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Chapter One

Welcome to Mayfair
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MAYFAIR IS A STRANGE LITTLE town, and most people
think we’re in a cult. Really we’re just a bunch of displaced
supernatural creatures mooching off the energy of nearby St. Louis,
but the cultish appeal is there. We’re featured in “extreme belief”
documentaries, for crying out loud. A town that consists of bunch
of people who thrive during nighttime with wings, horns, fangs,
etc. is easier to pass off as a cult than the truth. And it’s much
easier to hide in plain sight than have our otherworldly appendages
sawed off surgically for the sake of human comfort.

My name is Olympia Carter. I’m a bounty
hunter in Mayfair. We have a central government here, with a few
“mayors” from each major species (and sometimes multiple when it
comes to interspecies drama, like between the Seelie and Unseelie
fae), but it’s by necessity a place that lives without a lot of
federal scrutiny, and as a result, it can be a real cesspit of
crime, and we have all kinds of critters from outside who come in
looking for trouble. You’d think it’d be a completely lawless land,
but I’m officially registered with the Guild, which has a few
occupations that don’t typically exist in human-dominated
communities—i.e., me, the fourth-best ranking bounty hunter they’ve
got, which is less impressive when you realize the town isn’t as
big as typical suburbia by other major cities.

What I do is this: I track down and capture,
kill, what have you, the supernatural gone rogue where it concerns
our little town for a profit. Sometimes it’s not as exciting as
you’d think—every single mark is approved by the Mayfair gov, for
example, so I’m not just hunting down random passersby in the
street who I see doing wrong. And it doesn’t always turn up a big
profit, either. The last time we had some excitement was in ‘87, a
few years before I was born, when we had this big exposé published
by some investigative journalist that brought a lot of unwelcome
attention. These days we mostly have captures or occasionally
“drive-aways” as we call them informally in the Guild. Most people
we get will be brought to the governing council and they’ll handle
them, but sometimes it’s preferred that we just scare them out of
town. Repeat offenders might, maybe, be killed, but oftentimes when
that’s the case we have to go even higher up the chain to the
national level of our government, and, well, it just doesn’t happen
a lot.

The thing about me is I’m part Unseelie and
we thrive off of chaos. So if the poor profits of bounty hunting
mean I have to live in a tiny apartment above a Chinese restaurant
run by e gui, at the very least I’m getting a thrill when I capture
someone that doesn’t equate to violence against humans, which is
strictly forbidden in our culture or we’d have been run out with
pitchforks a long time ago.

The official Guild headquarters are in the
back of a literally underground nightclub called The Bluebird
frequented by humans. I think the idea is that the humans can get
off on the strangeness of the town in the nightclub, and it’s not a
place where we would be likely to get away with anything because
there are so many witnesses. We have our postings there, can pick
up assignments, pick up payments, you name it. It hasn’t gone
digital quite yet because they haven’t figured out a way to avoid
leaving a footprint where prying eyes would be able to spy the true
bizarre nature of us. The real place to go, where I find most of my
stupider marks, is The Scale & Ale, a seedy bar that’s only
open 2 AM until whatever violent fight shuts it down for the rest
of the day. People assume that it’s under the radar because it’s
wedged between a chain supermarket and an inconspicuous stationery
shop, so that’s where they all go. Very stupid indeed.

That’s where I found myself holding a skeevy
human custodian by his ankles, upside down, in the men’s bathroom,
the top of his balding head grazing the mildewy tile.

“I didn’t see him today, honest!” he was
shouting, but since it was a bar where fights and rabble were
common, and Mac’s reputation preceded him, no one came to his
aid.

“Mac,” I said, swinging him around with the
supernatural strength being a fairy gave me. “Oh, Mac. When will
you learn?”

Part of me wondered if he liked being beat
up by us. Mac had worked at The Scale & Ale for over a decade
now, and you could often see him scribbling down in tiny notebooks,
presumably about us. He was for sure a voyeur of our culture,
enough that he was willing to make pennies scrubbing toilets to
watch us.

“I was paid good money not to share
anything,” he sputtered. His face was getting redder and redder by
the second.

“What good does that do you if you’re
dead?”

Mac knew I wouldn’t kill him. We’d been
through this dozens of times and I wasn’t about to violate our pact
with humankind over a few hundred bucks. “Okay, okay! Put me back
right side up.”

I dropped him on the floor. An
unidentifiable puddle began to seep into his ratty work shirt as he
caught his breath. “I’m listening.”

“He was here yesterday.” Mac licked his
chapped lips. “Talking to Matt Rivera.”

“Mateo Rivera was here?” I asked, genuinely
taken aback. “How often do you get vampires?”

“Almost never,” he said. “Almost never.
Almost—I think you gave me a concussion.” I didn’t miss when his
eyes strayed to the pointy ends of my ears, cataloging them for
later documentation.

“You’ll be fine. What were they talking
about?”

I leaned down to hear him better, throwing
my braid over my shoulder so it didn’t also get wet with the
mystery liquid. My combat boots squeaked against the tile.

“Matt said he had to leave. It seemed like
the other guy was trying to deliver a message to him. The guy is
from the Chicagoland area, so…”

“…so probably a communication from the vamp
community there.” But the mark was supposed to be a werewolf, and
the two rarely dealt with each other. The reason he was on the
Guild’s radar was because there had been a transformation—a human
girl had come to one of the businesses here during the full moon
with obvious wolf-like bites, and when she was taken in by one of
the Mayfair packs for observation, she’d turned. She had described
the suspect in great detail and even had a picture of him in wolf
form on her phone, which was majorly unhelpful at least 28 days out
of the month, not to mention whenever the werewolf chose to
transform. You couldn’t attack humans unprovoked in Mayfair without
consequences.

“Guess you’ll be holding vampires upside
down next,” Mac said. “They sleep that way.”

“No, they don’t.”

I felt a spike of revulsion as he untucked
his notebook from his back pocket to take down a note. “Alright,
Mac, clean yourself up and get out of here. Go see a doctor for
your head if you really think you’re concussed.”

He muttered something to himself, but I was
sure he was just being dramatic. Whether he’d written down vampire
sleeping habits or some theory about why a werewolf would be
running messages for vampires, and also biting people, I was only
interested in the latter. Even if it meant I’d have to speak to a
snooty vampire to figure it out.


Chapter Two

Vampire Shenanigans
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THERE WERE A HANDFUL OF vampire dens in Mayfair,
among other hangouts. Mateo Rivera was high up on the hierarchy,
though, which meant I had to go to their main location, where they
had security staff among other measures in an “abandoned” mall on
the edge of town they boldly dubbed “Vampire Central.” I’d only
been a couple of times, and each time, I was made less than
welcome. They didn’t like outsiders as a rule, but in my opinion,
by involving a werewolf they were breaking the rules anyway.

I knocked on the door and checked my phone.
Just an hour until sunrise. They’d be going to bed soon, or at
least those of them who kept a regular schedule. The windows of the
mall were predictably boarded and likely did not allow for even a
single ray of sunshine. A vamp pulled the window slat down an inch,
revealing an inquisitive eye that looked red in the street light.
“Business?” he asked.

“I’m here on Guild business,” I said.
“Looking for somebody.”

His expression soured, and I understood why.
A lot of the kill bounties were for vampires—anyone who resorted to
murder, really, and they were prime candidates, being notoriously
haughty and thinking they existed outside the rules. It really
boiled my blood sometimes (which they would probably like).
“Looking for a vampire?” he asked. The second I told him what I was
here for everyone would be alerted, I knew. But they wouldn’t let
me in without it.

“Looking for Mateo Rivera. He’s not the mark
but he’s associated. The person I’m looking for isn’t a
vampire.”

“What are they?”

I considered before answering.
“Werewolf.”

The vampire burst into laughter. “Hell would
freeze over before you’d find a werewolf here.”

“I’m just looking for Matt Rivera,
thanks.”

“Let me see if he’s available.”

The vampire disappeared. They loved to make
me wait, and I could already see how the night would go—the vampire
would pretend to look for Rivera, and then when he’d procrastinated
long enough for sunrise, I’d be told to come back tomorrow. By
which point, not only could the werewolf have run, but someone else
could’ve found him, and my reputation couldn’t take the hit. I
knocked on the door again.

Another vampire poked her eye out. They
never left the door unmanned. “Business?” she asked.

“Is Matt Rivera there or not? I need to talk
to him.”

“Password?”

“Are we in the second grade?” I closed my
eyes and took a breath. Losing your temper got you nowhere with
vampires, because their eternal lifespans made them the most
patient, infuriating beings around. “May I please just speak with
him, or his assistant?”

“I will get his assistant.”

“No!” I shouted, envisioning her joining the
other bouncer in his procrastination. Calm, Olympia. “I would like
to go in myself. You can escort me if you’d feel more comfortable
with that.”

There was a moment of silence, and then the
sound of at least four locks unlatching. An ethereally beautiful
vampire opened the door and smiled at me with her fangs—a reminder
that she could suck my arteries dry if I did something wrong and no
one would be able to prove I’d ever been there. She had a robust
pair of breasts which she highlighted with an impressively low
plunging neckline.

“What’s your name?” I asked amicably.

“Esmeralda,” she said.

“That’s…very Victor Hugo of you.”

