed to look even more horrified. “It hasn’t eaten tonight? Chance, it’s almost morning! You knowingly brought a wounded starving vampire into my house!”
“I’m not starving, just a little hungry,” said Megan.
“Technically, Jacob, you’re the one that invited her in. But I take full responsibility for her actions,” I said.
“Like that will matter after we’re all dead!” Jacob was starting to sound a little manic.
Lacey rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so melodramatic. She’s tiny; she doesn’t eat that much. She’d stop after one or two of us so we won’t all be dead. And really, Chance? All of her actions? ‘Cause if so, could you please tell her to stop putting all of my stuff away in the house where I can’t find it?” Lacey and Megan exchanged glares while I kept a wary eye on Jacob.
“You live with her?” Jacob asked Lacey. The alien idea momentarily pushed aside his terror.
“What, you’re surprised? Have you seen the rents in the Bay Area? If I could handle the smell, I’d share a place with a pack of werewolves,” said Lacey.
“Come on, Jacob, put the gun down. If Megan wanted to do anything to you, she would have already. And they’ve both helped me. Not only here today, but back in California with that stupid urn of yours. I’d be dead if it wasn’t for them.” And that was the ironic truth.
“Wait a second, that was his urn?” said Lacey, pointing at Jacob with the hand not full of my blood. “Mister, you have a lot of explaining to do. That thing almost killed a lot of people. Me being one of them.”
Jacob was taken aback, accused of villainy by what he considered to be the bad guys. “It wasn’t mine! I was trying to get it destroyed!”
Lacey snorted. “What, by having Chance here do it? That was an epic fail waiting to happen.”
“Hey!” I said. “It worked out okay. Now please, can’t we all get along? At least long enough for Lacey to patch up my leg?”
Jacob glanced at my ruined leg and reluctantly lowered his gun, though he still held it ready at his side. I suspect the only reason he acquiesced and didn’t simply open fire was that he knew it wouldn’t do him any good. Even so, the gesture was a start.
With the immediate threat averted, Lacey extended her arm to Megan. With raised brows she offered the contents of her palm to her friend, who, after looking at it awkwardly, shook her head. Lapping one’s dinner out of someone’s hand wasn’t dignified.
Lacey shrugged and then dribbled the contents over my open wound. Her face scrunched up as she began to concentrate. Words I didn’t understand flowed from her lips, and the blood began to dance.
Even Jacob was transfixed, reluctantly taking his eyes off Megan to watch Lacey as she worked her magic. His expression was torn between revulsion and awe as my blood ran in unnatural directions.
 



Chapter 8
I must have passed out, because I don’t remember anything else before Lacey’s voice pushed through the cobwebs.
“Am I good or what?”
“I don’t know. Let’s you and me head behind those shelves and find out,” said Bryan.
My hands were encompassed in a cool grasp that gave a squeeze when I opened my eyes. Megan sat next to me on one of the office chairs, holding my right hand in both of hers. Lacey stood over us, smugly surveying her work.
I looked down at my leg. It was still a mess, but the wound had knitted itself closed, covered by an ugly scab. It was still horrific, and there was a still a slight indentation where the meat was simply gone, but it was nowhere as deep as before. I’d had no idea Lacey could re-grow muscle. The pain had also become more generalized, to the point where I could no longer tell what hurt. It had transformed into a throbbing ache that permeated my every pore.
Jacob looked ill. He caught my eyes. “Chance, it was unnatural. Chance, she used a por—”
Lacey cleared her throat loudly, covering up what Jacob was going to say.
I looked at Lacey for an explanation, but she purposefully avoided my eyes, saying, “Now all we have to do is feed the vamp. Looks like you’re up, Bryan.”
“What, me? Oh, hell, no.”
“Look, your brother has lost too much blood already; he can’t do it. And he certainly isn’t going to volunteer.” She pointed a thumb to where a green-tinged Jacob stood, still holding the gun down by his side like a lethal security blanket. “So that leaves you.”
“What about you?” asked Bryan.
“I saved your brother; my good deed for the day is done.”
“Why didn’t you bring any blood with you?” I asked. It seemed like a reasonable question, but then again, I was pretty woozy and tired.
“We were kind of in a hurry. Besides, have you tried taking blood bags through airport security lately? It’s frowned upon.” Lacey seemed to glow as she talked to me. My savior. A soft cool light radiated around her. I frowned. It wasn’t possible. She was one of the last people I would have called angelic.
The expression on my face obviously concerned her, because she looked down at herself, trying to figure out what was wrong. Bryan was the one who noticed the light coming in through the window behind her.
“Shit, sun’s almost up.”
“Jacob, do you have a place without any windows?” I knew the answer before I asked the question. A guy like Jacob was bound to have some sort of panic room. The question was, would he let us use it?
“Why?” The answer came to him right after he asked the question. “Oh no. No, no, no. No. I can’t be housing no vampire! You’re fixed. Y’all need to get out of here right now.”
“We can’t, Jacob, it’s almost daylight. It’s only for one day. Come nightfall, we’ll be gone.”
“Chance, I sleep here. Man, this is my home. It’s bad enough having one of those things visit, but to have it stay? In my house?”
We both turned at the sound of a squeaking door. Lacey had opened the small refrigerator and was helping herself to a bottle of Mexican Coke, the kind with real sugar, and a slice of leftover pizza. Jacob opened his mouth to say something, then promptly shut it, deciding not to piss off the otherworldly terror plundering his fridge.
Lacey took a bite and frowned. “This is awful.”
“We don’t do good pizza in Texas. But our Tex-Mex and barbeque rock. Speaking of food, Bryan, can you please feed Megan?” It felt strange asking him to do that, not only because it made it sound like Megan was a dog, but I felt a weird sense of jealousy asking someone else to take care of her for me.
“And, Jacob, if you could put us up for the day, I would owe you one. I promise we’ll leave as soon as it’s dark.”
“One? You owe me more than one, boy. Bringing people back to my home— wait, no, not people—monsters back to my home, then borrowing my car, then—” He stopped abruptly.
“It’s fine, you can call us monsters. Chance does it all the time, and it hasn’t stopped him from sleeping with one,” said Lacey, her voice trailing off as she stared at Bryan, who had begun shuffling up to Megan with his neck crooked.
Megan scowled, but I noted that she didn’t correct Lacey about us sleeping together. I wondered if Megan had told her we hadn’t, or if it was some kind of chick game going on.
“Your car is fine,” I said, guessing the real reason for Jacob’s sudden stop in verbiage.
“It had better be fine! I am the original owner of one mint-condition 1971 Cadillac, and that purple minivan sitting out in front—”
“Burgundy,” Lacey corrected.
“Burgundy minivan,” Jacob continued, his voice rising, “out in front of my store is certainly no 1971 mint-condition Cadillac. If that car is not somewhere being detailed, vampires will be the least of your problems.”
“Your car’s okay,” I insisted.
“Where is it?”
“At Fred’s.”
Jacob’s eyebrows drew together. “Didn’t you say the vampires burned down his house?”
“Yeah, but I mean, your car was at least twenty yards away.”
Jacob’s spluttering was interrupted by my brother. “Hey, if it was big and gold, I saw someone leaving the theater with it when we got there. Some dude tore out after it in an Explorer.” Bryan stopped in front of Megan, his neck bent. “Well, what are you waiting for? Mack down.”
Megan finally noticed my brother. She looked even more uncomfortable than when Lacey had offered her a handful of my blood earlier. “I’m not sure I can do this.”
Lacey was exasperated. “It’s not like you haven’t done it with an audience before. Or is it this particular audience? We can all turn around if you like, though you’ve never been bashful before….” I made a mental note to follow up with Lacey about that comment.
“It’s not that; I’m worried the stupid might be contagious.” Megan was doing a stellar impression of a five-year-old being accosted by a plate full of Brussels sprouts.
“Hey! That’s cold!” said Bryan.
Megan turned to Jacob. “Do you think I could borrow a glass?”
Jacob was a little shocked at being directly addressed by the vampire, but he managed to open a desk drawer and used two fingers and a fully extended arm to hand Megan a “vacuum cleaner repairmen do it with suction” mug.
Megan read the cup with upturned brows, then cast a wary eye into it, using a finger to remove something objectionable from its interior. She flicked the offender away and walked up to Bryan. Ignoring his tilted head, she took hold of his wrist and, with a quick slice, cut it with her nail.
“You mean we’re not going to neck?” he asked. ”It’s okay; I understand, babe. Most women can’t contain themselves around me. Best not to start something you aren’t prepared to finish.”
“Oh, please, Megan, start it,” said Lacey.
Megan declined to comment, concentrating instead on the task at hand. Bryan watched his blood drain into the cup for a moment before deciding to find something else to occupy his field of vision. He settled on a device lying on the table next to him.
“What’s this?” He grabbed the plastic L-shaped object off the desk and held it up for everyone to see. It was the thermometer that Jacob had accosted me with back at the Alamo.
“A vamp detector. Jacob uses it in the field to screen for vampires,” I said, trying unsuccessfully not to watch what Megan was doing.
“With a thermometer?” asked Lacey between bites. The pizza’s sub-par quality did little to save it from total annihilation.
Jacob looked affronted at being questioned about his methods twice in one night.
“What of it?”
Lacey included me in her patented frown, like somehow I condoned Jacob’s craziness. “So how does that work? I mean: you walk up to a vamp, pull out the thermometer, and then you hope that they’re either so stunned by shock or crippled by laughter that you actually get a chance to slide it across their forehead. Then what? If it’s not a vampire, you have just committed one heck of a serious social faux pas. And if it is? Bingo! Positive reading! It’s the walking dead, standing right there in front of you! Then what do you do?”
“Dude, at least it’s a forehead thermometer.”
It was hard to argue with my brother’s point.
Jacob clamped his mouth shut and continued watching what Megan was doing, maintaining a dignified silence as if to imply that he most definitely had a plan if someone ever tested positive, but that it was either too obvious—or too cunning—for him to share.
Lacey continued, this time with her mouth full. “I mean, if it was made of wood, you could sharpen one end and stake them with it.”
Bryan swiped the thermometer across Megan’s forehead while she was too focused on the liquid draining into the cup to realize what was happening.
“It’s not working.” He studied the display, oblivious to the venomous stare his action garnered from the angry vampire holding his bleeding wrist.
“You have to press the button first. You’ll hear a beep,” said Jacob, “Though you might not want to try it again.”
“Why not?” There was an audible beep as Bryan pressed the button.
“Because it’s pissing off the vampire that’s currently draining you, and she might decide not to stop,” supplied Lacey, who, having finished off the slice of pizza, was back in the fridge rummaging for seconds.
“Damn. Chance, tell your woman to lighten up. I was only taking her temperature. See if I ever share some of the Bry with you again!” Despite his tough words, I noted Bryan had tossed the thermometer back onto the table.
“Jacob, how about that room?” I asked. The light emanating from the windows was getting brighter with each passing moment.
Jacob gave a furtive look at Megan, who had visibly calmed once the threat of the thermometer abated and her cup was full of “Bry.” She was now showing obvious restraint in sipping from the mug.
“Well, I can’t see how this day could get much worse. Come on—when you’re finished there, follow me,” said Jacob.
“Can we trust him?” Lacey asked.
The question caused Jacob to spin on her, face dripping incredulity. He began to sputter something incomprehensible. There were more words, but “me, murder you?” was all I got out of it.
“What?” Lacey asked innocently. “How do we know you’re not going to kill us all in our sleep? You’re a hunter, after all. A heck of a good one.”
Jacob sputtered a bit more before indignantly turning and walking off into the maze. He was struggling with the whole ordeal. I knew he didn’t interact with many people. Only those he trusted, and he didn’t trust easily. I was pretty sure the trust he had placed in me had all but evaporated.
Megan and Lacey started after him. Bryan waited with me. I shouldn’t have moved with my injuries, but I felt the whole process would go better with me there. My first attempt at standing was a failure. My leg was better, but I couldn’t make it on my own. So, with my brother’s support, we limped along after everyone.
After a couple of wrong turns, Bryan and I finally found them in another corner of the loft. This section had been turned into the main living area. There was a small studio-style kitchen on one wall, a bed and a couple of dressers against another, and a worn La-Z-Boy chair facing a large flat-screen TV in the center of it all.
“Sweet TV—you have an Xbox?” Bryan asked. He left me propped up against the kitchen counter, sat down on the La-Z-Boy, and grabbed one of several remotes off the table.
Jacob scowled at him, then tugged aside a corner of the small carpet that lay in front of the sink. A keyhole and a handle were set into the wood. He pulled out a key ring, inserted a brass key, and turned it. Then he tugged on the ring. The three-inch-thick solid wood door rose out of the floor without a sound. The rug was still affixed to its back, so that if someone closed the door—say, from below—it would fall back into place, hiding the entrance.
Lacey, Megan, and I stood around the hole and peered down. A ladder descended into a chamber located on the first floor.
“Safe room is down there. No windows. There’s a door that leads outside. It’s alarmed; don’t open it. Don’t touch anything,” said Jacob.
“Thank you.” Megan addressed him directly. Jacob looked at her a moment, nodded, and then looked away, emotions battling across his face.
I reached out, placing my hand on his shoulder. “Really. Thanks, Jacob.” I paused. “Look, there’s something I have to tell you. Paul is dead. When I was at Fred’s house, I heard the vampires say that you and I were the last ones they had on their hit list.”
Jacob nodded. “I know. I called him as soon as you left. When I didn’t get an answer, I went snooping around the internet. Seems he was killed in a mugging in Houston last week. Throat was cut. They never found who did it.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You and me both. Let’s all get some rest; we can talk about what’s next afterwards.” He turned and shuffled off to the fridge, Lacey moving to intercept him.
Megan was eyeing the heavy door and ladder with a certain amount of trepidation. I knew what she was thinking. It could double as a prison. Could we trust Jacob?
If I were her, I’d be worried as well. Trapped in a cell in some hunter’s house, the odds were good that she’d end up with a stake in her chest. Not that Jacob would try anything, but she didn’t know him.
“After you.” I held out my hand, letting her know I was going to be right behind her.
She smiled. “You just want me down there first, so I can break your fall when that leg gives out on the stairs.”
“Touché.”
“Damn, bro, you actually came up with a way to get on top of a woman I hadn’t thought of.” Bryan finally found the right remote combinations to get the TV working and turned on a cartoon.
“You’re going to sleep down there? With that thing?” An astonished Jacob turned toward me, still holding the refrigerator door. Clearly he thought I had completely lost my mind.
Jacob caught the look his word choice elicited from Lacey, who was busy pushing in front of him to rummage inside the icebox. But I was the only one who saw Megan’s involuntary wince.
Jacob stood up straighter. “No, it’s a thing all right. I’m not correcting myself.”
“As Lacey never fails to point out, it won’t be the first time, and I’m still breathing. I’ll see you guys later on.” I nodded at everyone, then headed for the ladder.
Megan was already standing at the bottom, positioned so she could catch me if I did fall. It didn’t inspire confidence. Despite her less than flattering precautions, I made it down without drama, though the task was painful and took longer than it should have.
I didn’t know what to expect, but this wasn’t it. The room was larger than I would have guessed, built when wood paneling was all the rage. It had a cot, shelves with supplies, and several weapons hanging on a pegboard. I took a second to admire a Saiga-12 automatic shotgun before resuming my evaluation of the room.
There was a whiteboard as well, and several computers. On the screens were the same camera images that were showing in his office. The room also had a small fridge, a TV, and a heavy metal door that Jacob had indicated led to an escape tunnel.
There was only one cot and it wasn’t large; we had to be practically on top of one another in order to fit, which neither of us particularly objected to.
Megan helped me onto it, then lay down beside me.
“I’m glad you’re okay.”
“Thanks; me, too!”
She smiled, resting a cool hand against my cheek. “Don’t ever take off like that again, okay?”
“I promise.” I leaned forward and kissed her. I had intended it to be more of a peck, but it rapidly grew into something more. Our lips parted and our tongues flirted with each other. Her body pressed up against mine. Despite the pain, I wrapped my free arm around her. Things were heating up, and at her first soft moan I pulled my head back.
She looked at me with a mischievous grin. “You know, we never finished the wine, and Lacey destroyed the fern. That means I still owe you a housewarming gift.”
“Cool. Maybe a cactus next time? I tend to forget to water plants,” I suggested.
“A cactus, huh?” Megan’s hand did some exploration until it found one part of me that was definitely not injured. “I had been thinking of giving you something a little more personal.”
I actually briefly considered it, which, taking into account my current state, was a testament to Megan. But ultimately I declined.
“Once I’m better, and more confident it won’t kill me, I fully intend to take you up on that offer.”
She smiled, giving me a lasting kiss before turning around and scooting back up to me so her back pressed against me. I put my arm around her, and in seconds we were both asleep.
 



Chapter 9
Despite Lacey’s magical healing, I still hurt, and as the night progressed, sleep on the crowded cot came in irregular increments. Every so often I would move the wrong way and the resulting pain would jolt me awake. I would readjust, getting comfortable, and then Megan, still asleep, would snuggle right back into me like a cat seeking warmth.
I eventually got up at about two o’clock in the afternoon, careful not to wake Megan, who continued to sleep soundly.
Even though my leg was noticeably better than the previous evening, it still took twice as long as it should have for me to ascend the ladder. Considering I could walk at all, I shouldn’t have been complaining. Finally making it to the top of the ladder, I popped open the trapdoor and was greeted by an overexcited voice that I didn’t recognize.
“Door’s up! Is that the vamp?”
The source of the voice was a high-school-aged kid sitting at the kitchen table in front of a laptop. He got up and made a beeline toward me, his expression skeptical. I almost fell back down into the safe room as I was assaulted by his enthusiasm.
“Nah, settle down, boy; that’s just Chance. The vamp is still down there. Looks like she didn’t eat him after all,” said Jacob, showing genuine surprise that I hadn’t become a midnight snack.
Bryan opened his mouth to let loose with a smart-ass remark. “No, but I bet he ate—ow!” Lacey’s elbow stopped him mid-sentence.
“Let me guess: you’re the nephew, the one that set up all the computer equipment,” I said, shutting the trapdoor behind me.
“Kevin. Pleased to meet you.” We shook hands. His grip was strong despite his bookish physique. He was tall and lanky, but unlike myself, I guessed he felt more comfortable with a keyboard than a ball.
I surveyed the room and saw that everyone else was awake and present. Bryan and Lacey sat squished together on the chair watching a daytime talk show, and Jacob was doing dishes.
Lacey must have persuaded him to cover the windows. Blankets hung over them as a precaution in case Megan woke up before nightfall, which was a given. She was almost always up by mid-afternoon.
“When Uncle Jake said he had a vampire here I thought he was lying.” Kevin’s tone and expression implied he still did.
“I’m not lying, Kevin, and you should go home. I told you it’s not safe here. That thing might be up any minute. We can work on scanning in the rest of the documents tomorrow.”
“And miss the vamp? No way.”
It was obvious this argument had been going on a while. Jacob was past exasperation when he shut off the tap and walked to the fridge to get himself a beer. He unscrewed the cap, then lobbed a shot that bounced off the rim of a plastic trash can and rolled under a chair.
He let out a long sigh as he sat down at the kitchen table.
“So, Kevin knows about the things that go bump in the night?” I asked Jacob.
“Oh, he knows all about ‘em. Doesn’t believe a lick of it, of course. Thinks I’m making it all up.”
“I believe what I see, and so far…” Kevin shrugged.
“Count yourself lucky,” I told him. “Your uncle’s right—it’s better not to involve yourself in all of this if you can avoid it. It’s dangerous, and I can tell you from personal experience that even part-time work at Game Shack has better compensation.”
“So why do you do it?” he asked me.
“I’m getting out. The only reason I got involved in the first place was because something happened to my girlfriend.”
“Uncle Jake said a vampire whacked her.”
I nodded. “And then he killed a lot of my friends and burned down my mom’s house. Like I said, it’s better to leave them alone.”
“So who is this bad boy that did all the damage? I take it it’s not the one down in Uncle Jake’s hidey hole?” Kevin asked.
“No, that’s Megan. The one responsible for the death of Kristi, and everyone else, is named Christian. That’s all I know about him. If you want more, you’ll have to ask your uncle. He’s the one with the guy’s history.”
Kevin looked at his uncle expectantly. Jacob closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair, staring up at the ceiling for a long moment. Then he took one long swig from his bottle, folded his hands in his lap, and began to talk.
“All right. I’ll tell you what I know. Best to clear the air and get it all out there; that way you know who you’re dealing with and why.
“It was the late eighties. The housing market here had crashed, the savings and loans were going under, and we were on a roll. My team and I had been killing monsters for going on fifteen years.
“We started with vampires, then branched out a bit. Got ourselves some werewolves, a witch or two… even a troll, if you can believe it. Man, let me tell you, trolls are tough. But don’t underestimate the rest of the fae-folk either. They might not be as brutally strong as trolls, but they make up for it in cunning, and some of them have right powerful magic. We went after a few, but never could catch one.
“My point is, we were hunters. Good ones. Or so we thought. Figured we’d had the state pretty much cleaned up, or at least the part we’d lived in. Of course, I know now that wasn’t true. Most of what we ran across were the ones living on the fringes of their society. Heck, back then we didn’t even realize they had a society, let alone a fringe that clung to it.” He killed the rest of his beer and continued.
“Anyway, it turns out we’d been going after the loners. The cast-offs, the ones that even the monsters consider criminals. A lot of these weren’t too smart. They didn’t have the safety net the others do, and were prone to leaving trails.
“I got good at sifting through the details in crime reports, news articles, rumors on the street, that type of stuff. Knowing what I knew about what existed, it was easy for me to pick out the anomalies.
“You see, I was looking at the information in a whole different light. What others attributed to a vicious animal attack, I figured might be werewolves. When some prostitute or gang-banger was found with a slashed throat, I marked it as a possible vampire attack. Plus, we had made a name for ourselves and were getting tips. Folks who encountered things they couldn’t explain found us, and we helped them out.
“That’s when I started to notice the conspiracies. When I guessed there might be a society. Some sort of vampire elite controlling things. Once you begin compiling all of the information, take a step back, and look at the big picture, it all becomes clear. You see the connections. You start to realize who controls what and—”
I cleared my throat. Jacob’s government conspiracies were bad enough; I didn’t think any of us was in the mood for an hour-long dissertation on vampire plots.
“Burying your head in the sand and pretending it doesn’t exist won’t make them go away. It’s what they want you to do,” said Jacob.
“Make what go away?” asked Lacey, before I could stop her. It took a full thirty minutes more to reel Jacob in from the conspiracy theories and back onto what he knew about Christian. At least I was sure Lacey wouldn’t be making that mistake again.
Jacob went up and got another beer to lubricate his well-worn throat before settling back down to his story.
“So mostly it was my hard work that found the things. It’s all about research and patience, though I admit that the occasional tips we got helped. Word travels. We’d help a guy who would tell someone who would pass it along to someone else, and so forth. Come to think of it, in those last years, we got a lot of tips. We got to be well known in the community.
“Well, as it turns out, we stumbled upon Christian through one of those tips; otherwise, I doubt we ever would have found him. He was smart. Unlike the others we had hunted, this guy was hiding in plain sight. He operated in human society. He had a house; he was connected to the movers and shakers in town. The human ones. We never would have suspected that he was one of the vampire elite, the master vampire of Texas.” He looked straight at me, deadly serious.
“But one day I got a call. It was a woman. She was out of it—not sure if she was wasted or just slow, but I knew she was scared. Said she had escaped from a house full of monsters. She said they had locked up a lot of girls like her. Kept them imprisoned. They used them for blood, and worse. She managed to escape one day; they couldn’t follow her out into the sunlight. She made it to safety and called me.”
“Who was this woman?” I asked.
“Never found out. We only talked on the phone. In retrospect, the call was a bit fishy. But she said she got my number from a mutual friend, a guy who had provided a tip to me in the past, and as it turns out, the tip was legit—or most of it was, in any case. The vampires were where she said they would be, and they had no idea we were coming. Those captive girls she was talking about were another matter, though; we never did find them.
“So I did what I do—collected intel. Got us some drawings of the house from the planning commission, found out what I could about the grounds. Back in those days we didn’t have Google Earth. I actually had to work for my satellite pictures.”
He eyed me. “Do you hear what I’m saying, Chance? We thought a whole mess of girls was trapped in that house being used by vampires for food, pleasure, and worse—and we still didn’t go rushing in like some half-assed fools. We planned first.”
“Yeah, yeah, I got it.”
“So, anyway, we put a plan into place. Robert pulled out all of the stops on this one. He was absolutely giddy about finding a real nest. We had always suspected they grouped up like this, and not the ones and twos we had been used to finding.
“The first order of business was getting in and rescuing the captives. After that, we’d take care of the vamps. It was a sunny Sunday afternoon when it all went down. Dallas was kicking Chicago’s ass in the playoffs….
 



Chapter 10
“Time to go,” said Robert.
“Man, you gotta be kidding me.” Fred’s eyes never left the TV screen. It was only the first quarter and Dallas was already up 10-0 on the Chicago Bears in the NFC wildcard game.
“Turn it off. We’re burning daylight, fellas. You know the plan. Paul’s already en route with the tanker.” Robert was busy loading weaponry into a large green bag.
“And you sure it’s legit this time?” asked Jeffrey. Despite Robert’s order to shut off the TV, he sat unmoving next to Fred on the couch.
“Yes,” I said. “I’m telling you we got ourselves a nest! At least ten of them have got to be holed up in that place. In one afternoon we’ll be able to bag more vampires than we can in three years.”
“You’re sure it’s a real nest? Not just a couple of bums squatting in an abandoned house? You know, like the last time.” Jeffrey bounced a small Nerf football off my head.
“Do that again and we’re going to have a problem,” I told him.
“Relax, you two; it’s all cool,” said Craig. Craig was perpetually stoned but somehow managed to get it together when the shit hit the fan.
I chucked the football back at Jeffrey, but missed him. The ball landed in a half-full bowl of chips, sending them flying all over the coffee table.
“This is the real deal. The vampires have got themselves a whole compound. Never seen nothing like it; vampires hiding right out in plain sight. I’m telling you, this lady’s tip was golden.”
“And we trust this lady—why?” Jeffrey asked, plucking a runaway chip off the table and eating it.
I shrugged. “Okay, she was a little out of it when she called, but can you blame her? She escaped from a bunch of bloodsucking fiends that had been draining her for days. A lot more of these girls are in there. The lady said a couple dozen of them are trapped, being used for food and worse. Why would she make something like that up?”
“How did she find us?” David asked.
“She found us through that guy we helped last year. Reginald or whatever his name was. You remember, the one with the undead ex-wife problem?” I held out my beeper. “Her number’s still here if you want to call her back and check it out for yourself.”
The guys weren’t particularly moved by my speech, so I had to employ some psychological warfare.
“Man, are those chicks going to be grateful when we come and rescue them. She said there was more than ten of them.”
“That’s what I’m talking about!” said Craig. “See what happens when you go and get yourself hitched, David? You miss out on all the grateful women we rescue.”
David finished his beer and tossed the can in the trash. “You’re just jealous ‘cause you don’t have a real woman, and my Betty makes all those loose women you go out with pale by comparison.”
Jeffrey began pulling himself up off the couch. “Okay, Jacob. If you say your intel is solid, and this lady’s story tracks, then I believe you. But if you’re wrong, and I miss the Cowboys winning this game for nothing, then you had better start running, because I am going to kick your ass when I catch you.”
“Can’t all of the ass-kicking wait? We’re gonna win this one. I can feel it! Smith is running all over them Bears,” Fred said from the couch.
“No, it can’t,” said Robert.
David checked the magazine in his Uzi before tossing it in the bag. “Let’s get this over with. I have to get home in time for dinner or Betty is going to kill me.”
Craig put a hand on Fred’s shoulder. “Give me a break, man, the game ain’t gonna matter. Even if the Cowboys win, you know the Rams are going to kick their butt next week, right after they hand Minnesota’s ass to them tonight.”
“Craig, you’ve been smoking way too much of that funny stuff.” Fred laughed.
“Come on, ladies. We’ve got to move!” Robert could barely contain his excitement. “I am not letting these bloodsuckers get away with this. The longer we wait, the more innocents they kill.”
“Relax, man,” said Craig. “It’s not even noon. I’ll get the van loaded up. If we leave now, we should have plenty of time to get to Austin and take care of this nest before sunset.” He folded the stock on his SPAS assault shotgun and zipped it into his duffel bag.
“Shit.” Fred got up and hit the power button on the TV.
I turned the TV back on and sat on the couch.
“Oh, no!” said Fred.
“You’re coming on this one, Jacob,” said Robert.
“Like hell I am,” I said. “I don’t do field work, you know that. Too unpredictable.”
“Well, you’re coming on this one. We need you to monitor the scanner and make sure the cops don’t come early. No way are we going to let you stay here and watch the game while we go risk our lives,” said Robert.
“He’ll still get to listen to the game in the truck,” said Fred. “How about I monitor the radio, and Jacob goes in to stake the vampires?”
“Here,” Craig said, tossing an M79 grenade launcher at me. “If anything comes your way, blow them the hell up. But make sure they ain’t too close when you do.”
It was after two when I parked the van a couple hundred yards down the street from the gate and hopped into the truck next to Paul. The van was our backup vehicle in case the big rig didn’t make it out.
The address was in an exclusive neighborhood. The mansion backed onto Lake Travis; its grounds consisted of a dozen acres surrounded by a six-foot-high stone wall. A gate with a small stone guardhouse was manned by an actual person.
We took him out first. Man, were we nervous. We hated whacking a human like that, and we were all thinking the same thing: What if we had gotten it wrong? What if it was some regular rich Joe minding his own business and the tip was a vindictive ex with a creative streak? What if we were about to kill some innocent rent-a-cop?
But Paul stopped the semi in front of the gatehouse and rolled down his window. When the guy came to ask what we wanted, Paul put a bullet through the front of his brain with a silenced .45. This was war, and that guard was working for the wrong side.
It was too late for second thoughts now. I wiped off the spray from the guard that had spattered me in the face as Paul rolled the semi forward through the gate.
Robert had already entered the grounds. I thumbed the talk button on the radio and gave him the signal, and by the time the truck rolled up to the house, he had taken out the two guards patrolling the grounds. He loved the up-close-and-personal work; him and that KA-BAR Special Forces knife of his were a scary thing. The guards’ throats were cut before they knew what hit them.
We hoped the bloodsuckers would be asleep, preferably underground in the basement, so they wouldn’t hear us coming. Clearing the upper floors of the house we could do quietly, but we were worried most about that truck and its compressor.
David was out first, heading to the alarm box. He had already taken out the phone back at the street, so no calls to the cops, but we didn’t need some siren shrieking at us.
I stayed on the radio, monitoring the police scanner and our shortwaves. The rest of the team filed out of the sleeper cab and up to the house. Fred took a crowbar to the shutters. Every window had them, of course, and in every room we cleared we opened those suckers up, letting in that Texas sun. The vamps had been smart when they built the place, though—the house had wraparound porches on both levels, which prevented a lot of the direct light from getting in.
Jeffrey popped the window. Robert went in first; he always did.
“Clear.”
The team moved into the first room—a library, I think it was—with no resistance. After that, it was room to room. Methodical and fast, just like the Army trained us to do it. A couple more humans were all we encountered on the first floor, and they didn’t put up a fight. That was our first clue something wasn’t right. If it hadn’t been for the house being all shuttered up tight, we would have turned around right then. But only vampires are that paranoid about the sun.
The first person we encountered in the house was a maid and, man, was she freaked out. Normally when we found a human in a vampire lair they were either dead, drained into submission, or under a vampire’s thrall. When they were under the influence, they were either glassy-eyed zombies or they went ape-shit crazy in their effort to protect their undead master. Not this one, though. She seemed like you’d expect someone to seem when surprised by a bunch of heavily armed men. She was scared out of her mind. We asked her where the hostages were, but she acted like she didn’t understand. Said there weren’t any. Said some guests were upstairs. Said the family was downstairs. Begged us not to hurt anyone.
We tied her up and tossed her outside. The rest of the ones we encountered were the same way. Had to kill most of them to keep ‘em quiet. Couldn’t risk a screamer alerting the vamps. We figured this was some new kind of mind control.
“Looks like they’re throwing themselves a party,” said Fred, entering the ballroom. It had been decorated to the nines. Streamers and black and white balloons. Even a giant banner.
“Oh? What kind of party?” I asked over the radio.
“Would you believe a wake?”
“Man, that’s appropriate, because they’re all about to die!” Paul’s voice crackled.
“Shit, will you look at that—it’s someone named Susanna’s one- thousandth death-day, and we are seriously about to F it up,” said Craig.
“Good to know they have a sense of humor,” said Fred.
The first-floor sweep complete, we headed upstairs to the guests. We figured the top floors would be mostly empty, but we didn’t want any surprises coming after us when we headed to the basement.
Floor two was where we found the first vampires. The upstairs was mostly bedrooms, probably for guests. Most of them were empty; a couple of them weren’t.
The first pair went easy. They were asleep together in the same bed. Heads were off before they knew what hit them. Next three went the same way. We hit a snag with the last one, though. He was either a light sleeper or already awake. Boy, did he put up a fight. Made some noise before we finally took him apart.
Paul was already working on the ventilation system. That was our grand finale: a tanker full of napalm. Paul and I had the hoses hooked up and the pump running by the time the team headed downstairs.
Man, we couldn’t believe it. Five vampires wasted in one raid. It tied our personal record. Like I said, the last guy didn’t go quietly, so the team hustled it downstairs to the basement where the maid confirmed the family was holed up.
As expected, underground was where things got more interesting. We couldn’t burn them out, because that’s where those captive girls were supposed to be.
One of the first things we came across down there was a huge wine cellar, and right next to that was the blood. Except it wasn’t in people. It was in bags. Two rows of those commercial refrigerators full of the stuff. You know, like they have in a 7-11, with the glass doors? We figured it must be their emergency stores for when they couldn’t get the fresh stuff.
But if anyone had been trapped in that house, we never found them. No women, no men, no one. Not a single prisoner being held against their will.
We found the family, though. That’s what it was, for the most part: a family. Must have all been turned at the same time, or close to it. A dad, a mom, and a son. It was like the unholy trinity.
They had a couple of retainers that I suspected had been with them for a long time. They were all vampires, so we set about doing what we did.
“Unless there’s some secret section down here, I am not seeing any prison cells,” said Fred.
“Me either, but we got what looks like a suite of rooms up ahead. You want to check ‘em out, or vacate and burn?”
“Lawrence, what’s going on out here?” That was the first time any of us saw Christian. He came right out of one of the doors, wearing silk pajamas, of all things.
“Lawrence isn’t here anymore. But my name’s Robert and you, sir, are about to burn in hell.”
Christian was a quick one. He managed to duck back into his room before taking too many rounds. Started screaming for Suzanna and Michael. Must have been the rest of the vamp family.
We figured there was no reason to take on any more vampires than necessary in the basement’s close quarters, especially not ones that were a thousand years old, so the team laid cover fire and retreated back up to the ground floor.
Robert gave the order during the retreat and Paul turned on the hose. Out came a few thousand gallons of napalm, right into that cellar.
The team had closed and sealed the basement door behind them. Barred it with a pry bar and added a Claymore antipersonnel mine as a surprise, just in case they managed to get it open.
Not long after we set the stuff on fire, an explosion rocked the mansion. The door to the basement blew off its hinges, a massive gout of fire jetting out after it.
While the basement burned, Paul used the high-powered hose to douse the back half of the house. Sent a few hundred gallons through the windows. As soon as the team cleared the doors, I used the M79 to lob an incendiary grenade inside. Before long, if anything was left alive in the house, it only had one way out. The ballroom was the last to burn, and we were waiting right outside.
Sure enough, the vampires must have had a secondary staircase up out of their basement rooms, because we saw the three of them enter that ballroom. Suzanna got a bigger surprise than Christian intended for her.
She was the nearest target. Not bad looking from what I remember. Twenty-five going on a thousand.
“We got a live one!” Jeffrey fired the crossbow.
“Mom!” The kid moved fast, managed to push his mom out of the way. Bolt struck him instead. Went right through his arm.
Fred kicked on the electronic winch and the cable started pulling. It was like sport fishing with vampires! Man, that kid struggled. Fred lit him up with his M4, making the boy dance ‘til he slipped. Once he lost his footing, he started sliding right across the marble floor and toward the hot, hot Texas sun.
His mom tried to get to him, but I lobbed in a grenade. She had to jump out of the way of the shrapnel.
His dad was on him quick, though. If he’d had more time, I suspect he would have found a way to rip the bolt out, despite the barbs. As it was, he didn’t. So he took the kid’s arm off. Better that than the alternative.
Anyway, didn’t matter ‘cause Robert got the boy with bolt number two, right through the gut. And he was off again, Christian holding his son’s arm, watching as the kid lit up like a road flare when he hit the sun. The oldest burn the brightest, I guess. Oh, that pissed the old guy off. Christian howled like crazy but what could he do, right? Well, I’ll tell you. He grabbed himself one of the tablecloths, put it over him and his wife and they made a beeline straight out of that house and right for us!
Jeffrey was out in front, the poor bastard. He dropped the crossbow and went for his M4, but his time was up. He hadn’t even shouldered his weapon when they were on him. Ripped his head clean off before any of us could react.
They were already moving for the tree line before Jeffrey’s head had even hit the ground, but Paul was fast with that flamethrower of his. Got ‘em as they were running. On fire, there was no way the vampires were going to make those trees, so they veered to the closest cover, the pool house.
We were right behind them. Paul was there first. He was a big guy and that flamethrower didn’t even slow him down. But before he could let loose on the building, out of the door came a flaming spear.
Old Christian must have wrapped that cloth around a table umbrella and chucked it at him. Paul tried to get out of the way, but it hit his tank. Man, he shimmied out of that rig fast. Managed to drop it before it exploded. Bam! His legs were gone and he was the human torch. David grabbed him and took both of them into the pool. Saved Paul’s life, but not his looks or his legs.
Robert and Fred moved on the pool house. It was a fifteen-by-twenty rectangle, with no way out.
“Smoke ‘em out, Jacob,” Robert ordered, so I circled around the back. That wall had no doors, but I used the M79 to send an incendiary grenade through a window.
As smoke and fire from the grenade started to billow out the open door, Robert pulled a pin on a frag grenade, cooked it for a few seconds, then tossed it in, ducking to the side of the doorway as he did so. The grenade went off a few feet after it cleared the door.
Robert, Craig, and Fred went in right after it. Turned out Christian had taken most of the grenade; he must have been standing right next to the explosion. He was down and missing large parts of his body. He had mostly managed to shield the wife, but she had already been badly burned by both the run over and the firebomb I had lobbed in earlier.
Despite her charred flesh, she had some fight left in her. She struck Robert as soon as he entered. Sent him flying. Craig tried to get a shot off with his crossbow, but she was on him before he could. Tore him apart, from his groin to his neck. Eviscerated the man in one fell swoop.
She dropped Craig, and Fred snapped off a burst with his M4, chewing away at her shoulder as she came for him. She picked Fred up and slammed him against the wall like he was weightless. Ended up breaking half of his ribs and giving the guy a concussion. Would have killed him a second later if Robert hadn’t come up right behind her.
The first chop of Robert’s machete severed the majority of her neck. Her head sagged forward like a reverse Pez dispenser. Chop, chop. Two more whacks and it was off.
“Why?”
I had circled back around by then. To this day, I remember hearing Christian ask Robert that question. He lay on the ground, staring at us with unblinking eyes. Never seen so much pain on one face.
“Because you’re an abomination.” Robert said, and he tossed a incendiary grenade right on top of Christian.
We cleared the pool house a couple of seconds before the fire belched out. David had managed to drag Paul out of the pool and was doing his best to tie off his legs. I told him not to bother; one look told me the fire had cauterized it.
We headed back around the corner and ran towards the truck. I slammed it into gear and we hightailed it out of there, barely remembering to grab the van on our way. Good thing, too, ‘cause the police call had come over the scanner. Explosions caught the neighbors’ attention, all right. Police and fire were en route.
We never found a single hostage.
 