“I don’t like your fairy sass, Miss
Olympia.” She led me past a series of ex-storefronts, law offices,
churches, counselors, and in one case, a yoga center. The vampires
did little to cover up the old businesses, and my guess is that if
the place was ever raided by a SWAT team, at least the plaques said
JOHN WASHINGTON, ESQ. rather than ELVIRA: MISTRESS OF THE DARK.
“Matt’s at the art store.”

There was an old, dust covered statue of a
giant pencil and some paper cranes hung from the ceiling with wires
outside the art store. The windows had been of course completely
covered beyond that, the old glass doors replaced with too-new
looking, opaque wooden ones. Esmeralda tapped on the door with a
dainty little knock that made me think she’d slept with Mateo
before. “Matty?” Definitely slept together. “Got a bounty hunter
looking for you.”

Rivera opened the door, in the flesh. Vamps
always liked to pretend they were important enough to need all the
assistants they got, but really, they were sitting there twiddling
their thumbs most of the time, only having minor business to do
overnight, and not much at that. “Who is it?” He looked up at me
with eyes that were too close together and the enormous chin I felt
he was known for. Vampires were pop culturally hot, but in real
life, a lot of them looked like average Joes. The real reason they
could look good was that after being around for two hundred years,
you could afford that facelift or boob job you’d been saving up
for. “Olympia Carter.” My name came out like a curse.

“Mateo Rivera,” I said, with a sarcastic
little curtsy. He glowered at me. “Just a couple questions for you
if you have a minute.”

“I’m very busy.”

“I’m sure you are. I won’t be much
time.”

He nodded the bouncer vampire away. Odds
were it was easier to not answer my questions tonight and make my
efforts look hopeless from the start rather than fending me off
every night. “Come in,” he said.

Every vampire room I’ve ever been in has
been a stereotype, and this one was no exception. The walls were
lined in black velvet drapes. There was an assembly of rich red
chairs and a mahogany desk with a single manila folder and a laptop
on it, though I doubted either had much use. Rivera had a
reputation for partying and sleeping in his free time, often not
alone. “Lovely place,” I said. I heard from an oddly humble vampire
a few years ago that a lot of vampires crafted their aesthetics
around reputation, and that before humans had made all those
vampire movies and books, they decorated with just the normal color
palettes everyone else had, no elusive manors or gothic
black-and-red in sight.

“Thanks,” he said insincerely. “What brings
you here?”

“I’m just gonna get straight to the point
since you’re probably tired.” They loved when people remembered
their very predictable schedules and I was very good at buttering
people up. “You were seen at The Scale & Ale discussing vampire
business with someone there is now a bounty out on.”

He looked around as if there would be anyone
else to listen in on our conversation. No alleged assistant in
sight. Bastard. “I don’t see that the conversation is relevant, but
I’ll humor you. What did he do?”

“He attacked a human girl. Turned her into a
werewolf.”

Matt sucked his teeth. It was huge news in
the community, of course, but it didn’t involve vampires directly,
so naturally he hadn’t bothered to learn of it.
“That’s…unfortunate. I’m happy to help you find him however I can,
but I haven’t seen him since, and he may be back to Chicago
already. Bill didn’t exactly tell me his plans.”

“He attacked the girl before you met up,” I
clarified. “Not that you’d know about that. What business was he
here on?”

Instead of responding to me like someone
reasonable, he extracted two glasses from a cabinet. Into one, he
poured water from a water bottle over two hemoglobin pills, and
into the other, about two shots of straight whiskey over ice cubes.
I imagined that as a human he was the kind of person who sat by his
fireplace contemplating the meaning of life in an overpriced fuzzy
robe before deciding on a life of vampirism. He held out the
whiskey glass to me and took a sip from his own glass, now red with
fake blood. “Well. You already know it was about ‘vampire
business,’ I suppose, and you’re not stupid, so I can assume you
also know that it’s not something easily shared.”

“I think it’s very big of you to call me not
stupid. I’ve never had such a compliment from any of your
kind.”

The liquid in his glass swished agitatedly.
“I know you’re just doing a job. I’m almost certain Bill’s out of
town by now, so that would make it the Chicago community’s
business, not ours.”

“Why wouldn’t he leave town after he
attacked that one girl?”

“You know in this community we’re a lot
more…civilized…than some of the others. Maybe he didn’t see a
problem with it.”

“Okay, let me rephrase.” I took a sip of
whiskey. The vampires didn’t typically drink alcohol—I once knew a
woman who mixed vodka with her tablets, and she was a lot of
fun—but they always had the good stuff on hand. The smoky flavor of
high-end liquor rolled around my tongue. “I need to know what
business he was here on. Bill Dyer bit a girl at the full moon and
she transformed the next day. Then he met with you. That’s all I’ve
got. Also, if you’re going to meet in secret, stay away from the
damn Scale & Ale. It’s tacky.”

“We weren’t hiding. That place is a
dump and I wouldn’t pick it as a meeting spot. It was where he
happened to be.”

“Why would you meet up with a werewolf?
Aren’t you worried about ruining centuries of malice?”

Deep down, Matt was also too proud to show
how pissed off he was by my digs, which only made me want to do
them more. “He had important information about the vampire
community there that he was disclosing without their permission. I
don’t need to tell you what it is. I recommend reaching out to the
Chicago mayorship if you need him punished for that.”

The whiskey in my glass was gone already. I
thought of the day ahead and already had a hangover. It was past
four in the morning. “You’re sure he’s gone?”

“I’m not sure, but I would be if I’d
done that and passed along my message.”

“Well, thanks, Matt. Your time is
appreciated.”

“Your discretion is appreciated. If you
could not mouth off to everyone that I met with one.” A werewolf,
he meant. “I can’t hurt you but I have other ways of getting to
you.”

“I’m sure. Good day, Matt.”


Chapter Three

Leandra Invites Herself
In
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THUNDER RUMBLED IN THE DISTANCE as I made my way
back to my apartment. The sky was lightening, at least
fractionally. I fumbled with my keys to the side door and nearly
had a heart attack when I heard someone say my own name in a
smooth, feminine voice: “Olympia Carter.” My keys hit the pavement
with a wet clang.

Leandra towered over me, her hair impeccably
silky despite the humidity. It seemed that you could not throw a
rock in Mayfair without hitting a vampire.

“Are you trying to scare the shit out
of me?” I asked, ungracefully retrieving my keys from the
puddle.

“Maybe,” she said. She leaned her tall body
against the side of the building. A tight top with crossed strings
over her breasts made them look like they were about to pop right
out.

“What the hell are you doing out at this
hour? Aren’t you scared of sunrise?” Hesitant to open the door in
front of her, I stalled by wiping the keys off on my pant leg.

“I guess you better let me in or I’ll
perish.” She lifted the back of her hand to her forehead
dramatically, lips pouting.

“You’ll just have to perish.”

“You’d let me die after all these wonderful
years?” Leandra batted her long eyelashes at me. I swore she’d
gotten extensions sewed in at some point.

The rain started to come in now. Get soaked,
and hide the inside of my crappy apartment, or stay dry and go in
and slam the door in her face. The key turned in the lock with a
click. I slid in and pulled the door nearly closed.

“Please let me in. I hate to be wet,” the
vampire pleaded.

“What are you doing out here without your
lackeys?” It occurred to me suddenly that she could’ve overheard my
interrogation of Mateo Rivera and come to give me insider
information—but Leandra was even higher up on the food chain than
Mateo, and she wasn’t likely to want to tell some non-vampire about
vamp business. “Do you need something?”

“Won’t you let me in and find out?”

It wasn’t impossible to disinvite a vampire
to your home, but it would require me going to a witch and having
the place saged. Of which I would not have time for until after a
good day’s rest. I did not fancy the idea of coming home after
grabbing coffee to find Leandra on my couch going through my
things.

“Come on, fairy girl. I won’t just pop in
without knocking. Where’s the decorum in that?”

In the end, it was the rain that did it for
me. She looked pitiful in it, her skin glowing in the street light
and the drops running down her hair and face, smearing her makeup a
bit. Leandra never looked this vulnerable. I grumbled something
along the lines of “come in,” and she practically knocked me down
to get through the door and up the stairs. I barely had my shoes
off and she had already scoured the hallway closet for a towel,
with which she patted her hair and face down and mopped at her
chest.

“Is this about me coming to the mall today?”
I asked, setting the kettle on the stove.

She was standing in front of a mirror in the
foyer, but all I saw reflected in it were coats on the hooks of the
opposite wall. I knew logically that vampires couldn’t be
reflected, but it still creeped me out. “You were at the mall
today?” she asked.

Leandra was notoriously slippery, and she’d
lied right to my face before, but I didn’t have time to figure out
if she was telling the truth about not knowing that I’d paid a rare
visit to their HQ. Rivera had probably gone right to her to tattle
on me, unless he too was ashamed of meeting with a werewolf and the
others didn’t know? “Never mind. What do you want?”

“I have a hit for you. I want you to hunt
her down. Kill only, no capture.”

I scooped a spoonful of chamomile into my
mug. “You know how that works. You’ll have to write it up, petition
it to the council, and get it posted in the Guild, and then it’s
all grabs for whoever nabs it first.”

“It’s a bit…sensitive. Are you getting me a
cup too?”

“You drink tea?” I asked.

She wrinkled her perfect nose. “I haven’t in
a hundred years, probably. I used to like it though. Two sugar
cubes and some cream.”

This fake
opening-up-to-get-me-to-do-what-she-wants shtick wasn’t gonna work
on me. It was almost laughable how transparent she was being.
“Let’s go downstairs. I can probably convince the servers to get
you some raw meat or something.”

Her eyes flashed. She followed me back down
the stairs, not bothering to cover her recently-dried hair even as
I lifted my jean jacket above my head to fend off the rain. I
ducked into the red-stained light of the sign that read THE JADE
SPIRIT and through their door. A perfectly normal-looking server
put his phone down from the front desk and rushed to greet us.
“Olympia! And…?”

“Leandra. Pleased to make your
acquaintance,” the vampire said.

He blinked at her dumbly, possibly because
of her otherworldly beauty and possibly because of what she was.
“Do you have any raw meat, Jian? She’s hungry. The bloodier the
better. I’ll pay like you cooked it.”

“Uh, sure,” he said.

“Is that a human boy running a spirit
restaurant? I’m surprised,” Leandra said, the second he left.

“He’s their server. The place is run by e
gui.”

“Never heard of that.”

“Hungry ghosts? They were greedy in life so
they’re eternally hungry in death. I heard these ones were
lingering in too many kitchens and got cursed off of so many
premises, they opened their own restaurant here. There’s an Indian
restaurant on the other side of town run by preta and it’s a
similar thing.” Mayfair, being the only supernatural-friendly town
in the area, was fairly diverse, with all kinds of creatures
flocking here from anywhere and everywhere. “They’re unappetizing
to look at.”

As if on cue, a partially see-through e gui
poked his head through the window of the swinging kitchen doors,
eyes bulging and jaw severely underbitten. His skin was a sickly
green, his eyebrows huge and bushy. “Wow, it’s hideous,” Leandra
said.

Jian returned from the kitchens with a
package wrapped in butcher paper. It was so bloody it had
practically soaked through. “I found this! We’ll charge you for
three kung pao chickens?”

My wallet balked at the price, but I handed
over my debit card. “My, Olympia, is this a date?” Leandra asked,
sliding a hand through my arm.

I rolled my eyes and shook my arm out of her
grasp. “You wish it was a date.” Jian handed the package
over, and I passed it on to Leandra, who was practically drooling.
“I don’t think it’d be appreciated if you ate it here.”

And that’s how, ten minutes later, Leandra
had gotten pigs’ blood all over my beat-up brown couch, and all
down her face and hands. If I’d had any appetite, it was gone now,
having watched her eat raw meat like a wild animal.

“Well, now that I’ve been an excellent
hostess, what’s going on with this hit?” I asked, already Googling
how to get blood stains out of couches on my phone and probably
getting added to an FBI watchlist.

Licking off her bloody fingers, Leandra
said, “It’s confidential because it’s between vampires. We have an
exception to punish our own for wrongdoing. There may not be
personal mayoral approval, but there is vampire queen approval, and
that’s all that matters for my purposes. And yours.”

“So you’re going to the fourth-best bounty
hunter in town to find someone?”

“You’ve killed vampires before,” she said,
eyeing me with a bored expression. “Plus, Ryan is on vacation and
Tammy eloped with a lich.” She licked her lips. “And Allie said
no.”

“So I’m the last resort. That’s very
flattering.”

“Well, you asked. Are you in or not?”

“Who is it and do you have any info on them?
Usually there’s a rundown at the Guild that I can go off of.”

“I don’t know who it is,” she said. “The
mark is a female vampire, recently turned. Outsider, I think from
the city.”

I balked at her. “So I’m looking for someone
I don’t even know? Do you have a description? A drawing?”

“No.” She laughed. “You see the
impossibility of my situation.”

“Is there something else going on? She got
changed in St. Louis by someone here?”

“Or maybe a rogue vampire there, I don’t
know.”

“Why am I killing her?”

“So many questions. Is that something you
need to know?”

“It might lead me to clues! To check certain
places out!” I angrily squeezed a lemon wedge into my tea. Leandra
had a way of really getting under your skin, and she loved to use
it for whatever reason. Making other people squirm was a delight to
her and I was feeding right into it. “Where should I start
looking?”

“She was at the den on Orchard Avenue a few
days ago. You could ask people there about it.”

“Did you bother asking people there
first?” I asked bitterly. “Maybe she’s hanging out with them right
now.”

“I have more important things to do.”

“Like invite yourself into my home and soil
my furniture?”

She smiled, the dim light of my apartment
glinting off her fangs. “Precisely.”

“How much are you paying me for this if I
find her?” I asked, the most important question in deciding if it
was worth my time.

“Ten thousand.”

“Oh my God.” For that much, I suspected it
would be impossible to find the mark. Why was it something the
vampires couldn’t do themselves? “Ten thousand for a recently
turned vampire from St. Louis with no other descriptions other than
she’s female and has been seen at the Orchard Avenue den?”

“Yep. You in or do I have to go to the
fifth-best bounty hunter in Mayfair?”

I swallowed a gulp of tea. “I’ll take a peek
around tomorrow, but if I can’t find anything, I’m going to need
your help.”

“Deal.”

“Also, I’ll take a thousand dollar down
payment for this.”

Her eyes widened. The vampires were
basically so rich that it didn’t matter how much anything cost to
them, or at least that was the impression I got from those who
lived in the mall. I’d suspected before that they printed their own
money. “I’ll discuss it with Patricia when I get back and let you
know if that’s possible.”

“First name basis with the vampire
queen?”

She brushed off her pants and rose. “Surely
you know how important I am there?”

“Good night, Leandra.”

“Good day, honey.”

And like that, she was gone, and I could
breathe again.


Chapter Four

Orchard Ave
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I WOKE UP IN A cold sweat multiple times that day
thinking over Leandra’s odd behavior. Specifically, I overanalyzed
her omission of my visit to the mall. If she did know about it,
what did she get from pretending not to? If she really didn’t know,
did that mean Mateo Rivera was hiding something from the vampire
queen by consorting with a werewolf in regards to the Chicago
vamps? What the vampire queen knew, Leandra knew, too. In the end,
the thing that got me to drag my ass to Orchard Avenue the second
the sun began to set was that I’d likely find answers for both the
werewolf and Leandra there.

The difference between the abandoned mall
and the Orchard Avenue den became apparent just by the smell—while
the mall was where the classy vamps close to the vampire queen
went, the Orchard Avenue den was for the outcasts, located in a
small warehouse. It had a rotten garbage scent that made my
nostrils flare. Those who couldn’t make the cut, or who had
offended someone important, or were too new to fit in with the
silks and aesthetics of the old European vampires, lived here. The
door wasn’t locked, or even guarded. I stepped over a prone vamp,
snoozing with a bottle of homemade hooch, to get fully into the
place. It was covered in cobwebs, some of them likely untouched for
years. Three vampires played some kind of card game with real bones
in the corner, and in the dim lighting, I saw the thrashing of
bodies in the throes of passion or withdrawal.

If vampires didn’t have blood or a blood
substitute, they’d lose their minds. And some of those people were
here. I’d heard rumors that they devoured their own when this
happened; I had a hit for a rogue vampire once and it was the
messiest kill I’d ever done. Allegedly, eating lost vampires staved
off the hunger for the others.

A thin vampire in a dirty knee-length coat
approached me before I could find someone who looked like they had
enough of reality on their side to answer a few questions. He
reached out a hand with dirt-rimmed, overgrown fingernails. “Smells
like fairy. Unusual,” he said. “You’re a bounty hunter?”

Unlike most of the people in the town who
knew me by name, these guys were totally isolated, known only to
other vampires, and even then sometimes not. “Yeah, I’m Olympia
Carter.”

If I expected the name to mean something, it
fell flat on his ears. He scraped at his scalp, freeing some
dandruff onto his shoulders. “Nobody’s messed up here in almost a
year,” he said, I guess referring to last year’s oopsie of a human
sacrifice by a vampire who fancied himself a slumlord. “You’re here
about the werewolf.”

“Actually, are there any new vampires
around? Anybody from St. Louis? A woman?”

He laughed, his atrocious breath coating my
face. “Haven’t had fresh meat here in almost a year, either.”

“Tell me about the werewolf, then.”

The vampire shook his outstretched hand at
me. I slid a twenty out of my wallet and gently placed it between
two of his fingers before he could take the initiative to touch me
first. “Batty saw him in the woods early this morning. By Maple
Park. He got a deer. Batty drank the rest.” He laughed again,
revealing teeth with a chipped fang on one side.

“What are the odds that he’s still there,
you think?” I asked.

“Sounds like he left a pretty obvious trail.
He’ll be looking human by now, I s’pose. Can walk right off into
the city and pretend he was never here.”

The moon was certainly beginning to wane at
night now. Sometimes, werewolves were prone to involuntary partial
transformations on nights when the moon was pretty full but not
completely. “Thanks,” I said.
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You can probably put point A and point B
together—not long after going to Maple Park, I ended up in a
peaceful little nook in the forest over a dead body.

The body belonged undoubtedly to the
werewolf, Bill Dyer. Werewolves had this feral musk that was hard
to describe when they’d recently transformed. He looked completely
human otherwise, albeit paler than death and covered in bite marks
and scratches. I had my phone to my ear, explaining the discovery
to the Guild, but even as I called their investigators to come out
and take a look, I knew a vampire had done it. The body was devoid
of blood. The people who came to collect the body came to the same
obvious conclusion I had. They muttered to themselves as they
packed the mess away and rumpled the forest grass back into
place.