Chapter 11
“And that was that. We wiped out our first and last big-time vampire nest,” Jacob concluded. “Took out a whole line of vampire royalty. Jeffrey and Craig died in the process, Paul was crippled and scarred for life, and the whole thing left a sour taste in our mouths. We had ended a family that had been together for one thousand years. We were all over forty. We didn’t have centuries left, only a few decades; we wanted to enjoy them.
“A couple weeks afterward, we all decided to pack it in. Everyone agreed to make the most of the time we had left. Get on with our lives.
“I’ve still kept tabs on things, and occasionally, when something particularly nasty comes along, I’ll get the word out to someone. But, all in all, I have stayed out of it. That is, until Robert called me six months ago, said he was getting back in the game. Asked for my help. You know how that turned out. So anyway, that’s the story,” Jacob said, getting up to toss his beer bottle in the recycle bin.
“Sounds like you guys kind of had it coming. I mean, Christian sounds like a grade-A dick now, but, jeez, provoke him much?” asked Lacey.
I nodded. “I have to agree with Lacey, Jacob. No wonder he wants us all dead.”
“Christian’s not going to give up, Chance.” It was Megan. We had all been paying so much attention to the story, no one noticed she had emerged from below. She was standing in the kitchen, leaning back against the sink. I wasn’t sure how much of the story she had heard.
“That’s okay; it is what it is. At least now I understand why Christian hates us so much, but I can’t do much about it. All I can do is find him, and rescue my mom,” I said.
Jacob took another beer out of the fridge and sent the cap wide, left of the trashcan.
“Want my advice? Go back to California and get off the grid. Better yet, hide somewhere safe, like a border town in Mexico. Man, even a luxury yacht off of the coast of Somalia might be an improvement. Christian’s bad news, Chance. He wants us dead, and he’s not going to stop until we are.”
“Can you blame him?”
“Maybe not. Maybe we got it wrong. We never did confirm that lady’s story. Maybe back then he was a kinder, gentler vampire, but he was still a vampire! And whatever he was like back then, I am telling you he’s not like that anymore. Look what he’s done in the last six months. And, Chance, he’s powerful. Never seen vamps as strong as those three. Do yourself a favor and disappear. It’s what I’m doing.”
“Look, if he had left me alone, I might have taken your advice.” Could I have, though? I wasn’t sure. If it had only been Kristi’s murder, maybe. I might have stopped then. Let the police look into it. Let Jacob take it on by himself. But I didn’t. And because of that, I left a half dozen friends lying dead at a ranch. Even with that, I might have stopped. I had people I cared for. My brother, Megan, and Lacey. I didn’t want to lose anyone else.
“But he went and made it personal, Jacob. I understand why Christian went for Kristi after what y’all did to him. He wanted Robert, and that was his way of drawing him out. I understand about the ranch. From his point of view, it could be called collateral damage, or even self- defense.
“But after that? Robert was dead. He should have left it there. But then he went and took my mom. Now I’m afraid he’s left me no choice.”
“And how do you propose to accomplish that?” asked Jacob. “Chance, he took down your whole team. He almost took down mine, and we were a whole a lot more experienced than yours was, plus we had the element of surprise and military hardware, which, I might add, you do not. All you have is a witch, a young vampire, and your…brother.” He was kind enough to leave out the modifier.
“Wait, wait, wait—so is this the vampire?” At his uncle’s acknowledgement of Megan as a vampire, Kevin had gotten up and was once again moving to inspect the supposed undead. Megan looked less than thrilled. Under raised brows, her eyes darted from Kevin to me in silent inquiry.
“Careful: she bites,” warned Lacey.
Kevin stopped a few feet in front of Megan and started his examination, which was similar to that of a dinosaur-obsessed child discovering a Tyrannosaurus skeleton at a museum. Megan looked distinctly uncomfortable as Kevin circled around her, head craned forward.
“Is that what you were buried in?” I didn’t know him enough to know if he was serious or poking fun at her.
Then I took a good look at her and decided it was a legitimate question. Her dress, too formal for lounging around the top floor of a vacuum repair shop, was in shambles from the dust-up at the theater. She had discarded her shoes in and around the vampire Eric. None of us had looked in a mirror in close to two days, let alone showered. We were battered, bloody, dirty, and disheveled. We would have blended in nicely as extras in a zombie film.
I felt bad for Megan. She took pride in her looks. Spent all the effort to come off as polished and composed. She also took pride in her manners, so I knew she would cut Kevin more slack than, say, Bryan.
Lacey must have had the same idea, because she slapped Kevin upside the head on behalf of her friend.
“Ow! Hey, what did you do that for?” Kevin said, rubbing the back of his skull while turning to glare at Lacey.
“Respect your elders, kiddo. She might be looking a little rough now, but she cleans up okay.”
“Gee, thanks,” said Megan.
“I got your back, girl.”
“So, really, you’re a vampire?” His attention was already back on Megan, his tone laced with humor and a strong dose of disbelief.
I understood. Despite everything the kid did to help out his uncle, he didn’t believe. It was the same way with Bryan when I first told him about everything. Kevin probably thought Jacob was nuts—his crazy uncle he helped out so he could listen to wacked-out tales of the supernatural, then laugh about it with his friends.
Megan nodded, letting out a small sigh of defeat.
“So prove it. Vamp out or something. Eat the stupid white boy,” he said, nodding at my brother.
“Dude, she did that to me last night. Once a day is enough. But if you want to check if she’s for real, Jacob’s got a thermometer you can use back in the office,” Bryan offered.
I spoke up before Kevin went to get it. “Not a good idea. I’m sorry, Kevin, but you’re going to have to take our word on it.”
“I figured as much,” Kevin said, shaking his head and smiling like he knew we were all putting him on. He went back to his laptop and sat down, probably to instant-message his friends that the vampire who was supposedly at his uncle’s was a hoax.
“Look, I’m starving, and as Kevin pointed out, we need to get cleaned up. As soon as it’s dark, how about we go get some food, take a shower, and then we can figure out how we’re going to find Christian and my mom.”
“Food! Count me in,” said Lacey, getting up from her chair to toss a paper plate into the trash.
“Shouldn’t we go back to that theater and finish them off while it’s light?” asked Bryan.
Jacob answered before anyone else could. “They’ll be gone. No way would they stay knowing you could come back.”
“I agree,” I said.
“So, you guys will be back here around ten forty-five?” asked Kevin.
“What?” Lacey asked.
“Well, you’ll go by the theater first, despite what my uncle said. It should take about ten minutes to get there, another ten to look around and confirm everyone’s gone. Then thirty minutes to Chance’s hotel, fifteen minutes for him to shower. Then seventy minutes to Austin, assuming you’re headed downtown. Another hour for the girls to clean up, twenty minutes for Bryan. Then back here, which is another seventy minutes plus forty- five for dinner at some type of chain sit-down place.”
“Ohhh-kay,” said Lacey. “This boy needs to get out.”
“Of course, that doesn’t account for feeding the vampire. What, maybe an hour to stalk and kill your prey?” It was clear he still didn’t believe. “Let’s call it eleven forty-five then.”
“We don’t usually kill our prey; it’s counterproductive. Though we have been known to make exceptions.” No one missed the way Megan looked at Kevin.
I decided to put Jacob’s mind at ease. “I think we’ve bothered you and Jacob enough. I don’t see any reason for us to come back here. We can grab my car, swing by my hotel, then head up to where you guys are staying in Austin. We’ll figure out where to go from there.”
Kevin wasn’t amenable to the news. “No freaking way am I going to miss this! I charged up my camcorder and everything. This will be even better than when that LARPer video went viral. You know, the Lightning Bolt one?”
“Even more reason to leave you here,” said Lacey. “You might not believe any of this, but trust me, some people do, and they don’t want it advertised on YouTube.”
“Fine, no camera,” Kevin consented. “But you need us. My uncle is supposed to be the best at finding monsters. You’re going to need our help.”
“Kevin, look, I appreciate the offer, but I think your uncle wants us out of here as fast as possible. And you’re too young to be hunting monsters.” He was the same age as Katy.
“Chance is right about that. I won’t let you get involved, Kevin. Your mom would never forgive me.” Jacob then turned to me with a decidedly less paternal look. “As for the rest of it, you might as well come back here when you’ve run your errands. This place is already compromised; you can’t do it any more harm.”
“Thanks, Jacob.”
“Don’t thank me—until you give me back my car, I’d prefer to keep tabs on you. Besides, I’m mostly doing it for Robert. I can at least help you find Christian. After that…well…good luck.”
Bryan made a sound of derision. “Good luck? Nah, after that it’s going to be time for a good old-fashioned Texas-sized butt kicking.”
 



Chapter 12
Between stopping by to check out the theater, grabbing my car, finding food for Megan, and driving up to Austin and back, it was a quarter to twelve when we made it back to Jacob’s.
We were certainly all looking and smelling better. I still ached, and my collection of scars had grown, though my limp wasn’t quite as bad as it had been.
After being thoroughly pre-screened by Jacob’s cameras to prevent any new surprises, we filed into the office area of the loft, where we found Kevin glued to the monitors.
“Holy…” Kevin turned to stare wide-eyed at Megan, then back at the thermal images behind him, once again showing us all in blotchy colors. Megan clearly stood out in her blue hues next to everyone else’s orange and red ones.
People react differently when they learn that monsters really do exist. Some continue to deny it; some snap and wind up gibbering in an asylum; some get angry and try to kill them. Kevin got analytical.
“Your core body temperature is sitting at around eighty, slightly cooler than the outside temp, but that makes sense because you must have been in an air-conditioned car for the past seventy-five or so minutes.”
In an effort to try some sort of Zen-like calm, Megan closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. Which, of course, solicited the next logical question from Kevin.
I was actually intrigued by some of the questions Kevin spouted off over the next few minutes, and Megan was a bastion of patience, giving short but apparently honest answers. But it was time to get down to business, so I cut the kid off when he asked her about hair growth. It does, by the way. Still grow, that is.
“We can talk about this stuff later, but—” I started.
“Or not,” countered Megan.
“—but right now I need to find my mom. What have you guys come up with?” I finished.
Jacob answered me. “Not a lot. I looked into that theater, hoping they had done something dumb like lease it in a name I could trace, but no dice. It’s been vacant forever. Last owner was some guy who actually thought an art-house cinema would fly in that neighborhood. He defaulted and now the bank owns it. Now, what’s interesting is which bank.”
“The vampires own a bank?” Lacey asked, then to Megan, “Why don’t you own a bank? We could get a bigger house.”
Jacob frowned at her. “What? No, they don’t own a bank. At least not this one. This is a nationwide institution with global investments. No, this is bigger than vampires. This goes all the way up to them.”
Oh, sweet Jesus. “I’m sure it does, Jacob. And later, when we’re finished with Christian, we can examine the possible implications of what the Illuminati might be planning to do with a rundown theater on the east side of San Antonio. Until then, can we please focus on the task at hand?”
Jacob huffed, but got back on track. “Fine. Not much else to go on so far. I called the cops and reported my car stolen. So maybe we’ll get lucky.”
“Good idea. There can’t be that many ’71 gold Caddies driving around town,” I said.
“No, there aren’t.” Jacob’s tone stressed that there better not be one less when we were done with it. “But chances are if a vamp is driving and they do get pulled over, they’d just mind-control the cop into letting them go. But, if that happens, at least they’ll dump the car soon after. For your sake, they better have topped off the tank and waxed it first. Heaven help you if they torch it in an abandoned lot somewhere.”
I must have looked deflated, because after a moment Jacob walked up, placed his hand on my arm, and said, “First off, I’m not kidding about the car. If it comes back with so much as a scratch on it, you’re going to be in a bad way.”
He gave my shoulder a squeeze. “But don’t worry about your mom, Chance. I’ll find her. It may take some time; Christian’s been at this game for a while now, and he’s not liable to make many mistakes. Heck, we all thought he was dead these past twenty years. But don’t you worry, now that I know he’s out there, I’ll get him.”
“And if not?” It was a rhetorical question. I knew the answer. If not, I would never see my mom again.
“Don’t even think ‘if not.’ No one hides from Jacob Pierce. And in this case you got nothing to worry about, because he’ll find us. Granted, I’m a little harder to locate than most. For example, my name isn’t anywhere on the deed to this place. I took care of that back in the early ‘80s. Even so, he’ll get here eventually.”
“Maybe, but I can’t afford to sit around here and wait until he does. And I would prefer that I be the one who finds him. Like you pointed out earlier, it would help even the odds if I was the one with the element of surprise.”
“Oh, I have no intention of waiting here. Between you lot and Christian, I’m moving! I’ve been looking for an excuse to retire for a couple of years now anyway. Change my name. Find somewhere with a beach. Drink girly drinks with little umbrellas in them.
“But you can bet I’ll still be keeping an eye on the place. We’ll know whenever Christian visits, and then we’ll have him. Be patient. Learn the long game.”
“Screw that. Lacey, can’t we use a spell to find them?”
“Sorry, Chance. I told you we’d need something of either Christian’s or your mom’s for that to work.”
“Why not use Chance himself? He was always a momma’s boy,” offered Bryan.
“Funny,” I said, not amused.
Lacey looked thoughtful. “Well, normally it has to be a possession. Something with a connection to the person you’re looking for. Though Bryan’s right—you are related to your mom by blood. Maybe I could use a different type of magic…”
Jacob interjected. “No way. Nuh-uh. Not in my place. It’s bad enough I let you practice that necromancy stuff once. And I only did it to save Chance’s leg. But you’re not performing any more of that black magic in my house! It turns my stomach to think of what he’s got in there.”
“What who’s got? What’s in my leg?” I asked.
“Nothing to worry about,” said Lacey.
Which meant I should be worried, but I didn’t have the time right now. I filed it away as something to pursue later and got back to finding my mom. “They have my phone. Could we track it?” I asked.
Lacey perked up. “How long did you manage to keep this one?” she asked.
“Only a day. It’s a burner. I threw my last phone out the window on the way to Texas. I picked this one up at a convenience store.”
“Of course you did. Then, no, we can’t. It needs to be something you’ve had long enough or at least care enough about to form a bond with.”
“Like a fern?” Bryan asked.
Lacey shrugged. “Hey, it worked, so he must really be attached to whoever gave it to him.” She winked at me.
“Forget magic, then—how about technology?” Trying my best to ignore Megan’s smile, I turned to Kevin and asked, “Can you track the phone?”
“Assuming it’s on, and has a GPS,” said Kevin, tapping into his keyboard. “What’s the number?”
“It was a cheap disposable, no GPS.”
“Then sorry, man, can’t help you.”
“Time to call the locals,” said Lacey.
“I’d rather not,” said Megan.
“Shouldn’t you have done that already anyway? I mean, we’ve crashed their town. I thought you were supposed to let them know the competition’s grazing in their pasture.” Lacey glanced sideways at Megan.
“Seeing as we’re here to kill vampires, I thought it might be best to fly under the radar,” Megan responded.
“Ha!” said Lacey. “I knew you haven’t told anyone we’re here yet.”
“Locals?” I asked.
“The local vampires. They might know something useful,” supplied Lacey.
“I thought Christian was the local vampire,” I said. I had always assumed he was in charge of Texas, or at least Central Texas, much like Donovan was in charge of Northern California.
“No.” Jacob and Megan spoke at the same time. Jacob shot her a look, then continued. “At least, not any more. After we took him down, someone else took over.”
“Someone else? I thought you guys had cleaned up Central Texas.”
“We did, for all of about ten minutes,” Jacob stated. “Vampires are territorial. They stake out places to call their own, and this here is a prime hunting ground.”
Megan frowned. “It’s not a hunting ground, it’s a territory. But Jacob’s right: most of the large urban populations never go unclaimed for long.”
“And this one has a new load of prey arriving on every plane. With all of the out-of-town consultants, especially up in Austin, there’s an opportunity to pick off a few who won’t be missed. You know, for those vamps who do kill their prey.” Jacob shot a “prove me wrong” look at Megan.
Megan sighed. “Most of the vampires who kill are nomadic, but they’re the minority these days. It’s too difficult to not get caught. To live as a vampire in today’s world, you need a steady supply of blood without leaving a trail of bodies.” She returned Jacob’s gaze and continued. “And that requires infrastructure, which is why most of us live in cities. Even those who live in smaller towns or rural areas are still under the control of one of the master vampires.”
Jacob nodded. “And apparently this area has plenty of those, because the second we removed Christian, another vampire was already lined up waiting to take his place. It was like Christian never left. Like all our efforts were for nothing.”
“And you let this happen?” I asked.
“We retired, Chance. And that was part of the reason why. After everything that happened, and losing Jeffrey and Craig… seeing someone else take Christian’s place so soon was discouraging, to say the least.” He looked morose.
“Besides, this new one’s crafty. Christian was powerful, but this one’s far more cunning. I’ve been keeping tabs on them, of course—to make sure nothing truly egregious went unpunished. But for all intents and purposes I’ve been out of the business until you guys started back up six months ago.
“Now, once Robert got back in the game, I started getting a little more serious. Ran out the feelers a little farther. Started getting a profile together of this new master, but I wasn’t about to let you yahoos take on the local power. Y’all wouldn’t have stood a chance against this one without more training. I needed more intel before we made our move. We weren’t ready yet.”
“Yet?” asked Bryan. “Damn, so you were planning on sticking it to the new dude in charge, huh?”
Jacob’s answer wasn’t verbal, but it was apparent he had been planning exactly that.
“Do you think whoever is in charge now will know where Christian is?” I asked Jacob.
Jacob had clammed up, realizing he might have run his mouth off a bit too much about his plans for the current Texas vampire power structure, given the present undead company.
Megan answered for him. “They might. Christian should have checked in with them, let them know he would be staying in their territory. There are rules about these things.”
“Oh, come on, Megan. You keep Donovan in the dark about almost everything, and you’re Miss Goody-Two-Shoes compared to Christian. Do you think he’s told the head of this area where he is?”
“If he didn’t, repercussions would follow. Payments must be made. If he hid his presence, he would be crossing whoever is in charge.”
“Like what you’re doing now,” Lacey stated.
“Payments?” I asked.
“Hey, I heard about that. Uncle Jake told me. It’s like a hunting lease!” said Kevin. “Any vampire who plans on staying awhile in another’s territory has to pay the person in charge rent or tax or whatever to stay. Otherwise they’d be a poacher, right?”
“Something like that,” Megan admitted. “Though Christian appears to have gone maverick since Jacob and his friends killed his family, so it’s anyone’s guess. But that doesn’t mean someone here hasn’t heard anything. When a group of hunters gets taken down, people tend to find out. I’d be surprised if at least one of Christian’s posse hasn’t been bragging to someone about it.”
“So where do we find the head vamp around here?” asked Lacey.
Megan didn’t answer.
Jacob shrugged. “Don’t make no difference to me. Like I said, I’m out. Packing up and moving to the beach. Live and let live is my new motto, and I’m expanding it to include the undead,” said Jacob, with a grudging nod to Megan.
When Megan didn’t offer any more insight into the location of the head vampire, I spoke up. “Checking with whoever is in charge makes sense to me. Even if it turns out to be a dead end, it beats waiting around here hoping Jacob gets lucky.”
Jacob sat up straighter. “Luck’s got nothing to do with it. What I do is research. Investigation. Patience and attention to detail is what I’m all about. I never ‘get lucky.’”
“Damn, that sucks. If you want some pointers, let me know.” Bryan laughed at his own joke.
When Kevin started chuckling, Jacob said, “Kid, I’ve been wooing the ladies since before you were born.”
That was my cue. I stood up.
“This is fun, but I want to do something besides listen to you two compare conquest stories. Let’s go meet this master vampire of Texas.”
“Sorry, Chance, but you can’t come on this one,” said Megan.
“What? Why not? Yes I can.”
“Oh, gee, I don’t know—something about bringing a vampire hunter into a nest of vampires might not make the best impression on the host. If they didn’t outright kill us, Donovan would do it when we got back. Bringing you would be a reflection on him. He’s the one who has to get us the audience.”
“I’m not a hunter anymore. I’m retired, like Jacob. Besides, why would Donovan be upset? It’s not like you didn’t bring me to see him last week.”
“That was all Lacey. I was in the trunk of the car, remember? And I still think that was an incredibly bad idea. Donovan is a lot more tolerant than most—”
Lacey interrupted with a snort. “No kidding. He’s had you to break him in.”
“But,” Megan continued, “I’m still surprised he didn’t kill you, and I expect fallout.”
“You were surprised he didn’t kill me?” I asked, churning that bit of information. “Lacey, how did you know he wouldn’t kill me?”
She shrugged. “I actually figured it was fifty-fifty. What can I say? Megan pays half the rent. I had to save her ass. Besides, you had totally trashed my house and I was angry.”
“Hey, I was there too! Damn, woman, that’s cold,” said Bryan.
Lacey smiled. “Relax. I’m messing with you. I figured the worst he would do is wipe both of your memories and leave you two together naked on the side of the road somewhere. Donovan’s not a bad guy. Besides, it worked out.
“He even helped us get rid of Jacob’s urn, even if it was self- serving.” Lacey turned to Jacob. “Hey, old man, you do know that thing almost leveled a church? And I ended up possessed?”
Jacob was momentarily startled by the attack, but quickly recovered. “It’s not my fault! Chance didn’t follow directions. It should have been easy.”
Lacey laughed. “With Chance, it’s never easy. Anyway, Megan, it all worked out. Donovan’s cool with it.”
“Maybe, but I still think it’s going to come back to bite us. Not every vampire is as tolerant as Donovan. I can’t think of any vampires that would be comfortable having a vampire hunter know where they lived, recently retired or not. And I suspect that will hold true with the ones back home. Jessica and Gregory certainly haven’t forgiven us, and I doubt the Master of Texas would either,” Megan said.
Gregory was Megan’s ex. Jessica was his new girlfriend. One or both of them had already betrayed us once, almost getting us killed. Though I wasn’t sure how much of it had to do with me being a hunter, and how much had to do simply with Jessica’s jealous dislike of Megan.
In general, Megan was right, of course. The vampires had been cordial enough while I was a guest and under Donovan’s implicit protection, but they would be apprehensive about me, to say the least, and eager to put their minds at rest by putting me at rest, if given the opportunity.
Still, I had to find my mom, and this was a good lead.
“Come on, Megan—this master won’t know I’m a hunter. Can’t you pretend I’m part of your crew or whatever it is you vampires call it?”
“Blood bags,” said Jacob, disgusted.
“When it’s a group of blood bags together, I think they refer to it as an entourage—it’s more pretentious,” Lacey said. “It’s true, Megan, you guys bring humans around with you all the time. You can tell them you brought your own food. Maybe even offer to share.”
Lacey’s last suggestion gave me second thoughts about tagging along. Megan didn’t look thrilled, either. I had been thinking she would simply introduce me as a friend, but what Lacey said was more likely. It made sense that vampires would travel with brainwashed humans to use as a food supply. It would make feeding much easier. Plus they would have someone to protect them during the day.
Megan knew I was stubborn and would prevail in the end, but as she was not one to give up without a fight, she tried again. “You can’t go, Chance. We don’t know that Christian won’t be with them. It’s too much of a risk. He would recognize you and then we’d really be in trouble.”
“If he’s there, even better! We’ll just take them all out.” I said it before I thought.
“All of them, huh? Me included? Or were you going to let me live so I could explain to Donovan why someone under his name slaughtered a bunch of innocent people, including the Master of Texas?”
Occasionally I forgot what Megan was. I knew I was putting her in an awkward situation, testing her loyalties. She wouldn’t want to go in and kill “innocent” vampires. On the other hand, I wasn’t going to back down on this one. If one of these vampires knew where my mom was, they were going to tell me one way or the other.
“Of course not. I wasn’t thinking. I promise it will be a nice peaceful meeting. If we see Christian, I’ll sneak out and we can get him later.”
“And if he sees you first?” Megan asked.
“Then we’ll figure something out. I’ll make a break for it, and you can deny knowing what I was. Look, I’m sorry, Megan, but I’m going.”
“Me, too,” added Bryan.
Megan stared at the ceiling for some sort of divine interference. “Oh, Lord; this will end wonderfully. Chance, you realize if you come we might all die? If Bryan comes, we will die.”
Lacey shrugged. “Face it, Megan—in the long run, this meeting doesn’t matter. Once someone kills Christian, the Texas vamps are going to assume you’re involved. The entire community in California knows you’re sleeping with the enemy.”
“Lacey!”
“What? They do. Between you and Toni, Chance is like the supernatural stud muffin. You don’t think news like that isn’t going to spread? If you go and ask the locals about Christian, and then Chance swoops in and kills him, they are going to put two and two together.”
“Who’s Toni?” asked Kevin.
“Some hot werewolf my brother’s banging,” said Bryan.
“Damn,” said Kevin.
“I am not sleeping with her!” I insisted.
Despite my assertion of innocence, Jacob did not look pleased by the revelation.
“A werewolf, Chance?” Jacob said it in a quiet voice. Like he’d found out his kid was not only having sex, but was also knocking off liquor stores to support a drug habit.
“Fine. Megan, tell me where this master vampire lives. I’ll go in alone and sort it out. I’ll wait until you guys get back to California before I do it; that way you have plausible deniability. Granted, they might know we have a history, but if you’re fifteen hundred miles away when it all goes down, they can’t exactly hold you accountable for what happens.”
Of course, my likelihood of success would be zero if I went alone, and Megan knew it. As I looked into her ice-blue eyes, I knew she would be coming with me regardless of the consequences.
The realization was enough to change my mind. I was about to call it off and work on a new plan for rescuing my mom that didn’t involve killing any vampires, when Megan hung her head and said, “Okay, we’ll all go, but you have to follow my lead. Let me do the talking—that goes double for you, Bryan—and no threatening anyone. Please.”
“Shit, I’m a lover, not a fighter,” said Bryan.
“I promise we’ll behave.” I vowed to myself then that no matter what, regardless of what happened to me, Megan would walk out of this alive.
“I’ll call Donovan and set it up,” she said.
“Do you really have to call Donovan?” I asked. “Can’t we pop in and ask around on the down low? You know, get the information out of someone not connected to the master? Maybe we can do this without anyone knowing we’re here.”
Megan shook her head. “I don’t know anyone in Texas, let alone someone who would be willing to feed us information. It’s too risky for us to go snooping. If we’re caught, not only will we be in trouble, but so will Donovan. I can’t do that to him.”
“Why?”
“Why what? Why can’t I do that to him? Because he’s a friend. I’ve known him for a long time, and I won’t betray him. Why would he have to pay? I’m under his protection. I’m not supposed to be staying in another master’s territory without formal notice. I shouldn’t have waited this long, but I kind of hoped we could get in and out a little faster and quieter.”
“You said you don’t know anybody around here; how could they know who you are or who you belong to?” I asked.
“They’re tagged, like stray cats and seals,” said Lacey.
“Seriously?” I asked.
Megan rolled her eyes, but didn’t elaborate. Instead she said, “Donovan will contact the master of this area and let them know I’m here and would like to meet with them. Then someone from their house will contact me with a time and place for the meeting. I know it’s formal, but that’s how it works.”
“If you say so.”
“I do,” Megan said. “And remember, no one can know why we’re here. We can’t kill a vampire, even Christian. That would cause a major situation not only for us, but also for Donovan. Ideally, if we could prove the crimes Christian’s committed, he will stand trial under our law. For making those vampires and letting them go rogue, he might be put to death.”
Megan was reaching and we both knew it. “But since I know you’re not going to go for that, once we do find Christian, we have to find a way to get rid of him without anyone knowing it was us.”
Kevin spoke up. “Why not let Chance do it? He’s a hunter. It’s what they do. You can go back to California before he kills Christian. Then if he gets caught you won’t get in any trouble.”
“We could do that. At least, if Megan was willing to let Chance out of her sight and head back to California. And if Chance was actually capable of pulling anything off on his own,” said Lacey. “But since neither of those are likely, we need to bump him off so no one knows it was us. As it is, it’s going to look mighty suspicious if we go around asking about the guy, then he ends up dying.”
“Man, can y’all please stop your bitching? Give me a stake and point me in the direction of this Christian dude and I’ll cap his ass,” said Bryan.
“We’re all going to die,” said Lacey.
 



Chapter 13
Megan insisted on no obvious weaponry, and considering where we were meeting this vampire, I didn’t protest. Getting arrested was something I wanted to avoid. It also reminded me that both my handgun and knife were missing, along with Jacob’s submachine gun. All of them were lost in the scuffle at Fred’s house.
Fortunately we had the goody-bag, so I took Robert’s backup Browning Hi-Power and a stake. As usual, Bryan brought along the .44 Magnum, tucking it into the front of his pants like an idiot. The girls were, of course, naturally armed.
We got lucky on parking when we got back up to Austin, pulling into a recently vacated spot a few blocks off the main street. It was after two, but the area was still packed. More than seventy clubs lined Sixth Street in Austin, and thousands of college kids and young urbanites descended upon them like a plague of locusts every night. On Fridays and Saturdays the police blocked off the roads to give the crowd more space. We walked among the students and twenty-somethings that jammed the street from sidewalk to sidewalk. Music poured from most of the doors, a mishmash of every genre imaginable.
We were looking for a place I had never heard of, which wasn’t too surprising. Between work and school, I didn’t have the opportunity to spend as much time downtown as I would have liked. Kristi and I went once in a while, but we tended to frequent the same places over and over. A sports bar with pool tables that I liked, and a dance club that she did.
Styx was neither of those. With a back-alley entrance a couple of blocks off Sixth Street, the club tried to set itself apart. Obscure band posters in various states of decay plastered the wall to either side of the large red door that served as its entrance.
A huge doorman in tight jeans, a black t-shirt and sunglasses perched on a stool at the end of a black rope used to guide the nonexistent line. Several groups of black-clad patrons littered the alleyway; most of them were smoking, forced outside by Austin’s no-smoking ordinance.
“This is the place?” asked Lacey, distaste clearly showing on her face. She was more of a trendy dance club girl.
“Unfortunately, yes,” Megan said, frowning at the red neon sign proclaiming the club’s name. It was clear she wasn’t prepared for this either. Megan’s tastes were harder to pin down. I would have guessed she preferred swanky elegance or upscale reserve. But the bar where I had met her was neither. It was more…backwoods watering hole. Of course, it had been a vamp bar and I supposed, at least in California, they preferred to keep things lower profile. The place now before us was more cliché than low profile.
“They named the club after an eighties rock band?” asked Lacey.
“I think it’s supposed to be named after the river in Hades,” said Megan.
“What are you guys even talking about?” asked Bryan.
“Never mind; let’s go in and find this…whoever it is we’re supposed to meet,” I said.
None of us were dressed appropriately. Megan at least was in black, but it was a classy cocktail dress that was too short, too devoid of lace, and entirely the wrong style to be considered gothic chic. Lacey was wearing jeans and a Salem, Massachusetts t-shirt that might have worked if it wasn’t pale pink. Bryan and I wore jeans and t-shirts as well, but again, they were the wrong style.
“Maybe I should wait outside with Bryan,” Lacey said.
“That’s what I’m talking about. Let’s you and me go find a darker spot in this alley.”
“On second thought, he can wait out here on his own.”
“Like hell. Why would I do that?” Bryan said.
“Because you’re not twenty-one,” Megan said, smiling as she realized the one upside the club had going for it.
“Seriously? Screw that,” said Bryan.
I came to Megan’s aid. “No choice, Bryan, we can’t draw attention to ourselves trying to sneak you in. So unless you have a fake ID, you’re out here watching the door. Keep an eye out for vampires. If you see any you recognize, call us.”
Bryan had been watching from the van the night the vampires came and burnt down my mom’s trailer. He had gotten a good look at a few of them, including Christian. It actually would be useful having him outside making sure no surprises walked in the front door.
“Dude, this sucks,” Bryan said.
“It’s not so bad. At least a couple of the chicks over there look cute.” I nodded to a group of patrons huddled near the entrance to the club. This particular group had a disproportionate amount of black-clad, milky-white-skinned hotties.
They were keeping to themselves, but Bryan had no social qualms about inserting himself where he wasn’t welcome. He perked up after seeing a couple in the herd that must have caught his fancy. Without another word, he started off in their direction.
I pitied them.
The smoking contingents outside of the club uniformly looked startled when, instead of passing them by and continuing down the alley, the three of us walked up to the bouncer.
I froze for a second before recovering and pulling out my driver’s license. The bruiser was giving off a familiar vibe. He was a troll. I had tangled with one once before, and it hadn’t been a pleasant experience. They were incredibly tough, easily able to handle even the toughest werewolf or vampire by themselves. Which, I’m sure, was why one had been chosen as security for this club.
His look of surprise as we walked up to him made it clear that even he thought we were at the wrong bar but, to his credit, all he said was, “IDs.”
We complied, and after handing over a cover charge of ten bucks each to a cute purple-haired attendant who never looked up from the game on her phone, we entered into an unexpectedly large club.
The theme was underworld chic with a dash of scuzzy. The walls and ceiling were black, and the decorations were all suitably gothic in nature: a collection of gargoyles, horror and geekophile movie posters, walls covered in sexually twisted macabre murals that would have done H.P. Lovecraft proud, and the final touch, a battalion of fog machines working away to ensure that the first several feet of the floor were continuously shrouded in smoke.
All of the tables littering the floor, along with the series of circular booths that ran along the walls, were upholstered in blood red and were full of customers. Several dozen more pale patrons filled the dance floor. Most of them danced by themselves, rather than in pairs, swaying to Bauhaus pounding out of the speakers, like morose marionettes.
Two bars—a large one in front, and a smaller, more intimate one set way in back—were both buried several rows deep by thirsty consumers of cocktails and red wine. A better-lit area in a corner was set aside for pool tables, pinball machines, and old-school video games.
A line of people stood in front of a window next to the games. A scrawny guy covered in facial tattoos and piercings took food orders.
As we stepped down into the club and swam through the throng of people, the suffocating heat conflicted with the cool presence of several vampires. I had no immediate way to pick them out of the crowd, but they were here. It was the same familiar sensation that emanated from Megan by my side.
I looked to Megan for direction, having no idea what this head vampire looked like. She was busy scanning the crowd as we moved, her brows drawn together. When we finally made it to the critical mass crowding the large bar, she stopped.
“Any idea where this guy is?” I shouted, forgetting she could hear me regardless.
She shrugged. “Let’s grab a table and see if he comes to us.”
Somewhere during our journey, Lacey had disappeared. On a hunch I looked toward the food window, but now that we were down on the same level, it was lost from view.
Megan and I threaded our way through the people to the tables situated farthest away from the dance floor, making it slightly less impossible to communicate over the music.
Megan walked up to one of the booths, where a bored-looking guy wearing black jeans and a “Sisters of Mercy” shirt nursed a vibrant green drink. The table held half a dozen glasses in various states of fullness, and I guessed that this man was the designated table watcher.
Megan leaned over and, making sure she had his full attention—which, when you looked as good as Megan did, wasn’t difficult—began speaking to him. I couldn’t hear what was said, but he got up and wandered off toward the pinball machines. It was the first time I had witnessed her Push someone: using the innate ability vampires had to convince the weaker- willed to do their bidding.
I slid into the booth feeling more than a little guilty at sending the poor guy off. He was going to catch hell from his friends when they found out he had lost their table.
I forgot all about stealing the table, however, when Megan scooted in next to me. I instinctively put my arm around her as she pressed against me and rested a hand on my thigh.
Amazingly, a waitress found us not long after we sat down. The vampire cleared the table, expertly balancing the glasses on a black plastic tray while she took our order without the assistance of pen and paper. We went ahead and ordered for Lacey, assuming she’d return sooner or later.
Once the waitress left, I leaned back and did my best to look casual while scanning the club for the vampire master of Central Texas. Everyone was dressed the same, and in the mass of black clothing, pale skin, and long dyed hair, it was impossible.
Every once in a while I sensed a vampire coming close, but it was so crowded I couldn’t pinpoint who it was. And nobody seemed particularly interested in us, other than one irate girl who came off the dance floor and was surprised to find us sitting at what presumably had been her table. She stormed off into the crowd to find the poor guy who gave it up.
“Give it some time; he’ll turn up. At least he better. If he insists on receiving us in public, with no other instructions than a time and the name of a club, then he should come to us.” I wasn’t sure if Megan was thinking out loud or had assumed I was impatient. Either way, her displeasure was evident. It was obvious that some sort of vampire etiquette was not being followed to her satisfaction. She had removed her hand from my leg so she could cross her arms, and her brows were getting more furrowed by the minute.
“The waitress is a vampire—should we ask her?”
“If no one shows up soon, we might have to.”
I was on edge enough without Megan’s usually calm demeanor crumbling. She was nervous bringing me here, and it was rubbing off on me.
I sucked in a breath and tried to pull things back into perspective so her displeasure wouldn’t send me over the edge: The music wasn’t my taste, but it wasn’t bad. The beer the waitress had just delivered was cold, and the girl sitting next to me was smoking hot.
I let out the breath, pulled Megan closer, and took a swig of beer. Closing my eyes, I pushed everything else but the present out of my mind. Megan kept her arms crossed, but nestled into me a little further. Her cool skin felt nice in the heat of the club.
We ordered a second round of drinks, including one for Lacey in case she decided to show back up. I was going to ask Megan if she wanted to dance when the bench seat cushion bounced up a couple of inches. Megan’s quick reflexes prevented her from spilling her drink. I wasn’t quite as lucky; a splash burped out of the bottle and ran down my hand.
Lacey had launched herself into the other side of the booth. She dropped a huge basket of fries hidden by a mound of chili and melted cheese, along with a couple of juicy burgers, between us.
“Check out these fries!”
I was met with an intoxicating aroma of grease, meat, and spices. I decided dancing could wait a bit, and if the master vampire continued to be a no-show I might finally get to eat a decent meal. The trick would be to eat quickly, before Lacey could consume hers and start in on mine.
Lacey said something around a mouthful of burger that sounded like “Do you have an umpire?” but which I interpreted to be “So, where is this vampire?”
“Not sure. Megan thinks he’ll show himself soon.”
Lacey shrugged, indicating that with food on the table, finding him was currently low on her priority list. She snatched a second fry and scooped up a smear of melted cheese with it.
“Okay, Megan, so ‘fess up. What do you know about the man in charge?”
“Nothing,” Megan said. “Are you really going to eat that?” She was staring at our food with a mixture of wonder and revulsion.
“Yes. And you are such a liar—you do too know something,” said Lacey.
I had reclaimed my arm from around Megan so I could use both hands to eat. I was determined to finish my meal before something interrupted it. The waitress showed up with our drinks: a rum and Coke for Lacey, a martini for Megan, and a Newcastle for myself. I lost precious seconds having to get out my wallet and pay her.
Megan gave a last uncertain look at our meals and then answered Lacey. “I don’t know much. I know the master’s name is Mirari, and they have a certain reputation…Seriously, guys, that looks disgusting. Even if I was still human, I don’t think I could do it. It’s like pure grease.”
The chili-cheese fries were actually good. I tried telling her as much, but through the mouthful of food I’m not sure she understood me.
Lacey was slightly better versed at talking with her mouth full, and got across, “Reputation, huh? Is this clown a brutal killer or what?”
“Not exactly.” Distinctly uncomfortable—at either the question or watching us consume our food, I couldn’t be sure—Megan turned away from me slightly and resumed searching for the vampire amongst the crowd.
Lacey took a rare pause to prod Megan. “Well? Spill it, girl. If they don’t have a reputation for draining humans dry and leaving their empty husks buried out in the woods somewhere, then what’s the problem?”
“They have a reputation for indulging in carnal pleasures,” said Megan without turning around.
“What’s wrong with that? So they throw wild parties. It could be a lot worse,” Lacey said.
I had to agree. “Horny vampires are better than murderous ones.”
“Well, Chance, you would be the expert.”
This time Megan turned. She tried to take a swipe at Lacey, but I was in her way.
“Anyway. Some vampires see themselves as above humanity. They think people are for fun, entertainment, and of course food.”
“I’m still not seeing a problem here,” said Lacey. “I feel the same way about most guys.”
Megan sighed. “Fine, but some of these vampires trade their…humans back and forth. You know, they share.”
“Oh. Oh! I get it!” Lacey scooted around the booth, probably to get closer to my burger, and gave me a little elbow in the side. “This guy is a vampire swinger! Megan wasn’t worried about us getting killed; she was worried about having to share her boy-toy with the other kids on the playground!”
“Of course I was worried about you getting killed!” said Megan.
“And getting lucky, apparently,” Lacey said, pulling her almost-empty basket to her new location. I believe she considered whether she could switch baskets quickly without my noticing.
“Hey. Luck has nothing to do with it. I got mad skillz with the ladies. Women want me,” I said, placing a hand on my basket.
“What if it’s not a lady?” asked Lacey, frowning at my move.
“Dude, lady; it doesn’t make a difference. My hotness defies gender boundaries. Seriously, though—whoever it is, they’re sure taking their sweet time. Are you positive you got the right day?” I asked Megan.
“Maybe he stood us up?” Lacey ventured.
“I talked to Donovan less than two hours ago. This is the right date, right time, right place,” Megan huffed.
“Well, there are definitely vampires here; I mean, besides the one sitting next to me. You would think one of them would bother to stop by and greet the newcomer.”
“So which ones are the vamps?” asked Lacey.
“No idea. Without invading their personal space, I can’t tell them apart from anyone else.”
“So go stalk some vamps until you find the most powerful one and then tell him to get his ass over here. Or are you worried the vampires might think you’re creepy?”
“Funny. And nice try, Lacey, but I’m not leaving my food unattended.”
 