I sat on a damp rock for a long time after
finding the body and telling the inspectors what I knew—which
wasn’t much, just that I’d been following a mark and stumbled upon
Mr. Dyer like this. That he’d been fraternizing with vampires. The
sun had long ago finished setting, leaving me in the dark with the
birds and the crickets and my thoughts. I couldn’t help but wonder
if the werewolf had been silenced by someone. He had the answer to
at least a few mysteries lurking around town, and now we’d never
get justice or understanding of the newly turned victim.

The shadow slunk out from between the trees
a moment before I heard her voice. My hand went to my silver
dagger. “You should be careful. People get killed in these woods,
you know.”

“That’s a bit crass, even for you,” I
spat.

Leandra’s eyes shone in the moonlight,
looking a bit too delighted given the situation. “I heard. How
dreadful.”

“Seems to me like you would’ve had enough
time to clean up after the mess you made.”

“Darling Olympia, I haven’t killed anyone in
over eighty years!”

I tried very hard not to roll my eyes.
“Well, you’d be more of an expert on your kind than I am. Who did
this?”

Leandra placed a hand over mine. She had on
a number of gold rings that were shockingly cold against my skin.
“It has to be that new vampire.”

“The Orchard Avenue vampires knew nothing
about her. How do I know she exists?” I asked, exasperated. “I’m
thinking maybe you should go to the next bounty hunter down the
line, then the next after that. There’s a reason we’ve made
ourselves unavailable to you or said no.”

“But the money’s so good.” She waved her
fingers in a sweeping gesture. “And I don’t want to get my hands
dirty.”

“You’ll have to help me find her.”

“Fine, fine. I’ll assist you. But if I do
most of the leg work, you’ll have to take a reduced price.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “You’re
hiding something from me. If you really want my help, you have to
tell me what it is. I don’t want to stumble over any more dead
bodies.”

“So you admit my tip led you right where you
were looking?” she asked, head cocked.

I froze at the implications. Had she known
the body was here or that the werewolf had been in this area? Was
she admitting to a crime? “What the hell does that mean?” I
demanded.

“It means we will be spending lots of
time together.”

“I’d rather be dead.”

“Rather be undead?” she asked, making a
gesture like she was going to bite my neck.

“Not ever.”


Chapter Five

Bloody Vampires
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THE THING ABOUT TRYING TO validate a secret vampire
society problem was that the vampire queen was essentially
inaccessible to non-vampires. I sent requests through different
contacts to verify Leandra’s alleged bounty and got back little
premade business cards that all said: THANK YOU FOR YOUR INTEREST!
PATRICIA IS VERY BUSY NOW AND WILL BE BACK TO YOU IN 45-70 BUSINESS
NIGHTS. The other thing about trying to validate a secret
vampire society problem was that when it came to punishing
vampires, the mayoral council often allowed inner-species governing
bodies to handle the situation as they saw fit. For example, it was
disrespectful for a Seelie fairy to bring food from their court to
the Unseelie court, but as there was no rule about bringing food
from one place to another among the mayoral council, they had their
own customs for dealing with it. Vampires seemed to be even more
severe about this than some of the others, being, again, the
haughtiest creatures on the planet.

So, there very well could be a bounty out
for a lesser-known vampire that only Leandra had been given
clearance to advertise. The council was unlikely to give me answers
if they were confidential by Patricia’s request. The money was a
little over a years’ worth of my rent, if Leandra wasn’t completely
pulling my leg as some sick little mind game to make immortality
more interesting.

The murder was all the talk of the Guild. I
sipped at a sour ale from the human bar and watched the chaos.
People had all kinds of theories. It’d gotten out that the werewolf
had been associated with the Chicago community of vampires, because
it had to be disclosed in my public report. There were conspiracy
theories involving the CIA, the Chicago vampires working in tandem
with the St. Louis area vampires to knock out werewolves once and
for all, a staged death that only made it look like a
vampire had done it. It didn’t help that werewolf and vampire
tensions were always so high anyway. I mean, writers even pick it
up in fictional media; it’s like elves and dwarves. Stephenie Meyer
knew it, for God’s sake. It was common knowledge even for humans
who’d never met one.

Drew, a werewolf from the Gamma Pack, sidled
up next to me. He was a newer bounty hunter and younger than most
of us. “Hey,” he said, swirling around a toxic pink drink from The
Bluebird.

“Hey.” I noticed that his leg bounced with
nerves. Distrust of vampires was normal for all of us, but now Drew
would be fearing straight-up murder. “Doing alright?”

He was very to-the-point and didn’t like
niceties or lying for the sake of courtesy. “I dug up some info on
that wolf that was killed. Bill Dyer had been to human prison
before for attacking someone with a lethal weapon. Then, somewhere
along the line, he got bitten in an alleyway and turned. There’s a
trail of violence he’s left behind, and that’s only from what we
know of those who lived. Not a very nice guy.”

“So it could’ve been targeted? I wonder if
he attacked a vampire or something and pissed them all off.”

Drew scratched at the back of his neck and
took a big gulp of his drink. He was barely twenty-one, almost a
decade younger than I was, and already he showed a lot of promise
in the bounty hunter community. “You’re from Chicago, aren’t you?”
he asked.

Unease stirred in my gut. I pissed off a lot
of people doing this kind of thing—not that that didn’t come with
its own fun—but I had family in Illinois’s Unseelie court, and I
didn’t like people to know about it in case of retaliation. “This
sounds like an accusation.”

“It’s not. Just thought you would know how
different things are there. This guy wasn’t part of a pack. That’s
historically considered the worst kind of werewolf.” Until Drew had
moved to Mayfair, he had also been on his own, but he’d been
accepted immediately—assigned, actually, by the council to become
part of a pack before he behaved out of line. He meant that cities
had a lot of separated wolves. Packs liked less populated
areas.

“What’s he doing passing messages to
vampires?”

“Now, that, I don’t know.” His straw
made a hollow sucking sound at the bottom of his drink. “Maybe he
owed them something? Or had a warning to pass along?”

The thought of werewolves and vampires
getting along well enough to pass warnings to each other had never
occurred to me, but really, what warning would be worth risking
your life for?

 


❧

 


I made the mistake of not having my house
saged in all the commotion. I came home to Leandra sitting on my
patchy carpet, petting my undead cat, Yuki.

Yuki had been run over some decades ago and
revived by a necromancer, who had not himself escaped death; the
abomination had been given to a shelter when he passed away. I’d
visited one day and seen all the normal cats and known something
was off about this one, from its one eye to its half-chewed ears to
its splotchy fur. Yuki had a bad habit of showing up only when she
wanted to and eating all the food I left out for more than thirty
seconds unattended even though, as an undead cat, she didn’t need
any to live. “Damn it,” I said. I set my groceries by the door.
“Yuki, you traitor.”

The cat left her new friend to rub a
bare-skinned patch against my leg.

“I like that thing,” Leandra said. “It’s
cute.”

“Remember when you said you wouldn’t
drop in randomly? Whatever happened to that promise?”

Leandra stood from her spot on the floor.
Her elaborate velvet dress was comically coated in a layer of
zombie cat hair that did not come off when she brushed at it. “I
never promised you that. I always keep my promises.”

“Leandra, honestly, I’m giving up on this.
There’s a body count. I’m not equipped to do it with so little
information. All I have is experience. I’m not a freaking wizard.
Go get a location spell for her or something.”

The vampire’s face fell.
“That’s…disappointing.” She slouched once more onto my couch across
from a Dalí print I’d bought at a flea market to make the place
less depressing.

“Life is disappointing sometimes,” I
snapped. Yuki was already rifling through my groceries and I had to
steal them back from her.

“I brought the upfront money you asked for,”
Leandra said. “In case that motivates you at all.”

“Keep it.”

“I also read your mail. You’re past due on
your power bill.”

“Leandra! Oh my God! Get out!”

You had to give it to her—she was very good
at looking pitiful. Her shoulders slumped and she looked sadder
than ever. I shifted uncomfortably. “The truth is, she’s related to
me, and I want to bring her in before someone else gets to her. A
descendant of my sister’s.”

“And you think she killed someone too?
Seriously?” I asked. My frozen dinner clanged into the freezer. “I
don’t want to ‘dirty my hands’ with that, either.”

“I killed people too when I’d first turned.
You don’t know any better. It’s just instinct at first. Surely
you’re intimately familiar with that?”

“Sorry?”

“Everyone thinks the Unseelie are hot-headed
troublemakers and danger seekers. Wasn’t one of you in
Jackass?”

“Oh, please don’t bring that up,” I
muttered. It was the shame of our people.

“Give me another chance,” she begged. “If we
don’t find anything in the next week, you can give it up for
good.”

“No refunds on the deposit, then,” I
said.

“No refunds.”

It was too much money to pass up in exchange
for nothing. “Fine. I’ll do it,” I said.

Leandra’s posture suddenly fixed itself and
she smiled so devilishly I was sure I’d fallen for her act.
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The next week passed in a blur. I had no
intention of trying very hard to find Leandra’s vampire now that I
had one grand lining my pockets. She took me out some nights on
alleged “leads” that always got nowhere—a café on the outskirts of
town run by humans, a house where someone was said to be harboring
outcasts of our supernatural community—and I was less than
impressed. With no one getting the money from the werewolf hit, I
picked up some others, and even managed to find someone before
Allie nabbed them (a gnome, hiding in a human’s garden, who liked
to spy into people’s houses while they changed. Predictable).

I was losing patience with Leandra at an
alarming rate, too. Obviously this search meant something to her. I
had never seen her with so much free time on her hands. Usually,
she was wrapped up day and night in vampire paperwork, or whatever
it was important vamps did. Apparently no one was asking her where
to plant their latest exotic tree outside the mall or to choose
quantities for shipments of hemoglobin tabs.

On the other hand, I was feeling pretty good
about the odds of having Leandra out of my hair forever. I had
scheduled a home sage uninvitation session for the end of the week
with legendary local witch Beatrice Newell. Leandra wouldn’t even
be able to enter my apartment soon and play with my treacherous
cat. This investigation was truly going nowhere, and thus when we
ran out of things to do, she’d have no reason to bother me. She had
given me the surname she and her sister shared, Wilburn, but told
me it was likely the name had been married out of the family. It
was weird to think of Leandra as someone who had had a last name.
She was just Leandra, like Madonna or Beyoncé. I searched
everywhere for mention of a Wilburn that fit the description, even
old newspapers in the library, and got nowhere. There was no
lineage to follow.

On the seventh day after I promised I would
help her look, Leandra took me back to the site of the werewolf
murder. “I could have sworn…” she was muttering to herself. I
wondered how much blood she actually needed before she’d go mad. It
seemed like that descent into insanity was imminent, except I’d
seen her devour a giant serving of raw beef a week ago, an image my
mind could not erase easily. “There’s footprints,” she said as I
was planning how to tell her impossible-to-reach boss she’d lost
her mind.

“Are there actually?”

She glared at me. “You may have given up,
you heartless fairy, but I’m not fabricating this.”

I passed a hand through the grass. There
were indeed a series of humanoid footprints in the wet surface of
the ground; whoever it was hadn’t been wearing shoes, and the
prints ended in perfectly rounded little toes, as though
deliberately placed. It was a little ways away from the murder
site. Surely they would have looked around here?

“There wouldn’t be footprints here after a
week,” I said absently.

“I’m looking here because I think she’s
still around. It’s not a dead trail. Look.”

It had rained again recently. Whatever we
were tracking hadn’t bothered to cover its trail. The footprints
led on a wandering, suspiciously clear path through the trees. “Oh,
wow,” I said. “This is almost too easy.”

“Don’t sound so surprised,” Leandra said.
“By the way, if I stumble over her first, I’m keeping the rest of
the money.”

“Fine by me.” I still wasn’t convinced that
the person was who Leandra wanted it to be. More likely some human
lost in the woods or something. A simple human…who had lost their
shoes…and gone farther away from town rather than toward it.

We followed the trail in silence, the air
suddenly tense between us. If we actually found the mark just
sitting there at the end, it would be the longest, most boring
success of my entire career. Leandra held up a finger to me as we
wound around a bend, where the footprints stopped abruptly. She
needn’t have. The forest was completely, deadly silent.

I cleared my throat, eliciting an annoyed
grunt from my companion. “Shouldn’t there be owls or crickets or
something?” I whispered.

She whirled around, undoubtedly to chew me
out for breaking the silence, when her eyes widened in horror.

A sharp pain bloomed in my shoulder. I
gasped involuntarily. Then, they came out from the trees.

Vampires. At least half a dozen of them. It
only took a moment to register that I didn’t recognize anyone. Two
of them grabbed for Leandra, who hissed, teeth bared. My silver
dagger plunged into an attacker’s throat and he collapsed to the
ground, spewing blood. My shoulder throbbed.

“Get OFF!” Leandra screamed, kicking.
Jumping forward, I stabbed one of them directly through the heart.
Another swept me into a chokehold. I slid my knife under his arm.
His detached hand hit the ground with a disgustingly wet
thunk.

Someone punched my side. A warm dampness
spread down my back. It was a blur of limbs. Someone’s ankle hooked
around mine and knocked me down. My back slammed into the mud. I
wheezed for air. From my view on the ground, I watched the shadows
against the trees. I tried to stand up but couldn’t; the pain in my
shoulder was blinding. Two skulls were smashed together in the
shadows with supernatural strength. Then, three bodies scurrying
away like rabbits.

Leandra stood over me, panting. “Where did
they get you?” she asked. She was covered in blood that dripped
down her chin and dress. “Olympia, are you still with me?
Olympia?”

Her beautiful, bloody face was the last
thing I saw as everything faded to black.


Chapter Six

A Sexy Bandaging & the
Receptionist from Hell
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IT TOOK MY EYES A minute to adjust when I came to. I
was in a dark space lit by a single candle, and my shoulder hurt
like a bitch. Someone was trying to take off my jean jacket. I
yelped at the pain.

“Sorry,” Leandra said sheepishly. “I’m going
to take a look at you. You’ve been stabbed. Can you help me get
this jacket off?”

I had a glimpse of her face in the
candlelight. She’d cleaned all the blood and dirt off of herself
and looked flawless as usual. We were in a lavish but simple room,
and I was propped up in a bed that had an elaborate frame and soft
silken sheets. “Where are we?” I asked as Leandra slid the sleeve
off of my uninjured side.

“We’re in my lair,” she said. She lifted the
fabric from the wound, and a fresh gush of blood surged down my
back. It had been very well stuck.

“You have a lair,” I repeated, clenching my
teeth. “Seriously?”

“Every self-respecting vampire has a lair,”
she snapped. “I’m not the one wearing clothes that went out of
style twenty years ago.”

“Jean jackets are back in, Leandra. Fashion
is cyclical.” I looked at the jacket mournfully. It had a jagged
hole in it and was stained beyond repair. And it had been my
favorite jacket, too.

“This tank top needs to come off too,”
Leandra ordered. I helped her lift the shirt off my head but
thought I would faint again from the pain. My bra sagged in the
back from the amount of blood.

“I need to lie down,” I said.

“Hold on a second.” She dipped a rag into a
bowl and wrung it out. “Let me treat this first.” And then, without
warning, she pressed the alcohol-soaked rag into my shoulder, and I
screamed.

“What the fuck! Want to give me a
warning?”

“You’re such a baby,” she said. Her face
looked odd, her pupils dilated, her breathing on the shallow side.
“Just let me finish up here. I might have to stitch it up.”

“How come you know how to sew
stitches?” I said. “Am I supposed to trust that you know what
you’re doing?”

She pressed the rag back to my shoulder with
a little more force than was necessary, and that shut me right up.
“What kind of idiot lives for a hundred twenty-four years without
learning some first aid? Don’t belittle me. I’m not a monster only
capable of destruction.”

There was a sniffing noise behind me. I
turned and gawked. Leandra had the bloody rag to her nose and was
breathing it in enthusiastically. “STOP sniffing my blood! What’s
the matter with you?” I snatched the rag from her clutches. Her
reaction made sense now; the room had an overpowering metallic
scent. “You’re a pervert,” I accused.

“It’s just in my nature. It isn’t like you
were going to use that blood anyway,” she said. There was a new rag
now, doused in water, that she was much gentler with. “I wonder if
maybe you should see a real doctor for this. It looks deep.”

“Just stitch it up.”

“Can I lick it? Just once? It’s still
bleeding.”

I was light-headed from blood loss. “Please
restrain yourself,” I said weakly. “I don’t want to leave this lair
as a dried-out corpse.”

The mattress shifted as Leandra stood. She
returned with a half-full bottle of something. “This might help the
pain.”

“Alcohol?” I asked. “Is that a good
idea?”

She shrugged. “If you let me lick it, your
body will forget it’s in pain,” she said. Rifling through a
cabinet, she extracted a needle and some thread.

“Your saliva has numbing qualities?” I
asked. “Oh, God, I really am going to pass out. Please stitch me up
so I can sleep.”

My body slumped backward when she sat back
down on the bed. “It’s not…numbing. It’s more, uh, confusing the
skin about what the real sensation is. It’s a pleasant feeling.”
Leandra cleared her throat. “Close to arousal? It’s so when we lick
before biting someone they barely realize it’s happening.”

The needle pierced my back before I could
comment on that. Her hands were deft as they weaved the needle
through my skin. It was strange to think of her as someone who had
done this before, maybe a lot. I thought she thrived on ruination
and not healing. Maybe I was projecting. I took a swig from the
alcohol—some kind of home-brewed liquor that didn’t taste good, but
it wasn’t the worst drink I’d ever had. My body warmed almost
immediately between my empty stomach and the loss of blood.

“I’m going to bandage it up and we’ll find
you something to wear,” she said, very business-like. Almost like a
real nurse. There was a lot I didn’t know about her, I realized, in
spite of spending a lot of time together lately. She very well
could’ve been a nurse when she was human.

“Fae heal fast,” I said, though that was
hard to imagine with how badly it hurt now. “It’ll be fine
soon.”

She lifted my right arm to begin wrapping
the wound. I flinched at how the muscle bunched and reopened the
cut. “Can you, um, spit on it or something?” I asked, embarrassed.
“Use your vampire powers for good.”

“It’s an effect of my tongue, not my
saliva,” Leandra said. She gripped my left shoulder with one hand
and leaned in, her breath hot against the exposed skin of my back.
“Just say the word and I’ll do it.”