Chapter 14
I ate as fast as I could, but Lacey had polished off her basket while I was only halfway through my burger. She was helping me eat my fries when Bryan walked up, surrounded by the pleasant-looking group that had been sequestered outside the club. This close up, I knew that at least a couple of them were vampires and, by the vibe I was getting, powerful ones.
Bryan had somehow managed to find a girl, despite this scene being the polar opposite of what he thrived in, which was something like a bastardization of redneck and Guido. The way he treated women, it never stopped amazing me that he constantly attracted them.
This one was pretty—a cross between a Latina Morticia Addams and a Suicide Girl. When they stopped, she scooted under his arm, wrapping her own around his chest.
Standing next to my brother and his latest girlfriend was an older guy, maybe in his forties, fully decked out in burgundy and black Renaissance- gothic attire, including a large tri-cornered hat with an enormous plume sticking out of it. His dyed-black hair hung in long glossy ringlets, framing a face caked with makeup that would have done Alice Cooper proud.
“Dude! Check it out! My brother with the two hottest girls in the joint!” Bryan said, ignoring the hurt pout from the raven-haired waif hanging off of him. The rest of the entourage had backed off a little, giving the costumed guy space.
“I see, Bryan! And I thought we were going to be talking to Donovan’s emissary from California, but it’s clear who’s in charge here.” The fop gave me a smile he thought was clever, but it ended up just smarmy.
I realized then that between Megan pressed against one side of me, and Lacey leaning over the other to get at my food, I must have looked like a sports star or pimp.
The vampire bowed, going so far as to roll his hat off his head with one hand. He winked at me before standing, replanting his hat, and giving the girl attached to my brother a questioning smile.
“Oh, by all means continue,” she said, and the fop directed his next words to Megan.
“We apologize for keeping you waiting, my dear. We met your companion’s brother outside, and were so enraptured by all his witty discourse, I’m afraid we lost track of time.”
I had no idea what Bryan had told them, but I assumed that any amusement that came from it was directed more at him than at the contents of his speech. And it would most definitely come back to haunt us.
“He’s a treat!” said the girl draped all over my brother.
“I understand completely,” Megan said, but by the horrified look on her face, it was clear she couldn’t possibly understand how someone would call the stuff that came out of Bryan’s mouth either a treat or witty discourse.
“I’m Marie,” said the girl, giving us a little wave with her fingers. “Do you like cats?” she asked the table in general. “I do. That’s why I like Bryan here. He’s like my big tom cat.”
“Marie?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“When were you born?” I had a hunch.
“It’s rude to ask a lady that question, but I don’t mind. In fifty- two.”
“So, I hear there were a lot of drugs back in the sixties.” Lacey had picked up my reasoning and took over the line of questioning.
“In the sixties? Oh! Yeah. Sure, I guess. Well, that I can remember. Most of those years are hazy, you know?”
“I kind of figured,” I said.
The head guy held out his hand palm down, leaning over so Megan could reach it.
“Nocturne,” he uttered with a completely straight face.
“Megan Grant,” she said, quickly bending forward to gently kiss the back of his hand and hide the grimace she couldn’t contain at hearing his name.
The lightning-quick sideways glance she shot me before straightening back up let me know she was having the same doubts I was about the master vampire of Central Texas. He certainly didn’t look much like a Casanova, though a gothic vampire would definitely attract a lot of a certain type.
“Nocturne? You’re not serious?” Lacey outright laughed, and I wondered if she was going to be any better than Bryan in this encounter.
Megan’s look told me she was thinking the same thing. She tried to kick Lacey under the table, and I winced when most of it landed on my shin. Lacey got the idea, though, and did her best to compose herself. She succeeded for the most part after a final snicker escaped her.
Nocturne made a show of ignoring Lacey’s question and continued to address Megan. “Now then, if you would excuse yourself from your companions, we can retire to somewhere more private. I understand you had a favor you wanted to ask of us.”
“I’m coming with you,” I said, before Megan could get a word out. She squeezed my thigh in annoyance with a strength that made me go cross- eyed.
“Me, too, Lord Nocturne, sir,” said Lacey, using the side of her finger to scrape the last of the chili from my basket before sticking it in her mouth.
He ignored us, looking at Megan expectantly.
“Would you mind terribly if they came along?” Megan asked in a defeated tone.
He sighed. “I suppose not. Very well, then. If you have all finished eating, you may follow me.” A small smile cracked his lips as he held out his hand to Megan.
I have to note here that it’s impossible to look cool while climbing out of a restaurant booth. I tried to look as imposing as possible in front of this group of vampires, but something about the sideways scoot- and-lunge seriously detracted from any posturing I might have tried.
We had no sooner risen than a short round guy and his tall thin counterpart immediately occupied our former table.
Megan took Nocturne’s proffered hand, and the rest of us followed behind them. The waitress passed us before we had taken five steps, somehow sensing that a new set of thirsty patrons had taken the table.
During our journey through the throng of dark clothes and pale skin, we lost most of the entourage that Nocturne had showed up with. They peeled off in ones and pairs. Apparently whatever question Donovan had sent someone to Texas to ask wasn’t high on their list of excitement. The only holdout was the girl Marie, who was still inexplicably clinging to my brother like a pretty barnacle.
At last we broke through the crowd and arrived at a door next to the back bar marked Employees Only. Nocturne effortlessly produced a very un- goth-like beige key card from his lace-accented sleeve and swiped it across the electronic reader. I wondered if the man had been a riverboat card sharp when he was alive.
A few turns, another key-card-accessed door, and a staircase later, we found ourselves in a basement, a rarity in Central Texas due to the combination of the vertisol and solid rock everything is built on. Basements were too expensive to dig out of the rock, and if you did, the shifting soil caused cracking which led to flooding. Most structures were built on concrete slabs.
Once in the basement, we were led through a pair of double doors into a room that stopped us in our tracks. It was what could only be described as a bordello, spawned from the tragic pairing of bad romantic fiction and Liberace.
Tapestries that graphically depicted depraved sexual acts hung from the walls. Giant silken throw pillows were piled in heaps on the thick shag carpet. Awash among the gaudy sea, a couple of vampires were intertwined with a half a dozen humans, all in various states of copulation. At the far end of the room was an honest-to-goodness golden throne. It rose up to oversee what must be some truly exceptional orgies. Behind the throne, hentai was being projected on a giant movie screen.
“Um…” Megan searched in vain for the right words as her eyes fought between being drawn against their will to the animated Japanese tentacle porn that was playing on the screen and the real-life orgy going on around them.
Nocturne misinterpreted her pause. “No need to worry. The vampires here can of course be trusted with anything you have to say; as always, the humans will be made to forget everything except for the wonderful time they had in our company, as I assume will yours.”
Nocturne sauntered to the far end of the room and was about to sink into the throne with a flourish. That is, until he noticed the small black cat curled up in its center. He paused, picked up the cat, and set it down by the throne. Nocturne positioned himself sideways, one arm resting on his knee, a calf draped over one of the throne’s ornate arms, like he must have seen Nero do on a PBS special—or maybe in real life, if he was that old.
The rest of us picked our way through the tangle of sex and slurping until we stood in a semicircle before him. At this distance, I could see the throne was made of actual gold, or at least gold plate. It was covered from top to bottom in intricate carvings of sexual positions. Apparently you really could buy anything online.
I resisted a perverse urge to kneel as we waited for him to speak. I was sure we were supposed to be following some type of theatrical protocol, but I had no idea what it was. I waited for Bryan to say something stupid, but my brother was somehow containing himself. I assumed he was in too much awe of the room. Like a kid in the world’s biggest candy shop, my brother had been rendered speechless by the endless possibilities.
Lacey almost let something loose, but managed to contain it at the last moment, taming it to only the faintest of giggles.
My attention was torn between fascination at the spectacle on the throne and the nagging distant alarm bells going off at being trapped in an underground vampire nest behind electronically locked doors. Add being relatively unarmed in the presence of someone who clearly thought of humans as little more than cattle, and the ringing was growing louder and louder.
Lacey broke the silence. “Nice throne. Is that the Kama Sutra?”
“Yes! It depicts all seventy-seven positions,” Nocturne said proudly. “I had it commissioned back in 1894. Isn’t it fabulous?”
Megan recovered from the shock of the room in time to stop Lacey’s next comment, and said in a measured tone, “We wanted to formally announce our presence in your area.”
“We? Are there more visiting from California than yourself?”
“No. Myself, and my friends here.”
“Oh, well, they hardly count, do they?”
“They do to me.” That’s my girl—sticking up for us humans!
“Hmmm, how quaint. Thank you, my dear; your presence, as well as that of your companions—” He waved some fingers at us, insinuating that even that gesture was more effort than it was worth, “is both acknowledged and warmly welcomed.” He adjusted in his throne a little.
It was my turn to ask an inappropriate question. I couldn’t help myself. Sometimes my mouth is a bit faster than my brain. I couldn’t get over that throne.
“Wait, so this is the seat of power for Texas?”
Nocturne’s annoyance was evident. “For Central Texas, yes. This state is far too big for one person to hold sway over all of it. I take it our home is not what you were expecting? Not grand enough for you? Or were you looking forward to flickering torches and a tribunal of hooded figures? I’m afraid you’re several centuries too late for that. If you want pomp and circumstance brimming with pretentious formality, I suggest Louisiana. If it’s Armani suits and executive boardrooms you’re looking for, that would be New York or Chicago. If you want a tacky lack of taste, that would be California. Sorry—Southern California. Frankly, I’m not sure how you do things in Northern California….Do you all sit around in a commune, vampires and humans holding hands together, wearing Birkenstocks and singing ‘Kumbayah?’”
I thought about Donovan, with his surfer looks, huge Victorian mansion, and mishmash of vampire sidekicks, and decided to keep my mouth shut.
Clearly done with me, Nocturne directed his attention back to Megan. “I am most looking forward to your visit. Later, after our business here is conducted, we should find some time to get to know each other better. Perhaps I’ll have the good fortune of finding out why you hold your companions in such high regard.” He said the last sentence in a way that let us all know he highly doubted it.
“Thank you,” Megan said. “The blonde girl especially is a joy that must be experienced to be believed.”
Perking up, Nocturne replied before Lacey could erupt. “Excellent! I must admit that we found it interesting to hear from Donovan after so many years of silence. I take it this little visit is not entirely a social call?”
“Unfortunately, no. We’re looking for someone who might also be in your area, but may not have participated in formal introductions.”
“Oh? Someone here in Austin without our knowledge? And who might this be?” His neatly plucked eyebrows rose in genuine interest.
“His name is Christian.”
Nocturne’s bitter laugh was robust for such a small frame. “Oh, him. We know all about him.”
“You do?”
“Of course we do. Do you really think we would be ignorant of an elder wandering around our area?”
“He’s causing problems. He’s being reckless.”
“Is that so? What exactly is he doing, might I ask?”
“Creating vampires. Allowing them to go feral and kill humans.”
“That’s quite an accusation. And exactly why would he be doing that?”
“We’re not entirely sure.”
“I see. And so, somehow learning of these supposed indiscretions from back in California, Donovan sent you all this way to help us, out of the kindness of his heart?” He paused for effect. “We are quite capable of dealing with Christian ourselves, should we decide to do so.”
“You don’t care that he’s killing people? Leaving a trail?” asked Megan, genuinely astonished that Nocturne wasn’t upset with Christian.
“I would care if I believed it were true. Rest assured I’ll look into these allegations of yours, and if I find any substance to them, we will handle Christian via the appropriate channels. While I appreciate your master’s concern for our well-being, unlike you in California, we here in Texas are perfectly capable of dealing with problems ourselves.”
“Excuse me?”
“Oh come, my dear. Do you really think we wouldn’t have heard about the little dustup back in your home state? Working with werewolves and witches? And even rumors of aligning with a rogue vampire hunter? Please, that simply screams desperation. Tell Donovan to get his own house in order before offering to help us with ours.”
“Can you at least tell me where Christian is?” asked Megan, fidgeting uncomfortably at the confirmation that news of their previous exploits had already traveled halfway across the country.
“To be honest, Christian pretty much goes where he pleases. I get the feeling that our lair is not his scene.” Yes, he actually called it a lair. I wasn’t sure if it was the lair comment, or the idea of anyone being “into” this scene, but it elicited another snicker from Lacey.
“Is there a problem, my dear? Do you find something amusing?” The humans’ insubordination was finally getting to Nocturne.
“Sorry, but I have to ask. Are you just playing vampire? I mean, look at this place—your outfit. Are you for real? It’s like you’re living some LARPer’s wet dream. What are you, fifteen?”
I was positive Bryan would chime in with some of his inane commentary, but when nothing emerged this time, I looked around. What I found made me wish I hadn’t.
My brother was in the arms of the waif. They were both naked and frolicking on the gaudy floor. It was an image I didn’t need with me for the rest of my life. Unfortunately, it was too late. And all the eye bleach in the world wouldn’t remove it.
Meanwhile, Nocturne was not a happy camper. He actually managed to appear flushed, a state I didn’t know vampires could achieve. He had half risen out of his throne, sending the black cat hunkering down and slinking off into the shadows as Megan rushed in to repair the damage caused by Lacey’s comment.
Giving Bryan more credit than was warranted, I figured the vampire probably pushed him into the unwise coupling. With Bryan’s simple mind it would have been easy.
I took the opportunity offered by Lacey’s accurate yet inappropriate comment to approach the copulating couple and tap the girl on her shoulder. “Excuse me, but could you please not screw my brother while we’ re all standing here? Or really, at all?”
In retrospect, it was a stupid thing to do. She was a vampire, inherently capable of great violence, and I was attempting to take her plaything and possibly her food away from her. Fortunately, she didn’t seem particularly bothered by the interruption. Or self-conscious, as she parted from my brother to lay on her back in all her glory.
“Why? He seems to be rather enjoying it,” Marie smiled, blinking lazily up at me.
“Dude, what the hell! Back off—can’t you see I’m busy?”
“Bryan, she’s a vampire.” And an old one. Now that I was standing next to her I could tell that, along with Nocturne, she accounted for the other powerful aura I had been feeling since the group approached us upstairs.
“I know that. Do you think I’m stupid?”
I tastefully categorized the question as rhetorical and declined to answer it. “She’s mind-controlled you, Bryan.”
Marie looked up at me with doe eyes and a seductive smile and shook her head. Apparently Bryan really was that stupid. Then she put her arms above her and gave a catlike stretch, which made me bump up the evaluation of my brother’s intelligence a smidge.
“The hell she did! Are you on crack? Look at her! Do you seriously think she’d have to mind-control me to get me to sleep with her?”
“And you were going to do her. Of your own free will. Here. Now. In front of everyone?”
“Hell, yeah! Why? Worried your girl will see me naked and drop your scrawny ass for The Bryan?”
“Not as worried as I am that Lacey and I might lose our dinners. Besides, I’m not scrawny, thank you very much. Oh, and lastly, please stop referring to yourself in the third person. It’s one small step away from calling yourself by some ridiculous nickname like Nocturne.”
“I can hear you, you know. When you’re half a dozen centuries old you develop a knack for multi-tasking.” Nocturne paused in his heated exchange with Lacey, which Megan was desperately trying to referee, in order to launch the aside my way. Its tone carried a promise that I would regret my insolence.
“Man, I don’t need no lame nickname to get the girls. Now back off while I get down to business. Why don’t you make yourself useful and see if you can get her to join in.” He nodded to where a naked girl sporting several vampire bites lounged among the cushions nearby. “If you’re lucky I’ll toss you my sloppy seconds.”
“Bryan, you’re disgusting!” Lacey said from where she stood by the throne. She had finally stopped berating Nocturne long enough to take in what Bryan was doing. I caught a glimpse of something more than disgust. She was hurt.
Oh, God. She actually might like him. When this was all over, I was going to go away, maybe in the desert somewhere, and reflect on what had gone wrong with the world.
“No, she’s all used up,” Marie said of the blood donor Bryan had suggested. “Maybe your brother and his blond friend want to join us? We could make it a foursome?” Her tone was purposefully benign, but I sensed something hungry and predatory in her.
“Oh, hell, no,” I said, and with that, I left them to stand next to Megan and Lacey. It seemed their conversation with Nocturne had wound down. My last comment about his name had caused the gothic vampire to dig in his heels. He was furious, obviously not used to being challenged and certainly not to being openly mocked. Though, really, given his name you would have thought he’d be used to it.
For her part, seeing Bryan in the arms of Marie had taken all of the steam out of Lacey. Or, maybe more accurately, had buried it. I had a feeling it was now building up below the surface, ready to explode at some later point when it would be really inconvenient.
“You may go. All of you.” The volume of Nocturne’s voice was out of proportion to his size. There was no doubt that the last bit was directed at Bryan. It was clear the master vampire was on the verge of a temper tantrum.
Bryan cursed and started tugging up his pants. Marie got up with him, and I marveled one last time at her figure before she slipped back into her dress. She scooped Bryan’s shirt off the carpet and handed it to him. He grabbed it out of her hand, not bothering to put it on.
“Nice look, Bryan. Taking the ‘shirt and shoes optional’ sign to heart, huh?” At Lacey’s words, he unfolded his shirt a little for us to see. Wrapped up in the middle of it was the stainless-steel .44 Magnum revolver and sharpened stake he had tucked into his pants.
I would have been more impressed by the sleight of hand my brother had used to keep the weapons out of the vampires’ sight, if he hadn’t given them to one to hold on to.
I couldn’t leave fast enough. Between Lacey’s remarks and my brother’s weapons, I thought we were doomed. I waited for the attack, but it never came. Contrary to my expectations, we made it up to the main level and back out through the crowded club unscathed.
We emerged onto the street in the last hours of a hot summer night. The crowds had diminished and the police were removing the barricades, preparing the streets for the morning traffic.
“Wow, a vampire named Nocturne hanging out in a goth bar. Way to perpetuate stereotypes, Texas!” said Lacey.
“Even I want to stake the guy,” said Megan.
“Aw, now that’s not cool—he means well. In his defense, embracing the theme does provide us with an endless supply of willing donors.”
Only then did I realize that Marie was still in tow. Now that we were away from the club, far from the other vampires, I sensed her more clearly. Her aura was strong; it almost totally overshadowed Megan’s.
I wasn’t happy about the waif tagging along. As a general rule, I didn’t trust vampires, even those as ditzy as this one appeared to be. Lacey was doing her damnedest to pretend she couldn’t care less about my brother’s new toy, but I could tell that she was hurt and secretly seething right below the surface. Megan disapproved, of course, but was either too polite to bring it up or hadn’t figured out how to jettison the vampire without risking a scene that would make it back to Donovan.
I was all for getting rid of her, but Bryan was still pissed at me for interrupting them back at the club, and he had put the loaded gun back down his pants.
So I sat silently as everyone piled into the van, Marie included, and headed toward the hotel. I was lost in thought when my brother’s voice rang out.
“Yo, Chance, is that the car?”
 



Chapter 15
There was no mistaking it. How many gold-colored 1971 Cadillac Coupe de Villes could be in Texas? The car was parked a block off of Sixth Street. Jacob had reported it stolen earlier that day, but apparently the behemoth had somehow remained unnoticed by the authorities.
Lacey pulled the van to the curb across the street from the Cadillac.
“Now what?” she asked.
“We wait and see if anyone shows up,” I said.
“Only a couple of hours until dawn. We can only do so much waiting,” said Lacey.
“Don’t worry. She’ll have the same problem,” I said, pretty certain that Katy had made use of Jacob’s car when she had left the theater.
“She?” Megan and Lacey asked at the same time.
“Jinx,” said Marie.
“Or he,” I said quickly, in a failed attempt to cover it up.
“Spill it. Who is the chick you let steal your car?” asked Lacey.
“I’m guessing it’s the blonde.” We all turned at Marie’s voice to watch the couple walking up to the Caddy. A meathead had his arm around a trampy blonde. The two stopped alongside the car and chatted for a bit. Finally, he leaned in for a kiss and a grope. She pulled away and motioned to the car. The guy couldn’t climb in fast enough. The blonde got in after him.
“Dude, is that Katy?” asked Bryan.
“Who?” Lacey and Megan said at the same time.
“Jinx. That’s two in a row!” said Marie.
I nodded slowly. “Yeah, that’s her.”
“Who’s Katy?” asked Lacey.
“I don’t think you understand the game. You’re not supposed to talk after someone calls jinx,” said Marie.
“Kristi’s little sister,” I said.
“Kristi was Chance’s ex,” Bryan supplied.
“And she stole your car?” Marie asked.
“Technically, it’s Jacob’s car. It’s a long story.” They let it drop, at least for the time being. We silently watched the Caddy, waiting to see what would happen.
I was growing impatient. It had been several minutes and the car was still motionless. “What are they doing in there?”
“Did you seriously just ask that?” said Lacey.
“It’s been like five minutes!” I said, without thinking.
“Wow, I’m sorry, Megan,” Lacey said. Marie giggled, and my brother shook his head and looked embarrassed for me. In retrospect, I should have kept my mouth shut.
“It’s okay, Chance—don’t feel bad. You’d be surprised how common your problem is,” said Marie.
“It’s not my problem!”
Marie nodded her agreement. “It’s really Megan’s problem when you get right down to it. But you’re the one who can do something about it.”
I was going to defend myself when the far door of the Cadillac opened, then closed, but no one got out. When the Caddy pulled away, however, it left behind a crumpled heap in the gutter.
“Damn! Now that’s how you dump someone! Should we call that dude an ambulance?” asked Bryan.
“He shouldn’t need one; he’ll be fine in a few minutes.” Megan paused to consider. “Though leaving someone asleep in the gutter is bad form. It’s just as easy to tell them to go home and forget what happened.”
“He’s not asleep, he’s dead,” I corrected. After Katy’s performance at Fred’s house, I knew the guy on the street was a goner. I felt bad for him. Wrong place, wrong time, definitely the wrong blonde to pick up in a bar.
“What?” Megan shifted to look at me. “Chance, she wouldn’t kill a man and then leave him on the street drained of blood.”
“Trust me, she would.”
“No, your girlfriend’s totally right. Things aren’t like they used to be. We can’t do that anymore. She didn’t look feral, so why would she murder someone?” Marie asked.
“Because she’s slightly unhinged. Wait, what do you mean you can’t do that anymore? Never mind, forget it. Get after her!”
At my words, Lacey stomped on the gas and our van sped off in pursuit. Lacey kept the van far enough back to not arouse Katy’s suspicion. We followed her for a couple of blocks. She was headed toward one of the two major freeways that cut north to south through the city.
Things were going well until the police cruiser pulled out onto the street, planting itself between the Caddy and our van. It seemed content to putt along with us for a couple of minutes, and I was thinking we were in the clear until its lights went on. It must have run the plates on the Caddy, and the car came up stolen.
Lacey tensed, not knowing if Katy would make a run for it or pull over. For a few seconds she did neither. Then the cop blipped his siren, and the Caddy slowly moved to the curb. We passed, and Lacey took a right-hand turn at the first opportunity, then circled back around the block so we could come up behind them and see how this played out.
The block wasn’t so straightforward, however, and it was over a minute before we wove our way back onto the main street. The blue and red lights were still blinking on the cop car, but the Caddy was gone. In its place, the second body of the night lay in the street, about where the driver’s- side window of the Cadillac would have been.
For the moment, no other cars were around, but it was a main street and one would be along soon. Lacey slowed down as we passed the uniformed cop lying in the flashing blue and red glow of his squad car.
“Shit—wasting a cop, that’s hard-core.” Bryan climbed over Marie and plastered his face against the window to get a better look.
“Chance, your ex-girlfriend’s sister is insane,” said Megan in disbelief.
“She didn’t used to be; at least, not until Kristi died. She lost it a little then. I don’t think getting turned into a vampire helped her any. So, now? Yeah. She’s nuts.”
“Wow, killing police makes things totally awkward, you know? It’s a real chore to cover up,” said Marie, missing the actual gravity of the crime.
“Way to pick ‘em, Chance!” Lacey accelerated, clearing the scene of the crime.
“What are you talking about? I dated Kristi, not Katy.”
“No offense, but that stuff runs in the family,” Lacey said. As Megan’s best friend, I think she felt obligated to belittle any women I might have an interest in, since Megan was usually above that sort of thing.
“Kristi was perfectly sane,” I said.
“Not if she was dating you,” said Lacey.
“Lacey!” Megan said.
“What? I’m just saying, the man makes some seriously bad decisions.” She lowered her voice to an almost sub-audible level, continuing as if no one could hear her mumble. “Drives a chick car, can’t hold onto a phone, works at a game store, majors in PE, no hope for gainful employment, can’t decide if he wants to stake vampires or sleep with them.”
“Lacey, enough—not all of those decisions are awful.” Megan was well versed at backhanded compliments.
“My Miata is not a chick car,” I said defensively.
Megan whipped around. “That’s the good decision you’re going to go with, Chance? I’m asking because I’m getting hungry and I’m wondering if I should wait until we get back to the hotel before I eat.”
I gave her a kiss, which luckily seemed to have a mollifying effect.
“Hey, I’m hungry, too!” Marie said. She gave me what was probably supposed to be a friendly smile, but its insinuation was not comforting.
“Fantastic. Eat Bryan,” suggested Lacey.
Hostility radiated off Lacey, and she hadn’t even been the target of Marie’s comment. It was hard to believe, but she was actually jealous of the waif. That meant she had at least some sort of feelings toward my brother. The more it became obvious, the more my brain rebelled, refusing to accept it.
“Dude! What am I, some sort of vampire Happy Meal?” Bryan asked as he settled back down in his seat, now that the view of the corpse was gone.
“Aw, well, you sure know how to make me happy.” Marie was purring. I, for one, was no longer hungry.
“Hey, Chance, I don’t suppose you have any idea where this Katy might be going? Because otherwise I’m heading back to the hotel,” said Lacey, as she drove aimlessly down the freeway.
“Beats me.” I shrugged.
“I think I know.” Everyone turned toward Marie, including Lacey, who was forced to turn right back around quickly after our van swerved across two lanes of traffic, eliciting a panicked honk from a drunk driver doing fifty-five in the slow lane.
“You know where she’s going?” I asked Marie.
“Sure. I recognize her. She’s one of Christian’s.”
“Yes…” I said.
“Well, he’s staying at the Holiday Inn, so she would be too, right? I mean, it’s almost daylight; where else would she go?” She stated it with an implied “duh.”
“And you’re sharing this now? You knew we were looking for him!” Lacey said.
“No, I didn’t.”
“You were in the room when we were asking Nocturne where Christian was,” said Lacey.
“Oh, is that what you were all talking about? Wow, sorry, I wasn’t listening at the time.” She looked back at Bryan, who put both arms up over his head in a loud stretch.
“You saw us following her.” Megan pointed out, not wanting to get left out of the jump-on-Marie bandwagon.
“So?”
“And you weren’t even the teensiest bit curious why?” asked Megan.
She shrugged. “I didn’t think about it.”
Lacey snorted. “Bet that’s not a first!”
“And Nocturne knows this? About Christian staying at the Holiday Inn,” I cut in, before the insult could register with Marie.
“Well, sure. Reginald was there when Christian told me.”
“Reginald?” I asked.
“Sorry—Nocturne. Reginald is his actual name. When I forget sometimes and use it around him, he gets upset and sulks for days.”
“Poor guy,” said Lacey, rolling her eyes.
“I know, huh? He’s really sensitive.” Marie either didn’t pick up on the sarcasm or chose to interpret it as empathy.
“And yet, Nocturne—er, Reginald—didn’t tell us,” I said.
“I guess old Donovan doesn’t have the clout he thinks he does if old Reggie is simply going to ignore our questions,” said Lacey.
“I wouldn’t take it personally. Reginald’s not normally, you know, forthcoming with his knowledge. Especially when it’s not his to give. He’s more of a live-and-let-live kind of guy.”
“So to speak,” said Lacey.
“Huh? Oh, I get it. Well, yeah, so to speak. Though it’s not too cool, you know, making fun of us for our affliction. Even if we’re technically dead, that doesn’t mean we don’t have feelings.”
Lacey managed to remain silent, which, though not an apology, was good enough for Marie to continue.
“So, like, I’m sure Reginald wanted to tell you where Christian was and all, but to be honest, Christian is a whole lot scarier than you guys are. Maybe Reginald was worried that Christian doesn’t want you to find him?”
“Oh, trust me: Christian wants to see me, all right,” I said.
“Really? Why? Are you two lovers?” She seemed genuinely curious.
“Hardly. He and I have some unfinished business.”
“That’s awfully generic.”
I turned around in my seat so I could face her in the back row of the van, thankful to find that she and my brother were still clothed.
“Here’s the short version. About twenty years ago hunters killed Christian’s family, or nest-mates, or whatever it is you guys call them. They thought he was dead. Lo and behold, Christian resurfaced a few months ago and has been tracking down the hunters and killing them and their families.”
“How do you fit in? You look a little too young to have been hunting vampires twenty years ago,” asked Marie.
Megan shot me a look, which I ignored. “I was part of the new crew of one of these old hunters. Christian ambushed us and I got away. Now he’s after me. I guess he’s a completionist.”
“So, you are a vampire hunter?” Marie’s eyebrows rose in amusement.
Megan had switched from looks to stomping on my foot in her attempt to shut me up.
“I’d like to say I was retired, but given what I’m in town to do…”
“You’re in town to kill Christian,” Marie said, understanding dawning across her features.
“That’s the general idea, yeah. I might have been inclined to report him to the vampire authorities or whatever and let you guys deal with him, but he went and kidnapped my mom. That altered my agenda.”
Megan gave up on kicking me and, judging by the crossed arms, furrowed brow, and intense stare, was now trying unsuccessfully to will me into shutting up.
“What about his family? He has been a busy little bee these last two decades. He has lots of hangers-on. Do you plan on killing them as well?” Marie tilted her head and studied me as she waited for an answer.
Things had happened too fast for me to remember how many of them had survived the ranch, but I didn’t think it was many. Still, Sylvia hadn’t been at the ranch. I supposed there could be more vampires that I didn’t know about. Still, it didn’t matter. Christian had my mom.
“I suppose I have to. They’ve killed a lot of people. Besides, if I don’t, with my luck, the vendetta will go on in perpetuity.”
Megan still sat turned toward me with her arms crossed. Her glare was epic, and I could almost make out fumes rising from her temples.
Marie pursed her lips. “That’s awfully callous of you. Some of them might be okay, you know. And here you want to go killing everyone before finding out which is which. Throwing out the good apples with the bad is never smart.”
She had a point, but what option did I have? I was going to have my hands full dealing with Christian; how could I sort through his various minions at the same time?
“Somehow I doubt I’ll get the chance to figure out which ones are which. In my experience, once the fighting starts, it gets kind of difficult to tell who deserves what.”
“So you have a lot of experience then? Killing vampires?” Her brows had risen slightly and she leaned forward.
“Some. I mean, only a little. They all deserved it,” I hedged, beginning to sense at this point that maybe Megan had been right about my keeping my mouth shut.
Marie looked from me to Megan, then back again. “Like, wow, so let me get this straight. You’re a vampire hunter, with a vampire girlfriend? That’s messed up.”
“Don’t forget the smoking hot werewolf. He’s got one of those too,” volunteered Bryan.
“You know, it doesn’t sound like you’re one hundred percent committed to your vocation,” said Marie. She sat back and tilted her head in consideration.
“I’m done with hunting. A certain brunette has made me see the error of my ways, and I will be one hundred percent committed to making up for past transgressions with her once Christian is dead. And that’s not far off. Christian won’t be surviving the week.” Megan melted into a smile, forgetting for a moment that I had told the locals I was a hunter, and that Toni was also a brunette.
“If you say so, but we’re out of time today,” said Marie.
“The dingbat’s got a point. If we don’t get the vampires back to the hotel soon, I’m going to have to get the interior of this van detailed before returning it,” Lacey said, pointing to the clock on the dash. It was almost six.
“Do vampires stain upholstery?” I asked.
“All depends on what you’re doing with them,” said Marie with a smile.
 



Chapter 16
It was mid-afternoon by the time I woke up and called Jacob. I wanted to let him know we had a line on where my mom might be. I hoped he could dig up some information on the hotel. As annoying as Jacob could be, his advice was sound and I didn’t want to make a habit of rushing into places blind.
Jacob was a little skeptical of my information, unsure how I managed to track down Christian before he did, but he assured me he would look into the Holiday Inn and get back to me before sunset.
Lacey joined me in the hotel lobby as I was hanging up.
“Everyone still asleep?” I asked her.
“No, that’s why I’m out here.”
“Let me guess—Bryan?”
“And dingbat, yeah. She’s in your room now. The walls are thin.”
“Seriously? Sometimes I wish I had no dignity.”
“Why, so you could have done Megan on the floor in front of us? Trust me when I say that we are all thankful you have some dignity. But next time let’s get more rooms; this has been a little too crowded for my liking.” Lacey was the one who had reserved the rooms. She had gotten two so Bryan and I could share one and the girls the other. Megan and Lacey were roommates, so I assumed that the overcrowding she was referring to could be entirely attributed to Marie.
“We’ll see if we can grab another one tonight.”
“Or, better yet, let’s lose the dingbat. Maybe you could stake her when no one’s looking—I wouldn’t tell. Speaking of which, you might have to, after what you told her. That wasn’t smart, Chance, letting her know why we’re here. I mean, even you should have the sense not to tell strange vampires that you kill them for a living.”
“You know she’s a plant, right?” I said.
“She looks a little like a stinkweed if you squint a bit in the right light.”
“I mean a spy. Do you actually think any woman could fall for my brother?” I gave her a sideways glance as I said it.
“Maybe; I don’t know. Do you really think so?”
“You’ve seen him. He’s an idiot.”
“No, not Bryan. He’s not that bad. I mean Marie.”
“Well, it was certainly a coincidence that she ingratiates herself with my brother, decides to follow us around, and then happens to know where Christian has been hiding. What I’m wondering is, who is she spying for— Christian or Reginald?”
Lacey ignored my question. “You know, you’re right! Seriously, did you see the way she latched onto him at the club? I mean, could she be any more obvious? And now she thinks because she’s banging Bryan, she can tag along with us everywhere we go and report to her undead overlords, and we wouldn’t catch on?”
“I suppose she figured that she’d attach herself to one of us, be as unassuming as possible, and hope we wouldn’t notice the extra vampire hanging around. It’s not a bad plan, really. I might have bought the act if it wasn’t for her aura.”
“Why? What’s wrong with it? You’re getting a serious evil vibe, am I right?”
“I don’t get good or evil. All I get is species and a rough idea of power. And that’s the kicker. Her aura is strong. I mean, really strong.”
“The bitch lied about her age, huh?”
“Don’t most women? But in this case, it’s the order of magnitude that has me worried.”
“So she wasn’t born in fifty-two.”
“Oh, I think fifty-two might be accurate; she simply neglected to include the century. She’s old.”
“That’s not good, Chance. Exactly how old is she?”
“A lot older than Megan, but younger than Christian. Maybe Donovan’s age? Give or take a century. I’m not sure, it’s not an exact science. Honestly, before I met you guys, all of the vampires I came across fell into the weeks-old category.”
“Terrific. Well, for what it’s worth, I’m voting the tramp is one of Christian’s. I agree with your point: it is a little too convenient that she shows up and just happens to know where Christian is. She’s leading us into a trap.”
“That’s why I wasn’t worried about telling her why we’re here. She already knows.” Had either of us been thinking clearly, we would have seen the giant hole in our assessment of Marie. As it was, I was too focused on getting my mom back, and Lacey was too busy looking for any excuse to hate on Marie, for either of us to be giving it enough rational thought.
“Well, I still think it was a bad idea to tip our hand. I can’t believe Bryan is sleeping with her! Hasn’t he figured it out?” Lacey said.
I declined to point out that Lacey hadn’t figured it out until I told her. “He’s too busy thinking with the wrong head. And if I tell him, he will do something stupid like immediately confront her and get eaten.”
“I suppose you’re right. So what’s the next move?” asked Lacey.
“Go rescue my mom before it gets dark. I was hoping Marie would still be asleep so she wouldn’t be able to warn Christian we were coming.”
“I assume that’s the fifty-thousand-foot version of your plan, and you’re sparing me all the intricate details on how you plan to pull that off.”
“Um…sure.”
“’Cause I seem to remember last time you ran into Christian, it didn’t go so well for you. Besides, it wouldn’t matter if Marie was still asleep. You’re going to have to wait until dark before you go, anyway.”
“Why the hell what I do that? Trust me, I know better than anyone that vampires can be awake during the day, but an off chance still remains that they’d be sleeping. Plus, if it’s daylight I can get my mom and make a run for it without them following.”
“I thought you wanted to kill Christian?”
“After everything he’s done, believe me, I do. But I’m a realist, and I figure the best shot I have is to find my mom, then run like hell. I can deal with Christian later on, once everyone else is safe.”
“You’re going to have to run fast, considering Megan would be after you, too. Do you know how pissed off she’d be if you up and left again?”
I hadn’t thought about that, but she was right. After the last time, Megan would kill me if I went off on my own.
We had several hours to kill before dark. I had no intention of watching the Bryan and Marie Show so I headed back to the girls’ room, a somber Lacey in tow.
The shower was running when we got in the room and, had Lacey not been with me, I would have seriously considered popping in for a visit. Instead, Lacey turned on the TV and cranked the volume until it more or less drowned out the rambunctious activity in the next room.
The two of us sat watching Scooby-Doo until Megan joined us, scooping up the remote and turning down the volume. That lasted all of thirty seconds, until she cast a glance at the wall behind her and then thumbed the volume button up several clicks.
Needless to say, I was apprehensive when we finally left for the Holiday Inn. I wasn’t happy about waiting until dark. I was even less happy that Marie was tagging along, despite my attempts to get her and Bryan to stay back at the hotel.
I had expected Bryan would have jumped on the opportunity for more “alone” time with Marie, but I was wrong. He reminded me that she was his mom too. I’m sure part of it was that. I’m also sure part of it was that he wanted to look like the hero and show off in front of Marie.
I tried unsuccessfully to think of ways to use Marie to my advantage. If I could somehow spread misinformation through her to Christian, I could catch him off guard.
I hadn’t been able to come up with anything. Now here I was about to walk into another ambush. To make matters worse, the sun had set, and one thing you never do as a hunter is go after vampires at night, especially with a double agent in tow.
Jacob called with his intel before we reached the hotel. It wasn’t much. As far as he could tell, it was an ordinary business, with no secret affiliations to any malignant groups, vampire or otherwise. He’d even gotten hold of the building plans—it had no cellar and no secret rooms, at least according to the public records.
The hotel was downtown, right on the lake that cut through the city. My phone rang when we pulled into the parking lot. It was Kevin, Jacob’s nephew. I was unpleasantly surprised to hear he was waiting for us in the hotel restaurant.
We found him at a table, typing on his laptop. He jumped in his seat as we sat down, having been so engrossed in whatever he was doing that he didn’t hear us approach.
“Kevin, what are you doing here? Jacob is going to kill me if he finds out I brought you with me on a run.” I had spent the walk over trying to come up with ways I could explain it to Jacob, and failing.
“You didn’t bring me; I came on my own. I figured you guys could use some help.” He took a sip of a half-finished glass of Coke.
“How can you help? By making us sit in the middle of a restaurant, where we can be spotted?” I asked.
“You’re the only one they know, Chance. Besides, vampires don’t eat—why would they be in a restaurant? It’s the safest place around.” His logic was hard to argue with.
“I think it was a great idea,” said Lacey, opening a menu. I silently agreed. I did function better on a full stomach, and dinner gave me some additional time to think of ways to send Kevin home.
“You’re new,” Kevin said, as Marie sat down.
“Aw, if only that were the truth. I’m Marie.” She extended her hand across the table, and Kevin shook it.
“Kevin.”
“Hey, bats!” said Megan.
“What?” I asked, turning to look at Marie. For a second I thought Megan had shortened Lacey’s nickname for her.
“Bats!” Megan repeated and pointed. I followed her finger through the wall of windows that lined the restaurant to the bridge that spanned the river. Masses of bats were emerging from under the bridge in columns that spiraled up into the night sky.
“Oh, those bats. They live under the bridge. There’s supposed to be a million of them.”
“Cool,” said Megan. We watched the bats pour out into the night in search of food.
“I don’t suppose they’re vampire bats,” asked Lacey.
“No, fruit bats,” I said.
“Ooh, fruit, that sounds good!” said Marie. I glanced at her, but she had motioned to a nearby waitress who came to take our drink orders. “I’d like a white wine. Something fruity.”
We watched the bats for a few minutes longer until Kevin spoke up. “So, Megan, can you guys turn into bats?”
“No.”
“Wolves?”
“No.” She picked up a menu and opened it up, strategically placing it between herself and Kevin.
Undeterred, Kevin addressed his question to the back of the menu. “Do you at least feel an affinity to them?”
Megan lowered the menu. “Kevin, I agree with Chance. I think it would be best if you headed home. Jacob has a narrow enough opinion of vampires as it is. It wouldn’t help if one of us killed you.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll stay here when the action goes down. Christian won’t get me.”
“He’s not the one I was referring to.” Kevin took the hint and shut up, at least until the waitress came by to deliver our drinks and take the dinner orders. He didn’t fail to notice that Marie had declined to order food.
Kevin’s next question was naturally directed at Marie. “I don’t suppose you’re a vampire?”
“Why, yes, I am.” She folded her hands in front of her, giving Kevin her undivided attention.
“Can you procreate?”
Lacey’s drink spewed out in an arc, covering both Kevin and me in Coke and whiskey.
“Aw, free love! That’s what I miss most about the 1960s. I think you and I were both born at the wrong time, Kevin. Especially me. I’m digging your offer, but you look a little young. Tell you what—call me once you hit eighteen and we’ll give it a go.”
“No, no, that’s not what I meant. I mean, can you bear a child, or do you reproduce strictly by biting?” Kevin asked as he patted himself, then his computer, dry with his napkin.
“Oh. In that case, then, no. No children for me, I’m afraid, at least not in that sense. It’s kind of a drag. Not that I want one right now, of course. They’re, like, a lot of responsibility. I mean, we could always adopt. But we normally don’t. It’s, like, really, really sad watching your kid grow old and die, you know? So we normally stick to turning someone if we get lonely or find someone we especially care about. That way it’s permanent.”
“Hey, Chance, what do you think? You and Megan, together forever?” asked Lacey, bringing up something that I had doing my best to beat out of my mind on the rare occasions it popped in.
I was going to laugh it off, but I saw Megan’s intent stare. I fumbled for an answer, but thankfully Kevin was insistently curious and had no apparent tact.
“How is it done? Turning someone?” Kevin plowed ahead, pleased he’d found a more receptive interviewee.
“Would you like me to give you a little demonstration?” Marie asked, leaning forward, her ever-present smile widening.
“No thanks, just a description would be fine,” Kevin said, the humor apparently lost on him.
Marie shrugged. “Well, the short answer is a blood transfusion.”
“Both ways?”
“No, one way is all that’s technically required. From the vampire to the human. Though both ways creates this cool bond that has to be experienced to believe.” She paused, and was lost in thought for a moment before continuing. “Like with most things, there’s a right way and a wrong way. If you do too much too quickly, they go into shock and can die. Even if done properly, sometimes they can’t adjust and, unless you’re on hand to help them, they go feral.”
“Like a rabid animal?”
Marie nodded. “Yep. Then they have to be put down. It’s best to do it slow. Most things are better when you do them slowly, don’t you think, Kevin?”
“So you mean one slow transfusion or multiple shorter ones?” Innuendo was lost on the kid.
“A lot of shorter ones.” Marie sighed, giving up.
“Interesting. How many, typically?”
“Depends. If you want to be really safe, no less than three or four. In a pinch, it can be done with less, but that has risks. Sometimes you can drag it out if you want. Like with Bryan here, it should take another five or six times before he turns.”
“What? Hey! Screw that, I did not drink your blood.” He paused, scrunching up his face in concentration. “Did I?”
“Bryan, are you telling me you forgot our time together so quickly?” It was obvious that Marie was trolling him, but Lacey rose to the bait.
“You better not be turning Bryan into the walking dead, or you’re going to be all out of blood to give anyone,” said Lacey, her hackles rising.
“Why not? Oh, wow! Like, I’m sorry, do you have feelings for him? It’s okay if you do. I don’t mind sharing.” Marie grinned at discovering a new button she could push.
“There’s more than enough of me to go around!” said Bryan, forgetting all about being turned into a vampire and instead zeroing in on the chance for a threesome.
“So there’s a connection? Between a new vampire and the one that turned them?” Kevin continued.
“Yes. Like that of a parent and child.”
“Interesting. So do the children have to obey the parent, then?”
Lacey made a sound. “Not if Megan is anything to go by.”
Marie agreed, less judgmentally.
“But could the new vampire harm its maker? Do they have some sort of psychic link or mind control? Telepathic communication?”
“As far as psychic link or telepathy, no. On some occasions, especially if blood was shared both ways, a sort of empathy can exist. Like when one twin can feel the other’s pain or happiness.”
“Oh, poor Donovan!” said Lacey. “He must be an emotional wreck the way you’ve been lately.”
“Donovan and I never shared that type of bond. It doesn’t always work that way,” said Megan.
I hadn’t realized he had been the one to turn Megan. Though it made sense, and explained a lot of her loyalty. I chewed on the information, only half listening now to Kevin and Marie.
Marie continued. “Typically you would never harm your maker. Think of it like a parent to a child. Most children would never harm their parents, but there are always exceptions. When a parent has been particularly evil, or when a child is a sociopath. Same goes with us.”
“Huh.” Kevin settled back, and for a moment it seemed as if his insatiable thirst for knowledge had subsided. But apparently that was only intermission. He leaned forward again and asked, “So can any vampire make another one, or do you have to be a certain age?”
“As with humans, anyone can create spawn, though some probably shouldn’t,” Marie said. “Though the older a vampire gets, the easier it becomes and the higher the success rate.”
“You keep saying success rate. Does it fail sometimes?”
Marie nodded. “It’s a total bummer when it does, especially if it’s someone you really like.”
“So what happens to the human when you fail?” Kevin asked.
This was going to go on all night. “Well, this is all very interesting, yet not remotely related to getting my mom back,” I said. It was high time to figure out a course of action.
“Hey, I can help you on that one! I know where she is,” said Kevin.
“We do, too—she’s in the hotel,” I said.
“But I know which rooms. While I was waiting for you guys to show up, I hacked into the hotel computer.”
“How could you tell which room she’s in?”
“They used your mom’s credit cards for the reservations.”
“Tacky,” said Lacey.
“You said rooms? As in more than one?” I asked.
“Three suites,” Kevin said.
“Any way of knowing which one she’s in?” I asked.
Kevin shook his head. “All three are under your mom’s name.”
“Any of them order room service?” asked Lacey, always thinking with her stomach.
“Oh, hey, that’s a good idea. Let me check. Yup! Only one of them. Ordered it a couple of times in the past few days. In fact, had a dinner delivered about an hour ago. Man, these prices are crazy—your mom’s credit cards are going to be maxed when these guys get through with them.”
“That’s the least of her worries. How long have they been here?”
“Under a week. They have the rooms reserved through tomorrow.”
“They’re either skipping town or they found some-thing more permanent.”
“They’re not going anywhere,” Marie said, com-pletely without enthusiasm.
“Well, now that we know where she is, how do we get in the room? Knocking will ruin the surprise.”
“I can take care of that,” said Megan.
 



Chapter 17
The elevator redefined “taking one’s time” as it made its way to the top of the building where the suites were located. A loud ding punctuated our crawl upwards as we passed each floor.
As was customary, everyone faced the doors—except for Marie, who stood with her back to the doors and faced the rest of us. She was humming “The Girl From Ipanema” as she picked a rust-colored substance that I hoped was dirt out from under her nails. Unlike Megan’s perfect manicure, hers were on the short side and painted with chipped black polish.
I spent the ride mulling over how to deal with Marie. Despite the ample time the journey provided me to ponder my options, the best I could come up with was to wait until she made a move, then stake her.
I admit to briefly toying with the idea of preemptively killing her right then and there in the elevator. Maybe attack her from behind when she turned to exit the elevator. She was old, but I would have the element of surprise. The problem was it might not be enough. Bryan would go ballistic if I tried it, and if she lived through the first attempt, my brother would do something stupid like try to save her. I also knew that Megan would not be thrilled to have me kill a vampire for what she would consider to be no good reason.
Besides, despite my vampire-hunter origins, I found my perspective had shifted. Now, straight-up killing a vampire—at least, one that wasn’t trying to kill me first—felt too much like murder.
My shoulders slumped at the realization that my world was no longer the much-easier-to-deal-with black and white. I was living in shades of gray. Things were a lot less complicated when I thought like Jacob did: all monsters were bad, and you took them out as soon as you came across one.
I glanced at Marie. Still humming, she lifted her gaze from her fingers and winked at me. I looked back down. I knew Marie was going to turn on us; the question was when. At least Kevin wouldn’t be around when the inevitable betrayal came. Jacob would never forgive me if I let his nephew get hurt on my watch.
I couldn’t get Kevin to leave the hotel, but we compromised on having him wait safely for us back down in the restaurant. Even that had taken some negotiation. When the offer to buy him dessert failed, Marie surprised us all by telling Kevin that if he stayed put he could watch her “vamp out” after we were done. I had a feeling he would be sorely disappointed.
A final ding rang out as the elevator lurched to a stop. I glanced at the red number to confirm we were on the right floor, then looked over the top of Marie’s head at the closed doors. A few seconds passed, and I was considering reaching for the emergency phone, when the doors finally parted with a cacophony of squeaks and groans.
We spilled out of the elevator, got our bearings, and headed down the hall in the direction of the room numbers Kevin had given us. The hotel was a circular tower. All of the rooms faced outward, while things like the elevator, the staircase, and the vending machines were on the inside.
We found the three rooms we were looking for. They were all in a row, with the one that had numerous charges to room service sandwiched between the other two. Megan pulled out the key card she had procured earlier.
When Megan said she could take care of getting us in the rooms, I had wondered if she had some sort of mad lock-picking skills that I wasn’t aware of. It turned out she used vampire hypnosis to push a maid into handing over her master key. It was effective, but anticlimactic.
I put a hand out to stop Megan. She paused and watched me lean against the door to try to feel for any supernatural auras. The room seemed clean, but with the interference I was getting from Megan and Marie, who were both leaning in close, it was hard to be sure. I was awash in the cool vibe that is vampire.
“All I hear is the TV. Something with a laugh track,” said Marie. Thinking I was listening for sounds of people, she had placed her own ear to the door.
Lacey filled her in. “Chance is our resident vamp detector. He doesn’t have to hear you guys. He can feel you when you get close.”
“Really?” asked Marie, pushing away from the door to stare at me. “That’s strange. What are you?”
“What do you mean, what am I?”
“Well, are you some kind of psychic? A Faerie? Alien? Escaped secret government experiment?”
“Um…noooo…just human.”
“Huh. Can you only feel vampires, or other things as well?”
I was going to have a talk with Lacey later on about volunteering information about me to strange women.
“I can sense when I’m around any type of supernatural, um, person.”
“Curious. And what do you feel is in this room?”
“With you and Megan insisting on being so close to me, I can’t feel a thing except for you two, so there’s only one way to find out. Let’s open it up and see what’s inside. If we’re lucky, we can get in and out with my mom before anyone notices.”
Megan and Marie looked at each other and then walked down the hallway. As their auras faded, I tried to test what I could feel. Something was there on the periphery. It felt like a vampire, but not in this room. Maybe the one to the left.
“I think this room is clear, but at least one vamp is next door,” I said.
Bryan interrupted. “Man, she’s probably not even here. It’s Saturday night. You know they’re out on the town, tearing it up.” I wasn’t sure if he had intended the play on words.
In whispers, we agreed on a plan. Megan slid the key card in and out of the slot. The door made an electronic-sounding click and the three small LEDs above the card reader flashed green.
Megan opened the door and stepped silently into the room. Less gracefully, Bryan and I followed, drawing our guns as we did. Marie had elected to wait in the hall and keep lookout, because violence “wasn’t her thing.” Lacey hung back to keep an eye on Marie, because Marie wasn’t hers.
The expansive suite could have used a refresh, but despite its out-of- date décor, it was elegant. We walked into a large living room with a small kitchenette in one corner and a bar in the other. An open door led to what was presumably the bedroom. The ceilings were high and the outer wall, like the restaurant below, was made entirely of glass. The view across the river was spectacular.
My mom sat on the couch watching one her favorite TV shows. She looked up in pleasant surprise as we entered. It certainly didn’t look like they had abused her; in fact, she appeared better than she had in a while. I didn’t recognize her clothes, which were new and more expensive than she could have afforded. For once, her makeup was tastefully applied, and there wasn’t even a full ashtray in front of her.
My mom had always been attractive, but the years had been hard on her. The pace of her life—not to mention single-handedly raising two boys—had taken its toll. All that seemed to be gone now, and the beauty she’d had in her youth was apparent. I was apprehensive as I approached her, but I felt no sign of a vampiric aura. I let go of the breath I had been holding since we entered.
“Chance! Bryan! What are you doing here?” Her smile gave way to nervous confusion. “And what are you doing with those guns?”
Seeing no obvious threat, we quickly put them away. “Nothing. We thought you might be in trouble.”
“Why would I be in trouble? I’m having the time of my life! Look at this place!” She waved an arm around in emphasis.
I decided not to spoil it by reminding her of the fact that she was paying for all of it. “The room’s nice, but you kind of disappeared on us for a while there, Mom. With a guy you don’t really know.”
“Nonsense—it hasn’t been that long. And let me tell you, I know Christian! Biblically.” She laughed at her own crude joke, then added, “every inch of him,” in case we didn’t get it. That’s my mom.
“I’m so glad you’re both here!” She had dropped the issue with the guns, which was odd. It was as if she were under a mild sedative. She was a little too mellow. She smiled at us and asked, “Who’s your friend?”
“There’s no time, Mom. I’ll introduce you later. Right now we have to go.”
“Go? Go where? We can’t go. Christian is out and won’t be back for hours. I want you two to meet him. I think you’re going to hit it off. Why don’t you sit down and introduce me to this young lady while we wait?”
“Mom, this is Megan; Megan, this is my mom, Robin,” I said quickly, hoping we could leave as soon as the mandatory introductions were completed.
Megan smiled and extended her hand to my mom, who got up to shake it.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Lee.”
“It’s nice to meet you, too, honey. So where did y’all meet?” She gestured at a pair of armchairs that faced the sofa she was sitting back down on.
“Out in California.” I remained standing.
Bryan wandered toward the bedroom. I was happily surprised he’d thought to make sure nothing was hiding, waiting to pounce. But a few feet from the door, he veered left to the mini-bar. He pulled a beer out of the small fridge and headed back our way.
“California? When did you go to California?” my mom asked.
“Actually, I just got back. It was a work trip,” I explained.
“That’s nice. I always wanted to go to California, but I never made it farther west than Vegas. I had actually intended to go out to L.A. that trip, and become a movie star.” She gave a hollow laugh and continued. “But instead I met Chance’s father, had a glorious weekend, and headed back to Texas. I don’t know what I would have done without my boys.”
“Do we need to tell everyone about the one-night stand that brought me into being?”
“Now, that’s not fair, Chance. It wasn’t a one-night stand, it was a four-day weekend. And what a weekend it was! I think it was the best I ever had. Don’t tell Christian that, of course.” She directed the rest to Megan. “You know how men get. They don’t want to hear that you’ve ever been with someone else, let alone had a better time with them.”
Megan nodded and said, “I know. Chance has certainly set the bar high for anyone else.”
Considering all the trouble I’d been for her, I somehow doubted that. Still, it was a sweet thing to say.
“She’s a keeper, Chance. Now, Megan, sit down so we can gossip about my son.” My mom patted the sofa.
Megan beamed, setting off alarm bells in my head. I didn’t think this was the time or the place for pumping my mom for information about me. Megan, however, clearly disagreed, as she sat down next to my mother.
“So you’re from Texas, then?” my mom asked.
“California.”
“And you came all the way back here to be with Chance? Are things serious?” My mom made a show at checking Megan’s hand for a ring, as if she hadn’t the minute she saw her. She had been wanting grandkids before my brother and I were even born.
“No ring yet, I’m afraid.”
“Don’t worry, honey. I’m sure he’ll come around. Speaking of rings, I have one here for you, Chance. It was your father’s.” She dug around in her purse and pulled out a silk handkerchief. I took it in shock.
“Ignore the hanky; I needed something to put it in, so Christian gave me one of his handkerchiefs. The ring inside of it was your father’s. He gave it to me on the last day we were together—to remember him by. Said it would bring me luck.”
I opened the handkerchief and looked at the ring sitting in its center. Megan got up to peer at it as well. It was made of gold, with two intertwined bands. They had no beginning or end.
“I never wore it, of course,” my mom continued. “It’s not my type; much too masculine. Still, it’s real gold, and the workmanship is amazing.” She leaned forward and pointed at the ring to emphasize the quality.
“Damn, my dad never gave me a ring,” Bryan said, coming closer to check it out.
“That’s because your father was a two-timing ass. He never had two sticks to rub together, let alone anything as nice as that ring. If he did, he would have gambled it away or spent it on booze.” She softened a bit. “And he didn’t give it to your brother, Bryan. He gave it to me. But I’ve had it sitting in a drawer for years. I had forgotten about it, to be honest with you. Found it when I was sifting through the ruins of our house.”
“What happened to the house? Did they know what caused it?” I asked tentatively. My mom had been missing when the vampires burnt it down in the hope that I was inside. I doubted she knew Christian was the one responsible.
“They said it was arson. Someone threw Molotovs through the windows. Probably kids. At least it was insured, for what that’s worth. But the ring survived, if you can believe it, though not much else did, I’m afraid. Oh, Bryan—I’m sorry, but your trophies all melted.” Bryan had been a good baseball player when he was younger, and his team had won a slew of little league championships.
“That’s all right. It’s been a long time since I played ball, anyways.” Bryan took a drink and did his best to pretend losing everything but his truck and the clothes on his back didn’t matter to him.
“Well, don’t you worry—when the insurance check shows up I’ll let you know and we can get you a little something to make up for it. I’m glad you like the ring, Chance.”
I nodded, feeling as sad for Bryan as I felt happy for having something of my father’s. On one hand, at least my brother knew who his father was. On the other, he knew the guy was indeed a deadbeat. At least I could pretend mine was a decent guy.
“You’ll probably have to get it sized if you want to wear it,” my mom offered, pleased by my reaction.
“I’ll do that. Thanks, Mom,” I said, really meaning it. I took the ring out and tried it on to see. It actually fit. I crammed the handkerchief in my pocket.
Megan took my hand and studied the ring up close. She gave me her smile of approval. “It’s Celtic. A lovers’ knot.”
My mom nodded in affirmation. “He told me it had been in his family forever.”
There was a brief pause.
“So, what do you do, Megan? Are you a student?” My mom asked, changing the subject. Though we didn’t have much money, my mom had worked retail for many years and could spot decent clothing. And Megan didn’t wear anything but. I knew my mom was curious.
“I’m a student. Majoring in Computer Science.” This was true; Megan had been a student for a long time. She was working on her fifth degree. She was one of those people who liked school, and now that she had the time, she had apparently decided to see how many degrees she could earn.
“That’s nice. Chance here is the first one in the family to go to college. Of course, he’s majoring in P.E.,” she said with a mix of pride and exasperation.
“We’ll work on him. Maybe we can give him a nudge over to Physical Therapy—there are some good jobs in that field,” said Megan. I kept examining the ring as my life was planned out in front of me.
“Speaking of school….Chance, don’t your classes start Monday?” asked my mom.
I nodded. I still had to buy books. I hoped some would still be left in stock Monday morning, because it didn’t look like I would be making it down there any sooner.
“So, Megan, are you out here visiting, then, or were you planning on staying? UT is a nice school.” My mom had barely met Megan and was already trying to make her a permanent fixture. She was like that when she found someone she approved of.
“Just visiting, at the moment.” Megan said it casually, but I wasn’t dumb. I knew those last three words were not meaningless. They were a question for me. How would the long-term relationship between us work? Or, more importantly as far as I was concerned, did I even want it to? I was still not entirely used to the idea of friendly vampires. Dating one was a big step.
“Oh, that’s nice.” My mom was disappointed.
I’m not sure if it was my mom’s disappointment, or if I had already made an internal decision, but the next words that came out of my mouth were, “Don’t worry, she’ll cave eventually. How could she resist not transferring out here? I mean, if getting to wear burnt orange isn’t enough, there’s me. The combination is truly irresistible.”
“Sorry, honey. Chance tends to overestimate his appeal, but UT is a good school.” My mom looked at Megan, who wore a look of playful defiance.
“Oh, his appeal isn’t so bad. It’s deciding if all the trouble he gets into is worth it.”
“Hey! I’m worth it.”
“Oh, I know what you mean!” said my mom. “Chance has always had the strangest luck. Things either go incredibly bad or incredibly good with him. Mostly it evens out, but it’s always an adventure.”
“So, Megan, you up for an adventure?” I asked her.
Whatever Megan was about to say was lost when the door to the hotel room opened. We all turned. My heart sped up, adrenaline bursting through me as my hand went for my gun. But it was only Marie.
She smiled her vapid smile as she entered. “Hey, everyone, Lacey wanted me to find out what’s taking you guys so long. Well, that’s not exactly how she put it; I’m paraphrasing for decency.”
“Thanks,” I said.
“Hey, Mom—this is my new girl, Marie!” said Bryan, brought out of his funk by the chance to show off his main squeeze.
“Well, hi, Marie,” my mom said with cautious enthusiasm as she stood. Bryan’s girlfriends tended to be a mixed bag, and my mom was wise enough to expect the worst.
Marie smiled and walked up to my mom. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Wow, are you here all alone in this big room?” The question was asked innocently enough, but I could see the concern on Marie’s normally relaxed features.
My mom never got a chance to answer.
 



Chapter 18
A streak came from the bedroom, almost quicker than I could follow. I had just registered that it was heading for me when I was shoved out of the way. The charging vampire collided with Megan, who was now occupying the space where I had been a split second before. I’m not sure if it was intentional, or if he had simply misjudged his speed, but the momentum carried both vampires sailing through the window.
Glass was still falling when a second figure came out of the room, a tick slower than the first. I had no time to consider what had happened to Megan. I pulled the stake out and faced the new threat.
Bryan amazed me by being the slightest bit faster. The boom, boom, boom of the .44 Magnum shook the room and hammered my ears.
Granted, he missed, but the roar was both impressive and distracting to what must have been a newly made vampire. Young enough to still have a healthy fear of firearms, it dodged to the side, taking cover as the revolver roared.
This gave me time to go after it. I had initially chosen the stake because it was silent and, if I could land a hit in the chest, more effective than my handgun. The silence was a moot point now, but the effectiveness wasn’t.
In its effort to dodge the gunfire, the vampire had managed to run into one of the armchairs that faced the couch. He tumbled over it and landed face up on the coffee table in front of my mom, who looked like she was about to scream.
I leapt on it to drive the stake down into its chest. It saw me coming in time to move, so the stake entered its shoulder instead. My mom had started screaming now. The vampire was stockily built and probably stronger than I was, even when it was human. Despite the damage to his shoulder, he grabbed me and threw me off of him. I went rolling over the dated carpet, getting to my feet and prepping for his rush in one swift movement.
It never came. Marie had walked up behind the vampire as it gained its feet and started to lunge for me. She grabbed the vampire’s head and twisted it to the side in a swift motion. A crack signaled that his neck had been broken.
Bryan had been trying to get off a shot, but Marie was in between the vampire she was holding and my brother. The vampire was still alive. Its head was now twisted at an unnatural angle, and it could see Marie. Its eyes lit up with recognition.
Marie smiled at him, still holding up the slumping body by its head. She changed her grip, then commenced a hard long twist that, after a sickening tearing sound, separated the head from the torso.
Bryan blinked as Marie unceremoniously tossed the head on its fallen body. My mom had finally finished screaming, having run out of air. She was now trying to decide between fainting or drawing another breath for round two.
Marie made the decision for her by getting her attention and saying “Shush.” My mom closed her mouth and remained silent.
I ran to the window and peered down. The height made me take a half step back as I combated a sudden case of vertigo. Over a hundred feet below was the restaurant patio.
Amazingly, none of the tables had been overturned by an impact. It took me a few moments to locate the first body. I finally made out the shape laying spread-eagle against a circular tabletop. It had been impaled on one of the table umbrellas that had been folded down for the night. But between the distance and poor illumination, I couldn’t tell if it was Megan or the other vampire. The idea that it could be Megan was crushing. I forced it out of my mind. I had to get us out of here first, then I could go check to make sure Megan was all right.
I turned to find that my brother had managed to get our mom out of the room and into the hallway. I joined them and found Lacey and Marie, both tense and on the lookout for more company. The hallway in both directions was deserted save for a hunched elderly woman wearing a hotel robe and blue slippers.
She was squinting at us, and shouted in a raspy voice that had been decimated by decades of chain-smoking Camels, “What’s going on? I thought I heard fireworks!”
Ignoring the old lady, Lacey fumed at me.
“That one’s deaf as a post. Luckily, most everyone else is out right now, so only half a dozen people came out to see what was going on, and all but that lady had the good sense to duck back in their rooms. Jesus, Chance, could you have made any more noise?”
“Thank my brother.”
“What? I can’t hear you, man. My ears are ringing,” Bryan said.
I noticed then that my brother was fighting to keep my mom still. She wanted to get away, apparently to head back to her hotel room.
The old lady had begun shuffling our way.
“Did any of you hear fireworks? What are you doing with that lady?” she shouted.
“Where’s Megan?” Lacey asked. When I didn’t answer, her eyes widened.
“No, she’s not dead, but she fell out the window, so she might be seriously hurt. We need to get down there fast and find her!” She couldn’t be dead. I refused to believe it.
“Chance, honey, what’s going on? Why did you kill that man? And how could Megan still be alive? We’re twelve stories up. Chance, I’m so sorry, she seemed like such a nice girl, but she’s dead, honey.” My mom stopped struggling momentarily.
She bit her lower lip in concern. “We need to go wait for Christian. He’ll know what to do. He can fix everything. Chance, you’re going to like him, he’s such a good man.” My mom was rambling; she was about to lose it.
“Can you do something about this?” I asked Marie. Normally I would be ethically opposed to pushing someone, especially my mom. But between the gunfire and the window, it wasn’t going to be long before we had unwelcome company.
“The old lady I can take care of. As for your mom, Christian must’ve compelled her to stay here and wait for him. He’s way stronger than I am. If we had time I might be able to override him, but I don’t want to try and force it. It might scramble your mom’s mind,” Marie said.
“Let’s not do that, then.” I thought frantically for a solution that didn’t involve hoisting my mom over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry.
“Though there is something I might be able to do,” Marie said. First she intercepted the lady, who was heading toward the room we had left. Marie stopped her, caught her eyes and told her to go back to bed and get some sleep.
“Who went to the shed and fed some sheep?” The lady repeated.
Marie’s face scrunched up, and she tried again, louder. This time it took, and the lady turned around and started shuffling back to her room. Next, Marie walked to my mom and started speaking to her in slow, soothing tones. It served to gradually calm her down. Once that was accomplished, Marie suggested that she fall into a nice deep sleep.
The process took longer than I would have liked, and I was about to suggest Bryan and I each grab an end and haul her out, when she finally closed her eyes and collapsed. I had to lurch forward to keep her from falling. I still wasn’t in great shape, and it took my brother to keep us both from taking a tumble.
No way was I going to spend another eternity in that elevator, especially because I didn’t know what might be waiting for us down in the lobby, so we took the stairs. As it turned out, Bryan was the one that ended up with my mom over his shoulder. He gave us updates with unnecessary frequency about the status of her imposed sleep.
We hit the ground floor with my mom still draped over my brother, snoozing. My brother was out of breath, the seemingly endless flights of stairs taking their toll on him.
I could hear sirens approaching as soon as we opened the door to the hallway. It was clear, and we hurried to the nearest fire exit. As luck would have it, it let us out in the parking lot on the side of the building clear of the emergency vehicles that had begun to turn into the entrance. Fortunately, the first to arrive was an ambulance, but the not- so-distant sirens promised the police were right behind them.
We headed straight for the van only to discover a running car parked next to it. I kept moving; the car’s lights were off and the ancient Nissan Altima didn’t look like a police cruiser. Sure enough, as we approached the vehicles, a panicked Kevin got out of the car.
“We have to hurry—cops are on their way!” he said, in case somehow anyone had missed all of the ruckus their approach was causing.
“I can hear ‘em. Have you seen Megan? She fell out a window.”
Kevin looked sick. “She’s in my car. She’s not moving, though. She got banged up from the fall. I’m sorry.”
“Did she hit that umbrella?”
“Missed it by a good ten feet. Some other dude did, though. That was nasty. Megan fell behind it on the concrete. Of course, they both hit in plain view of the restaurant. It was raining vampires. Only a couple of people noticed but, even so, you should have heard the screams from the ones that did. Especially when I ran out and took one of them.”
“I bet.”
“Once I saw what happened, I went out to see who it was that fell. When I realized one of them was Megan, I picked her up and made a break for it. Everyone was too freaked out by the one skewered by the umbrella to even think of chasing me. Of course, by now I’m sure they’re all looking for the black guy that stole the dead white girl.”
He had said dead. I ran to Kevin’s car and wrenched open the back door. My stomach churned as I saw her. Megan was broken.
One leg had a compound fracture, with a bone protruding four inches from her calf. Her shoulder hung at an odd angle, too far down, and the skin was mostly gone. One wrist was shattered. One side of her face had been scraped away. Blood coated an entire side of her body, presumably where she’d hit the concrete and lay in the pool until Kevin got her.
I blinked once, slowly, and then picked her up as gently as I could. She didn’t move as I cradled her in my arms, carrying her to the van.
“Damn, I guess they aren’t like cats,” said Bryan. Had I not been holding Megan, I would have punched him in the face.
“Oh, I don’t know,” said Kevin, helping my brother put my mom in one of the captain’s chairs. “At least she didn’t end up like that other dude.”
I laid Megan on the back bench of the van. Marie knelt down to take a look.
“She’ll live,” she said, and then with a nod, added to Lacey, “So to speak. Of course, so will the other one. And that is going to be a problem when he wakes up. Hopefully he’ll at least wait until he’s alone in the morgue. This is not working out how I planned.”
“Excuse me?” I asked Marie.
“She needs blood.” Marie indicated Megan rather than answering my question.
“I’ll do it,” I said immediately.
“It can wait until we clear the crime scene,” said Marie with an unusual air of authority.
I was about to argue with her, but my phone rang. It was Jacob.
“Kind of a bad time right now, Jacob.”
“You’re telling me! God damn it, Chance, they found me. I thought I’d have more time. I got the computers out earlier today, but most everything else I own is still here.”
“Are you at the shop?”
“Yes.”
“And Christian is there?”
“I don’t know about him, but there are plenty of vamps. You have to get me out of here.”
“Why don’t you use the secret tunnel out of the safe room? We can worry about going back and getting the rest of your stuff later on.”
“I can’t use the tunnel; it’s locked from the outside.”
“Why is it locked from the outside? Doesn’t that defeat the purpose? And what are you worried about? They can’t get in if you don’t invite them.”
“Never mind about why it’s locked. They can’t get up here where I live, but they are in the shop downstairs. That’s a business, not a home. I’m worried they’ll get bored waiting for me and set fire to the place. Hurry up and get down here.”
“We’re on our way, but we’re up in Austin, so it’s going to take an hour. Stay put.”
“Where on earth do you think I’d be going?” Jacob said before hanging up.
 



Chapter 19
As Lacey sped down the interstate, I tried to ignore what was going on in the backseat, with limited success.
Megan desperately needed blood, and Marie hadn’t eaten yet, either. Despite my offer, it was decided the best solution was a third-party donor. We picked up a jogger from the trail that ran alongside the river near the hotel.
Marie had done the honors. She waited on the trail feigning a sprained ankle. It took all of thirty seconds before some poor guy stopped to help her. He was now feeding the two vampires in the back seat as we headed down the highway to San Antonio.
Lacey pointed out that just because we had a van, it didn’t mean we could go around kidnapping people. I agreed. It creeped me out, despite Marie’s assurances that the guy would be fine. She said that as soon as we hit San Antonio, we would leave him on the side of the road with enough blood left to live and a faded memory of a good time with a couple of girls in the back of a van.
I couldn’t come up with a better alternative. Megan was badly hurt, and I didn’t trust Marie enough to have her lurking around us hungry. So I turned up the radio, hoping it would block out the noises. Megan was drifting in and out of unconsciousness and Marie was persistently coaxing her to drink. At least Mom was still sound asleep through it all; I don’t think she would have approved.
True to her word, Marie left the man woozy but alive and smiling when we dropped him off in front of a convenience store. The creepiness didn’t end, however, as the sounds of feeding were replaced by those of body parts snapping back into place and knitting together, punctuated by inane comments from my brother, who had been watching both spectacles with equal abandon.
Understandably, I was anxious to get out of the vehicle, and I hopped out of the van as soon as it stopped, taking large breaths of fresh air.
Lacey had parked several blocks away from the vacuum repair shop. The street was dark. Either by intent or poor city maintenance, all but one of the streetlights were out. The one remaining light was between us and the shop, and its glow didn’t quite reach either location.
I squinted into the darkness but didn’t see anything unusual. Thankfully, that included signs of fire. All of the building’s windows were dark and, near as I could tell, intact. It was around eleven o’clock, but signs of nightlife were absent. The street, lined with small retail shops that had long since closed for the night, was completely deserted.
“I need you to stay here and keep an eye on Megan and my mom,” I told Kevin after he parked his car behind ours and got out.
“Is Megan okay? How about that guy you dumped back at the convenience store?” he asked.
“They’ll both live, but Megan’s going to be out of commission for a while, and my mom is still asleep. I need you to wait in the van. Trade keys with Lacey. If things go south, or even sideways, I want you to take off. Fast. Go somewhere safe, preferably without windows, and wait for us. You have my cell number.”
Kevin was reluctant at first, eager to both save his uncle and finally get a piece of the action. He only agreed after my brother told him he would get to watch Megan finish healing. That suggestion garnered a less- than-flattering comment about Bryan from inside the van. At least Megan had achieved consciousness.
I handed Kevin the Browning. “Do you know how to use this?”
He took the gun and nodded. “You hold it sideways and start pulling the trigger.”
I looked at him for a second, trying to ascertain if he was serious. I gave up and went back in the van to grab some hardware out of the goody bag. The bag was running woefully low. We were down to one AK, the Bushmaster, and a Glock 17. I hated plastic guns, but with no choice, I took the Glock along with the AK. After my brother grabbed the Bushmaster and a pair of stakes, the bag was empty.
I spared the time to check out the back of the van. My mom was still asleep. Megan continued to mend, though she was covered in even more blood than before, which was disturbing.
“Hey there,” I said, squatting in front of the bench seat where she was lying.
Her eyes opened. “Looks like I’m going to have to sit this one out.”
“You should have flapped harder.”
“It’s times like these when I wish we really could turn into bats.”
I took her hand and gave her a quick smile before moving to go. She held on to my hand.
“I’m glad you got your mom back.”
I moved back toward her. “Me, too. Thanks for the help. I owe you one.”
“I think you owe me more than one. Did you mean what you said back at the hotel?” She began to play with my father’s ring, using her finger to twist it around on mine.
I tried quickly to remember exactly what I’d said.
“Sure.” I didn’t remember what it was, but I was pretty sure I hadn’t lied to her.
She smiled and gave my hand a weak squeeze. “Don’t go getting yourself killed.”
“Nah, I’ll be fine. Hey, I’ll tell you what.” I took off my father’s ring and put it in her palm. “How about you hold on to this for me? It will be safer here, and I’d feel better if everything I cared about was out of the line of fire.”
Her hand clamped down on the ring and she nodded at me.
“Damn, dude, I heard that. Nice to hear that you don’t care about your bro. Now finish getting it on back there and let’s get going.”
I bent down and kissed Megan on her forehead, then pulled back and took a look at her. Despite her battered shape, she was still beautiful. Her shoulder was even back in its socket and her wrist looked healthier. Unfortunately, her leg didn’t yet; the fibula still stuck out of her calf.
Megan followed my gaze down to the bone, then back to me. I knew what she wanted me to do, but I wasn’t happy about it. Between playing sports and majoring in Physical Education, I had been around compound fractures more than most non-doctors. Normally they required serious medical treatment, but in Megan’s case, I hoped that if we got the pieces close enough together they would knit on their own.
I nodded, took hold of her leg, and then, with one swift motion, set the bone.
If the vampires hadn’t heard our cars pull up, they couldn’t have missed Megan’s scream. To give her credit, she cut it off almost as soon as it was out, but the sound that had already escaped echoed off the brick storefronts lining the street.
Her eyes had shut; I didn’t know if she was resting or had passed out. I wasn’t even sure if vampires could pass out. I gave her hand a quick squeeze, and when she didn’t acknowledge it, I placed her hand across her chest. I gave my peacefully sleeping mom a peck on the cheek and exited the van.
Despite our less than silent arrival, I tried to be as quiet as I could as I made my way down the sidewalk towards the shop. I was careful to hug the buildings and avoid the dim glow emanating from the lone streetlight.
Bryan and Lacey hurried along beside me. As expected, we had lost Marie. She’d disappeared sometime between when we left the van and when we arrived at the shop. I assumed she had gone ahead to warn the vampires, in case they had somehow missed all the noise.
I had no idea where Jacob’s secret passage came out, so we couldn’t get to Jacob from that end. I tried the front door first. It was still intact with the security gate drawn shut. I jiggled it but it didn’t budge. I still couldn’t feel the presence of any vampires, but they could be hiding anywhere in the darkness in or around the shop.
We circled around to the back. The gate to the chain-link fence that surrounded the parking lot was open. The lock lay on the ground, twisted and broken. The Ford Explorer I had seen at Fred’s house was parked inside the gate, but there were no signs of vampires.
The back door hung sideways from one twisted hinge. The door itself was a metal security one. It had held up despite several impressive dents. The frame was a different story. Splintered wood littered the ground around a warped strike plate.
The only way I knew of to reach the second floor was via the freight elevator. We couldn’t take it without getting jumped, but I couldn’t think of an alternative. I let out a silent sigh, thumbed the safety off the AK, and stepped forward.
I felt the first signs of vampires as soon as I crossed the threshold. Several were nearby, somewhere inside the dark building, and another stronger one was above me. Somehow one had gotten access to Jacob’s loft.
I was about to push forward when a tap on my shoulder stopped me. I turned to see Lacey motioning upwards. I backed out of the doorway and saw the source of the second-story vampire. Marie was ten feet up, on the metal fire escape that was affixed to the brick building. She dropped down the ladder for the rest of us. It made a loud rumble, ending in a louder clang as it extended to the ground.
“It’s no good. Jacob had bars installed on all of the windows!” I shouted up at her, all pretense of silence abandoned.
“Bars? Really?” Marie said in a tone that indicated they wouldn’t be much of a problem.
“Jacob is paranoid. They’re probably sunk a foot into the brick,” I said. I backed all the way out of the doorway and alternated scanning the rooftops and the dark interior of the shop. There were vampires around, and they certainly knew where we were. I didn’t understand what they were waiting for.
“Let’s say we let Dingbat try the bars, because I’m not getting a good feeling about going in to try for that elevator.” Lacey planted a foot on the ladder and began to climb.
“Why don’t you ever wear skirts?” asked Bryan as he followed Lacey up the ladder. Lacey didn’t even bother to reply.
I remained below while they climbed up, waiting for the imminent attack.
“Where are they?” I asked no one in particular.
“Probably waiting for us to bring Jacob out. I doubt they care if we go in. It’s not like we’re doing anything but trapping ourselves,” said Lacey.
She had a point. Once they were up, I climbed after them. We crowded together on the metal platform while Marie worked on the grate.
The bars had indeed been set with bolts that extended several inches into the brick, but they were no match for Marie. She torqued the grate from side to side half a dozen times, bits of plaster and brick falling out as she did. With a final tug, she pulled the whole wrought-iron grille from the wall and set it gingerly to the side. Next, she grabbed the window and lifted. It held for a couple of heartbeats before the wood gave out. The lock tore free, and the window went crashing up to the top with a loud bang. We watched the glass spiderweb into thousands of pieces, temporarily held in place by the chicken wire. A second later the whole sheet fell down. We jumped to the side as the pane fell between us.
Marie shrugged. “Oops.”
“Jacob!” I called into the building.
“Chance? Is that you?” Jacob’s reply was distant, from somewhere in the depths of the maze.
“Yeah, it’s me. Where are you?”
“In the office.”
“Get over here—we’ll escort you out.”
“I need some help carrying this stuff.”
The thought of being trapped in the building didn’t excite me, but Jacob hadn’t offered to come to the window. That should have been my first clue, but I wasn’t thinking too clearly. I bent down and climbed in anyway.
Marie peered in after us. “Why are all of the lights off? Is Jacob an environmentalist? I’m impressed. You know, I support conservation as well. I think lights are truly overused.”
“That’s because you can see in the dark,” said Lacey.
“Hmmm…you may have a point,” answered Marie. Her shadow lingered on the fire-escape landing. She was looking in, seemingly interested in the rows of files. I was about to ask her what she was waiting for, until I remembered she couldn’t enter.
She gave a little wave and then moved out of sight. I turned back around and the three of us stumbled forward in the dark toward where I remembered the office being. By the time we reached the glow of its monitors, I could no longer feel Marie’s presence behind us.
Gone were Jacob’s personal machine and the servers, but the computer that monitored the video cameras remained. The first screen showed a pair of vampires loitering downstairs by the elevator door. Something wasn’t right about the picture, but I couldn’t place what.
“About time you got here.” A disheveled Jacob was listing in his battered chair. It looked like he had been roughed up a bit.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
“I’m fine. I can’t believe they got the drop on me. I thought I had some time before they tracked me down. I was downstairs in the back of the shop when they surprised me. I was barely able to make it up here in one piece.”
“We need to go. Now. Where is this stuff you need help with?”
“I think it might be best if we wait it out. Sunrise isn’t far off; I bet they give up and go before too long.”
“Somehow I doubt that. Come on, Jacob.” I grabbed his arm to help him out of the chair.
“No, really, I think it would be best if we stayed.”
I pulled and he recoiled. The chair tipped, the top half finally separating from the wheels that had supported it for the better part of half a century. Jacob went with it to the ground. The sudden weight I ended up supporting almost brought me down as well, but I managed to remain standing, bent over, still clutching Jacob’s arm.
“Christ, boy! Look what you’ve done to my chair! That was my father’ s!”
“I’m sorry about the chair, Jacob, but we need to leave. Kevin is waiting for us with my mom and Megan in the van down the street.”
“Kevin? What is he doing here? Why did you involve him?” Though still visibly upset, Jacob stopped struggling. I released his arm and he crumpled into a sitting heap in the middle of the floor.
“He involved himself. He was waiting for us at the hotel. Don’t worry about him, he’s fine. We’ve kept him at a safe distance from everything.” I felt a cool presence coming, and wondered if a vampire was either above us on the roof, or directly below us in the store.
“You tell me he’s fine? Left alone in a van with your mother and a vampire?” Jacob’s features were twisted by a mixture of anger and despair.
“I told him to hightail it if anything goes down. And the vampire is incapacitated, so you don’t need to worry about her.” Not that he needed to worry about Megan anyway, but I thought it might help ease his mind.
“Now get up. We have to hurry before they get bored with waiting and decide to set the place on fire and burn us out of here.” Jacob sat unmoving. I was about to bend down and try hoisting him up again when I felt the cold presence grow impossibly near.
At first I thought Marie had somehow managed to get into the loft, but as the aura was upon us, I could tell it was stronger even than hers.
“Oh, I don’t think fire will be necessary,” Christian said, walking out of the labyrinth. Somewhere in the background, I heard the elevator begin to run.
“How did you get in here?” I asked. At this point it didn’t matter, but I hoped the question might buy me some time so I could think of a plan. This was bad. The loft was too dark and held too many places for a vampire to lurk.
“Who the hell are you?” asked Bryan in his usual tactful way.
“This must be Christian,” said Lacey, taking in the well-built, long- haired vampire. “Somehow I thought you’d be taller.” She glanced at Chance. “Looks like Jacob sold us out.”
Christian stopped and smiled. “Oh, no, Jacob was much too righteous to do that. My associates simply caught him in his store and suggested he invite us up here and give you a call. He was kind enough to keep you here until I showed up. I had some business to attend to.”
“You didn’t have to hurry on our account,” I said, trying to will a plan for saving us into materializing.
Christian spread his hands. “Oh, I didn’t. As it turns out, I found my schedule clear. The person I was supposed to meet with stood me up. I guess I can’t claim to be surprised. After all, they were the subject of the hostile takeover I wanted to discuss.”
“You might want to work on all that hostility of yours. I hear it can lead to all sorts of health problems. High blood pressure, stress, fatigue,” suggested Lacey.
“Now I remember you: you torched my house. I’m going to kick your ass,” said Bryan, taking a step toward the vampire.
I reached out to grab hold of my brother, trying desperately to prolong his life. “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”
“Oh, by all means—go right ahead,” Christian said, appearing curious about my question and completely unconcerned with the burly kid who was struggling to attack him.
“Why wait twenty years for your revenge?” I asked.
Lacey grabbed Bryan by the neck and squeezed. “Ow! Hey, what the hell? Let go of me. That hurts!”
“Do you genuinely not know, or are you that callous? I lost my family. The wife and son I had shared my life with for a thousand years were torn from me. You can’t begin to comprehend what a loss like that is like. To love someone for a millennium and suddenly—gone. That day, I lost everything.
“Loss like that impacts one’s priorities. My ambition and even my hatred gave way to grief, at least for a time. That utter hole in myself was all I could think about. It consumed me. I couldn’t think clearly, couldn’t function.” He looked at me unblinkingly. “That is what I have been doing these past twenty years. Grieving. Trying to get over the loss. But that’s not possible, is it?
“I might never have come back, at least not in your meager lifetimes, but then one evening I saw their picture. I had been making my way down the Eastern seaboard when the two of them smiled at me from the back of a bus-stop bench. The anger replaced the grief quicker than I thought was possible. I didn’t recognize her, of course, but him I would never forget.”
“Wait, who?” I asked. Lacey, still using the Vulcan death grip on my brother, was listening intently. Bryan had stopped struggling, but I knew as soon as he got the opportunity he was going to do something stupid.
“David and his wife. David was one of the men who murdered my family. I didn’t even kill him. Did you know that? I just asked him why—why they had done it. Why they came that day to kill my family.
“Once I had him, the next one was easy. Then I had to work a bit to find Robert. David and his wife didn’t know where he was, but they helped me find his family. Killing his niece was enough to lure him out of hiding. Fred took a little longer. Locating Jacob here was the hardest, of course. Not even David knew how to find him.”
Mentally tallying the body count, I asked, “So what’s the deal with me? I had nothing to do with what happened to your family. Why go after mine?”
“Isn’t it obvious? You’re a murderer like the rest of them. I can’t have you running around killing people because of what happened to your girlfriend. You would never stop. You would keep killing anyone you thought to be a monster, regardless of who they were, or what they had done. I can’t allow anyone else to suffer my fate.”
“I don’t suppose you’d believe me if I tell you that I’ve changed?”
Christian laughed. “No, I don’t suppose I would. You can take solace in knowing that I don’t plan on harming your mother. In fact, I am seriously considering keeping her. I was saddened to hear that you visited the hotel and took her away from me. She and I had been getting along so well.”
“Sorry to disappoint.”
“But you haven’t. Why, one minute ago you told me right where I could find her again. Speaking of which, I know I’ve just arrived, but if you’ll excuse me, I am going to get reacquainted with your dear mother and say hello to Jacob’s nephew while you all die.”
 