My mouth was suddenly very dry. I licked my
lips. “You promise it’ll get rid of the pain? All of it?” I
asked.

“I promise.”

I took a deep, unsteady breath. “And you
promise that you won’t get carried away and murder me?”

“Yes,” she said.

This was a bad idea. But the pain would go
away, at least temporarily. And I had to admit, there was that
daredevil side of me that wanted to do it, just to say I had.
Bucket list item: have your blood licked off by a vampire and live
to tell the tale. Check.

“Okay, do it. Make it quick,” I said.

She did not make it quick. By the time her
tongue finished tracing the scar from bottom-to-top, bliss had
already radiated through me, bursting in my brain and pooling at
the bottom of my stomach. I gasped and grabbed her hand where it
still gripped my shoulder. “Oh,” I said. “Ohh…” I couldn’t feel the
pain at all now. It was like she’d replaced the stab wound with a
very good kiss. The brain fog lifted. My mind was clearer than it
had been in a long time. I glanced back at Leandra, who wore an
unreadable expression behind heavy-lidded eyes.

“I told you,” she said softly.

The air was charged. Electricity zapped over
my skin. I was suddenly very certain that if I leaned toward
Leandra she would kiss me, but I didn’t quite dare. Wordlessly, she
began to wrap my shoulder with gauze, each brush of her fingers
burning desire against me until I almost couldn’t take it. I wanted
to ask how long this effect would last, but I was scared of the
answer—if it would end too soon. Leandra secured the gauze and
lowered her hand, fingers trailing to the small of my back.

“Should I leave you to sleep now?” she
asked.

“No,” I said without thinking. I released
her hand finally and pivoted my body to face her, one leg dangling
off the bed, mirroring her own position. The playful tilt of her
eyebrows told me she was enjoying my reaction very much.

Leandra set her hands in her lap patiently.
“What would you like me to do?” she asked. We both knew clear as
day what I would like her to do. Her gaze fell to my lips. “I’ve
never kissed a fairy before.”

“In a hundred twenty-four years?” I said,
echoing her earlier snark.

“Well, you clearly have your wits about
you,” Leandra said with a laugh. “Just one.”

Her soft hair grazed my neck and chest when
she swayed toward me, and then her lips were on mine, her body
draped over me, pushing me against the headboard. It was over
almost as soon as it started, with a swish of her tongue that sent
another dazzling dose of euphoria straight to my head. I was on
edge, dangerous and impulsive. If she’d asked I’d have let her bite
my neck and take as much of me as she wanted. I reached for her
hand, lifted it to my neck, a silent message.

“I don’t think so,” Leandra said.

The bed was very cold without her.
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“Sorry, you were attacked by vampires?” the
receptionist asked. She looked exceptionally bored, the blue glare
of the computer screen reflecting off her glasses.

“Yes, but they weren’t from around here. Can
you arrange an audience with the mayoral council, please?” My
shoulder was bothering me again; whatever magical effect Leandra
had on me only lasted one night. I had been too wounded and
distracted by Leandra to discuss theories with her. It seemed like
anywhere she went, trouble followed. I was completely sure now that
she was at the center of it.

“Let me see if anyone’s available,” the
receptionist said. She chewed her gum loudly and proceeded to type
for a long time on her keyboard. I bounced on the balls of my feet,
impatient. If there were vampires from outside roaming the area
attacking people, this was an issue that couldn’t wait. “You can
have a seat,” she said.

It was hard to get the council when the sun
was up since so much of the town was nocturnal. It only made sense
for them to be around during normal hours. Someone was supposed to
be on call, though.

The chair was stiff as a board and not
intended to be used for extended periods of time. After fifteen
minutes, I got up again. “Can you call them?” I asked, trying not
to lose my patience. “It’s kind of urgent.”

The receptionist blinked at me. “Why were
you here again?”

“I was attacked by unfamiliar vampires last
night and I wanted to report it so we can start an investigation,”
I said tightly.

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, right.” Finally,
she picked up the phone and asked for someone to come in. “They
said they’ll be over in an hour.”

“Is there anyone else I can talk to,
please?” This wasn’t worth dragging myself out of bed during my
sleeping hours when I was injured. “It’s not a joking matter.”

“Ya look fine to me,” the receptionist said.
“I can’t make ‘em come any faster.”

What was the point of having a bunch of
mayors if none of them were around for a crisis? Stubbornly, I
stuffed my ass back into the chair and took some deep breaths. The
next thing I knew, someone was shaking me awake. “Olympia Carter?”
a man asked.

I must’ve fallen asleep. Of course it would
be a Seelie fairy. He would probably accuse me of doing some light
thrill-seeking against Mayfair law and have me in handcuffs before
I could explain myself. “You’re not a mayor,” I said rudely, my
patience worn completely.

“I’m the on-call representative. My name is
Jim. Laci said you had an emergency?”

“Can we talk, uh, without Laci present?”

The guy straightened his tie. His skin
shimmered with that golden afterglow all Seelie fae seemed to exude
and he gave me a white-toothed smile that could’ve been in a
magazine ad. “Sure, Ms. Carter.”

We headed back to a private room. Exhaustion
clouded my brain as I settled into yet another uncomfortable chair
and told him my story. He listened intently, taking occasional
notes with a pretentious-looking fountain pen, and then set his
notes straight when I’d finished and checked his Rolex for the
time.

“This is a very serious accusation,” he
said. “We would have to investigate every vampire hangout in the
area for answers.”

“What are you saying? That you don’t believe
me? Or that you think it’s too much work that no one is willing to
do?”

“I didn’t say that. But as you probably
know, Olympia, the vampires like to handle their own matters.”

“Is it their own if the vampires aren’t from
town? I didn’t recognize a single one of them.”

Jim consulted his notes. “How many of them
did you say there were again?”

“A half dozen.”

“How many vampires do you know?”

I threw up my hands. “I’ve been around this
town for a few years now. Mayfair isn’t that big. How many vampires
do you know?”

It was the wrong thing to say. His
expression shuttered. I knew this would be a waste of my time when
I first saw his face—I always had a way of getting on Seelie
nerves. It was the centuries of conflict between our people,
similar but too stubborn to join forces. “I won’t stand for
personal attacks on my character.”

“I think that’s a bit of an exaggeration.” I
sighed. “Can you notify whoever needs to know about this ASAP?
There was an attack on me and one of the local vampires, within the
town limits, and everyone I’ve told today seems to have a massively
underwhelming reaction to it.”

“Did you go to Patricia?” he asked, clasping
his hands together like he was done taking notes.

“Excuse me if I didn’t have forty-five to
seventy business nights to share my very important, time-sensitive
information,” I said.

Jim escorted me from the town hall feeling
completely unheard. I sat on the steps with my head in my hands and
tried not to fall asleep.

My mind wandered to Leandra. I couldn’t
imagine what she’d gotten herself into that had her the target of a
vampire attack. Most vampires went around with their cronies when
they left the dens, but she’d been tagging along with me alone
every time I’d seen her lately, like she was keeping a secret. I
was certain if somehow I did manage to get through to anyone
important about her alleged bounty hit for me, no one would know a
thing.

The other thing that occupied my mind was
the elephant in the room, though logically I understood it wasn’t
as important as getting to the bottom of the situation I’d
embroiled myself in. I didn’t know what had gotten into me when I’d
let Leandra ensorcell me with her vampire powers. Literally, I had
been under her thrall. Was it my dark, impulsive side that had done
the damage, or was it that I had grown more attracted to her the
more we’d hung out? She was undeniably hot. I touched my lips with
my fingertips, feeling the phantom sensation of her mouth on
mine.

I guessed I should consider myself lucky she
didn’t just suck me dry and leave me for dead.


Chapter Seven

Leandra the Amnesiac
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THAT NIGHT, I LOITERED OUTSIDE The Jade Spirit,
eating my takeout with chopsticks. Leandra always had a way of
finding me, whether I wanted her to or not, but I’d lingered at
various haunts the vampire had popped up at before without sighting
her. I wasn’t interested in her fake bounty anymore, but if the
mayoral council wasn’t going to take the situation seriously, I was
going to get some answers for myself and make sure the people of
Mayfair weren’t at risk from AWOL vampires doing what they
pleased.

Like a phone that didn’t ring when watched,
Leandra didn’t show. Last night, I’d woken up in her lair alone
after the sun had already risen and had to walk all the way back
into the town proper. I had no idea where she’d gone, and her lair
was incredibly far from anything else, underground and surrounded
by a plethora of generic-looking homes I was sure I wouldn’t be
able to find my way back through. I’d thought to mark it on the
maps app on my phone, but the screen was shattered, the phone
completely dead. I only vaguely remembered passing a subdivision
sign that had something about a flower, maybe a daisy or daffodil
or D name.

Maybe she was upset that she’d kissed me and
then she’d left. The idea of this stung me more than I would’ve
thought. Fairies didn’t age quite as rapidly as humans, but they
were far from immortal. If she even was interested in me, it
wasn’t like it would be anything long-term. I had to keep kicking
myself about it every time the kiss crossed my mind. It was vampire
magic. Stop deluding yourself, Olympia. You aren’t trying to
get romantically involved with someone dangerous like this, vampire
or not.