Chapter 20
Christian moved the same instant my finger depressed the trigger. He was ungodly fast, and my assault rifle spat lead into an empty corridor. Loose pages jerked and flew off distant shelves as bullets struck them, causing a snow-like effect as the disturbed sheets drifted down.
Bryan was a touch slower, mostly because he had to jerk away from Lacey and draw his gun. By the time he did, Christian was gone.
“Shit.”
“Time to move!” I bolted for the side corridor that led to the fire escape. I had to make sure my mom was safe. Bryan, Lacey, and I made it a few steps before I realized Jacob wasn’t with us. I whirled around. “Jesus Christ, Jacob. Let’s move.”
Jacob remained in his office, totally stationary. He showed no sign of going anywhere. The order the vampires gave him kept him rooted to the spot.
I abandoned Lacey and Bryan to hurry back to where Jacob sat splayed out on the floor.
“Jacob, we have to go!” I bent down and tried to lift him, but he was heavy and I was not at one hundred percent.
“Bryan, come here and grab him.” At my command, my brother trotted back, and together we hoisted Jacob off the ground. When it was obvious he still wasn’t going to move under his own power, Bryan picked him up and threw him over his shoulder, despite Jacob’s feeble protests.
While my brother positioned Jacob into a fireman’s carry, I spared a glance at the monitors. The two vampires I had earlier seen loitering outside of the elevator were gone. It dawned on me what had been bugging me about that picture earlier: they had been on this floor.
Another camera showed one of Christian’s minions waiting at the front of the store while another pair crossed the parking lot, aiming for either the back door or the fire escape. That meant a minimum of five vampires, plus any the cameras didn’t see. And that didn’t count Christian, who was on his way to where my mother waited in the van.
Most of the vampires should be young and therefore relatively weak. At least, that was my theory. The last month must have taken its toll on Christian’s team. He had certainly been busy replacing the ones that had died, but that took time, and he could only create so many.
My brother had Jacob secured and, for the second time that night, ran after me carrying a body. We moved down the corridor after Lacey, but we had lost precious time and I knew we couldn’t beat Christian to the van— assuming it was even still there.
God, I hoped Kevin had left. Would he have heard the gunfire? Seen the vampires at that distance, in the darkness? He’d better have. Even if Megan was healthy, she would be no match for Christian, and the nine- millimeter I had given Kevin was more to boost his confidence than to be of any real value against an ancient vampire. Their only hope was that the kid was smart enough to hightail it as fast as he could at the first sign of trouble. He should have heard the assault rifle. He should have left.
Bryan and I came to a stop at the sound of Lacey’s incantation. The light from the office area was a distant memory and we couldn’t see. Lacey’s fluid words spilled out from somewhere in front of us. It was impossible to tell exactly what was going on, but at least one of the vampires must have found her.
Apparently it got a little more than it bargained for: an inhuman scream tore out of the darkness in front of us, followed by a thunderous cacophony that shook the floor, which could only be loaded twelve-foot- tall steel shelves crashing down.
“That way’s blocked!” Lacey yelled, right before running headlong into me. She didn’t bother apologizing. She pushed past me, circumvented my brother and Jacob, and headed back the way we had come.
I pulled myself up off the floor and followed her.
“What did you do, bring the whole place down on it?” I called.
“Nah, that was all him, though I might have given him a teensy bit of encouragement,” Lacey hollered over her shoulder.
Bryan did an about face and started after Lacey, Jacob bouncing against him as he ran. “Can someone please make up their mind? This dude weighs a ton.”
The four of us spilled back out into the office at the same moment a pair of vampires emerged opposite us. I actually did a double take. If it wasn’t for the aura coming off of them, I wouldn’t have believed it.
They were the oddest-looking undead I had ever encountered. For starters, they were old for vampires, and I don’t mean literally—I mean, they were turned when they were somewhere in their sixties. That alone was weird. Vampires usually turned people they found attractive, which meant that a lot of twenty-something hunks and hotties joined the undead ranks.
The next oddity was their clothing. The majority of vampires I ran into tended toward the stylish. Not necessarily as extreme as Megan with the designer cocktail dresses, but they at least had some flair. Not these two. They were dressed like caricatures of American tourists, complete with Hawaiian shirts and oversized khaki shorts held up by belts. The dude even sported ankle-length white socks tucked into sandals, along with a wide-brimmed hat. Not to be outdone, the lady carried a large straw shoulder bag. The only thing missing was a camera with a telephoto lens.
It probably should have been obvious who they were, but it didn’t come right away. It wasn’t until my brother pulled up alongside of me and I heard Jacob’s sorrowful “David.” Then I put two and two together.
David spoke up, his voice cheerful. “Sorry, Jacob, nothing personal. But Betty was terminal, and Christian offered us a second chance.”
“Christian?” asked Jacob. He was still draped over my brother’s shoulder, but did his best to turn so he could face David as he spoke.
“Can I drop him yet?” Bryan asked, turning slightly so Jacob could hold a conversation from where he was.
David nodded. “Yes, can you believe it? To see Christian after all of those years—it was the biggest shock of my life. Well, second biggest, after learning Betty had cancer.” He gave his wife’s hand a squeeze.
“There he was, after all that time, standing right in front of us. Even though I had only seen him briefly that one day, I still remembered him and everything we did to his family. I thought I was dead. And honestly, with Betty the way she was, all the pain she was in, I was ready to go. We both were.” The couple looked at each other and smiled.
“But Christian didn’t outright kill me. He sat us down there on the boat docks and said he wanted to talk. He wanted to know why we had done it. So I told him. I told him I was sorry for what I had done, and that Betty was terminal, and that I was ready to go. We ended up out on that pier for quite some time.
“And that’s when he made us the offer. He said he would spare us, cure Betty, let the two of us be together forever like he should have been with his wife and kid. What could I do, Jacob? I made the deal.
“I had to give up the rest of the crew, but it’s not like we didn’t deserve it. And everyone has lived a long life. No one else except for poor Fred was married or had kids. What did any of us have to live for anyway, especially after what we’d done? Paul was a cripple, Robert was a loner, you’ve been hiding from everyone for I don’t know how—”
I’m sure David had plenty more justification for his betrayal, but we never got to hear it. Martin, one of Christian’s remaining elder vampires who’d tried to drain me in the theater, had been crouched atop one of the shelves. He chose this moment to pounce.
I wasn’t sure if Martin knew that Lacey was a witch, or if he simply had a thing for pretty girls, but she was the one he landed on. She went down screaming.
Bryan acted fast, unceremoniously dumping Jacob onto the floor. With Martin all over Lacey, he wouldn’t be able to get off a clean shot, which he thankfully realized. In a rare moment of clarity, he reached for a stake instead of his gun. Bryan dove on Martin, bringing the stake down in a vicious arc.
I turned my attention to the geriatric duo in front of me. I brought up the AK and emptied the remainder of the magazine in a sweeping arc. Despite knowing what they were, I did a double take at how fast they reacted.
David had been ready for it and dodged most of the rounds meant for him. Unused to combat, Betty wasn’t as quick to move. Her orange Hawaiian shirt became even more garish as she spurted from multiple wounds.
David had hit the ground and rolled. Then he did something completely unexpected: he cheated. As if he’d forgotten the natural weapons now available to him, David came out of his roll clutching a Beretta 92 semi- automatic pistol. I moved as fast as I could, but knew I didn’t have enough time to react. The only thing that saved me was that he was out of practice. David only hit me once, but even that was almost enough. I felt the pinch in my side and knew that I’d been shot.
I ejected the magazine out of the bottom of the AK, snapped another one in, and took aim. I was still functioning, meaning it had either been a flesh wound or I was in shock and running on adrenaline—or a bit of both.
Rusty or not, David was already moving. I caught a fleeting glimpse of his turquoise shirt with its magenta flamingos fading down a dark aisle. I sent a stream of 7.62-millimeter lead in hot pursuit.
Betty wasn’t a trained fighter, but she had more than enough chutzpah to make up for it. Out of her handbag came an Uzi. However, it took only one burst to confirm that she had no experience using it. Even with her heightened strength, she fought to control the compact submachine gun. This fact provided little comfort as I dove for cover while a hail of lead indiscriminately sprayed everything in the office.
Before I hit the deck behind a computer tower, I saw Bryan sail by, thrown by Martin across the room. It took him out of the line of fire and into the mini-fridge, where he landed with a crunch.
When the gunfire stopped a few seconds later, I knew she was empty. Thirty bullets went quick at 600 rounds per second. I popped up from behind my cover to find that, like her husband, the lady hadn’t stuck around. She was already halfway down the corridor, running after David.
Lacey had used the opportunity caused by Bryan’s unsuccessful staking to squirm free of Martin, and she was now crab-walking backward, away from the vampire cowboy. Martin went after her, a leer hanging off his mustached face. The stake my brother had driven into his back was still embedded a few inches below his heart.
Martin was about to strike Lacey, and she was in a bad position to defend herself. I was out of ammo for the AK so I dropped it, then pulled out the Glock and fired. Bullets tore into Martin, but he ignored them and kept moving until he loomed over Lacey, who turned her face away from him. At first I thought she didn’t want to witness her inevitable death. But when I realized she was focused on me, I frowned.
Martin looked back and saw me holding the smoking Glock. I ejected its magazine and was frantically fishing for a replacement as he reached for her, grinning.
“Sorry, babe, but your boyfriend ain’t gonna be able to save you.”
“Who, him? Save me? Give me a break. I’m going to do that all by myself.” Lacey flung her arm toward me then whipped it back toward Martin.
I realized then that I was indeed her savior, but not in the way I had envisioned. My blood leapt to her will in a red whip, arcing toward Martin. I shouted as, in her fervor, Lacey not only yanked all the blood that had already drained out of me, but a bunch that had managed to stay inside.
Martin’s eyes widened as the stream altered in mid-flight. The blood thinned and fanned out, becoming a six-foot-wide, one-foot-deep, razor- thin sheet of crimson. This vampire was old enough and smart enough to want no part of whatever was being aimed his way. He released Lacey and leapt straight up to the ceiling, hoisting himself up by an exposed pipe. He didn’t clear the arc in time. The bloody scythe caught his legs, severing them clean right below the knees. Any sound the stumps made as they hit the floor was muffled by Martin’s howl of rage and pain.
Lacey got up to prepare another spell. I caught her eyes, vehemently shaking my head. I was done being used as ammunition. She reluctantly acquiesced, dropping her arm and ceasing her incantation. I slapped a new magazine home and took aim at Martin, but he was already fading out of sight. He moved along the piping that lined the ceiling, one arm in front of the other like a kid crossing the monkey bars.
The immediate threats removed, my body stumbled forward involuntarily. I put a hand out against a shelving unit to steady myself.
“You’re hit,” said Bryan. He had extracted himself from the mini-fridge and moved to help me find my footing.
“Thank you, Captain Obvious,” I said, risking a glance down. The bullet had entered my left side just above the belt line. The initial bloodstain had gone after Martin, but a new one was happily re-forming. “I’m okay. Lacey can patch me up after we get out of here.”
At my words, something crossed Lacey’s face that I didn’t like, but I didn’t have time to question her about it. I grabbed the empty AK off the ground, slung it over my shoulder, picked a hallway that led in the same general direction as the fire escape, and took it.
Bryan and Lacey followed, and the three of us were soon feeling our way past packed shelves. It was almost pitch black; the only lights had been in the office. The vampires could probably see, but we couldn’t, and I was fading too fast to allow us to prolong our escape. I hated to do it, but I unslung the AK and turned on the flashlight affixed to its barrel.
I longed for night-vision goggles. The flashlight was a beacon. Its glow in the vast dark loft would lead anyone right to us—though I had to admit, until that happened, the light sure helped a lot. We were able to make our way to the fire escape fairly quickly, only to find a welcome party waiting for us.
There were two of them, probably the ones I had seen earlier on the monitor crossing the parking lot. They weren’t ancient vampires but, given the shape we were in, it didn’t matter. One of them was built like a brick house. He must have been some sort of pro wrestler or college football player before he was turned. The other was a diminutive Latina with a lopsided grin that said she held herself in high regard and us, not so much.
All I had left was the 17 rounds in the Glock, so I decided to use them. I dropped the empty AK, fast-drew the Glock, and fired. Most newly made vamps still fear bullets out of reflex. The big guy was no exception. He avoided the gunfire by jumping out of the large open window behind him, landing on the fire escape we had used to enter the loft.
The little one laughed as I emptied what was left in the gun at her.
“Is that the best you can do?” She folded her arms and cocked her head, the dim light of the flashlight showing several holes in her top where my rounds had hit home.
My brother once again dumped Jacob on the ground, but instead of pulling out his revolver, he did something unexpected. He charged the big guy, who had popped back up to peer into the window to see if the shooting had stopped. Bryan dove straight through the open window, planting his shoulder right in the guy’s chest.
Lacey’s spell came quickly. She and Bryan couldn’t have timed it better. The Latina tilted her head in confusion before she screamed. Blood shot out of her bullet holes, veered right, took another sharp turn, and headed out the window after my brother.
The thin tendrils wrapped around the big guy’s throat as he tumbled back against the railing. My brother bent down, grabbed the guy’s legs, and heaved him headfirst over the side of the fire escape.
Bryan stepped aside as the bloody tendrils went taut, snapping the girl off her feet and yanking her out the window. To her credit, she was fast enough to grab the guardrail, jerking hard as the tendrils reached their limit. Her big friend came to a stop inches before his face hit the pavement.
“So much for using the fire escape,” I said.
“So let’s find another before they come back!” Lacey said, already heading back into the maze.
 



Chapter 21
I was the last to drop down into the safe room. I wasn’t sure how much time it would take the vampires to find the trapdoor, but I guessed not long.
“Can you do something about this?” I said to Lacey, motioning to my gunshot wound.
“You don’t look so bad,” Lacey said, giving the wound a cursory look.
“What do you mean, I don’t look so bad? I’ve been shot!”
“Well, yeah, but I think it missed all of your vitals. Look, you were hit right on the side. I’m pretty sure that’s just fat.” She pointed a finger at the general location of my wound.
“A: that’s not fat, it’s pure muscle; B: it’s bleeding and I’m starting to feel tired; and C: it hurts like hell. So please fix it.”
Lacey sighed. “Okay, it’s like this. I kind of used a lot of magic on you when I patched you up the last time. Magic is one of those things best taken in moderation, especially the kind I was using to fix you. Especially because I had to cut some corners.” She noticed the look on my face and added quickly, “Listen, did you want to lose the leg? No? That’s what I thought. And not only did I patch your leg, I used more magic on you when I went after that vamp upstairs. You know, Legless?”
“I remember. You kind of overdid that one, by the way. You could have used the stuff that was already out of me. You didn’t have to go in for seconds.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to,” she apologized. “But he was going to kill me and I got kind of excited. But the thing is, I’ve used a lot of magic on you lately, and too much of the wrong kind of magic can lead to… complications.”
“What do you mean, complications? What kind of complications?”
“Nothing major. We can talk about that later. I’m sure you’ll be fine, but right now you should get that looked at, because there’s nothing I can do.” She nodded toward the bullet hole in question.
I growled in frustration. “Fine. Jacob, do you have any bandages?”
“Of course I do.”
Now that he had been transported away from the office, it seemed the vampires’ orders had faded, at least enough for him to function. Or maybe it was the opportunity to avoid more magic use that allowed Jacob to get a military-style medical kit out of a nearby cabinet. Jacob had me lie down on the cot, then he cut away my shirt and examined the wound.
“It’s a clean one. Like the girl said, it went right through. I can patch it up, but you should see a doctor to make sure nothing important got damaged.”
Meanwhile, Bryan had wandered to the metal security door and was trying unsuccessfully to open it.
“Dude, what’s up with this door? The handle turns, but this thing won’t budge.” Despite his announcement that the door to the escape tunnel wouldn’t move, he continued turning the handle and pushing it. Then he stopped pushing, took a step back, and rushed forward, slamming his shoulder against it. The door pushed out a quarter inch before stopping. He tried again, but his next effort was both ineffective and loud.
“Will you please stop that before they find us? It’s not going to work; I barricaded it with a metal pry bar,” said Jacob. He cleaned my entry and exit wounds with an alcohol swab that hurt like crazy. Now he was putting on a clean bandage.
“What the hell did you do that for?” asked Bryan.
Jacob shrugged, declining to answer the question.
It hit me then. I realized he must have barred the door after Megan and I came down here to sleep.
“Seriously, Jacob? You locked us up? Were you that worried Megan was going to come up and kill you?”
“And why shouldn’t I have been?” Jacob said it loudly, righteous anger bubbling to the surface.
“Because I said she wouldn’t. Don’t you trust me?”
Jacob looked me in the eyes before answering. “I thought you were under her influence.”
“And you thought locking us up for the day was the best solution? If she was going to kill you, she would have done it before we went down there. Or, if not then, when we came up afterwards. How was locking us up for the day going to help you?”
Jacob was either too embarrassed or too scared to comment further.
Lacey figured it out right before I did. “Nice friend you’ve got, Chance. I don’t think he intended for you and Megan to ever come back out.”
I realized Lacey was right. Jacob had planned on either killing us or holding us indefinitely. I guess not all hunters flipped as easily as I did. Though, in my defense, a vampire had saved my life. That goes a long way in shifting one’s perspective.
“So what were you going to do: imprison us forever or drop a Molotov on us while we slept?” I asked him.
“Neither. Molotovs are for amateurs.” He added sheepishly, “I was going to use an incendiary grenade.”
“Wow. So what made you have second thoughts?” I asked, wondering what had stopped him and trying not to think about what would have happened if he hadn’t.
“I didn’t—the witch kept checking the fridge all day long. It was like she expected food to materialize somehow. I never got the chance.”
“Nice, bro. You were saved by Lacey’s eating disorder,” Bryan quipped. He had backed off from the door several feet and, despite Jacob’s request, was obviously thinking about taking another run at it.
“It’s not a disorder. I have high metabolism,” retorted Lacey. Right after she said it, she let out a little sneeze. “I smell smoke.”
“Me, too. Looks like the vamps are going to have themselves a barbeque,” said Bryan. He thought better about another charge and began searching for something he could use to force the door open.
“Well, Jacob, if we weren’t all going to burn in here with you, I would have said this fire the vamps started was some sort of karmic payback for what you were going to do to me.”
“You brought a vampire here. Into my house! What did you expect me to do, carry on like nothing was wrong when I had a monster in my safe room?” Jacob’s embarrassment at our having uncovered his homicidal intentions was overriding any inner reflection about our impending demise.
“I expected you to trust me. I said she was okay.”
“You could have been under her spell. There is no such thing as an okay vampire, Chance. They’re all evil, plain and simple.”
“You’re right. Next time a friend calls me for help, I’m hanging up. You know, in case they might be under a spell and leading me into a trap.”
The point hit home and Jacob shut up.
“Where does this let out?” I asked, motioning toward the barred escape door.
“At the far side of the building, on a side street. Why? What does it matter?” Jacob asked, then his face grew desperate. “Chance, no. You can’t ask Kevin to come back here. You heard Christian—he went to look for them. The vampires will kill him before he gets this far.”
“Don’t worry, I wasn’t planning on asking Kevin to come back here. Besides, I’m sure he’s long gone by now.” At least I hoped he was, and my mom and Megan with him. “So, how does one get from there to here? Sewers?”
“Do I look like I would go crawling around in the sewers?” He looked disgusted for a moment, then shrugged. “Actually, that was my first thought when I decided to build it, but it turns out we don’t have man- sized pipes under us that I could connect to. And we’re built on solid rock, so I would have had to blast to make an underground tunnel.
“No, my dad left me the entire building. I’m only using about half of it for my place and the vacuum shop. I rent out two more retail spaces, which face the main street. The tunnel runs right behind them.”
“What does the street-facing door to the escape tunnel look like?” I asked.
“Like a plain metal door. Why?”
“Bryan, did Marie give you her number?”
“Dude, what do you think? She couldn’t give it to me fast enough.” He paused for effect, then added nonchalantly, “I might use it.”
“You’ll use it to call her now, tell her where the tunnel lets out, and ask her to get us out of here. Fast!” I said.
Bryan made a face to show us all how much it pained him to call a girl for help, before he brought out his phone and quickly dialed the number.
“It won’t do any good, Chance. The door to the street is locked and it’s a metal security door like this one,” Jacob said.
I thought back to the security bars around the window. “I don’t think that will be a problem, but just in case she doesn’t come or can’t get it open, I don’t suppose you still have the grenade?”
“Good thinking, Chance, That’s exactly what we need in here: a fire. In case the one raging outside can’t find a way in,” said Lacey.
“It’s not that type of grenade. It won’t blow that door open, and even if it could, it would kill us at the same time.” Jacob made no move to give me the grenade.
“Fine. Do you at least have baling wire, or something that might help keep that trapdoor shut in case the vampires decide the fire is taking too long to kill us?” It probably wouldn’t make a difference, but I needed something to do while we waited.
“Of course I do.” He fished in one of the cabinets and handed me a bundle of wire, along with a pair of snips.
I gingerly climbed back up the ladder to the trapdoor. I put my hand against it. It was warm, but not hot. I hoped that was a good thing. The door was thick and, for all I knew, the other side of it could be on fire. The door itself had been locked, of course, but I used loops of wire running from the handle to the first rung of the metal ladder to further secure it. It might buy us a little extra time.
There was a polite knock on the escape door as I was finishing up. I hollered down. “Jacob, could you let Marie in, please? I’ll be down in a sec.”
“The door’s unlocked, Chance. She can let herself in.”
“No, she can’t,” I said.
“Oh, Christ, Chance. Please don’t tell me she’s another vampire,” Jacob said, opening the door.
“I’m another vampire,” said Marie, standing on the threshold and smiling. “See, Chance didn’t have to tell you, but you still know. Win!”
“My God, Chance. You can’t go around collecting these things! Hanging around one is bad enough, but two? I don’t know what to say.”
“Come in?” suggested Marie, brows raised.
“Relax, she’s…harmless,” I said, climbing back down the ladder. I had to stop halfway down because of the pain in my side.
Marie smiled at Jacob and nodded rapidly. Her manic peppiness had the opposite of its intended effect. Jacob scooted back a couple of inches and backed into the wall, against the displayed firearms.
He turned, placed his arms up against the wall, and started shaking his head. His face was very near an MP-5 submachine gun when he said, “Fine, come in! What’s one more? Maybe I can charge rent.” The mania in Jacob’s voice hinted that he might or might not grab the gun off the wall and start shooting.
Marie still stood in the doorway, a little wary of Jacob’s obvious dislike of vampires, combined with his proximity to lots of weapons.
“We need to get out of here,” I said. I was stuck on the ladder; my side was killing me. I couldn’t make it. If I tried going any farther, I was going to fall. Granted, it was only a couple of feet, but it would be embarrassing, and I wasn’t sure if I would ever get back up.
“Hey, babe. Miss me?” Bryan said.
Marie smiled at him and nodded, then sniffed while taking a tentative step forward into the room. When no one started shooting, she sidled up to Bryan.
“You’ve been shot.” She turned toward me, sniffing the air again.
Jacob whirled, causing everyone to jump. “Christ, Chance, you’re bleeding! It’s like chumming the waters! You’re a wounded animal. She’s going to eat you!”
“No, I’m not. Unless he wants me to?” Marie’s expression showed hope.
When I shook my head, she pouted and gave a shrug. “He’s right, though, Chance. You should have the witch fix it for you. We can smell you from a mile away. Well, maybe not a mile, but still, we can smell you. And if you insist on hanging around a necromancer, you should at least reap the benefits.”
Marie’s glance went down to my calf. “Though, judging by how she fixed your leg, I don’t blame you for having second thoughts.”
“What do you mean? It seems to work pretty good,” I said, looking down at it.
“That’s what counts,” Lacey said, turning to examine something in the corner of the room.
“Besides, it’s not my leg that’s bothering me, it’s my side. I already asked Lacey to fix it, but she said something about how using too much magic on me in a short period of time would be bad.”
Lacey nodded in affirmation, moving to examine the guns hanging on the pegboard. Jacob surreptitiously scooted away from her, which of course prompted Lacey to scoot after him in pursuit.
Marie took her eyes off me to watch Jacob and Lacey sidle toward the corner.
“That’s true; too much of it can have…adverse effects.” She looked back at me, arching an eyebrow. When I shrugged, she continued. “But you certainly can’t go around bleeding like that. Not only will you attract the other vampires, you’ll pass out.”
“I’m about there now.”
At my words, Bryan came up and helped me down from the ladder. I kept my arm around him, fearing that if I let go I would fall right down.
“Nothing I can do about it now, I guess. We’ve got to go. Hey, Lacey, can you stop messing with Jacob and grab that gun off the board for me? No, not that one, the other one.”
Lacey pulled down a heavy black and steel gun from its pegs. It looked like an AK-47, but it had a massive barrel and a large drum magazine.
My request for Lacey got Jacob moving. He stopped inching away from her, shot me an indignant look, pulled a large army-green duffel bag out of a drawer and, with a stoic effort, walked right up to the witch, holding the bag open. Lacey smiled at him and placed the Saiga-12 assault shotgun into the bag.
While I was watching the scene between Lacey and Jacob, I hadn’t noticed that Marie had begun to close in on me. I started a little as I realized she was inches away. Marie extended her arm, her hand palm up, wrist almost touching my lips.
With the index fingernail of her other hand, she slit her wrist.
“Drink it. It will speed up the healing process. It’s not a panacea, but I’m old and it’s potent. It will make you clot quickly, and hopefully you won’t pass out on us while we get out of here.”
A loud thump made me jump. I thought the vampires had burst open the trapdoor above, but it was Jacob. He had dropped the duffel bag and was now staring at Marie and me in horror.
I expressed Jacob’s concerns for him. “No way! You’re not turning me into one of them. Er, you.”
“I’m not. Sorry, you’re not my type. You seem to have a knack for getting into trouble, and I don’t need that following me around for all eternity. Plus, it would be bad form—you’ve already been claimed.”
“Claimed? What do you mean claimed? I’m not claimed. No one’s claimed me.” I was a bit off-kilter, watching the blood drain from the wrist in front of me.
Marie covered the slit in her wrist with a thumb to slow the flow of blood. “Of course you are, and if you decide being a vampire is what you want, then you’ll have to ask your girlfriend. I’m sure she would happily comply. Now, please don’t waste any more of my blood. It’s going to stop flowing soon, and I’d rather not cut myself more than once. That’s so emo.”
When I made no motion to do any such thing, she let out an exaggerated sigh. “It takes more than a little bit to turn someone, though I admit that you may experience a bit of strangeness for a few days. Just don’t have any more, from anyone, and you’ll be fine.”
“I’ll be fine? You promise? No turning?”
Marie nodded. Finally, I acquiesced. Ignoring the horrified look from Jacob and the curious one from Bryan, I inched forward and took a tentative taste. It tasted like blood. I stopped and asked, “How much?”
“Not much. I’ll let you know.”
“Okay.” I tried some more, then paused one last time to ask, “And this isn’t going to change me?”
“No.”
I started drinking the lukewarm liquid until she added, “At least, I’m about eighty percent certain it won’t.”
I started to cough.
“Stop being a baby.”
I stared at her in disbelief.
“What? I’m old, so my blood is potent, and it’s been a while since I turned anyone. I’m not like Christian out there breeding an undead horde, and I don’t make a habit of giving it out. I can’t know for sure how much it takes. It’s not like it’s an exact science. But I know you need more to heal yourself, so hurry up.” She watched me with an oddly maternal look for another minute, then gently took away her wrist.
Marie then turned to Jacob and asked, “Why was your escape route barred from the outside? Doesn’t that defeat the purpose?”
Lacey answered for him. “Chance’s ‘friend’ here had been planning on cooking him and his girlfriend down in this room the other night. He forgot to un-bar it.”
Marie nodded, as if that made perfect sense. “Speaking of cooking, we might want to leave now. From the smell, that fire they set seems to be spreading.”
 