The bodies weren’t in the forest anymore.
I’d checked on them shortly after my depressing visit to the town
hall. Someone supernatural had taken them, not the police or
anything, because there wasn’t caution tape up—just the imprint of
bodies and the old smell of blood, probably a lot of it mine. The
part that stumped me was who moved the bodies, whether the
council had acted fast to remove them when they knew of them, or
whether Leandra had gone right here after our little encounter in
her lair and dragged them away. Or maybe the vampires knew about
them and had acted on their own?

I breathed in the autumn air mingled with
the smell of Chinese food and made a decision. Sleep had not come
to me at all today, and I’d managed to pull together a list of the
subdivisions in the suburbs surrounding Mayfair that I thought
sounded familiar. I set out to check each one. A few hours later I
had my answer—it was a subdivision called Dandelion Meadows,
something I found deeply ironic for a creature of the night. The
houses looked too old in the other ones, too colorful or unique.
The Dandelion Meadows subdivision had nothing but one identical
Stepford Wife house after another.

This was a newer, wealthier suburb than a
lot of things in Mayfair. I searched for an anchor point. There was
no way I was combing over every square inch to get some trapdoor I
couldn’t remember the location of. The oldest thing around was a
red maple tree in someone’s backyard. I sneaked to it, praying that
its owners didn’t have some kind of high-tech trespassing equipment
around.

I placed my palm on the tree, feeling the
grooves of the red maple. The tree was about fifteen years old but
had only been planted here for around four. Not the strongest
connection to the earth ever, but it would have to do. I circled
the tree three times counterclockwise, then four, then five.
Usually it would’ve worked by now, but the tree was so young. After
two more turns I blinked and the world around me changed.

Everything took on an ethereal glow, the
greens iridescent in the dark night, the stars, normally not so
visible with all the light pollution, blooming above me. I took a
deep breath of the air in Faerie and sighed. Earth air just wasn’t
this refreshing.

I touched the grass and cursed—it was of
course not indigenous to this area. Damn Leandra for having a lair
in the suburbs. I dug my fingers into the soil, reaching and
reaching, until I felt it.

Navigating Faerie—any part of Faerie—was
like navigating the house you grew up in. Everything was
instinctual, an overlay of Earth’s own structures. I sensed the
divots underground where the lairs were—there were three here, far
enough apart that maybe their owners didn’t know about the others.
Or maybe two of them belonged to different kinds of underground
dwellers. I could tell Leandra’s immediately from the layout,
sensed the outline of the bed she’d kissed me on.

I wiped my dirt-covered fingers off on my
pants and let my feet guide me where I needed to go. Being in
Faerie always gave me this dream-like dazedness, like nothing was
real and everything was beautiful. This was how we lured humans in
back in the day, when they would go into fairy circles and other
traps. It had been a while since we did that with any frequency,
but the occasional human got in. As long as they didn’t eat the
food, they were fine. Mostly.

I lifted the lid of the trapdoor buried in
the dirt. Leandra’s things belonged to a different species and they
were vague in my vision, blurred outlines of reality. I pooled my
power within me and released the anchor point. Smells crashed into
me, the harsh lines of Earth making my eyes water. Everything was
vivid again—the scent of a neighbor’s overturned turned trash can,
the sound of a raccoon rifling through its contents. I thought I’d
be sick. There was a reason a lot of fairies preferred to spend
their time in Faerie and not here.

Leandra was not in her lair. It was in the
same state I’d left it, my blood still staining her bed, the sheets
still rumpled. She clearly hadn’t been here since she left me alone
that night. I cursed under my breath. I had no way of contacting
her. She probably had a cell phone, but I’d be damned if I’d ever
wanted her number until right now. She’d been plenty good at
trailing me and bothering me when she wanted my help, but now that
I needed answers from her, she was nowhere to be found.

Stupid, stupid, stupid. Being the
fourth-best bounty hunter in Mayfair meant little. If Allie Godden
had said yes to her, she would’ve figured it out by now, probably
having Leandra impaled through the chest and being praised by the
mayoral council as a natural. Freakin’ witch.

A sound echoed off the wall behind me—the
trash can being moved around by something larger than a raccoon.
Damn. If a human caught me lurking around a vampire lair in the
middle of the night, I’d be toast. This whole subdivision would
freak out over it.

Then, a trilling, squeaking sound. I poked
my head over the top of the lair door, fingers aching against my
tight grip on the ladder. There was a wet noise that made my
insides churn, the noise of something eating with voracity.
Cautiously, I lifted myself over the lip of the trapdoor and let it
slide back into place.

Shadows squirmed against a garage door. I
unsheathed my silver dagger and approached.

When I turned the corner, I did a double
take. Leandra was eating the raccoon, blood dripping from her jaws,
eyes bright red with bloodlust. Her dress was speckled with blood
and grime. I’d never known Leandra to wear anything other than
black, but she looked straight out of a Renaissance fair, in a
puffy-sleeved, champagne-colored dress that ended in tatters at her
elbows. Her hair was wild, on every which side of her head. And
she, Leandra, favorite of the vampire queen, was eating from the
garbage.

“Leandra?” I called, though not without fear
pumping through my heart.

She turned to me and cackled, dropping the
desiccated carcass of the raccoon.

I cleared my throat, trying not to sound
nervous. “What are you doing?” I asked.

An animalistic expression took over her
face.

Then, she charged at me.
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I ran. Of course I ran. I’d seen Leandra
take on six vampires herself just the night before and knew I was
not even close to a match for her. The sad thing about fairies is
that we didn’t have super speed like vampires, though. She knocked
me to the ground not far from where we’d met, her teeth bared and
bloody with raccoon grime.

Leandra straddled my hips on either side. I
was about to find out if your life really flashes before your eyes,
and it looked like the answer was no: the last thing I’d see would
just be Leandra dripping saliva and blood onto my chest, her body
heaving with instinctual thirst.

“Please spare me,” I said, because
apparently I’m a coward who begs when my life is on the line. “I’ll
do anything.”

“Anything?” she sneered. Her voice sounded
odd, lilted. “Tell me where I am.”

Her knees squeezed into my sides painfully.
I didn’t understand the question, but I wasn’t about to sass her
when she had my life in her hands. “Dandelion Meadows,” I said.

“That means nothing to me. Where are the
dandelions?”

“In Mayfair?” I tried, my throat
constricting.

“Mayfair in London?” she asked, scoffing.
“You talk like a Yankee.”

“We’re in the U.S., not London,” I said,
sweat beading on my forehead. What kind of sick game was this? “In
Missouri.”

“And what year is it?” she asked.

My panicked brain took in her period dress.
This had to be some kind of prank. “I’m about to piss myself,
Leandra. Please stop this.”

“Did you do this to me?” she asked then, and
I saw that she wasn’t all animal now, her instincts having pulled
back. Thank God she had the chance to feast on that raccoon before
me. I could’ve been toast.

“I don’t know what happened to you,” I said
cautiously. “What do you know?”

“I went to bed in London in 1925,” she said,
“and I woke up here. I do not understand what this is. Have I
entered a new world or…a new time?”

Visually, I checked her for any obvious
injuries. I was pretty sure vampires couldn’t get concussed. “You
lost your memory, maybe,” I said, and as soon as it was out of my
mouth, I was sure of it. She was confused and upset, her body
trembling with newfound fear.

“I’m hungry,” she said.

“I’ll get you something, if you get off of
me.”

Half an hour later, the butcher had sold me
a plastic container of pig’s blood. Leandra gulped it down like a
normal person would tip back the last dregs of soup, with huge
swallows that made the column of her throat slide up and down.

I felt increasingly nauseous. Not just the
blood, but the situation had unsettled my stomach. Surely it wasn’t
on me to fix whatever had happened here.

“Where did you get that dress?” I asked.

She looked down at herself. “Stole it off a
human, I guess.” The plastic container clattered as she finished
draining it and tossed it aside.

Usually I kept an eye on the St. Louis
conventions, because they were high potentials for malevolent
supernaturals to take advantage of, and thus high potential for big
bounties, but I truthfully hadn’t checked recently. Maybe it was
taken off someone who had cosplayed as an anime character that wore
an Edwardian-era dress. If she’d suffered from memory loss, this
would’ve been the closest thing to home. Hopefully she hadn’t
murdered them for it.

I watched her wipe off her mouth and press
her hair back into place. It didn’t look nearly as flawless as
usual. I considered our options. The easiest thing would be to take
her right to the abandoned mall and let the vampire queen deal with
whatever happened here. There would be zero liability from me—I’d
have done my duty by dropping her off, and she’d be in the best
hands to help her.

Even then, I hesitated. There had been so
many inconsistencies around Mayfair these days, and I didn’t quite
trust the vampires to handle this. Turning her into the mayoral
council was another option, but one that I dismissed quickly,
considering how they’d brushed off my very serious concerns.

The logical side of me, the one that wanted
this whole situation over as soon as possible, warred with the side
of me that empathized too much with others. Leandra was scared and
in foreign territory, and as soon as I handed her off to someone
else, she’d be subject to the whims of people whose motives I
didn’t trust.

In the end, it was no debate at all. I would
figure out what had happened before making any moves, and hopefully
wouldn’t get in trouble for reporting anything too late—especially
considering I was treated as an annoyance for reporting anything at
all. “I’ll take you back to my place,” I said.
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I unlocked the door and headed up the steps.
We were some hours from sunrise, and Leandra let me know it,
yawning ceaselessly and stretching her tall limbs every which way.
She stopped at the doorway, gawking at the insides of the shabby
stairway that led to my apartment door.