Chapter 22
“He should have called by now.” Jacob checked the display on his phone for the tenth time in as many minutes, in case by some miracle he’d missed it ringing. He had been holding onto the phone since we’d left the shop. Not only was Jacob not pleased to find the van missing with his nephew, he was furious that we were forced to take his work van; no one had the keys to Kevin’s Altima, and my Miata was not only back at the hotel, but had an insufficient number of seats.
“Kevin is fine, Jacob. He’s a smart kid. Besides, Megan is with him.” I left out the fact that Megan was basically incapacitated, and that Kevin was the one watching over her. I knew it wouldn’t help calm him down, anyway.
Jacob was at his wits’ end. His home and business were both burning to the ground, his nephew was missing, and he was forced to flee to his safe house with a vampire in tow. “Thank you, Chance, that’s what I want to hear. You left a vampire to keep an eye on my nephew to make sure vampires don’t get him. Have you ever heard the expression ‘the fox guarding the henhouse?’”
Marie, on the other hand, was even more well-behaved than usual. She sat next to my brother at the kitchen table, watching him play a game on his phone.
“Oh, relax—Megan hasn’t killed Chance yet, and she keeps an eye on him all the time,” said Lacey, staring into the fridge. “Actually, even more remarkable is the fact that Megan hasn’t killed Bryan yet. It’s a real testament to her restraint.”
Bryan was too caught up in his video game to voice a comment, though Lacey’s observation had been accurate.
“Exactly,” I agreed. “I’m sure Kevin heard the gunfire at your shop and took off. They’re probably at a diner somewhere having a cup of coffee and a slice of pie.”
Jacob blew up. “So my nephew having a cup of coffee with a vampire is supposed to make me feel better?”
Bryan looked up. “Calm down, dude, you’re messing up my concentration. Megan’s not gonna do anything to Kevin. She couldn’t, even if she wanted to. She fell out of the hotel room and pancaked on the cement.”
“She’s dead?” Jacob asked. I couldn’t read the strange expression on his face.
“Don’t worry; she’ll be fine,” I said, more for my benefit than his.
“Trust me, Chance. I wasn’t worried about her,” Jacob said.
“Wow, that’s mighty decent of you,” said Lacey, going through the vegetable drawers in desperation.
“I won’t mourn the loss of a monster. Look: first you bring vampires into my house, then you leave my nephew with one who is wounded, and now you bring another one of them here!” Jacob pointed a shaking finger at Marie. “Chance, this is my safe house! It was designed as a place to go and hide from vampires, not with them! I haven’t had a single vampire anywhere near finding me for twenty years. Did you know that? Not one. And now, thanks to you, they’re crawling all over the place.”
Marie looked up from Bryan’s phone and opened her mouth to say something, but Lacey cut her off before she could.
“They’re like bedbugs, they really are: once you get them they’re impossible to get rid of, they hide during the day, and they suck your blood. I invited Megan over for drinks one night a few years ago and she never left. I finally had to start charging her rent.” Lacey closed the fridge. “That’s it; I’m ordering pizza.”
Jacob continued his rant. “How do I know that’s not how Christian found me? How do I know one of them didn’t tell Christian where I was?”
“One of who? Megan didn’t tell Christian where you were, Jacob. Trust me—she didn’t. She’s never even met Christian. Not to mention the fact that she came here to help me kill him.”
“What about her? How sure are you about this one?” Jacob again pointed at Marie, this time getting up the courage to give her the once-over as she sat, hands in her lap, her eyes safely watching Bryan play his game.
“Marie? Marie had no idea where you lived until she came with us to save your ass. You do remember she’s the one that kept us from baking in your safe room, right?”
Jacob’s frown deepened as he continued to stare at her. “She looks familiar.”
I knew what he meant, but our context was different. Since drinking Marie’s blood, I’d felt an affinity to her. Like I had known her my entire life, and was comfortable in her presence. Not only that, but I could feel her emotions, which so far had radiated an eerie sense of mellow calm. It was strange, and I hoped it would fade quickly.
Marie glanced up from Bryan’s phone a second time. “Do I really? I don’t think we’ve ever actually met in person. But maybe we have. Some years are clearer than others. Anyway, it’s nice to finally meet you, Jacob. Face to face, that is. I’m Marie.” She smiled, got up, and extended her hand.
Jacob recoiled, averting his eyes, leaving a smiling Marie holding her hand out to empty space. “Marie? You’re Marie? Holy shit! Chance, you brought the master vampire of Texas into my house!”
Lacey snorted and said something unladylike in a skeptical tone. She immediately followed it with “No, I wasn’t talking to you. Why would I want ass on my pizza? Double pepperoni and fungus on the first one and… Wait! No! Don’t put me on hold! Argh.”
“Master of Texas? What are you talking about, Jacob? She’s not the master vampire; that’s some idiot who calls himself Nocturne. Besides, Marie’s a bim—” I stopped myself before completing the word. She had done us a lot of favors. I didn’t need to insult her. I tried fast to think of an alternate ending I could throw at the end of “bim” and failed, so I left it hanging—like Marie’s hand, which she was still holding out to Jacob.
“Oooh. Like, sorry, Chance, but actually, Jacob’s right. Technically, I am the master vampire around here. Though I don’t like that title; it’s so authoritarian, you know? And with Christian back in town, I’m not sure how long it’s gonna last.”
“What?” I said.
Marie shrugged, choosing to misinterpret my question. “Well, the term ‘master’ has a lot of negative connotations. I prefer plain old Marie. Or, if you insist on something formal, My Lady. I think that one sounds the nicest, don’t you think? And it reminds me of better times.
“Also, to be fair, Chance, you were the one that brought vampires both to Jacob’s house and then here. And you did leave his nephew with Megan. Who is wounded. So he’s right on all counts.” She nodded to punctuate her point, hand still dangling out there.
“You are the head vampire?” I couldn’t believe it.
“Yes. And I can forgive what you said about me—I’ve been called a lot worse things than a bimbo over the last several centuries—but what you said about Nocturne isn’t fair. He’s not an idiot. He’s actually a smart guy.”
She sighed. “Unfortunately, I’m afraid he embraced the whole goth culture a little too much. He tends to jump into things with both feet. Last time it was zoot suits. He went by Slick back then, if you can believe it. I mean, he’s an okay fellow once you get to know him.” She spoke like she actually cared about convincing us that Nocturne was indeed an okay fellow.
Marie stared up at the ceiling and continued, as if writing herself a to-do note to act upon later. “I need to have a talk with him, maybe ask him to tone it down a teensy bit. At least lay off the outfits. I think he gets excited at being able to wear them again after all these years. Do you know he’s had them in storage since Phillip the Fifth was in power?”
I cut in before she continued her soliloquy. “Wait, I thought your name was Marie. The head vamp is supposed to be someone named Mirari.”
“Oh, well, my name is Mirari. But back when I came to America, everyone butchered it. Anyway, it’s easier to blend in with the crowd when you have a common name. And blending in can be tough enough when you’re diurnally challenged, so I started using Marie. Nowadays, of course, everyone has strange names. Most of them seem made up.” I didn’t miss her not-so-subtle glance in my direction.
“Mine is not made up,” I said.
“Neither is mine. It’s Basque. I’m sure there wouldn’t be anything unusual about my given name in this era, but once you’ve been called something for a couple of centuries, it sticks. I’ve grown attached to Marie. I think it suits me, don’t you?”
Her inquisitive look begged for affirmation, so I gave it. “Yeah, it does.”
She looked pleased. I said the two names together a couple of times in my head. The similarity was obvious, and I felt stupid.
“I told you, Chance, she’s vampire royalty!” said Jacob, an expression of awe and terror still on his face.
“Vampire royalty?” This was going from hard-to-swallow to impossible. Being in charge of a group of vampires was hard enough to imagine, but a member of the aristocracy was pushing it. Though, they did tend to inbreed, so maybe….
My question had been directed at Marie, but Jacob answered. “We’re talking about vampire society, Chance. Up until now, you’ve been clearing out the dregs. Those vampires you killed over the last six months—they were feral. The vamps were happy you got rid of them because their type draws too much attention. Most vampires are different: they can blend in.”
Marie nodded in agreement.
“I kind of figured that out all by myself. I met my share of the non- feral type out in California.”
“You don’t understand,” Jacob said, completely ignoring what I’d said. “Back then we were hunting the same types of vamps you were. The ones that weren’t cleaning up their messes as well as they should have. That’s how we found them. We never discovered that whole feudal society… not until we got lucky, so to speak, and stumbled onto Christian. That’s when I started digging, and you won’t believe what I uncovered.”
Marie cleared her throat, then smiled and jiggled her still- outstretched hand at Jacob. He clearly had no idea why.
“Okay, so mainstream vampires have this whole structured society going on. I gathered that back in California. Same as the werewolves. What’s your point?” I asked.
“My point is that there is a hierarchy. It’s like the old-time royalty. It’s all very formal, and Marie is a master—she’s at the top of that hierarchy. She’s a member of the council.”
Marie cleared her throat again and this time it elicited an irritated “What?” out of Jacob. He was too upset at having his lecture interrupted to worry about snapping at a vampire.
“I’m not on the council. Few masters are. The council only has thirteen seats, and over fifty masters live in the United States.”
He waved her off. “Whatever, fine. Anyway, my point is, she’s high up.”
“Council?” I asked. It was the first I had heard of any vampire council.
“They’re the ones that make all the rules. They run things. They are the vampire government.”
I saw where this was going. If you replaced “council” with men in black suits, or Illuminati, I’d had this conversation with Jacob before.
Jacob continued, settling into his oration. “You see, the vampires have an entire set of laws they follow, and the council not only makes the laws, they get to play judge, jury, and executioner when someone breaks them. The council is powerful, made up of the oldest and strongest among them.
“Can you imagine the knowledge they would have, Chance? Why, if we could bag even one of them, we could learn where every nest was in the country. Plus, I heard rumor they have a library. Journals they’ve kept for millennia. Can you imagine the knowledge?” Jacob was rapidly going off on a tangent.
“Why do they need laws?” I asked, wondering what they could be. No running at over forty-five miles per hour? No more than three humans a night if you were going to be driving?
Marie answered this one with a line that appeared to be rehearsed.
“The laws exist to protect us from being discovered, and they are enforced to provide order to our existence.” The rehearsed part ended when she added, “They suck. They were designed by people who were born and raised in an oppressive authoritarian society that is totally outdated. They are both out of touch with the times, and cumbersome.”
“The rules, or the folks that make them?” asked Lacey.
“Both, really,” said Marie.
“And you want to change them?” Lacey prodded.
“I’m more of a lover than a fighter. And I’m certainly not passionate enough about it all to be an anarchist. But I think someone should do something about it. Anyway Chance, I’m sorry for the misunderstanding about the master vampire thing. It happens all the time for some reason. Even among my own kind, if you can believe it.” I could.
“To be honest, I’m surprised Jacob knows about me at all, let alone what I look like. And I’m certainly surprised at his knowledge of our ‘society,’ as he puts it. The fact that he has even heard of the council is quite amazing, even if one or two of his facts are a bit off.”
She studied Jacob, her delicate features scrunching into a frown as she did so, causing the old man to fidget, averting his eyes. Then she brightened into her usual smile and Jacob fidgeted even more.
“But, then again, Jacob’s always had a knack for finding things out! That’s what I like about him. And the information he’s collected over the years is truly amazing—maybe even up there with what the council has socked away. It’s impossible to put a value on it. I only hope that you were able to get most of it into those computers before it all burned.”
Confusion clouded Jacob’s face, but before he could say anything, Marie continued. “I can’t wait to go over it with you sometime. Maybe when you get set up again we could meet and have a chat? I could help fill in some holes.”
Unfortunately, Marie’s offer did not have a calming effect on Jacob. He produced a gun from somewhere and leveled it at her. Marie didn’t seem to care, though she did finally lower her hand after several minutes of holding it out in front of her, deciding that Jacob’s latest action meant he wasn’t going to be shaking it any time soon.
“That level sucked,” said Bryan, finally putting his phone down. He noticed Jacob. “Dude, what’s up with the gun? It’s not cool to keep pointing those things at us. Haven’t you taken a basic firearms safety course?”
“Apparently Marie is the master vampire around here, and that has upset Jacob. Well, that and the fact that she wants to get together and have a chat with him,” I explained.
“Whoa, my old lady is the head vamp? So, does that mean I get free drinks at that club?” Leave it to Bryan to find an angle in the revelation.
“Of course, honey, as long as it goes both ways.” Marie winked.
“Shit, everybody wants a sip of the Bry.” My brother cocked his head as an idea managed to pop into existence. “I’m gonna start charging.”
“Don’t quit your day job,” Lacey said, then quickly turned back to the phone. “No, not you! Don’t you dare put me on hold again!” She made a motion as if to throw the phone, thought better of it, then stuck it back to her ear.
I tried to head off any hasty action on Jacob’s part. “Look, Jacob, Marie is...” I started, then trailed off. I wasn’t sure where to go with this. She wasn’t fine, exactly, and tolerable seemed insulting. I certainly wouldn’t call her a friend, especially after she had kept such a big secret from us. So I went back to the safe sounding, “...okay.”
“She’s got you under her spell, Chance. She made you lead the way to my place so her bloodsucking brethren can kill us all.”
“Well, I have to say I like ‘bloodsucking brethren’ better than being compared to bedbugs. But I’m not leading anyone anywhere. At least not right now,” said Marie, sitting back down next to Bryan.
“My turn!” She plucked the phone out of his hands and started playing the game. Bryan shifted uncomfortably as Jacob’s gun continued to track Marie, meaning it was now pointed more or less in his direction.
I walked up to Jacob and gently placed my hand on his shoulder.
“Jacob, put down the gun and come here. Let’s talk.” He stood unmoving for several seconds before lowering his weapon and following me down the hallway of the two-bedroom bungalow. Once we were out of earshot, I tried to reassure him. “Jacob, trust me. If Marie wanted us dead, she had plenty of opportunity. She could have killed me any number of times over the past day and I would have never seen it coming.”
“Obviously she didn’t want you, did she? Why eat the minnow when she could follow it to the big tuna?”
“Big tuna?”
“I’m well known, Chance. I told you, knowledge is power, and I have a lot of it. You heard her: she can’t wait to get her fangs into me. The vamps would give anything to find out what I know. Do you realize what kind of damage they could do with the information I have?”
“Jacob, not to deflate your ego, but first off, isn’t all of your information on them?”
“Mostly, yes.”
“So wouldn’t they already have it?”
“Well…I mean, some of it is on vampires specifically, sure. But I have more! I have information on other hunters. I have stuff on werewolves, covens, the Illuminati, government conspiracies, including Area 51—that’s not aliens they’ve been hiding, by the way—the Fae…”
I cut him off. “And secondly, I don’t think this was part of some grand plan that Marie cooked up to capture you. I can see Christian pulling off something like that, and maybe even Donovan back in California might manage it, but Marie’s got the brainpower of a walnut.”
“Hey, that’s not nice!” hollered Marie from the other room. “It’s totally uncool to label someone because their appearance or behavior might not fit into your perfect little frame of how someone should look or act. Just because I don’t sit around some coffee shop with my nose stuck in a pretentious book, or typing away on a trendy tablet, or spouting off philosophy, doesn’t mean I’m stupid. Because I’m not, thankyouverymuch.”
“But, unfortunately, she has the hearing of a bat,” I said, a little louder than was apparently necessary.
“See, there you go stereotyping again. Vampires turning into bats is a harmful myth propagated by the supernatural community. They’re trying to marginalize us by associating vampires with flying rodents, thereby keeping us down. You could have likened me to a whale or moth, both of which, incidentally, have much better hearing than bats, yet with none of the negative stigma.”
“I vote for the whale analogy,” said Lacey.
“Are you guys disrespecting my girl? Don’t make me go over there,” came Bryan’s voice.
“Aw, he’s so cute. Would you mind terribly if I keep him?” asked Marie.
“No.” Everyone in the house answered in unison.
I lowered my voice to normal volume again.
“Honestly, Jacob, it’s okay. Marie is not going to kill you. Besides, you’re going to be getting out of town soon, right? So it’s not a big deal this place is compromised.” I hoped that was true on both counts. I had no idea what Marie wanted, or whom she might or might not kill. With the revelation about her current status in the vampire hierarchy, I was worried about her intentions myself.
But Jacob finally nodded, and engaged the safety on the weapon as we headed back into the main part of the house. I only hoped Jacob hadn’t gotten into in his head that it would be more prudent to launch a stealth strike and try a second time to firebomb us while we slept.
Marie was still playing on Bryan’s phone while my brother leaned in, shouting tips and pointing. This elicited frowns and hand batting from Marie.
“And there’s an extra five in it for you if you make it here in thirty minutes.” Lacey hung up her phone. The order for a couple of extra-large pizzas now placed, she decided to pass the time until they arrived by grilling Marie. “Why didn’t you tell us back at Styx that you were the vampire we came to talk to?”
Marie answered her without looking up from the phone. “Bryan and I were kind of busy, and Reginald has so much fun playing lord....Why take that away from him? You didn’t seem to mind, so I figured I’d let you all continue. I mean, it’s not like you ever asked if he was in charge, you kind of assumed. And you know what they say about assumptions….”
“So you’re not working for Christian?” I asked.
She glanced up at me. “Oh, Lord, no. Kind of the opposite. When you told me you were after him, I figured I got a lucky break. I thought you might take care of that little problem for me. To be honest, I’d hoped you would be done by now. I don’t mean to be a downer, but for vampire hunters, you don’t seem to be especially good. I was expecting you to be a little better at this, you know?”
“You want Christian dead?”
“I have for a while now,” Marie admitted, going back to the game. “Why do you think I keep leading you guys to him? I only wish you would try a little harder. I thought you had it the last time. After seeing neither hide nor hair of him for two decades, I was sure he was dead—until he turned up again six months ago. Like a bad penny. All dull and crusty. You know how pennies are—they take up space, but they aren’t worth anything.” She looked up. “It was a shock, and not a particularly pleasant one.”
“What do you mean ‘the last time?’ You’ve steered us to him before?” I asked, confused.
She smiled and nodded. “A couple of times, but the last one I thought you had it.”
An unpleasant thought struck me. “So you were the one that called Robert a couple of weeks ago and led us all into that ambush at the ranch.”
“No, not that time.” She sensed my skepticism and added, “Honest. I’m not sure who called you guys. No, I was referring to before that. Back in the eighties.”
“Wait a second!” said Jacob.
Marie’s smile got wide and she touched her index finger to her nose. “Bingo! Who else do you think gave you the information about Christian?”
When a stunned Jacob didn’t answer, Marie continued, “Jacob and his friends had done such a wonderful job for me keeping this place cleaned up, I figured they might be able to handle Christian.”
The realization slowly spread across Jacob’s face like a plague. “You’ re the one that called me? Gave me that tip about Christian and those girls he had been holding captive?”
“Of course I was. You never would have found him on your own; he was much too clever for you.”
“So Christian was breaking the rules like these other vampires you had sent the hunters after?” I asked.
Slowly, Jacob answered for her. “No, I don’t think he was. We never found any girls being trapped and drained like the caller claimed. We never found a single person in that house that I believed was being held against their will. She simply wanted Christian out of the way, and used us to do it.”
“Wow. Ambitious much?” asked Lacey.
“I’m not ‘ambitious,’ I simply think I can do a better job,” Marie said. “As a matter of fact, I know I can. I was doing fine until Christian rolled into town a hundred years ago thinking he would take this part of Texas out from under me.” She smiled. “So Jacob, tell me honestly, do you think the bit about all those women prisoners was too over the top? Reginald and I argued about it, but in the end I won out. He wanted me to tell you there was a huge nest of vampires. But I wanted it to be more dramatic, you know? I wanted it to mean something to your team when you killed them.”
Jacob was in no state to answer, so I did for him.
“I’m sure they appreciated it, Marie. That was a nice gesture,” I said lamely, wondering when the after-effects of Marie’s blood would wear off. “But let me make sure I have this straight. You were the master around here, then one day Christian came and displaced you, so you tried to kill him?”
Marie gave a funny shrug. “When you say it like that, it sounds like an overreaction, but you have to understand, he acted like some kind of savior. He strode into town implying the way we had been doing things for decades was somehow wrong, and the way the council wanted it done was right. He shoved all of these laws down our throats. It was totally uncool.” She paused for a second, engrossed in a particularly challenging part of the game.
“Right. So you tried to have him killed.”
Marie put the game to the side and looked up at the ceiling. “Well, he wasn’t going to go away otherwise. Look, Chance, that’s one of the reasons I left Europe in the first place—to get away from all of the baggage, all of the laws, all of the formality. I wanted to be free! And it was great while it lasted, until the council made it across the pond and brought their rules with them.”
“I thought you said you weren’t an anarchist?” asked Lacey.
“I’m not. I mean, some rules are okay, but they have so many. Reginald likes it, but I could never get into the groove, you know what I mean? When the council first came from Europe, they started on the East Coast. That kept them busy for a while, but eventually they started expanding west and finally, here they were. Christian was their appointee to take over Texas. He was on the council, by the way,” she said to Jacob.
“Why not let you continue to run Texas? Couldn’t they have left you in charge, but made you follow the rules?”
“And I totally would have tried to work with that, but Christian had this thing about the Wild West. Some fancy he picked up from newspapers and dime novels. He had his heart set on Texas. And since he was a member of the council, I was out and he was in. He took it all away from me; I got to be Number Two. What a joy that was. He got all the fun bits and I was left with having to make sure everyone followed the rules I didn’t want in the first place.”
“Like a vampiric hall monitor,” supplied Lacey.
“Exactly,” said Marie, picking the game back up.
“And you decided to use vampire hunters to do it?” I asked.
She glanced over the top of the phone. “It seemed like an obvious choice to me. I’m not much for direct confrontation myself.”
“Apparently not. And this council was okay with using vampire hunters?”
“Of course not, silly! But you know how it goes: what they don’t know can’t hurt them.”
“At least until you decided to use the hunters to take them out.”
Marie smiled and nodded. “It seemed like my best option at the time. I certainly didn’t have the political clout to ever wrest Texas back away from Christian, and usurping through murder is frowned upon. Unless, of course, it can’t be traced back to you.” Marie put her finger to her lips and mocked making a shushing noise while she winked. “So this will have to be our little secret.”
“And why should we keep it?” asked Lacey, seizing an opportunity to gain the upper hand on Marie. I had a feeling Lacey would have already been on the phone with the vampire authorities to report Marie if she’d known the number.
“Don’t be that way. It’s not like you don’t have your own secrets. You’re running around killing vampires too, you know, and then there’s the whole blood magic thing. Almost everyone disapproves of necromancy, but we vampires tend to take it personally.”
I nodded, silently pleading for Lacey not to antagonize the manipulative, but momentarily well-meaning, vampire.
“So all of those other times, all of those tips we got back then… those were you, too?” Jacob asked Marie, his mind trying desperately to maintain order in his crumbling worldview.
“Not all of them, silly.”
“But some of them?” he asked.
“Well, not me personally, but I made sure you got the information you needed. Like I said, after Christian replaced me as the vamp in charge, it became my job. Keeping the order, you know? As the number two guy, I became kind of like the sheriff, and you were my deputies!”
Jacob looked crestfallen and Marie gave him a pout of sympathy. “Aw, don’t look so sad. It was me that called the last time! I felt it only right that I personally make the call to bring Christian down, you know? Seeing as I was orchestrating the downfall of the current regime and all. I even went to the trouble of making up that cool story so you guys would feel like heroes!
“Anyway, it was handy having you guys around; I’ve missed you all these years.”
When Jacob didn’t seemed swayed by her olive branch, Marie let out a loud breath of frustration and handed Bryan the phone. “Oh, come on—don’t look at me like that. There’s no need to get all upset about it. We were doing each other a favor! I led you to vampires who were breaking the rules, and you got to kill them. Best of all, the powers that be were blissfully ignorant of our methods. Everyone was happy. Well, except for the dead vampires. But most of them were bad. It was a win-win-win!”
“And so when Christian came back, you decided you’d use us to try for him again?” I said.
“It’s not like I planned this. You sort of fell into my lap. Or, if we have to be accurate, I fell into his.” She smiled at Bryan, who had been trying to digest everything that was happening. “I mean, that’s what you’ re here for anyway, right? Killing Christian? I was just enabling. Again, win-win.”
It was kind of hard to argue her point. “I guess so.”
“Exactly!” Marie said. “Except that it’s getting kind of messy. Christian has already made it clear to me that he suspects I was behind the last attempt on his life, and if he finds proof, it might get awkward. I’d appreciate it if you could hurry up and finish him so I can get on with disavowing any knowledge of what happened when the inevitable inquiry comes from the council.”
“Wait, you’re not going to help us kill him? You’re the one who started this entire thing! You’re the reason Christian wants us all dead din the first place!” I said.
“Wow, hostility. I have so helped you. How do you think you found your mom at that hotel in the first place? Not my fault you lost her again. You should be more careful about where you leave people. I mean, seriously. Do you know what trouble I could get into for doing what I have done for you already? Do you know what the penalty is for aiding and abetting vampire hunters?”
“Death,” said a grinning Lacey, maybe a little too enthusiastically.
“Wow, bummer—I figured it might be,” Marie said. Apparently the question hadn’t been rhetorical.
“How am I supposed to know if it’s death? Aren’t these your rules?” asked Lacey.
“Well, yes, but I’m not entirely sure about helping out vampire hunters. I don’t think I ever read that one. I don’t think any vampire has ever done it before. I’ll have to have Reginald look it up,” said Marie, then she smiled again. “I’m a pioneer! And, as such, I need to be careful. I counted on nudging you in the right direction and letting you go on about your business, but so far that hasn’t panned out at all.” She frowned. “So far I’ve had to do more shoving than nudging, and I’m running out of options. If I want to maintain control of this place after Christian is gone, I have to keep up the appearance of obeying the laws. But, luckily for me, you guys go around breaking all sorts of rules, so what’s a few more? Now hurry up and kill him already so we can all go back to being happy!”
“What about us?” I asked. “What happens to us after we take care of Christian?”
“Totally up to you. There’s always Disneyland, but I’ve always found that a little physical activity is the best way to celebrate a victory.” She nudged Bryan, who smiled and threw an arm around her.
“I mean, what about the rap for killing Christian?”
“Oh—like I said, this is our little secret. As far as I’m concerned, you all stopped on by with Megan to say hello and check out the sights. Sample the local flavor, as it were. Christian…well, if he dies while you’re here, then I’m sure I won’t know anything about it. But you should be careful.”
“Why is that?” Lacey asked, brows furrowing at the slightest perception of a threat.
“Word is out about you all being unorthodox. You know, that whole California thing? Not by the book. I mean, I get it, obviously. But some stodgy types frown on the whole human-slash-vampire-slash-witch-slash- werewolf partnership thing, even if it is to save the world or whatever. They’re not progressive like we are. Some people were seriously tweaked by happened back there. Frankly, when Christian dies, even if you weren’t to blame, they might try to pin it on you.”
“Great.”
“So you might want to prepare alibis. Anyway, I agree with Jacob. It’s been thirty minutes,” Marie said, picking up on a fifteen-minute-old thread—something Megan would have done.
“What?”
“Someone should have called by now, either Megan or Jacob’s nephew. Who, by the way, I understand is good with computers. It’s a skill my team is sorely lacking. Reginald took some courses, but he’s dismal with them, and I have no inclination to learn. Between your knowledge and Kevin’s skills…” Marie’s brows raised as she tried to judge Jacob’s reaction to her subtle proposal.
Marie was right; they should have called. I searched my pockets in vain for a phone.
“Oh, no way!” Jacob said, animation breaking through the funk as the meaning of Marie’s words landed on him like a piano.
“Why not? It would only be a part-time job. He’d have plenty of time for school. Good pay, great benefits.” Marie pulled out a several- generations-old cell phone and handed it to me. It was a folding model, covered in little daisy stickers.
“Oh, hell, no! You leave that boy alone,” said Jacob.
“Come on, Jacob—look at all the great work you and I used to do. And I wasn’t even paying you, and you didn’t even know you were doing it! This would be different. Imagine what we could accomplish if you were in on it. Getting rid of all those evil, evil monsters. Cleaning up the town. I’d make it worth both your whiles. Think of it as sticking it to the council!”
I stepped away from the conversation and gave Kevin a call. No answer. I tried Megan next, but it was the same. I left a message on her phone. I was about to head back when, on a whim, I called myself. It was picked up on the second ring.
“City Morgue, where our motto is ‘you bag ‘em, we tag ‘em.’”
“Katy?”
“Chance! I was wondering when you might call. Lonely?”
“Um, no. I was wondering if you had seen my mom.”
“She’s with that annoying kid that asks lots of questions, and the vamp you guys worked over. Martin is watching them.”
I went cold. Damn it, I had told Kevin to get out at the first sign of trouble.
“Where are they?”
“How about you meet me in person and I’ll tell you.”
“That didn’t work out so well for me last time.”
“This time will be different. I promise!”
 



Chapter 23
“Chance, even for you this is a bad idea,” Lacey muttered as I hopped out of Jacob’s van.
I was already closing the door before the dieseling of the ancient engine had ceased. It took everything I had to get Jacob to agree to lend us the battered van. In the end, I had to leave him my Miata despite his protests that it wasn’t a fair trade.
Sunday nights weren’t as bad as Fridays and Saturdays, but Sixth Street in Austin was still packed. It had taken a while to find a parking place, and we ended up a good half-mile away from the pool hall where I was supposed to meet Katy. I walked at a brisk pace, eager to get to my destination despite what, or who, was waiting for me.
It was a typical late-August evening, so the temperatures were still in the nineties—meaning, wearing enough clothes to let me carry anything bigger than a handgun would not only make me look suspicious, but would probably cause me to pass out from heat prostration before I reached my destination.
Normally I used a shoulder holster to carry my handgun, but without a jacket, that wasn’t going to work. So I was forced to pull a page out of my brother’s book and stuff the Browning down the waistband of my khaki cargo shorts, covering it up with an oversized burnt-orange University of Texas t-shirt. I dropped a short stake into one of the leg pockets of the shorts, and that was all she wrote in terms of armament. I took some small comfort in knowing that Katy wouldn’t be able to bring her axe.
I heard Bryan and Lacey behind me, hurrying to catch up. We were down to the three of us. Jacob had elected to stay back in his not-so-safe house. I suspected the instant we left he would be on his way to another hidey-hole. He would have headed straight for the border if it weren’t for Kevin. He was distraught when he heard the news.
I promised I would bring Kevin back safe, and it was a promise I intended to keep.
We had dropped Marie off near Styx before parking the van. She pleasantly informed us that she would rather not be seen in our company in case things went down badly, which she told us she fully expected to happen.
“Dude, slow down, man,” my brother huffed behind me.
I lessened my pace a touch, allowing Bryan and Lacey to catch up to me. The slower pace was less painful, though thanks to Marie’s blood, the wound had healed an amazing amount.
I adjusted the handle of the Browning for the third time since getting out of the van, to ensure it didn’t slide out and fall down a pant leg onto the pavement. Once it was secure, I sped back up again.
“Bryan’s right—a minute or two isn’t going to make a difference. It’s not like they’re going to kill the hostages. Well, at least not before they kill you,” Lacey said, her shorter legs having to work harder to keep up.
I didn’t bother answering. Instead, I kept up the pace as I turned onto Sixth. I weaved around the packs of slower-moving revelers as I scanned the business signs for the right one.
I found the Black Dog Pool Hall a couple of blocks later. It was between a trendy Cuban-themed club and a head shop. A bouncer leaned against the wall next to the door. I thought I would have another struggle getting Bryan to wait outside the over-21-only establishment, but before I could say anything, he altered his course and headed next door to peruse the paraphernalia.
After submitting to a cursory check of our IDs, Lacey and I walked in. Despite the smoking ban having been in effect for several years, the place still smelled musty, though probably more to do with a decade or two of spilled beer and vomit than old cigarettes.
Two rows of dingy tables were lined up with just enough room so the players would not interfere with each other. A bar ran along a good portion of one wall, with the rest of it taken up by a series of both standard and coin-operated dartboards.
Only about half of the tables were taken. Most of the clientele were scruffy-looking, the kind of guys that might typically cause problems for the fun of it, but none of them paid us any particular attention as we entered. Rockabilly music played from the speakers at a volume that actually allowed for conversation.
The smell had become stronger now that we were a few feet inside, and I stopped dead after only taking a couple of steps. I put a hand on Lacey’s shoulder to halt her advance. The smell wasn’t old cigarettes, beer, and body odor. At least that’s not all it was. It was dog.
More specifically, wolf.
I was positive I had stepped into the wrong place until I spotted Katy at a table, playing a round of pool with a clean-cut jock type. They were drawing some attention. Or at least Katy was, wearing cut-offs and a halter top as she leaned over the table to make a shot.
Katy smiled as soon as she spotted me, then immediately frowned when she saw I had company. She leaned over and put her arm around the neck of the guy she was with, pulled him close, and had a quick conversation. He looked momentarily confused before heading off toward the front door. Without even looking back, he abandoned Katy, his drink, and a couple of wadded-up twenties that he had pulled out and left on the table before leaving.
More than a few guys watched him go, and I could see them jostling amongst themselves to decide who was going to move in on Katy now that she was unaccompanied and considered fair game. I wasn’t in any hurry to join the rush.
“What are you waiting for?” asked Lacey, as the dazed jock brushed past where we stood near the entrance. “Isn’t that her? The trampy-looking blonde?”
“Yeah, but we have a problem.”
“Hey, Chance!” Katy drawled loud enough to draw most of her admirers’ attention from her to me.
I sighed, then resumed my march forward. This was going even worse than I’d expected, which was saying something, as I had expected it to go fully pear-shaped.
“Hi Katy. This is Lacey. Lacey, this is Katy.”
“I’m his dead girlfriend’s sister. Who the hell are you?” Katy asked.
It was strange to see Lacey taken aback. I think it was a first for her.
“I’m a friend,” she managed, after a split-second pause.
“Gee, Chance, your current girlfriend’s not even dead yet and you’re already lining up another one? You have changed,” Katy said. Then she held up an empty tumbler. “I’m empty. Either of you want to volunteer to fill me up?” She didn’t say with what.
I ignored her request. “Katy, what are you doing?”
“Trying to get a drink. Unsuccessfully, it would seem.” She jiggled the ice around in her glass for effect.
“No—I mean, in general. Jesus, Katy, you can’t go around like this.”
She looked down at herself, then back at me. “I don’t see anyone else around here complaining.”
“That’s not what I’m talking about!” I glanced around and lowered my voice. “The murders. You killed Fred. Then picked up some guy at a bar and left him lying dead on the street. Then you whacked a cop.”
“Fred wasn’t murder, Chance—you should know that. He was a hunter. We were asked to bring him to Christian, alive if possible.” She tilted her cup to her lips, letting an ice cube into her mouth, which she proceeded to suck on. Then she shrugged and said through the ice, “It’s not my fault he resisted.”
Sure it wasn’t. “And the other two? What about them? The guy you dumped out of Jacob’s car two nights ago, and the cop you killed right after?”
“Are you stalking me? How cute. If I’d known I had an audience, I would have staged a better performance.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
She crunched her ice and said, “I didn’t kill that guy. What do you think I am? I mean, he woke up in the gutter, but let me tell you, that’s exactly where his mind was that night. Serves him right.”
“So the cop—he’s alive as well?” It was possible I’d misjudged Katy after all, and let circumstantial evidence paint a picture of her in the worst possible light.
“Oh, no, him I killed. That asshole pulled me over and I wasn’t even speeding.”
Nope. I had her right the first time. Being turned into a vampire had twisted her. She couldn’t cope in any constructive way, so she just turned it all off. Her humanity was gone. I looked into her eyes and found no sign of remorse for anything she had done.
Not knowing what else to say, I returned to the problem at hand.
“Do you realize this is a werewolf bar?” I felt Lacey stiffen beside me at the revelation of our current location. I wondered whether maybe Katy had a death wish, and was hell-bent on acting crazier and crazier until it finally killed her.
“Technically it’s a pool hall, not a bar,” Katy said.
“Werewolf pool hall, then. Whatever. That’s not the point, Katy. The point is, it’s full of werewolves,” I said as Lacey composed herself, then tried to act casual as she surveyed the bar in a fresh light.
Katy simply shrugged, crossed her arms, and took in our surroundings with none of Lacey’s subtleness.
“Sure. That’s what I heard, anyway. I wanted to check them out for myself. Funny we never ran into one when we were hunting, huh? Other than needing a shave and some tips on personal hygiene, they don’t look like werewolves.”
“Well, no, they don’t. At least not until they change. But that’s not the point, either. The point is that they are werewolves.”
“You would know—you always were our little supernatural radar.”
“That’s right. But more importantly, werewolves and vampires don’t exactly play well together.”
“I heard that too. Why not?” Katy asked me, genuinely curious.
She had me there. I appealed to Lacey for help, but she shrugged as if to say it never made any sense to her either, but what could you do.
“Who cares?” I said. “What matters is that we shouldn’t be here. We need to get going.”
I was growing exasperated. So far it didn’t look like they realized Katy was a vampire, but if that changed, all bets were off. I suspected the two groups of supernatural creatures kept to themselves, for the most part. I wasn’t sure what happened when a member of the opposite faction showed up unannounced, but I was pretty certain it would result in some kind of drama that I didn’t need.
“Why? I paid for the table for two hours and I’ve barely been here fifteen minutes. Well, I didn’t pay for it; that guy did.” She motioned to the door where the jock made his exit moments before. “But still, it’s paid for, so I’m staying. Now, if you’re not going to buy me a drink, then grab a cue. I’ll rack.” She set her glass down on the bar that ran along the wall and picked up the triangle. She set it on the felt, then took the balls out of the slot in the side of the table and organized them in the triangle’s interior.
“Are you nuts? I see only one of you and at least a dozen of them. If they figure out what you are, things could go south in a big way.”
“That’s why you’re here to protect me, my big strong man.” She finished with the balls, then walked over and placed a hand on my chest. Looking up at me, she batted her eyes in an over-dramatic fashion.
“Wow, she is nuts,” said Lacey. “I mean, aside from the obvious reasons, anyone counting on you keeping them out of trouble is certifiable.” She turned to Katy. “You do realize he’s like a beacon for it? This guy has got the worst luck I have ever seen. It’s not natural.”
Katy stepped back and turned her attention to Lacey, finally taking the time to size her up.
“So who are you exactly? I know you’re not his girlfriend ‘cause she’s on her way to meet Christian.”
Megan was on her way to meet Christian? I sputtered, “Wait, isn’t she still with my mom and Kevin? Why are they going to meet Christian? I have to get to them before Christian can do anything.”
Katy stared. “What are you talking about? How could Toni be with her? She was in California when Christian called her yesterday.”
“Toni?” asked Lacey, her gaze drifting slowly from Katy to me.
“So let me get this straight,” I said, trying to figure out what was going on. “Toni is on her way to meet Christian?” I asked.
“Isn’t that what I just said? Twice?”
“Why on earth would she do that?” I asked.
Katy laughed. “Oh my God, it was classic. You should have heard it! So, like, I might have let it slip to Christian that you had a new girlfriend back in California, and that I had your cell phone with her number on it. So of course Christian had to go and call her up.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m not sure if he wanted to threaten her, or find out where she lived so he could go and snatch her up to complete the set. You know, the ‘everyone Chance cares about’ collection he’s got going? This was before you rescued your mom and then lost her again. That was a smooth move, by the way.”
“Yeah, yeah. What about Toni?”
Katy knew she’d gotten to me and started talking even more slowly, just to rub it in.
“So anyway, like I was saying, Christian calls her up, says he’s a friend of yours, and then asks her if she knew where you were. She wasn’t buying it. So he tries a different angle. He tells Toni that you’re in trouble and he needs to know where you are. When she still refuses and demands to know who he is, he tells her his name and asks to meet with her in person so he can convince her that he’s on the level and has your best interests at heart.”
She paused in her story to walk over to where her glass was, tilted it up, and sucked down the newly melted liquid.
“Well, apparently she already knew all about who Christian was, because she told him he could stuff it and that he had better not have touched you or he was dead. It made sense to me, you know, that you would have warned your girlfriend about Christian. The vampire trying to kill you? But apparently Christian hadn’t expected it, and it pissed him off. So of course he threatened her. He does that when he doesn’t get his way. Said in one of his not-too-subtle innuendoes that he would be ‘coming for her after he finished with you.’
“The bitch went ballistic. I mean, she actually told Christian not to bother coming for her, because she was coming for him. Can you believe it? The look on Christian’s face was priceless! The man was stunned. He finally got enough of his moxie back to manage something cliché like,” Katy lowered her voice, and in a decent imitation of Christian said, “‘You don’t know who you’re speaking to and what I’m capable of.’ Oh boy, that was a mistake. The words that came out of that girl’s mouth made even me blush, and I’m dead.
“So your darling came all the way out here to meet Christian. She seems a little more fiery than you’re used to, Chance.” Katy nodded at Lacey. “So, is this her replacement? ‘Cause, despite the tough words your current girlfriend used, I think you’re going to need a new one soon.”
This was going from bad to worse. I tried to think of a good way to ask Katy about Megan, one that wouldn’t tip my hand, when I was interrupted by a goatee-wearing bald man with large earlobe stretchers and full body tattoos.
The guy was definitely a werewolf, and despite the sense of impending disaster that came with his visit, I couldn’t help wondering what his ears would look like when he changed, and whether the tattoos would show or be covered by fur.
He ignored Lacey and me, walking straight up to Katy.
“Hey, babe, how about you and I play a game? If you want, we can go doubles against your friends here. I can give you some pointers about how to hold a stick.”
“Thanks, but it doesn’t look like you have much to hold on to.” Katy glanced down at his crotch with a pitying look. Lacey had the bad sense to snicker, which didn’t help things.
“There’s plenty enough for both of you.” He split his leer between the two girls.
Katy wasn’t buying it. “Nah, my man Chance here is more than enough for the two of us. But if you’re nice, I’m sure he’ll let you watch. I mean, who knows—maybe even an old dog like you can pick up a trick or two.” I was pretty sure Katy was intentionally getting me into a fight that I wanted nothing to do with.
The guy’s face contorted into a frown as he processed Katy’s remark. His conclusion had him stepping closer to Katy, sniffing the air as he did so.
Katy pulled her head back as he encroached on her personal space. She raised her brows as she did, and shot him an expression that said, in no uncertain terms, “Ew.”
The guy’s frown deepened, genuine anger starting to crack his features, but at least he stopped sniffing. Unfortunately, that didn’t last long. After stepping back to take the three of us in, he turned his sniffer on me.
I tried to ignore the snuffling sounds as I watched his expression shift from anger to confusion. I finally backed up a step when his head started veering down toward my belt line. No way was that dude sniffing anything having to do with my lower half.
He didn’t advance any more, however. He tilted his head to one side as he tried to figure something out about me that made no sense to him whatsoever.
Giving up on whatever it was that stumped him, he moved on to Lacey. The whole exposition was more than a little awkward, especially after Lacey waved her hand in front of her face when he got close and said, “Deodorant. Find it. Know it. Love it.”
I knew where this was going. And, sure enough, his expression turned cocky as he ignored Lacey’s comment and focused in on Katy.
“A vampire? And you came in here? Lady, you are either really stupid, or really....” He struggled to come up with an alternative.
Crap. This was what I’d been afraid of. I scanned the walls for a way out. Our table was toward the back of the bar. The closest way out was a hallway a few tables over that led to the restrooms. I assumed it let out behind the pool hall. It was closer than the front door, and with only a couple of tables and a handful of patrons between us and it, we might make it. That is, as long as this guy didn’t draw any more attention to us, and as long as none of the patrons in our way were werewolves.
While he was focused on Katy, I started slowly making my move toward the rear exit. I noticed Lacey following my lead, and the two of us did our best to slip out unnoticed.
“Aw, your vocabulary doesn’t reach much beyond sit, heel, and beg, huh?” Katy said, giving the guy a pity pout.
The man actually growled before raising his voice, calling out to the general population of the hall. “Hey, guys, guess what we got ourselves here? A chick that’s so frigid, she’s stone cold dead.”
“Chance, are you going to let him talk to me that way? Chance? Hey, what are you doing over there?”
So much for that plan. Lacey and I hadn’t made it halfway before Katy’s questions drew every eye in the establishment to me. I froze, not failing to notice that Lacey kept right on moving toward the exit.
“Looks like your blood bag is bailing on you, little girl,” said the guy, smirking, in a voice thick with derision.
Katy pursed her lips. “Makes you wonder about what ever happened to the quality of men.”
“There’s your problem. Any dude that hangs out with a corpse instead of finding himself a hot-blooded woman ain’t no man.”
“Hey!” I said.
“What, you think this little old corpse isn’t hot enough to get your blood boiling?” Katy walked right up to the guy, putting her arms around his neck.
Katy’s move and sudden change in demeanor caught him completely off guard. He stood frozen, looking down at her, unsure how to react.
It was the opening Katy needed to forcefully move her knee up into his groin. The action was quick, and I would remember the sound of the preternaturally strengthened collision of knee on balls for years to come. My legs cross involuntarily every time I do.
“Don’t worry about answering. It was a rhetorical question,” Katy said, as the guy doubled up.
She grabbed the back of his leather jacket’s collar and threw him behind her. He slammed head first into the side of a pool table. The impact of his skull on the laminate siding made a loud crack like a good billiards break.
Katy leisurely picked up her glass and ate an ice cube as she watched the guy slump to the floor. I began to slink toward the back door again.
Katy shattered another ice cube with her canine and said to the stunned onlookers, “So… any of you flea-bitten mongrels actually been with a bitch that wasn’t wearing a collar? No? Too bad—it makes all the difference.”
With that remark, the tattooed guy’s buddies finally moved, and when they did, they were fast. The werewolves went from stock still to up and moving in no time flat.
Unfortunately, Katy’s death wish had rubbed off on me. Despite my best attempts at self-preservation through cowardice, two of the five assailants peeled off and headed in my direction. I sighed as I readied myself, noting that somehow Lacey continued to remain unnoticed as she surreptitiously closed in on the exit.
In retrospect, I should have gone for a pool cue, but something about a barroom brawl made me think: bottle. Of course, in the movies, they usually use the larger ones meant for whiskey.
Let me tell you the reason for that. As it turns out, beer bottles are neither as gratifying nor as prone to breaking in spectacular fashion as the other type. The one I used to clock the first guy upside his head thumped against his dome with extreme ineffectiveness.
To add insult to injury, I hadn’t checked to make sure the makeshift weapon was empty before deciding to brain the guy with it. As I brought the bottle up in an arc above my head, its contents fell prey to the force of gravity. A room-temperature shower of fermented liquid and backwash rained down on me before the ineffective collision.
The guy barked out a short laugh as the bottle rebounded off his “ironic” knit cap.
That did it. My right hand dropped the bottle as I sent a quick left jab up at his grinning face. I felt the gratifying, though painful, impact as my knuckles hit home under his jaw.
I wasn’t able to enjoy it for long. His buddy tackled me from the side. We slid across the worn felt of a nearby pool table, sending balls in every direction. On the painful journey, I got to watch the yellow-and- white-striped nine-ball fall into a corner pocket before we rolled off the opposite edge of the table and dropped a hard three feet onto the stained concrete floor.
The werewolf I was grappling with was stronger and faster than me, but I was better trained, and on the floor is where I do my best work—in more ways than one, at least according to my past girlfriends.
I maneuvered for a leg hook, flipping myself around so I was on top of him as he lay face down on his back. I applied a chokehold, which would have had a regular human in submission in short order. It might even take out this werewolf fairly soon. I had never fought with one before. I knew they had inhuman strength and endurance, but I wasn’t sure exactly what their limits were.
I never found out. The guy in the knit cap had circled around the table, landing a football-style punt kick to my side. It sent me rolling sideways, fresh pain lancing from the earlier gunshot wound. My gun slipped out of my pants and went skittering across the floor.
Training took over; I regained my feet and assumed a ready stance. The bartender picked up the handgun. I thought the situation was going to go from bad to worse, but he ejected the clip, locked the slide back, and tossed the piece back down on a table.
My peripheral vision caught the blur that was Katy. She was landing a kick into the face of a tattooed girl sporting a Black Dog Pool Hall t- shirt. I was relieved to see that Katy hadn’t escalated the encounter into anything more deadly than fisticuffs. I doubted her self-restraint and was glad she had left her axe back home.
Lacey arrived at the exit to the hall, where she took up position to watch the fight. My annoyance with her rose when she reached toward the nearby counter and started helping herself to the basket of pretzels.
I didn’t have time to dwell on her lack of help, because Knit Cap was coming for me again. I went on the offensive, moving into him. I executed a foot sweep. Grabbing the front of his shirt with one hand and his left arm with my other, I twisted him around as my foot brushed the floor, knocking his feet out from under him.
He went airborne. I twisted him during the journey so that he would land on his back, laid out in front of me. I kept hold of his arm and moved to secure an arm lock as he hit the ground. He screamed out in pain from the impact and the force I began to apply to his limb. I internally applauded myself at the textbook takedown.
His buddy wasn’t as appreciative. He’d gotten up and grabbed a pool cue, the one I should have taken at the beginning of the fight, and sent it whistling in an arc toward my face. I was forced to jump back out of the way, releasing the hold on Knit Cap as I did.
I kept my eyes on the attacker as he made another wild swing with the cue that I easily dodged. Had I expanded my field of vision, I would have noticed that his friend on the floor had spun around onto his hands and feet and lunged at my legs.
Knit Cap crashed into my shins, and I fell face down on him. I sent a series of sharp knees at his face. The first connected, and I thought I broke his nose. He jerked his head out of the way, causing the rest to land hard against the top of his shoulder. I heard the satisfying crack of his collarbone as my last strike broke it.
My celebration ended when his buddy broke the pool stick across the back of my head.
 



Chapter 24
My body had taken more than its fair share of beatings in recent days, and it was not at all happy. As I regained consciousness, it protested loudly and in excruciating fashion. At this point, the only thing keeping me going was whatever residual amount of Marie’s blood still flowed through my system.
Someone must have thrown me out the back exit I had originally been heading for, because I lay sprawled in an alley beside a dumpster that could have made a skunk turn green with envy.
Katy was standing over me. The grime covering one side of her once- white tank top told me she had been thrown out along with me. The standing-over-me part told me she had obviously recovered a bit faster than I had.
Her lip had been split open, so when she smiled, it was a bloody grin.
“That was fun!”
I seriously questioned the girl’s idea of a good time. “I’m surprised they let us live,” I said, rolling into a sitting position. I tried to decide between rubbing the back of my head or my side. Other things hurt too, but they were too far back in line to garner my attention. I settled on rubbing both. It probably wasn’t a good look.
Katy made an exasperated sound and stepped away to kick a discarded soda can. The empty maroon-and-white container ricocheted off the wall with a loud hollow ting.
“Come on, Chance. Why do you have to be so dramatic? Not everything involves killing. Sometimes a situation calls for a good old-fashioned barroom brawl.”
“I thought it was a pool hall,” I said.
Katy grinned wider.
“I told you that expecting Chance to keep you out of trouble was a dumb idea.” Lacey stepped into focus above me. She extended her hand, which I took. With her help, I managed to stand up, only crying out a little as I did.
Standing hurt worse.
“And where were you while all this was going on?” I asked Lacey, knowing exactly where she had been.
“On the sidelines cheering you on! Don’t worry—I would have stepped in if things had started getting ugly. You did okay, considering there were two of them.”
“Thanks.”
“Of course, you lost.”
“Nice of you to notice. And Lacey, I’m glad I can count on you to have my back,” I said.
In a moment that reminded me of old times, Katy said, “Well, Chance, when it comes down to it, you know I’ve got your back.”
Lacey dismissed the vampire with a look. “Sorry, I don’t like physical violence. I imagine it would be painful. Besides, like the nutter over there said, they weren’t going to kill you. Speaking of killing, here’s your gun.” Lacey handed me the Browning and its magazine.
“I’m glad you were sure enough of that to let them beat on me,” I said, sliding the magazine into the weapon and tucking it back into my shorts.
“I thought you were done having women come to your rescue. Isn’t that why you came all the way out here to Texas by yourself?” Lacey smiled, taking a few steps back.
“I’ve changed my mind.”
“Smart. Even smarter would be taking a shower. You smell like a brewery. I’m no tactician, but I can’t figure out what advantage you thought dumping that beer on your head was going to give you. It’s not like the wolves were trying to track your scent; they were right in front of you. I’m pretty sure they could see you.”
I was about to let Lacey know where she could shove a beer bottle when Katy interrupted.
“Hey, Chance, I thought you were some sort of martial arts expert. At least I took out all three of mine before the rest of them jumped me! You couldn’t even handle two.” Katy gave me a condescending pat on my shoulder. At least she had the decency to find one of the last areas on my body that wasn’t in some way damaged.
I had to admit, I was a little embarrassed about getting my ass kicked. So I took it out on the closest annoying blonde in the alley.
“Look, Katy—I’m glad at least one of us had fun, but not all of us here have supernatural powers. Some of us actually need time to heal from our beatings. I apologize if I’m not happy about having to participate in your self-centered little thrill ride back there.”
“Geez, sorry.”
“Now can you please tell me where my mom is?”
She shrugged, somewhat subdued by my outburst. “Last time I saw her she was with Martin, getting gas for the Explorer. I have no idea where she is now.”
I could hardly believe it. “What? Are you serious? So after putting me through all of that—” I jerked my thumb toward the pool hall “—now you’re going to tell me that you don’t know where she is?”
“Like I told you when you called, Christian asked Martin and me to watch your mom, the kid, and that vamp you guys worked over, while Christian and the rest of the gang went to go meet your girlfriend. Not that much of the gang is left. You’ve kind of thinned us out, Chance.”
“Forgive me for not caring.”
“I can’t blame you. And, really, most of ‘em were ass-hats.”
“Glad I got your approval. I’ll sleep better now.”
“Ha. Anyway, sorry about the fight. I was pissed at having been put on babysitting duty. Can you believe Christian wouldn’t let me come? He said I would be trouble.”
When I didn’t answer, Katy made a huffing sound. “I guess I needed to release some tension, you know?” A sly look crept across her features. “Of course, I still have a whole bunch left I need to work off. I bet you and I could think of a better way to do it.”
“Katy, I already told you—I’m with Toni.” This garnered a reaction from Lacey, but at least she kept it non-verbal.
Katy pouted. “I totally wanted to go see this Toni of yours. I want to know what makes her so special. I would give anything to watch her tell Christian off some more. That would have been epic, at least until he ate her.”
“I’m sure it would have been an amazing sight. Now, can you please tell me where my mom is?”
“Like I said, Christian asked Martin and me to baby-sit the three of them. Martin’s still having issues walking after what you guys did to his legs. High-five for that, by the way.” Katy held up her palm and I reluctantly slapped it. She continued, “I bailed on Martin when we stopped to get gas. I figured if I didn’t get to see the girlfriend smack-down, I could at least go check out some werewolves.
“Screw Christian. He thinks he can make me sit around with that douchebag Martin. Besides, I didn’t see the point of having two of us babysitting them. Your mom is enthralled—she’s not going anywhere, the kid seems happy to sit around and ask lots of annoying questions, and that tramp-vamp you guys abused is still so banged up she just lays there. Man, you guys messed her up.”
“We did?” asked Lacey. “I mean, yeah, we totally did.”
They must have assumed Megan wasn’t with me. Then it dawned on me: of course they did. She’s a vampire, I’m a vampire hunter. I finally followed the same line of reasoning to Marie. It was at that point I realized Christian would never have used a vampire as a plant. He assumed I hated all vampires.
“Katy, you swore to me you would tell me where my mom was if I met you,” I said.
“I did tell you where she was. It’s not my fault she moved.” She smiled at her joke, but she stopped as soon as she saw that I didn’t find it funny. “All right, calm down already. How about I tell you where she will be instead?”
“You know where they’re going?”
“Well, that vamp you guys beat up was in bad shape, but she wasn’t one of Christian’s, so you wasted your energy. You should have whacked her. Anyway, Christian figured she must be one of the locals. Christian told us to wait until she had recovered enough, and Martin could walk again, then bring them to Marie’s place. Marie is the head vamp around here. Or at least she was. Christian is now, of course.”
“He is?”
“He’s way older and more powerful than that bimbo. He’s waiting on the official word that Texas is his. There’s some sort of vampire protocol, if you can believe it.”
“So the Council is going to reinstate him as the master vampire?”
“Yup. Marie could always fight him for it or something. I think they’re allowed to do some type of challenge. But Christian would tear her apart and she knows it. Anyway, my point is, Christian asked Martin and me to bring that vampire to Marie’s place once everyone was feeling better.”
“Christian is having you guys bring Meg—er, the vamp we messed up—back to Marie? Why would he do that?”
“I said take her to Marie’s place, not to Marie herself. I think Christian was trying to make some point about how he can protect the vampires better than Marie can. So we march this wounded vampire in as a token of good faith. ‘Look at me, I’m mighty Christian and I saved this poor stuck-up slut from the evil vampire hunters!’”
“She’s not a slut!” I said, before I could stop myself. Lacey shot me a ‘shut up, you fool’ look, and I reined in any additional defense of Megan I had been readying.
“Who? That vampire bitch?” demanded Katy. “I don’t know, Chance, who the hell goes around wearing five-inch heels and two-thousand-dollar dresses short enough to show ass? And why the hell do you care? You’re the one that beat the shit out of her.”
“Well, I don’t care,” I said feebly, then hurriedly followed up with, “Anyway, what Christian is doing makes sense. It’s a good PR stunt.” Or at least it would have been if Megan was one of Marie’s vampires, and if we were the ones that had beaten her up and not Christian’s minions.
“Exactly. So as soon as that vamp and Martin are well enough to walk into Marie’s dump on their own, Martin will bring all of them. I mean, it’s not like Martin can let your mom or the kid out of his sight, so they pretty much have to go with him.”
I noticed that Katy seemed to have had no problem with leaving them all out of her sight, but I decided to leave that observation unsaid.
“My advice is to camp out at the local vampire HQ and wait for them. They have some rat-hole club around the corner from here called Styx. If you’re lucky, you can waste Martin, snatch up your mom and the kid, and be on your way before Christian kills your girlfriend and gets back there. Oh, and hey,” she said, fishing a couple of things out of her front pocket and throwing them to me. First came Jacob’s keys. The second thing she lobbed was my cell phone.
“Your car is parked out of sight in back of the club. Christ, but you have bad taste in cars. You planning on becoming a pimp? Don’t tell me that vamp was one of your girls and you beat her up for having some side action.”
“The Caddy’s not mine; I borrowed it.”
“Don’t blame you. If I owned that Miata, I would too. Anyway, your friend’s car is in back of the club, or at least it was when I parked it. It must be hot, ‘cause the cops are looking for it, so it might have been towed by now. Hope not, though, ‘cause I put your guns and knife in the trunk.
“I like the Tommy gun, by the way—very gangsta. My advice is to clean your stuff out of that car quick, then wait for Martin to bring your mom and the kid around to the club and grab them. Do me a favor and make sure to off Martin while you’re at it. I’d have done it myself, but I’m not allowed.”
“So when is Christian meeting Toni?”
Katy fished a phone out of her back pocket and checked the display. “Right about now.”
“Now? Where?”
“Why? You actually want to try to save your girlfriend first? That’s stupid, Chance. Christian will kill you, then you won’t save anyone. Might as well go for the sure thing.”
“I can’t let her die, Katy.”
“Sure you could,” suggested Lacey.
“I agree with her,” Katy said, walking up to me. “Why not let her die? Go and save your mom and that kid. If it’s a girl you want, you have something better right here.”
I flashed back to the stage at the old theater. I wasn’t starting that again! I backpedaled fast, almost tripping over a discarded box.
“Thanks for the offer, Katy, but Toni and I are in love. Maybe in a different life, you and I could have worked out.” The profession garnered raised eyebrows from Lacey.
Katy was almost on me. “That’s only because you haven’t had me yet. Once you have, I guarantee the choice will become obvious.”
“Um, I’m sure it will—or, I mean, would have, if I wasn’t already in love. Sorry, Katy, I can’t,” I said, ducking under her and scooting off to another part of the alley.
“Fine.” Slightly dejected, she stopped her advance.
“Where is he meeting Toni?” I asked her.
“At the Parkland Colonnades. You know that big condo high-rise they started to build, then never finished?”
“Yeah, I know it. Why would she agree to meet him at an abandoned condo complex?” I answered my own question. “Oh, right, because she wouldn’t know it was abandoned.”
Katy nodded. “Not that it would matter. Let’s face it, Chance—your girlfriend is as good as dead. Even meeting Christian in the middle of an amusement park on Saturday afternoon wouldn’t save her.”
That might be true if Toni were human, but she wasn’t. Even so, Katy was right: Toni couldn’t take Christian, and certainly not Christian and his cronies. Even if we made it in time to help, the outcome would be doubtful.
“Do you have Christian’s number?” I asked her.
Katy pulled out a pen and wrote it down on my palm. Then she wrote hers under it, surrounding it with a little heart.
“Well, thanks, Katy. I’ll see you around.”
“Anytime! Oh, and Chance, if things don’t work out between you and Toni, or when she dies in about five minutes, give me a call. And you should know that I’m not above rebound sex.” She gave me a wink.
I thought about killing her then and there. With Lacey’s help, I knew I could do it. After everything she had done, she certainly deserved it. But she was Kristi’s sister. I had known her for years. I did my best to grin back at her before turning and leaving her in the alley.
I dialed Christian’s number, hoping I could avert his meeting with Toni and point him in my direction instead.
He answered on the fourth ring, right as I thought it would click through to voicemail.
“Hello?”
“Hey, asshole!”
“Chance! How eloquent. Has anyone told you that you have a lot in common with a cockroach? Impossible to kill.”
“I heard the same thing about you, but your similarity was that you’re creepy and no one wants you around.”
“Which of my fans had you been talking to?” asked Christian.
I wasn’t throwing anyone under the bus, so I went generic. “You don’t have fans, Christian.”
“Well, you know the old saying: better to be respected than liked. And while I’d love to chat with you some more, I have a date with your girlfriend.”
“Why go out with her when you can come have me instead?” That didn’t come out quite as I’d meant it to.
“How valiant—trying to protect her. But I’m afraid you’re too late for that. You haven’t been able to protect anyone, have you? Not Robert’s niece back at the college. Not Robert himself. Not your mother. And not this Toni. Though, really, Chance, you should thank me for this last one; she is crass.”
“Talking like you’ve already won is a bit premature, buddy,” I said.
“Face it: you’ve lost, Chance. I hold all of the cards.”
If Christian wanted to pull out card euphemisms, I could play. “I wouldn’t say that. See, I heard you were originally from up north somewhere. And this here game we’re playing is Texas Hold ’em. Now, you might see those cards out on the table and then look at the ones you’re holding and think you have a good hand. But the thing is, I have a hand too. And those cards out on the table, well, everyone in the game gets to use them. And who’s to say I don’t have an ace or two up my sleeve?”
He laughed. “Well, you can show me those aces after I’ve finished with your girlfriend. I do believe I see her walking up right now. Oh, look, she brought some friends. It’s going to be a party! Goodbye, Chance.”
I cursed as the phone went dead and picked up my pace. The construction site wasn’t far, but we were going to have to hurry to make it before it was too late. At least Toni hadn’t come alone. I wondered how many of her friends she’d convinced to come with her. I hoped I wouldn’t be responsible for their deaths as well.
Lacey and I rounded the building to find Bryan leaving the head shop carrying a bag.
“What the hell happened to you?” he asked, tilting his neck back to get a better perspective of the damage.
“Fight at the pool hall.”
“Damn, dude, way to lose another one. Did you at least find out where Mom is?”
“Where she’s gonna be, yeah.”
“Then let’s get going. Oh, hey, check it out. I got this for Marie. Think she’ll like it?” Bryan pulled a Zippo lighter out of the bag and held it up for us to see. It was brushed black metal with a picture of a cat on it.
“Don’t you think she’s stoned enough of the time without you enabling her?” asked Lacey.
“I’m sure she’ll love it,” I said, surprised. My brother didn’t usually get interested in anyone enough to buy them anything. Normally he was the one that got the gifts. He was one of the only guys I knew that had women buying him presents. Not just that, but Bryan had actually put some thought into the purchase. Aside from the fact that it was a lighter, and I seriously doubted Marie smoked, remembering that she liked cats took some effort. Lacey noticed it too, and wasn’t nearly as thrilled by the revelation.
“So where’s Mom?” Bryan asked.
“She’s going to be at Styx soon, but first we have to deal with Christian. He’s supposed to be meeting Toni any minute now, and we have to help her out.”
Bryan looked confused. “Your girl Toni? The one from Cali? What’s she doing here? Or is Christian out in California?”
“No, he’s here. I’ll explain on the way.”
 



Chapter 25
The construction site was only a few miles from the clubs clustered downtown, but those few miles made all the difference in terms of traffic, both foot and vehicular.
Although a smattering of condominium towers had been built in the last decade, the area was still mostly commercial. There was no reason for anyone to be around here at almost midnight, so the streets were largely deserted.
The building in question had gone up right before the housing market’s downward turn. At that time, erecting a high-rise condo was all the rage, and there was no shortage of optimism about finding an endless stream of buyers willing to shell out half a million dollars for a one-bedroom in downtown Austin. The investors had jumped ship when it became obvious that the business model would not work. Construction stopped prematurely, with only eighteen out of the planned forty stories even close to completed. Most of the building was only a skeleton of iron beams and girders. The building had stood this way for over a year, a silent reminder of the state of the economy.
A plywood wall plastered with graffiti and fliers for bands and missing pets surrounded the site. It had been secured by a chain-link gate wide enough to allow large trucks through, but that had been smashed down a week before. A carjacker had led the police on a high-speed chase, and found himself upside down in a 20-foot-deep pit the size of a football field. He’d been lucky it wasn’t filled with water; that pit was intended to be a tree-shaded pond, the bucolic centerpiece of Parkland Colonnade’s “park-like atmosphere.”
Lacey stopped the van across the street from the entrance, next to a long row of motorcycles. Not only had Toni not come alone, she had brought half of the pack with her. I guess being the alpha female gave her some pull, because I counted at least a dozen bikes, and it is not a short drive from San Jose to Austin.
We exited the van to a chorus of distant growls off in the distance. A lone howl tore through the sultry night. At that sound, we started toward the entrance.
As we passed the line of street bikes, I could hear the pings of the cooling engines and make out the faint smell of superheated oil. The bikes hadn’t been here long. Judging by the shouts and snarls coming from the construction site, however, it had been long enough for them to make Christian’s acquaintance.
I allowed myself a brief smile as I imagined the look on Christian’s face when he finally got to meet my “girlfriend” firsthand. The revelation must have been alarming, even more so when he realized just how alone she hadn’t come.
The animal sounds grew louder as we passed through the twisted gate. Only one remaining construction light bulb still lit the site, and it was far off, mounted to the incomplete high-rise. But the moon would be full in a couple of days, and the lopsided orb illuminated the lumber piles and abandoned equipment.
We had just enough light to see that something was headed our way, fast. I stopped, Bryan and Lacey halting next to me. I disengaged the safety on the Saiga and leveled the weapon at the figure, but didn’t fire. Growls and shouts wouldn’t be loud enough to attract anyone’s attention in this neighborhood, but gunfire would.
I remained at the ready, waiting to see if the newcomer was a vampire or a werewolf in human form. This led to an alarming thought that I chewed on while waiting the few seconds it took for the thing to close in: in the darkness, could Toni and her friends tell the three of us apart from the vampires?
I knew it was a vampire as soon as I saw the two large quadrupeds closing in behind it. The low, loping forms were huge. Werewolves changed their shape, but not their mass, meaning they could be anywhere from one hundred to three hundred pounds of supernatural terror. All three of the running figures ignored us, intent on either escaping or pursuing. I kept the heavy gun ready in case anyone decided to shift course at the last minute, but none did.
I was pelted by warm liquid as the vampire rushed by, its life fluids spraying me as it passed, spewing out of some unseen wound. In the meager light, all I could tell was that it was male.
The werewolves rushed by next, nipping at his heels. It might have been a toss-up whether the vampire would have reached the street before the two werewolves overtook him—that is, if Bryan hadn’t opened fire.
My brother was right next to me when he pulled the trigger, the rifle about a foot from my head. My ears cried and my eyes shut involuntarily at the eruption of light and sound from the M4.
My curses were drowned out by Bryan’s emptying of the Bushmaster’s thirty-round magazine in one long three-second burst, turning as he kept his fire on the vampire. I stepped out of the way of the muzzle, watching the fleeing figure.
A few of the rounds must have struck it, because it stumbled and fell. The wolves were on it in seconds, and we heard the visceral sounds of mortal combat. I wanted no part of that mess of fur and fangs.
I shook my head to clear it and shot my brother a dirty look. With that ruckus it wouldn’t be more than a few minutes before the cops would arrive, so I ignored the fighting trio and broke into a run, heading toward the main building where the majority of the sounds had been coming from.
Bryan and Lacey trotted behind me. I scanned the darkness for signs of either Toni or Christian. I doubted whether I could even recognize Toni in her wolf form, especially in the dark. I had only seen her that way once, and she had been running at full tilt down a street before diving into an SUV full of goons.
We soon came to the center of the commotion. At the base of what was intended to be the front of the building, the lone security light showed a handful of figures fighting off a swirl of opponents. It made me think of how General Custer must have felt. Surrounded. Outnumbered two to one. Waiting for the inevitable.
That is, until I saw one of the wolves dart in to make an attack. It broke the outer circle, lunging for one of the six vampires in the center, a tall figure wearing jeans and a button-up. The leap was sudden, unexpected, and should have been lethal. The two-hundred-pound wolf’s teeth flew straight for the vampire’s throat.
Christian’s motion was even quicker. He fluidly took a half step to the side, leaning back to pull his throat out of the way of the massive snapping jaws. In the same motion, his arm came up from below, grabbing the beast by the throat. Still without breaking his move, he threw the wolf behind him, toward the iron skeleton of the condominium tower. The one-armed toss sent the wolf flying fifteen yards before it cracked dully against a steel column ten feet above the ground. Its body fell down in a spiral, like a crippled helicopter, landing hard on the ground.
The move left Christian open. I had a clear shot, though at a longer range than I would have liked for a shotgun.
I hoisted up the Saiga and pulled the trigger. I didn’t realize it was fully automatic. The recoil of the shotgun firing at a rate of 600 rounds per second surprised me. Each shot steadily tugged the barrel upward. I fought for control as the gun bucked and boomed, spitting out a torrent of buckshot that started at Christian’s center of mass but ended up at the fourth floor of the tower by the time I released the trigger.
The vampires and werewolves had been so focused on each other that they’d failed to notice our approach, and the sudden onset of gunfire took them all by surprise. Half of the wolves jumped and whirled to face me, splay-legged and growling. The remainder of the wolves and the vampires were calmer in their search for the gunman, but the results were the same: all eyes were on us as the combatants tried to figure out whose side we were on.
I regained control of the gun fast, re-acquired the target, and fired again. Another stream of buckshot was already flying toward Christian before the rain of spent three-inch Magnum shells from the first burst had begun bouncing on the dirt beside me.
But Christian had already started moving. He was quicker than anything I had ever seen. Christian used the distraction caused by the gunfire to break out of the circle of werewolves and flee into the cover of the vast dark construction site that surrounded the building.
My second round of gunfire missed. But as Christian ran, I saw that my first attack hadn’t: his white button-up shirt was in tatters, red splatters adorning it like some tacky flowered tablecloth. It wouldn’t kill him, but I knew all those lead ball bearings must hurt like hell. I ejected the spent drum with a grin and slapped home a twelve-round magazine.
The wolves must have recognized me, or figured that since we shot Christian we must be on their side, because one by one they turned back to the five remaining vampires. Christian was the one the werewolves had been afraid of. The remaining vampires didn’t worry them too much.
I was surprised that Christian had left the others to fend for themselves. It was probably a death sentence. Betty and David were among the five remaining in the circle, and I knew they were too young to stand a chance against this many werewolves. I didn’t recognize the other three, but I was pretty sure that aside from Katy, Martin, and the doomed one we’d passed at the entrance, this was all that remained of Christian’s flock.
At least one of the vampires knew it too, and decided self-preservation was the new order of the day. It bolted back toward the building. A handful of werewolves instinctively leapt after the fleeing prey. The remaining wolves went on the offensive and attacked the four left in the center.
Except for one. A sleek black wolf watched us for another moment before it peeled off from the attack to head our way.
David and Betty were retreating and drawing weapons, clearly surprised by the reception that Toni and her pack had given them….Meaning they weren’t packing silver ammunition. Even so, although regular bullets probably wouldn’t kill the werewolves, they would hurt, and enough of them could at least temporarily incapacitate one.
To illustrate this fact, David drew his handgun and put three shots into the face of the nearest wolf. The beast’s head jerked back as parts of its skull evaporated. The bullets weren’t silver, so I assumed it would heal, but until then, it dropped where it stood, laying on its side with its tail wagging in some grim display of neural synapse memory.
Betty had pulled the Uzi out of her handbag, and she took aim. She sprayed and prayed. The out-of-control fire Betty laid down caused the werewolves to disperse, at least temporarily.
I turned in the direction Christian had gone, still surprised he had abandoned his minions—only to discover he hadn’t. He had successfully faked us all out. It turns out that though vampires can’t fly, the old ones can jump really, really far.
Bryan actually saw him first. He got out “Holy fuck!” before he fell backwards, pointing his Bushmaster at the sky where Christian was falling from. Nothing happened. Bryan had forgotten to reload after dumping his clip at the fleeing vampire when we first got here.
I started to turn, but I knew I would be too late. Lacey knew it too, even as she pulled out a knife, preparing to get at her blood and cast a spell to save my brother. I watched the implications of what was about to happen spread across her face, and knew for certain she had feelings for him.
The black wolf caught Christian in mid-air, just feet away from Bryan. Its jaws clamped on his throat. The impact altered his trajectory. Instead of landing on Bryan, the two figures fell to one side, tumbling across the broken ground.
Christian roared as Toni snarled. She was maybe five-seven and, though slender, she was unnaturally strong, which made for an awesome wolf. But she was no match for Christian. He was too fast and too powerful. Toni jerked her head from side to side in powerful motions, trying to rip out Christian’s throat. But he had put his chin down, cutting off access that would allow her to adjust her bite, and possibly crushing her snout for good measure.
I held my fire; with their grappling, I couldn’t attempt a shot without hitting them both. Even Bryan managed to refrain from shooting, though he finally remembered to pull out the spent magazine and replace it with a fresh one.
Christian grabbed Toni’s jaws and pried them away from his throat. Then he got on top of her, pinning her down by her neck. He was raising his other hand to deliver a killing blow when I smashed the butt of the Saiga against his skull as hard as I could. That got his attention.
It turned out I didn’t want his attention. He bitch-slapped me with an upward backhand to end all backhands. I sailed up through the air and crashed back down to earth.
Fortunately, it bought us a few seconds. Several of Toni’s packmates had witnessed the struggle and came to our rescue. Three more wolves now beset Christian. Unable to fend them off while kneeling on Toni, he abandoned his prey to take a more defensible stand.
Not to be outdone by the wolves, one of Christian’s flunkies also moved our way. The petite chick with the attitude who had gotten pulled out of Jacob’s window was now coming straight for us.
“I can take her!” Bryan volunteered, seeing the new threat and moving to head her off. I knew he was eager to make up for forgetting to reload earlier.
“Bryan, no!” I didn’t like the chances of my brother going one-on-one against a vampire, even a young one.
“Dude, she’s tiny! I got this! You worry about Christian.” My brother sprinted toward her in an interception course, shouldering his rifle and opening fire while he ran.
I didn’t have any more time to worry about him. Christian had thrown off his latest attackers and was now crouching, deciding who to kill first: the four werewolves, me, or the crazy emo girl who was busy talking to herself while cutting her own wrist.
Christian was an old vampire. I didn’t know how old, but I guessed the better part of a millennium. In all that time, he had probably done and seen it all. No matter what “it” was. He had not survived this long without knowing that you always remove the biggest threat first. It came lightning-quick, before any of us could react. Blood fountained from Lacey’s chest as Christian tore into her.
We were all moving now, though it was too late for Lacey. A giant, muscular wolf lunged at Christian, its teeth biting into his calf and pulling him off Lacey. A second wolf leapt on his back and tore into his throat. Toni and the other wolf crouched close by, waiting for an opening.
Abandoning the shotgun, I pulled out a stake and dove in. I desperately hoped I could push aside the wolf on his back and drive the sharpened piece of wood into Christian’s heart.
Done with Lacey and beset by the werewolves, Christian let her body fall. He spun, flinging off the wolf on his back and giving me an even better target.
I leapt over Lacey’s still form, bringing the stake up to his chest. His hand shot out, grabbing my wrist. The sharpened point halted just as it broke his skin. Toni locked onto his arm in the next instant, her jaws snapping shut with a fury that broke his wrist bone. I pushed with all my might and managed to drive the point forward half an inch before he moved his arm. He wielded Toni as a club, knocking my body out of the way and then sending her flying after me.
Next, Christian turned his attention to the wolf attached to his calf, but it had already let go and jumped back. More wolves were joining the fray, and Christian apparently didn’t like the odds. Three wolves he could probably handle; ten was another story. Again he jumped, this time over the head of a wolf with a bleached-blonde head that had been about to attack. The wolf skidded to a stop in the dirt as Christian vaulted well over him and disappeared into the night. Half a dozen wolves gave chase, long strides sending them off at incredible speeds.
I ran to Lacey, simultaneously scanning the darkness for my brother. There was no sign of him. I pulled out my small Maglite to check on Lacey, twisting the front to turn it on.
I repressed a groan. Lacey’s throat was torn out.
 



Chapter 26
I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder.
“Chance, I’m sorry, but she’s dead. You can’t do anything for her.”
I didn’t move. Something wasn’t right. I stared at the disfigured corpse, trying to identify what it was. The pressure from Toni’s hand increased.
“Chance, come on. Let’s go. You can’t help her. We have to find that vampire before it gets away.”
I held my hand up to silence her, then leaned in to examine Lacey’s wound more closely with the flashlight. I saw what was wrong—or maybe right. Blood was everywhere, but none of it was new. No dark pools lay around her inert figure. I leaned close and saw the reason: it simply refused to leave her body.
The skin covering her throat had been torn away, and her carotid artery had been severed, but a thin line of red liquid still dutifully ran out one frayed end of the tube, along two bare inches of exposed soft tissue, and into the other. The absence of the arterial walls apparently did not prevent the plasma from carrying out its duty. The relief that passed through me was indescribable.
“Smart witch. Must have got off a spell at the last moment.” Toni squatted down next to me to survey the wound. I tried my best not to notice that she wasn’t wearing any clothes.
“Damn. Blood magic, huh? Bad juju.” I looked up to see Mike, a wiry Asian guy with dyed-blond hair, frowning at Lacey. He too was naked, and parts of him were currently at my eye level that shouldn’t have been. I quickly turned my attention back to Lacey.
“Not sure how long that spell’s gonna last, but we’ve got to get out of here, Chance. Police are on the way, and that vampire is loose somewhere,” urged Toni.
I couldn’t hear the sirens, but I believed her. Werewolf hearing was far superior to mine.
“Has anyone seen my brother?” I asked in general, sliding my hands under Lacey as gently as I could.
Mike answered, “Last time I saw him he was chasing after some little vamp.” He pointed, presumably in the direction they had gone.
“I’ve got to get Lacey into the van and then find him,” I said.
“Go after your brother; I’ve got her.” Still naked, Mike extended his arms. I placed Lacey into them.
“Thanks.”
“No problems, man. I’ll get her out of here. Now go get your brother.”
“Wait one second—there’s something I have to do first,” Toni said. With an open palm, she hit me hard in the back of my neck.
“Ow! Hey! What the hell?”
“Hunting vampires alone is stupid, Chance. Almost as stupid as standing me up.” Toni’s sharp words were chorused by whistles, laughs, and a couple of assorted comments ranging from “busted” to “whipped” from the surrounding werewolves. Toni whirled on them and suddenly everyone found somewhere else to look.
“Hey! I did not stand you up. I totally called to cancel.”
Her look plainly indicated that lame excuse was nowhere near good enough. “We’ll be finishing this conversation later. Right now, we get your brother.”
“Right. Then we fix Lacey.”
Toni looked doubtful. “Black magic is dangerous, and this one is obviously full of it. Besides, Chance, I don’t know if a hospital could help her, even if we could take her to one. We can’t have them seeing this type of shit.” She nodded at the unnatural blood.
“If we can get her some vamp blood, it might be enough.” The second slap was harder; my head actually went forward a good three inches from the impact.
“I sincerely hope you meant getting it from the bleeding remains of one of those bloodsuckers we just killed,” she growled.
I decided to find my brother before the next slap upside my head dislodged something important, so I ran toward where Mike said he last saw Bryan chasing the vampire.
It seemed my brother had followed the little vamp roughly in the direction of the site entrance. I made it all the way across the site and out to the street without seeing any signs of either of them. Once I was out in the empty street, however, it didn’t take long to find him.
It would have been funny, Bryan running down the middle of the street yelling, “Get it off! Get it off!” if the diminutive brunette clinging to his back hadn’t been trying to rip out his throat with her teeth.
“Ahhhhhhh!” He continued to scream as he ran, bent forward and trying unsuccessfully to pull her off.
I didn’t know what to do. They were already past me and moving fast. I couldn’t shoot; she was all over him, which in different circumstances I’m sure he would have appreciated, but at this moment it made her an impossible target.
Once again, the pack helped me out. A ruddy brown wolf pelted out of the gate, cornering hard on the street as soon as it exited the construction zone. Its back legs slipped once or twice on the asphalt before gaining traction. It launched like a rocket after my fleeing brother.
The wolf overtook the unfortunate piggybacking duo a few hundred yards down the street, and leaped. Lit by the distant glow of a streetlight, the three of them went down face first. My brother cushioned the blow for the other two, both of whom rolled several yards before coming to a stop. Then they were on each other.
A snarling fight ensued that I could hear even from where I stood. The vampire was newly created, but made up for it by fighting with a crazed frenzy. The wolf was a small one herself, at least for a were, weighing not much more than one hundred pounds.
Mike came up behind me still carrying Lacey, unsure what to do with her. I made a split-second decision. I ran up to him, fished the keys out of Lacey’s pocket, and said, “Wait here.”
Then I made a beeline for the van. I tugged open the door, jammed the keys in the ignition, and sent the front tires peeling out as I sped down the road toward my brother.
One last surprise waited. The big guy—the little vampire’s partner— scaled the wall out of the construction site and was heading straight for the fight. I floored the accelerator, knowing that if he got there first, it would be over quickly for both my brother and his would-be rescuer.
The big guy turned at the sound of the van’s whining engine. The headlights lit up the unreasoning fury in his face as he hunkered down. The guy was actually going to take on the van.
I often shake my head at the superhero movies where someone stops the speeding car or train by digging in his heels and putting his hands out in front of him. No matter how strong you are, unless you’re cemented to the ground, you’re going to be carried along for the ride like a stubborn bug holding onto a windshield.
And hold on the vampire did. Plastered to the front of the van, he grabbed onto the hood with one hand and brought back the other to punch me right through the windscreen. To say he was a tad upset about the events of the past couple of days would be an understatement.
Assuming we lived through this, Jacob was going to kill me for what I was about to do to his van, but this bug needed squishing. Regardless, I knew I needed to change course to keep from running anyone over. I turned the wheel sharply, and saw out the side window that I had only narrowly missed my brother and the two snarling women. I accelerated for maximum impact.
The van smacked front-first into the back of the parked SUV at about forty miles per hour, right as the vampire’s fist came through the glass and connected with my chest. The blow from the bruiser’s knuckles caused me to gasp, then came the face full of airbag.
The impact sent whatever vampire bits didn’t splatter against the SUV into the van, though the airbag kept most of them off of me.
Even though I had prepared for it, the crash stunned me. It took a moment before I was able to shift the van into reverse. Rending metal shrieked and scraped as the two cars separated. Vampire remains fell between the vehicles.
I stumbled out of the van to see that the two combatants were still going at each other with intensity. I willed myself toward them, trying to come up with a way of helping the embattled wolf, but I didn’t have to.
The crash must have finally registered with the vampire. She pulled back to stare at me, then the van, as she processed what must have happened. Bryan dove in, ending the fight prematurely as he landed a single powerful blow into her back. The stake went straight through her heart. She dropped to the street, entering into an immediate state of inactivity.
I turned my body a full three-hundred-sixty, but saw no more signs of vampires. Toni and several of her pack members were headed our way and, blessedly, most of them were dressed. A few were even on their bikes, the imported engines whining exhaust through aftermarket pipes.
Still naked, Mike trotted up with Lacey. I realized then that all he had was a bike, which wasn’t particularly helpful in transporting an unconscious person.
“Shit, dude. That was hella fucked up,” Bryan said, testing the back of his neck to make sure it was in one piece while he stared at the staked vampire. With his other hand, he unconsciously stroked the ruddy brown werewolf at his side.
He was still patting her as she turned back into Bethany, a comely brunette with a sassy attitude whom I had met back in California. Bethany cleared her throat, but my brother continued his caresses. She tapped him on the shoulder.
“What’s up, pooch?” He turned to look at her, jerking his hand back reflexively as he realized what had happened. Of course, he immediately put it right back as he broke into a grin, admiring Bethany in all her naked glory.
Bethany’s eyes narrowed and I thought I detected a low growl. I thought we were about to have another fight when Bryan noticed who Mike was carrying. All thoughts of the girl he was stroking disappeared as my brother leapt to his feet and rushed to Lacey.
Bryan had gone ashen. He stopped in front of Mike to stare down at the bloody body.
“What happened to her?”
“Christian.”
“Is she dead? She can’t be dead.” He looked at me, and I saw real fear on my brother’s face.
“No, but she will be if we don’t get her help.”
 



Chapter 27
Toni was not pleased. She emphasized the point by ripping the bumper off the delivery van, ostensibly so it wouldn’t be dragging underneath the vehicle when I guided the wreckage toward Styx.
I was going to say something to her, but thought better of it after she threw the bumper through the windscreen of some poor unsuspecting Malibu parked nearby, quietly minding its own business.
Flaking on our date had been bad; hunting vampires was worse. I think she would have forgiven the first transgression if I had presented a different excuse, and she should have forgiven the second one, given that up until a couple of weeks ago, hunting vampires was more or less what I did. But not only had I stood Toni up to go hunting vampires, I was now suggesting we turn to one for help. That was probably what had pushed her over the edge.
I knew insisting on going to Styx alone would be futile, so I didn’t even waste breath suggesting it. Instead, I climbed into what was left of the van and rolled the smoldering heap shakily off in the direction of the club.
Most of the pack had gone back to their hotel to nurse their wounds. Fortunately, none had died, but a few had been seriously injured and would be holed up here in Austin for a couple of days, making them miss even more work.
I knew they had come because Toni was a pack alpha and she had requested volunteers. Almost half of the pack came, and even though I suspected most did it for the extended cross-country motorcycle run with a chance for a vampire butt-kicking climax, I knew I owed them.
The amount of debts I had been collecting was mounting, and the weight was going to quickly flatten me. I was having buyer’s remorse akin to a person who had maxed out all of their credit cards and realized it would take most of their lifetime to repay.
There wasn’t much left to do except to finish this, and try to do it without putting anyone else in danger. I sighed at the futility of that, as I pulled what was left of Jacob’s van next to his Caddy, which, thankfully, was still parked behind Styx where Katy had left it.
I didn’t want to waste any more time, but I needed to get my stuff out of the trunk, and to at least try and wipe my prints off it before the cops found it, or Marie had it moved.
I started to do just that, but Toni said a couple of the pack members could handle it and keep an eye on Lacey at the same time. I tossed one of them the keys to the Caddy and then went around to the front entrance of Styx surrounded by handful of werewolves.
“Their nest is in a goth club? How original,” observed Bethany, giving the red neon sign a sour face as we rounded the corner.
The troll bouncer perched on his stool like an oversized buzzard. He nodded at me as we started to walk past, not bothering to check my ID.
That was a relief; I didn’t want any complications. Hopefully we had beat Martin here, and Christian hadn’t called him and told him not to come. If he wasn’t in the club already, I planned on getting Lacey help, then coming right back out. We could stake out the club and maybe waylay Martin before he knew what hit him.
A massive arm halted my ruminations. The bouncer had stopped me, a frown intruding upon his usually stoic features. I wasn’t sure how he knew what my companions were, but he knew.
“Not them.” He nodded to the werewolves.
“Wait out here and keep an eye out for a cowboy leading a middle-aged woman, a black kid, and Megan. I’ll make sure they’re not already in here and get someone to help Lacey. I’ll be right back out,” I said to Toni.
“Oh, hell, no. I didn’t come all this way to let you go into this blood-sucking dive alone,” Toni said, shouldering past me so she could more directly confront the bouncer. She stared him down. “Move it or lose it, buddy.”
It didn’t take a genius to realize that this encounter was on a collision course with ugly. I wedged myself between the werewolf and the troll, a hand out toward the chest of each. My brass action bought a few moments as their attention turned to me. They wore the same confused expressions at the interruption.
I should have used those precious few seconds figuring out how to defuse the situation. But my brain decided it would rather squander that time cataloging all the different ways being stuck between a werewolf and a troll about to come to blows could end for me.
I was on ending number seven—being driven waist-deep into the pavement by a single pound from the troll’s fist—when my time ran out.
Toni placed an arm on my shoulder and was pushing me out of the way, undoubtedly to do something that would make it incredibly difficult for me to ever show myself in Texas vampire circles again, when I was saved by, of all people, Nocturne.
Once again decked out in something from the 1700s—this time a midnight-blue brocaded wool—Marie’s flunky was exiting the club surrounded by the usual pack of black-clad groupies. He stopped to take in the spectacle, minions dutifully clustered behind him. From the vibes I was getting, they were equal parts vampires and humans.
“Might I ask what is going on here?” Nocturne used a tone reserved for royalty, or at least for bad actors doing impressions of royalty.
“Marie’s human is trying to come in,” said the troll.
“I can see that.” Nocturne sighed. “While I also fail to understand what she sees in him, it’s not our place to dictate with whom our Lady associates. Perhaps he has assets that he keeps extremely well hidden?” Nocturne quirked an eyebrow, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was staring off at someone over my shoulder.
I didn’t exactly consider myself “Marie’s human,” but I kept my mouth shut, and the troll didn’t budge.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Samuel. Let them in! You’re causing a scene.” Nocturne made a gesture to encompass the alley. There were a couple of groups of goths taking smoke breaks, but no one seemed particularly interested in us.
The troll pointed toward the pack members that had fanned out around us. “He’s trying to bring the others in with him.”
“And your point is?” Nocturne crossed his arms, giving the bouncer a well-practiced impatient look.
Samuel looked confused, but then shrugged and nodded his head to toward the entrance, signaling that it was okay for us to proceed. I breathed a sigh of relief.
While we filed past, I heard the troll mutter under his breath, “Crazy vampires. First it’s the idiot brunette giving the orders, and then it’s the guy with the attitude. First they say no werewolves in the club, now they say werewolves are fine. Like I’m supposed to read their minds. I shoulda stayed working for my uncle running protection. Nice and simple. No drama.”
Surprise was evident on Nocturne’s face, and he pivoted on a buckled shoe. Several of his entourage collided into him, causing a brief gothic pileup. Nocturne batted a hand back and forth to shoo them away until he had a clear view of us.
“Wait! Stop. What’s this about werewolves?” He lowered his voice at the end, aware of the packs of humans smoking nearby.
“I told you, this fellow’s friends here are werewolves,” said Samuel, confused again.
“You most certainly did not tell me, and they most certainly cannot come in. You know the rules, Samuel!” The troll’s confusion turned to a frown and Samuel looked ready to bounce Nocturne.
Nocturne walked right past me. “I am quite sorry, Bryan—you and your brother may come in, of course, but not your pets. We have a strict no-dogs-allowed policy.” He flashed a toothy smile at Toni.
Oh, no! It made sense that he’d addressed Bryan. It was my brother that Marie had taken a fancy to. Unfortunately, Bryan was the last person you wanted leading your diplomatic efforts. The odd exception was when trying to pick up chicks, when apparently his crass lack of class and over- inflated ego were a supercharged mixture of Win.
“Yo, dude, I need to see my woman,” said Bryan, shouldering his way past me as he happily realized that he was the lead on this.
I could see Nocturne’s internal struggle as he processed the demand. He managed a tight, “Of course you do, Bryan. And please, you’re welcome to go right ahead and see her Ladyship. Alone.”
“Nah, screw that noise, my friends are coming with,” Bryan said, crossing his arms.
“No, your friends are most certainly not ‘coming with,’ and the only screwing around that is going to be done is by me, when I twist that insolent little head of yours until it pops off like a cork.”
You would have thought Bryan had learned his lesson after the debacle earlier with him and the tiny new vampire. But no. Bryan moved to get in the less small and significantly less new vampire’s face, forcing the troll to hop off his stool with surprising agility. He inserted himself between my brother and the fop before Bryan did something truly dumb.
My brother bent sideways so he could see Nocturne and said, “Look, fruitcake, either get out of our way or I’m shoving that stupid hat of yours right up this dude’s ass!” He poked a finger into Samuel’s chest.
“You little shit! Out of the way, Samuel, I’m going to teach this—”
“Wow, hostility. Totally a buzz-kill on my good mood.” A whimsical voice cut off Nocturne, and Marie drifted out of the club’s entrance. She had changed since we’d dropped her off earlier. She was now dressed in a long, flowing black lace gown. It was cut modestly in front, but as she passed in front of me to put her arm around my brother’s waist, I could see that it dipped into plumber territory in the back. I had no complaints.
Nocturne’s tone was an inch short of a whine. “Marie, not only is this human of yours an insolent buffoon, he is trying to bring a pack of werewolves into our club.”
“Well, technically, it’s still my club he’s trying to bring them into, not ours, at least for the next few hours. But I hate to get all materialistic, and Reginald has a point.” Marie managed to commend Nocturne for barring entry to the werewolves at the same time she scolded him for fighting with Bryan by using his real name in public. It was times like these that reminded me she wasn’t as dumb as she pretended to be.
She further underlined that fact when she turned to me and said, “Werewolves, Chance? Now, why would you want to go do a thing like that?” I was pretty sure her single comment encompassed hanging out with them in general, doing one in particular, and trying to bring a bunch of them into her club.
“Lacey’s been badly hurt and I need your help to heal her,” I said, giving up on witty banter and getting straight to the point, mostly because I would probably lose a witty banter fight.
“And I’m the first person you thought of? Aw, how sweet.” Marie released Bryan so she could walk up and put her hand on my chest with only a slight flick of the eyes to Toni. Did women have to bait each other like that?
Toni rose to the bait, growling at Marie. Her pack closed in around us.
Marie ignored them, and stepped even closer. “How exactly was she hurt? It wasn’t these wolves, I suppose?” Her glance drifted sideways to Toni.
“No, it was Christian.”
“Pity. The wolves would have been more convenient. Where is Lacey now?”
“Lying in the back of our van—it’s parked out back behind your club.” I nodded in the general direction.
“And Christian?” Marie asked innocently, her hand sliding from my chest to grasp my shoulder.
“He got away.”
“What do you mean he got away?” Marie’s tone had developed an edge I hadn’t heard in her before, and her gentle touch was suddenly not so gentle. My shoulder screamed as it was caught in a vise.
“Look, you undead toothpick—” Toni started toward her. The troll’s brow furrowed as he tried to decide between keeping Bryan away from Nocturne, or Toni from Marie.
I raised my hand, stopping her. “The point is, Marie, if you can help Lacey, then we can find Christian and finish the job we came here to do.”
Marie removed her hand and I resisted the urge to rub my shoulder. She couldn’t hide her disappointment.
“Finish the job? Not to be a Debbie Downer, Chance, but you’ve had ample opportunity to ‘finish the job,’ as you put it. It’s still not done, and we are about out of time. I can only hope for Megan’s sake that you’re a bit better at finishing the job in other areas of your life.”
I could sense Toni’s hackles rising, and hers weren’t the only ones. The rest of the werewolves were tense, feeding off their alpha’s emotions. I knew we were about a heartbeat away from a serious fiasco.
“Marie, listen—Christian is alone now, on the run. We can take him. I just need Lacey to help find him for us.”
“Alone? How do you know?”
Toni answered for me. “Because the rest of his bloodsuckers are all dead.” At least she left off the “like you’re going to be” that I knew she wanted to tack onto the end.
Marie sauntered back to my brother. Giving a gentle pull on the front of his shirt, she asked, “Is this true?” Perhaps she thought my brother was too dim to mislead her.
“Yup! My bitch and I took care of the last of his vampires a couple of minutes ago.” Bryan snaked an arm out to reel in an alarmed Bethany while moving his other arm around the waist of Marie.
I wasn’t sure if he was being offensive or clever with his terminology. Judging by Bethany’s glare, it was a combination of the two.
I spoke up quickly, setting the record straight. “Actually, two of Christian’s vampires are left. One of them has my mom, Megan, and Kevin. He was supposed to be bringing them here. You haven’t seen them, have you?” I asked Marie.
Marie shook her head. “And the other one?”
“I think she took off.”
“Well, that’s good news, but this isn’t the place to talk about all of this. How about we go inside? If you’re good, I might let you bring one of your wolves in with you.” Marie had leaned over to get a good look at Bethany, who was somewhere between startled and interested.
“Man, we can get busy later—right now you need to go fix up my old lady.” Even with his arm around two girls, my brother had no issues bringing up a third. But I’d known him his entire life, and I knew that behind the façade he was more concerned about Lacey than either of the others.
“If you insist, Bryan, then I suppose we should see what I can do for her,” Marie said.
“That’s what I’m talking about, and then afterwards we can all go back inside to that crazy pad of yours and have ourselves a foursome.”
To my despair, neither of the women Bryan guided toward the back of the club voiced any immediate objection. I know because I waited for a full three seconds, listening for one. Even Toni and her friends were stunned silent as they followed them toward the van.
It didn’t surprise me that the exchange had rendered everyone else speechless. That tended to happen when my brother opened his mouth. Nocturne and I stood for a bit longer. Judging by the look on his face, we were sharing similar thoughts. Finally, our hope for womankind irrevocably shattered, we hurried along to catch up.
“I don’t think you’ll be getting your deposit back,” Marie noted before she opened the van’s sliding door and climbed inside. Bryan detached himself from Bethany and was right behind Marie, eager to get in the way.
“That’s the least of our problems,” I said.
“Wow, I see what you mean.” Marie’s voice came from the open doorway. “That’s a tricky bit of spellcraft your witch pulled off. I’m impressed.”
“Man, enough talk, woman—do something about that shit! It’s seriously fucked up,” Bryan said.
“Did you just call me woman? Really, Bryan?”
I knew he would wear on her eventually, but I had hoped it would come after he had gotten her help saving Lacey’s life.
“What’s wrong with that? Next you’ll be wanting to wear shoes and leave the kitchen.”
“Kitchen? I thought you didn’t want me leaving the bedroom.” Marie giggled.
“Damn, see, that’s what I’m talking about. Now hurry up and juice Lacey so we can all go back to that bedroom!”
I peered into the van in time to witness Marie holding her wrist over Lacey. She had forced Lacey’s mouth open with her other hand and a steady trickle of blood drained into it.
Bryan, of course, was leaning in, watching with rapt attention.
“When she wakes up, Lacey’s gonna be hungry. Hey, Marie, when you’re done with that, do think you could make us a sandwich? Ow! What? She will be!”
At that, I stepped back out of the van. There wasn’t much I could say to the stunned looks of everyone, so I shrugged.
Minutes later, Lacey coughed and her eyes fluttered open.
“Hey, anyone got anything to eat?”
“I told you,” said Bryan.
 



Chapter 28
Toni sniffed me. “You smell funny.”
“It’s been a long week. Try me again in a couple of days and I will have resumed my regularly scheduled regimen of good hygiene and exercise.” I sat next to her on the hotel room bed, pleased that I had been able to finish as much as I wanted to of my meal without interruption.
“That’s not what I meant. I mean, you smell like a pork chop.”
Toni’s comment was punctuated by a cold wet assault on my calf. I looked down to see a large brown wolf busily sniffing the area of my leg that the vampire Sylvia had torn out days before. I bent down to examine the wound; it had healed up okay. There was a nasty scar, but the area that had been torn out had filled in, save for a slight indentation. The wolf studied the area with me, licking its lips.
“Sure it’s not the bacon?” I picked up the remainder of my bacon cheeseburger from the nightstand and held it out to her. When she frowned and shook her head, I shrugged. The wolf made a small whine and I went ahead and held the burger down to him. It was gone in one gulp.
I cast a sideways glance to Lacey, but she was consumed by preparing the spell to locate Christian. Even after getting the infusion of Marie’s blood, Lacey had been out of commission for a couple of hours. As soon as she was functional, she had commenced a multi-tasking effort: putting together the spell while downing a couple of hamburgers, countless fries, and a large Coke.
Lacey had set up shop on the small round table. Her neck was bandaged, and I expected it hadn’t fully closed, but between her magic and Marie’s vampire blood, she was mending. She had let us know that she was not pleased with what we did to save her.
I knew she wasn’t Marie’s biggest fan, and if she experienced the same strange feelings I’d had after imbibing her blood, she was probably having some serious anxiety about sharing the vampire’s emotions.
Bryan had been at Lacey’s side the entire time. He was unusually quiet, meaning he was really concerned. He was even being moderately well behaved, except for trying to sneak occasional peeks under the bandage to see the healing at work. Lacey would have been farther along with the spell if she wasn’t having to constantly fend off his attentions.
I had been reluctant to ask Lacey to do the spell in the first place, so soon after what had happened, but once she found out I had something of Christian’s, she insisted. I knew the driving force for her was Megan’s safety. Martin hadn’t shown up to Styx like Katy said he would, and we had no idea what had happened to Megan.
I tried to convince myself that nothing was wrong, that Martin was taking his own sweet time bringing Megan into the club, but it was making me nervous. There wasn’t much time before dawn. In a couple more hours, it would have to wait until tomorrow night, and the longer Megan and Kevin had to spend time with Martin, and possibly Christian, the worse their chances.
I kept checking my phone. Marie had said she would call if anyone of interest showed up, but the phone had been silent.
The hotel room was crowded. It seemed that the two-to-a-room rule didn’t apply where werewolves were concerned. The wolf that had been eyeing my leg yawned wide, allowing for an excellent view of its large white teeth. It then settled down next to my leg and shut its eyes.
“Okey dokey, I’m ready,” Lacey said, placing what must have been the final ingredients in a small bowl that already was full of a variety of other strange substances.
She elbowed my brother out of the way until she had sufficient personal space, and then she began to cast. She placed one hand palm down on the table, and with the other held up the white handkerchief my mother had given me—the one of Christian’s that she had used to wrap up my father’s ring.
Lacey dropped the handkerchief into the bowl. It landed with a dull whump! A small cloud of smoke billowed out in a mushroom cloud, like a miniature nuke had gone off in the bottom of the bowl. Lacey sneezed when the smoke reached her, jerking her head forward and eliciting an “Ow!”
She rubbed the bandages on her neck and removed a surprisingly intact handkerchief out of the smoldering bowl. She moved the bowl to one side, then held the handkerchief up so its end was about six inches above the map’s surface.
Nothing happened for a moment, but before Bryan could say something stupid, the white silk square went rigid. The fabric elongated and became narrow, like a pointer. Lacey’s hand struggled to hold onto the handkerchief as an unseen force pulled one corner of the fabric to a particular spot on the map.
I walked over. Toni joined me, along with several of the others. We all crowded around to watch the handkerchief as it fixated on a spot in the heart of Texas.
“We’re in luck!” Lacey said, as she tore aside the map with her free hand to reveal another one beneath it. The cloth went limp as soon as the first map was removed, but immediately went taut again, its corner moving slowly across the map until it once again hovered over a spot.
“I found him!”
“Where is he?” I asked, squinting to read the map of Austin from where I stood.
“Looks like he’s a couple blocks north of Sixth Street, west of Congress.” Lacey looked up at me. “He’s at Styx.”
“You can’t trust a vamp,” said Toni. Marie was supposed to call if anyone showed, and unless she somehow wasn’t aware that Christian was at her club, it was obvious she had neglected to do so.
“I’m with the dog on this one, Chance,” added Lacey. “The dingbat double-crossed us.”
Maybe it was the full stomach, but for once my brain decided to actually put two and two together before I jumped to a wrong conclusion.
“No, that makes no sense. If that were the case, why would she have agreed to heal you? She knew once you were better you would lead us to Christian.”
“Maybe the dude snuck into the club like some sort of ninja,” Bryan suggested. “Or he whacked Marie and she’s too dead to call.”
“You might actually be right for once.” I started going through the armaments, selecting the Saiga assault shotgun and my trusted Kimber .45 that I had retrieved out of the Caddy’s trunk.
Lacey didn’t even make an attempt to act like she was coming. She was in bad shape to begin with, and the spell had wiped her out. After completing it, she finished someone’s abandoned box of cold fries, climbed on one of the two king-sized beds in the room, and went to sleep next to where Mike was already napping.
A bleary-eyed Mike cast a half annoyed, half appreciative glance at Lacey before swinging his feet over the side of the bed and asking, “So are we ready to go?”
“You guys have done enough already; my brother and I can handle this,” I said. Bryan double-checked his revolver and the M4 for the third time, making sure they were both loaded.
“I didn’t come all this way to let you die. At least not without paying me back,” said Toni.
 



Chapter 29
It was five o’clock on Monday morning. The downtown streets were empty, students busy sleeping off the last night of revelry before fall classes began.
I should have been one of them. Instead, I was carrying a shotgun down a side alley, heading toward a vampire nest.
The red neon sign still lit the walls and asphalt surrounding the entrance to Styx. The clusters of smoking goths were absent, as were Samuel and his stool. The door to the club was closed.
Toni grabbed my arm as I walked up to the black door and reached for the handle.
“I’m not letting you go in there alone. Do you think I care about some stupid truce with the vampires?”
“I’m not going in alone. I’ll have my brother with me.” This was the fourth time we’d rehashed the same argument in the last thirty minutes. It had escalated when I identified Martin’s Ford Explorer parked by the club.
“Was telling me your brother will be with you honestly supposed to ease my mind?”
“Chill out, woman, I got my bro’s back. The only thing I do better than kill vampires is satisfy ladies. And I will be happy to give y’all a firsthand demonstration of that when I get back.” His leer encompassed both Toni and Bethany.
I stepped in before Toni took her anxiety about the situation out on my brother. “I know what I’m doing, Toni. I’m not going to confront Christian if I can help it. This is a smash and grab. Get the hostages and run for it. All you have to do is make sure is that no one else comes in behind us, and no one besides us leaves with my mother or Kevin.”
Toni relented, but only barely. “You’ve got five minutes. If you’re not out by then, I’m coming in after you. I don’t care if it does start a war.”
“Relax—we won’t need a war. A couple of hours from now, you guys will be on the road headed back to California. My mom, Megan, and Kevin will be safe, and I’ll be trying to find my first class.”
I pulled on the door, thinking my plan was about to be thwarted by a simple lock. But the door opened to reveal a brighter-than-expected entrance.
We walked past the empty counter where the blue-haired girl usually collected the cover charge. Samuel’s stool sat against the wall of the short hallway.
Last call had been hours before. The empty club was lit by neon lights tucked up against the rafters of the club. Their harsh bluish-white illumination gave the large expanse a stark, almost industrial, appearance.
I sensed the vampires before I saw them. The blue-haired girl was running a broom across the floor, and the efficient waitress who had served us the night we first came into the club was busily restocking the bar refrigerator with the myriad of microbrews they didn’t have on draft.
Both turned as we entered, taking in the assault rifles my brother and I carried.
“Christian?” was all I said. Neither one responded. I thought for a second it was going to start right there, but the blue-haired one leaned against her broom as she studied us for a second, then nodded toward the back of the club. Leaning her broom against a wall, she headed toward a rear emergency exit and plausible deniability.
My internal alarm sounded; I pulled out my phone and texted Toni, saving the poor girl who left from getting ambushed.
The waitress grabbed two glasses down and poured two fingers of top- shelf scotch in each. Then she walked around the bar and headed toward the front entrance. I wasn’t much into hard liquor, but Bryan had no such problem. He downed both shots in rapid succession, then let out an exaggerated burp that reverberated in the empty room and said, “Let’s go waste this dude.”
We encountered Samuel at the entrance that led to the back offices and secret sanctum. The doorman was leaning against the wall, his massive arms crossed. His sunglasses were tucked into the front pocket of his jeans so I could see that his eyes were shut. As we drew near, he opened them.
“We’re looking for your boss,” I said.
“Which one?” he asked.
When I didn’t answer, Samuel said, “No one around here has a sense of humor.” He sent a thumb over his shoulder. “They’re both downstairs.”
“Any problems with us going down to say hi?”
Samuel smiled. “According to my last orders, as long as you don’t have any canine companions with you, you’re more than welcome.” He brought out a key card from the pocket of his jeans and casually reached to the side to swipe it down the reader. Putting the card back in his pocket, he leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes.
I opened the door, and we headed for the stairway down to the club’s cellar. I knew the stairs were blocked by another door that required a keycard. I had been hoping it would be open. It wasn’t. I tried it twice to be sure, but no dice.
My brother was about to start trying to kick it in when I heard voices coming from down the hall. I put an arm out to stop Bryan from what was bound to be a loud-but-ineffective assault on the metal door.
“This way,” I said. We followed the voices to a large office decorated with an ornate desk, an equally ornate and delicate-looking sofa, and a pair of finely wrought chairs. Old-master-style oil paintings hung from the walls. The only clues to the modern era were the closed laptop computer, a desk phone, and a wall calendar. The current month’s photo was a grey tabby hanging by its front paws from a clothesline. The caption read “hang in there.” Nocturne was slumped at the desk, a half-empty glass of thick red liquid in front of him. He was complaining to a trio of his groupies, all vampires by their aura.
The conversation shifted as soon as we entered. “And here are the ones responsible for this whole mess! How did you get in here?” Nocturne asked, though his accusations lacked enthusiasm.
“We walked through the front door. Where is Christian?”
“Downstairs, in the process of usurping power, thanks to you.”
“Pardon?” I asked.
“Had you done your job, we wouldn’t be in this mess. Now I have another several centuries of following that insufferable man’s orders to look forward to.”
“Tell you what. How about you let us downstairs and we take care of that for you? Then you can follow around the sex-crazed hippie chick instead.”
“You will fail again. It seems to be what you’re good at.” Nocturne did doomed melodrama well.
“Then you’ll be rid of me. It seems that no matter how it works out, you’d be free of one of us. As Marie would say, it sounds like a win- win.”
“No,” he said.
“Why not?”
Nocturne carefully enunciated his next words, his tone that of a frustrated parent trying to explain something simple to an uncomprehending child.
“Because if I let you in, Christian will know it. Once he’s killed you, he will come looking for me. He’s not a forgiving man.”
Bryan decided it was his turn. “Tell him we took the card from your scrawny ass by force. You know, before we have to do it for reals.”
Nocturne’s groupies watched the exchange, their heads moving back and forth like it was a tennis match. Nocturne thought for a moment, probably deciding if it was worth the effort to get up and move all the way around the large desk just to kill my brother.
In the end he sighed and said, “This is the remaining hour of freedom I have left. I’m not going to spend it arguing with you two simpletons.”
With that, he picked up his glass and, without paying us any more notice, left the room with his posse in tow. I waited until he walked out the door. The moment he was gone, I made for the desk, hoping to rifle through it and maybe find a spare card key.
I didn’t have to. One sat on the desk, right where Nocturne’s glass had been resting.
I snatched it up and made a call on my phone. Toni answered. I let her know that several more rats might flee the ship and that she should wait for the right one. She said I had two minutes left before she was coming in.
My brother and I did our best to creep down the stairs toward the sounds of conversation that were drifting up from the throne room. Despite our best efforts, I was pretty sure they would be able to hear us coming, so when we reached the bottom of the stairs I decided to simply enter the room.
The scene inside the double doors made it clear that we would have no chance to sneak anyone out under Christian’s nose. He was standing in the center of the room talking with Marie, who had her arms crossed and wore a pout that would do a reprimanded five-year-old proud.
“Did you seriously think I wouldn’t know that you were behind what happened back then? Did you think there would be no repercussions for trying to kill me? For murdering my family?” Christian snarled.
“Wow, like, I don’t know what you mean. I get how it must have been a drag that those hunters found the nest and all, but it’s totally uncool for you to insinuate that I had anything to do with it,” Marie said.
“Oh, I’m doing more than insinuating, Marie—I’m stating it as a fact. And as soon as I deal with Chance, we are going to finish this conversation. Pray that I go to the council instead of asking darling Katy to take your head off right now.”
Martin stood to one side watching the exchange. My mom was next to him, wearing the expressionless stare of someone who had been compelled to wait. Kevin was near the throne. Martin must have been too caught up with the current exchange between Christian and Marie to notice that he had slipped away. Kevin was now splitting his attention between the seventy- seven positions on the golden chair and the argument in the middle of the room.
A short girl with stylish shoulder-length brown hair stood nearby. It took me a second to realize it was Megan. She looked significantly healthier, and I had to do a double take to make sure it was her. Not only was she more beautiful than I had remembered, but she wasn’t wearing a dress. Not that she was naked—she had on jeans and a V-neck t-shirt that must have come from some all-night big-box retailer. Her last dress had been thrashed beyond repair, and apparently she hadn’t been able to get Martin to stop by a local couture shop to replace it.
Her eyes flicked to mine and she winked. My father’s ring hung from her necklace, replacing the small golden cross I had seen that night back in the apartment. I knew that her wearing the ring meant something, but whatever it was slipped away at the sound of Katy’s peppy greeting.
“Howdy, Chance!” she said, stepping out from where she had been lurking in the shadows. Her axe rested over her right shoulder like an old friend.
If the stealthy rescue attempt failed, which it certainly had, the backup plan called for Bryan and me to draw attention to ourselves and then hightail it out of there as quickly as possible, sparking Christian to come after us in pursuit. The werewolves, waiting in ambush, would be on him as soon as he exited the club, taking away any home turf advantage and making it less likely for vampire witnesses to report that a werewolf attack was responsible for the kill.
Katy’s greeting drew Martin’s attention away from the argument. After seeing us, he noticed that one of his charges was missing. He strode up to Kevin and gave him a backhand that sent the kid splayed out onto the floor, unconscious. Deed accomplished, Martin took a position beside Christian, protecting his flank. My mother stood stock still, expression still vacant.
Bryan and I definitely had their attention, but I was starting to realize the flaw in part B of my plan. Christian wasn’t that far away, and I had serious doubts about Bryan and me being able to escape the club before he caught us.
Christian’s smile was devoid of warmth. “Chance! I have to admit that was clever of you, using werewolves to do your dirty work like that. It cost me a number of friends. I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to hold that against you.”
“Be my guest. I certainly hold a grudge against you.”
He let out a short laugh. “Before I kill you, and then turn your mother, do you mind if I ask you a question?”
“Oh, no, go right ahead. Seeing as it’s the last one you’ll ever be asking anyone, I might even answer it.” If he was going to be throwing around threats, I didn’t want to feel left out.
“The thing is, I find it a little odd that the werewolf bitch not only seemed to know who you were, but is apparently quite fond of you. Tell me—did you realize what she was, or are you so ignorant as to not know you were sleeping with a dog?”
“Oh, I know what she is all right. And who said she was my girlfriend?”
Christian gave a sideways look to Katy, who shrugged.
“I have my sources, and Toni was only too happy to confirm it, right before she and the rest of the mongrels attacked us. Chance Lee, the vampire hunter, in bed with a werewolf. I imagine if Robert were alive, he would be disappointed in you. I must admit, I was quite surprised!”
I tried not to let Megan’s stare bother me. If I lived through this, I was going to have a lot of explaining to do.
“I thought everyone loved surprises.”
Christian brightened. “Oh, I do! Let’s see if you have any more, shall we?”
He moved, and I fired. He was faster. The Saiga thundered in the large room, its buckshot passing through the area where Christian had just been. It added what I think they call “distress” to the throne as the ball bearings peppered the gold, leaving dents in the soft metal.
Bryan also opened fire and moved to the side, dispersing Christian’s targets. He tracked the charging vampire with a stream of lead. Bryan’s angle meant that any of his shots that missed—which would be most of them—headed right for Katy. Out of the corner of my eye I saw her duck out of the way of the gunfire, heading back into the shadows that haunted the periphery of the room.
The few rounds that did strike Christian caused little blossoms of red to appear in his already-stained shirt. They didn’t slow him down. I barely had enough time to drop the shotgun and pull out a stake before he was on me. I tried to angle the stake so Christian would impale himself on it when he hit me. They did that a lot in the movies.
I halfway succeeded. The wood drove deep into his gut instead, several inches south of its intended target. The impact sent me falling back to land hard amid the throw pillows.
I spun quickly sideways to avoid the rending that I knew was coming. Sure enough, either teeth or claws raked against my side as I turned. The pain was intense and I knew I was in trouble. It was the same side I had been shot in, but this wound was worse.
Christian was on me before I could begin to stand, his hand coming straight for my face. In desperation, I tried to maneuver for a throw, but I knew I wouldn’t pull it off in time to save myself. I had no spell to keep my blood in.
Megan landed on his back, her nails ripping into the sides of Christian’s throat. Blood sprayed me as Christian’s neck was torn open. It was more than enough to send his blow wide, and I managed to get my face out of the way before it was spread across the floor.
Martin leaped over to us, ignoring me to focus on the bigger threat. He grabbed Megan, pulling her off Christian and flinging her to the side. Megan sailed inches away from my still-unmoving mother to go crashing into the movie screen, crinkling a scene between two lovely ladies and a multi -tentacled thing.
Martin raged at Marie. “You bitch!” He must have thought that Megan was one of Marie’s vampires, and that she had been ordered to attack Christian.
Marie shrugged. “What? She’s not one of mine.”
“She’s with me!” I pulled the stake out of Christian’s gut and lunged up, driving its point up at his chest.
Once again, he was too fast. He sprang out of the way, just in time to get a back full of 5.56-millimeter full metal jacket. Finally getting an open shot, my brother had opened fire, and for once managed to hit what he was aiming at. Bullets don’t actually have enough force to throw a body like they do in the movies. So Christian didn’t so much fly forward as shiver when twenty-odd holes sprouted out of him.
Martin was clearly debating going for Marie anyway. He probably assumed she was lying, and was considering whether they needed to bother going through the vampire council to administer her punishment.
Not wanting to lose the advantage, I sprang, once again going for the kill—or at least the incapacitation a wooden stake through the heart would bring. I knew Christian would intercept the blow, which was why it had been a feint.
As Christian swiped at the stake, I dropped low, sweeping his legs out from under him. He hadn’t seen it coming, and went down. I followed him to the floor, stake at the ready, looking for an opening. I had to be fast to have any chance of taking him out.
A chorus of booms sent shockwaves through me. Dropping the assault rifle, Bryan had run up and fired his .44 Magnum point-blank into Christian’s leg. His kneecap exploded as one round hit it dead on.
“How do you like that, bitch?” Bryan said before putting the remaining three rounds into his other leg. I would have been a lot more proud of him if he hadn’t been holding his gun sideways.
“Don’t just stand there, you idiot. Get him!” screamed Christian.
At Christian’s order, Martin moved, thoughts of Marie swept from his head. It was unfortunate for him, because as he whirled to make a move on my brother and me, Marie stepped forward, her hand shooting through his back.
Martin made it halfway to us before he noticed his heart was missing. He looked down, not seeing anything wrong with his chest, then dropped to his knees. He fell face first on the shag carpet, revealing the gaping hole in his back.
“You’ll pay for that!” Christian spat out the cliché vehemently enough that it almost worked.
“Whoops, was I not supposed to do that? I’m sorry, Christian, I thought you were talking to me. Like, wow, totally my mistake. Next time you should be more specific about who should get who.” Marie smiled and gave a “forgive me” shrug, which was a little difficult to believe given the bloody organ she held in her hand.
It had become clear to everyone that if Christian survived, Marie was finished. After killing Martin, I hoped Marie would make a move on Christian, but rather than join the attack, she started making a beeline for the ruined movie screen. I doubted she was checking on Megan, so I could only assume she was headed for a back exit.
I used the distraction caused by Martin’s untimely demise to jab the stake home. It stalled briefly on Christian’s chest plate before resuming its move inward. Christian’s hand lashed out, crushing my wrist as he stopped the stake. He pushed back and the stake withdrew. Then Megan was beside me, both of her hands over mine, pushing downward on the stake.
The gore-covered skewer hovered, shaking, its dripping point poised above Christian’s chest for a loud heartbeat. Then another.
But it wasn’t heartbeats I was hearing—someone was having a go at the metal security doors. Toni had finished waiting. The werewolves were huffing and puffing and battering the door down.
Christian’s brows furrowed as his eyes took in Megan and me. Comprehension slowly dawned on his features. “It can’t be. You’re a hunter!”
“I’m actually retired. But for you, I’m making an exception. Oh, by the way, this is my girlfriend.” The statement had the drama I was going for, though I realized too late that it would have bigger implications in Megan’s mind.
Unfortunately, that climactic moment wasn’t followed up by the satisfying sound of wood piercing Christian’s heart that I had hoped for. Instead, he roared, arching his back and shoving us both away with a burst of incredible force. I rolled to a stop against a wall fifteen feet away. The stake was lost. My right hand was broken, crushed between the vampires in the struggle. I clumsily drew out my Kimber with my left and took aim.
Megan was quicker, of course, going again for Martin’s throat. He was waiting for it. He grabbed her out of midair and tossed her at me. I stepped out of the way and Megan landed where I had been, springing back up like a cat. She faced Christian in a crouch, arms out, fingers clawed.
The booms grew more feverish, but still the security door held. Christian laughed as he advanced.
“Not by the hair of my chinny-chin-chin. Your wolf friends will be too late, I’m afraid. You played a good game, Chance, and I have to admit, you did have a surprise or two up your sleeve. But the deck was stacked in my favor and you’re all out of surprises.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t go counting your chips yet,” I said, moving towards Christian, our eyes locked together.
Christian laughed. “Oh, my—now I know why your mother loves you so much. You are ever the optimist! It’s a pity—” He had been about to say something else, but abruptly stopped as his vocal cords were severed. It had been a clean blow, the axe blade passing through Christian’s neck in one powerful swing. His body fell forward, revealing the girl standing behind him.
“Surprise!” said Katy, watching Christian’s head roll to a stop against a garish red pillow. His triumphant look changed to one of incomprehension even after it had been separated from his body, its eyes staring back at Katy.
“That was for my sister, you asshole.”
 



Chapter 30
“Man, I can’t believe I missed all the action!” Kevin said, rubbing his temple.
I helped him to his feet with my good hand. “Don’t feel so bad. For what it’s worth, I would have traded places with you,” I said, wincing as a sharp pain sliced through my side.
“Well, at least you guys owe me a show, so it’s not a complete loss.”
“Huh?” I said.
“Remember? Back at the hotel? Marie said if I stayed put in the restaurant she would vamp out for me.” I remembered.
Marie beamed. “I most certainly did!” She walked over to stand right in front of Kevin, her grin broader than normal. Kevin took a half step back in spite of himself.
“Are you ready?” she asked.
“One sec!” said Kevin. He rushed to where Martin’s corpse had started to flake away, dug through the dead vampire’s pockets, and ran back to Marie with his smart phone. He held it in front of him, camera apparently at the ready. “I hope you don’t mind, ‘cause I want to remember this!”
“Not at all. Are you ready now?”
Kevin nodded.
“Well?” Marie asked.
“Well what?” asked Kevin.
“Want to see it again?”
“What?” The phone obscured the expression on his Kevin’s face, but not the tone of his voice.
“Dude, are you stupid? Vampires don’t vamp out,” Bryan explained, putting a hand on Kevin’s shoulder and giving him a pity pat. I shook my head, and Marie’s grin did the seemingly impossible and got even wider.
“At least not in the way you’re thinking,” I added. “If you saw the way Megan dressed when she was on the prowl for some hot, hot loving, you might disagree.”
“Chance!” Megan said.
“What? Lacey’s not here, so I felt obligated to fill in.”
“Where is she? Is she okay?” Megan asked.
“She’s fine—she’s resting back at the hotel after a run-in with Christian and a spell or two.”
Kevin was livid. “Are you kidding me? You said you’d show me! That is cold-blooded, lying to a kid like that.”
“Well, then, all things considered, you shouldn’t be surprised!” Marie smiled, proud at her joke. “Get it? Because I’m cold-blooded! Besides, technically I did show you. You’ll note I never promised that it would be exciting.”
Kevin went from mad to utterly dejected.
Marie tilted her head, lips pursed. “Aw, if it means that much to you, I can do a pretty mean hiss.”
When Kevin grudgingly nodded, Marie gave us all a demonstration of a hiss worthy of any B-grade horror flick, complete with claw-hand motions and a good enough view of her pearly whites to impress. After she finished, she raised her eyebrows at Kevin, signaling her need for his approval.
Shoulders slumped, Kevin lowered his phone. “Okay, that wasn’t bad.”
Marie beamed. “So, like, not to be rude, but it’s almost dawn, and sooner or later those wolves are going to break down my door. Y’all should call them off and then make yourselves scarce. I need to go call the council and report this tragic, yet unexplained, murder of a vampire elder.”
 



Epilogue
I gave up on finding a decent radio station and slipped a CD into the player. The last station worth listening to had faded out an hour after leaving Albuquerque. I turned up the volume and upped the cruise control to eighty.
The morning had been a mess. Lacey had agreed to do one minor spell that would at least stop me bleeding out my side, though I was on my own for my crushed hand. She said any more magic would be too much for me to handle, or for her to manage.
Sorting things out between Megan and Toni proved impossible, at least with them in the same vicinity. It was like oil and water. The only thing that saved us from an epic catfight was the impending dawn that forced Megan to go to ground, so to speak.
Toni and the wolves had headed back to California, and their lives, families, and jobs. I had to promise Toni I would be out for a visit before the month’s end. Certain threats were levied against my man-parts should I fail to do so.
Megan left as well, devastated by my indecision. When I’d looked to Lacey for help, she said, “What do you think, Chance? She flew halfway across the country to fight for you. Vampires don’t exactly travel well. If they get caught out in the sun, they’re toast. Literally.”
I knew that. Of course, Toni had done the same thing, bringing half of her pack with her. 
“Come on, Chance—why the hell did you lead her on like that? I mean, giving her the ring, for chrissakes!” With that, Lacey had also walked away.
“I gave it to her to hold on to,” was my lame reply.
Lacey turned. “Chance, her formative years were in the 1950s,” and then she too was gone.
At least now I knew what had struck me when I had seen it around her neck. She had assumed, or maybe presumed, that we were going steady.
After that exchange, the rest of the day was relatively normal. I missed my first class, but managed to get my hand and side looked at in an emergency clinic. I made it to my second class, hand in a sling. 
That evening I had dinner with Mom. Thanks to a few subliminal suggestions by Marie, she didn’t remember anything other than a great few weeks with yet another guy who turned out to be a disappointment.
I spent most of the night lying in my apartment trying to decide what direction I wanted to take my life. One involved finishing school, starting a family, raising two and a half kids, and maybe a dog. Growing old. Spending holidays with my kids. And eventually dying of something mundane, like cancer.
The other consisted of maintaining a relationship with my newfound friends, which I was positive would lead to a distinctly less normal life, probably with a substantially more violent ending. And if I went down that path, the exciting one, which way did I go? Megan, or Toni? Or maybe neither. There was no way I could go much further without choosing. 
In the end, my decision had been no decision. I had a few more weeks before I had promised to visit Toni. In the meantime, I would bide my time and hope to be struck by some sort of divine inspiration.
The inspiration turned out to be more duress than divine.
The next morning, I got to school early enough to stumble down the Drag—the street that ran alongside campus boasting a ton of stores—in search of my books. I even had enough time to let my Game Shack manager know I was still alive and confirm that I could pick up some shifts later in the week. Lastly, I swung by a store to pick up a new phone for my permanent account. I tossed the two prepaid ones in the trash.
I wasn’t too surprised when my new phone rang with my old number about a minute after I left the store. But I was surprised by who was on the other end. In retrospect, going back to a normal life had been a pipe dream.
“Chance, my man! Do you realize how many times I’ve called you in the past couple of days?”
“Detective Cassara?” I asked, dumbfounded.
“In the flesh, so to speak. Now, to get back to answering my own question: a lot of times. Have I told you that I don’t like repeating myself? Makes it sound like no one is listening to me. And calling you over and over without a reply is kind of like repeating myself.”
“Sorry. I lost my phone.”
“Now, see, if it were anyone else telling me that, I might not believe them, might think they were avoiding me, which would hurt my feelings. But it’s you, so I’ll go ahead and give you the benefit of the doubt.”
“Um, thanks. Can I help you?”
“I think you can. See, I’m a simple man. A creature of habit, really. When I find one thing associated with another thing, I make a connection, and connections are hard to break, you know? They stick with you.”
I mumbled agreement.
“And in your case, the connection I made is with weird shit.”
How he could have possibly found out about what just went down in Texas, I had no idea, and understood even less why he cared. 
“But I thought we were square—you know, after I returned that urn to Mr. Powers and everything?” I asked.
“You did, and we were. All square. Until last night, that is. And I’m not saying we’re round now. We could still be square. Or who knows, maybe we’re another shape altogether. Thing is, before I decide what shape we are, I got some questions to ask you first. Let’s call it professional curiosity.”
“Look, I can explain about what happened here in Austin, but I don’t see how that matters to you back in California.”
“Austin? You mean like Texas?”
“Um…never mind.”
“We’ll get to Texas later. At the moment I’m interested in an old lady right here in California. Not my old lady. Well, I am; I mean, even though we’ve been together for a while, you know, she still holds my interest, but that’s not who I’m speaking of in this case. Seems like this old lady was spotted with a…hold on for a second, I wrote it down somewhere…here it is. She was spotted with a ‘demon or demon-like entity.’”
I had a vision of a Mrs. Brewer, the head of a coven of witches back in California that had helped me banish the demons from Solomon’s Urn. In my vision, I saw her eyes and the craving for power that had filled them. I saw the night when the demons were banished. I thought of the demon that had possessed Lacey, and flashed on where it might have gone once it had been banished from my friend’s body.
I wanted no part of what I saw.
“Sorry, I don’t know anything about old ladies and demons, but if you come across a possessed ashtray, you be sure to look me up.”
“Heh. A funny man you are not. Chance, part of my job is detecting lies and the liars that tell them. I’m good at it, if I say so myself. It’s one of my many talents. And, well, Chance, I hope you don’t mind me saying this—but as a liar, you suck. 
“So what I’m thinking is, because you managed to answer the rest of my questions without me even having to ask them—thank you for that, by the way—what I’m thinking is that you come on back here to California from Austin, or wherever it is you are, and clean up the mess your little demon is making.”
“It’s not my demon.” 
“Oh, see, I disagree. Didn’t you hear? Possession is nine tenths of the law. Get it, possession? I’m a friggin’ comedian. Anyway, like I was saying, possession is nine tenths of the law, and you, my friend, possessed the urn that had all of the demons in it.
“See, believe it or not—and I know it may be a hard one for you to believe—but those demons of yours? The ones you supposedly got rid of? Those are the only demons I’ve run across lately. And by ‘lately,’ I mean in the past, say, forty-five years. 
“Until this one. A week later. Now, you might say it’s a coincidence, me finding a demon so soon after what happened. But see, to me, coincidences are for suckers, and I’m not a sucker. Do you think I’m a sucker, Chance? Please don’t tell me you think I’m a sucker.”
“Uh…no.”
“No? Good. So let’s review the facts. Fact: you had in your possession a lot of demons. Fact: here we are, a few days later, and what do I run across? I run across a demon. Demons, in my humble experience, are not common things. Do you disagree?”
“No.”
“Good. Fact: this demon is not minding its own business. It’s been causing problems. And these have become my problem. And in this case, my problem has become your problem. It’s like the trickle-down theory; you know, the one that was supposed to make us all rich? This is it trickling down on your head.”
“Why me?”
“Are we back to you making me repeat myself? I already told you, it’s the association thing. Remember, the one involving you and weird shit?”
“Sure, I remember. But why me? There has got to be someone else who can do a better job with this,” I said.
“You’re telling me. And if you find them, you let me know and maybe I’ll reconsider. But until that time, this one’s all yours. Oh, and Chance, this time I expect you to do all your own cleaning up, you know what I mean? Make it all neat and tidy-like.
“Not like what happened last time with the church. Did you know they had to use street sweepers to clean it all up? I don’t mean little men running around with brooms, I mean the big trucks. Don’t make me have to use a street sweeper to clean up your mess this time, or I’ll be forced to send you the bill. 
“And, Chance, I hope you don’t miss the implications of what I’m about to tell you, but I don’t think it will be a bill you can afford to pay. Do you understand?”
“I got it.”
“Good. I like you, I really do. That’s why I’m doing you the favor of telling you about this and letting you clean it up, because these kinds of things draw the wrong kind of attention. Do you know what I’m saying? Attention from the wrong type of crowd that neither one of us wants. Do you get my drift?”
Not entirely, but I said, “Yeah.”
“Good. Speaking of unwanted attention, just between you and me, Powers was kind of ticked off at losing the contents of that jar of his. And not a little bit ticked—we’re talking like a gigantic, blood-engorged parasite. And he is one of those men, unlike myself, that hold a grudge. So, do us both a favor and watch your back.”
“Will do.”
“And, Chance—we’re all looking forward to seeing you back here in California.”
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