“You have to invite vampires in if you want
me to enter,” she said. “Foolish fairy.”

I’d had an appointment with Beatrice Newell
to get the place saged, and given my e gui landlords instructions
to let her up if I wasn’t home. The appointment had been yesterday.
If I invited Leandra in now, I’d have to make another appointment
with Beatrice to uninvite her.

I sighed at the inconvenience. “Come on
in.”

She leaped up the steps, humming an
old-fashioned-sounding tune to herself, and promptly made herself
at home on my rug. “This used to be a wolf,” she said, rubbing her
face on it.

“It’s faux fur, so I don’t think so,” I
said. Out of the corner of my eye, Yuki came into the room, sniffed
the air, and then scurried out yowling. She had taken so well to
Leandra before, but Yuki had an even stronger sixth sense than
other cats for when something was off.

The truth was, I was completely out of my
element here. There was no easy way to move forward. No one was an
obvious choice to consult for some answers.

“How long have you been a vampire?” I asked
Leandra. She looked so harmless here, even with all the blood
caking her dress, curled up on my rug like a defenseless little
human.

“A year,” she said. “Although if I lost my
memories—a hundred years?”

“You really don’t know anything that
happened since you got here?” I asked.

She licked the last bits of dried blood from
her lips. I looked at the fuzzy white rug in despair; it would have
to be replaced. “What were you doing and how do you know
me?” she said instead.

“Almost everyone knows each other in
Mayfair. You asked me to help you with a mark. I’m a bounty
hunter.”

“Not a vampire hunter?” she asked. Her eyes
were wide with fear.

“Sometimes,” I admitted. “When there’s a
bounty…for a vampire.”

I needn’t have said anything. Leandra dozed
on the rug, tame as a kitten. I flipped the lights off and left her
there.


Chapter Eight

The Vampire Queen
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I PACED MY BEDROOM, SLEEP pulling at my eyes.
Nothing was adding up, and it was incredibly frustrating. I was a
bounty hunter, not a goddamn supernatural detective. Everything
weird that had happened happened around Leandra: that werewolf that
Mac told me had met with Mateo Rivera, the dead body. The
out-of-town vampires that had attacked us when I was with Leandra.
I wished I knew where they had come from—even that would be
somewhere to start.

When Leandra was asleep during the day with
no way to leave without eviscerating herself in the sunlight, I
left the apartment for the Guild headquarters. The bounty board
covered an entire wall of digital projections that changed when one
was completed. I scanned them for anything that looked related to
anything I’d dealt with in the past week, but not a single vampire
graced the board, and only one werewolf in town with a history of
misbehavior. I stared at it until the words blurred together, the
many Name, crime, for capture signs melding together.

Someone cleared their throat behind me. I
turned and stared right into the beautiful, dangerous face of Allie
Godden.

“Looking for something?” she asked. Two
bounties left the board as she spoke, making a noise like popped
bubbles. “I just captured those.”

Allie was Nigerian-British, with an unfairly
symmetrical face and a plethora of spells at her fingertips for
finding fugitives faster than anyone else.

“Hi, Allie,” I said.

“Hi, Olympia.” She didn’t sound impressed
with me. In one hand she twirled her infamous stake—a
hawthorn-and-silver number, the two materials swirling into a giant
screw shape that ended in a murderously sharp point. “I’ve nabbed
fourteen this week. I see that you haven’t gotten any marks lately.
How do you pay the bills?”

I simmered with rage. Allie was always
stepping on toes, but the mayoral council didn’t care, and the
Guild loved her. She was good at what she did—there was a reason
she ranked number one consistently. “I have a question for you,” I
said, inspired.

“Oh?”

“When you’ve gotten hits for vampires, do
you ever smack them hard enough to do brain damage?” I cleared my
throat. “I saw a vamp at one of the dens who seemed like he had a
concussion or something. I didn’t know vampires could get
those.”

“I don’t think they can,” Allie said, her
perfectly drawn eyebrows furrowing. “Even if they did, I’m sure
when they fed again, they would heal from that like they do from
any other injury.”

There goes that theory. “Can witches
remove memories then? Maybe he rubbed someone the wrong way. I’m
just looking into it for a bounty,” I said, sounding suspicious as
hell.

“Are you stupid?” she asked me, looking me
up and down. This was more words than we usually exchanged, and it
was obvious why. “He probably got his hemoglobin with a hint of
meth. Was he from the Orchard Avenue den? They’re always preying on
drug addicts. Disgusting.”

“But it’s possible,” I said, “for witches to
remove people’s memories.”

“Yes, Olympia, you utter idiot.” Alice
rolled her eyes. “Don’t you remember Charlotte Hannigan? Why don’t
you read this in a book instead of bothering me, then?” And she
stomped off, her gloat unsuccessful.

I did feel like an idiot. Charlotte Hannigan
was a human who had fallen in love with a Mayfair witch a few years
back. The council had elected to remove her memories and dump her
back into human society after a particularly nasty breakup to
protect Mayfair’s secrets. Of course a witch would have been
assigned to complete that task. It was quite controversial at the
time and set a precedent for human-supernatural relationships that
made everyone wary of entering one.

What witch would have done this to Leandra?
I really wished I knew more about her now, who she would’ve pissed
off enough to face this level of retaliation.

I dialed the receptionist at the abandoned
mall. “Vampire Central, how may I help you?” the receptionist asked
in a tone that was overly polite for the middle of the day.

“Hi, this is Olympia Carter. Is Leandra’s
assistant available?”

There was typing on the other end. “Leandra
has assistants around the clock. Let me see who it is right now,”
the receptionist said. They should switch out the council
receptionist with this one, I thought. “Terri is her assistant
during the day today. Let me transfer you over.”

There was some grotesque hold music, a
country song that clanged against my ears. And then: “Leandra’s
office, this is Terri. How can I help you?”

“Terri,” I said, relieved. Maybe I had
hallucinated the last few days and nothing was out of the ordinary,
and I’d go home to my empty apartment and play with my undead cat.
“When’s the last time you saw Leandra? I’ve been working with her
for the last week and she disappeared on me,” I lied.

“She’s shown herself to you this last
week?” Terri asked, the irritation creeping into her voice.
“Leandra hasn’t been here in a month. Patricia is pissed. I’ll have
to tell her you were in contact.”

“Sorry, I didn’t know,” I said sheepishly.
“I would have said something sooner.”

“Patricia will be in contact with you,” she
said, and hung up.

An uncomfortable warmth spread across my
skin. If there was one thing I’d learned while living in Mayfair,
it was that you wanted to fly under the radar of the vampire queen.
There was no way to prove it, but an Unseelie fairy had trespassed
on vampire territory and was never seen again, and we all suspected
Patricia of offing him. She was infamous for her ruthlessness,
which was probably what made her a good vampire queen. The council
would be poorly matched to go against her—their own representative
from the Mayfair vampires was directly under Patricia’s wing and
acted solely in her interests.

I had more questions than before, and now
I’d pissed off Allie and possibly gotten myself under the vampire
queen’s scrutiny. It was not going to be a fun night.
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Without her memories, Leandra was a
completely different person. She woke from her day sleep around
sunset with her hair in a giant tangled ball and promptly stole my
most garish shade of nail polish. I looked up from making myself
dinner to find that she’d spilled half the bottle onto hardwood
floor, not to mention her nails resembled a kindergartener trying
to color within the lines. It didn’t help that she was wearing an
old, oversized T-shirt of mine, either.

“It doesn’t look like yours,” she said,
pouting. A wave of exhaustion overcame me—the same kind that I
would get babysitting as a teenager.

“I’ll help you in a second.” I strained my
pasta and then went over to her, pressing a wet paper towel to the
floor. The bright purple polish spread around and stained every
knot in the wood. “That’s coming out of my security deposit,” I
muttered to myself.

Leandra passed me the bottle of nail polish.
I stopped the bottle and applied nail polish remover to the
disaster she’d created on her hands, stroking each finger up and
down with a cotton ball. “Before you lost your memories you always
had unchipped nails. It was unnatural,” I said.

She glanced up at me from where I sat, her
big eyes full of wonder. Maybe they didn’t use a lot of nail polish
in the ’20s. I paused with her ring finger pinched between two of
the fingers on my left hand. “What?” I asked.

“You are very beautiful,” she said.

In spite of myself, my face burned with
embarrassment under the attention. “Gee, I wish you were this nice
all the time,” I said, more to myself than her.

“I’ve always liked blondes,” she said as I
resumed painting her nails. She sat crisscrossed, watching every
stroke of the brush as though I was her own personal Bob Ross.

“Always?” I asked.

“Oh, yes.”

I swallowed. Don’t think about that dumb
kiss. She wasn’t even acting like herself. Whatever witch had
done this to her really had it out for her. “Leandra—”

An urgent knocking pounded against the door
at the bottom of the stairs leading to my apartment. We both froze,
Leandra snatching her hand away from my grip. “Who’s that?” she
hissed.

“I don’t know,” I said. Contrary to my
recent track record, I rarely took people back to my place. “You
have to hide.”

“Where?”

The knocking came again. The hinges were so
old that the door was bound to burst inward. Still, the person
didn’t announce themselves.

“Just hide!” I snapped. I scanned the room
and settled on the folding doors to the nook that housed my washer
and dryer. “In here!”

She gaped at me. “You jest. I would never
fit in there!”

“Just do it, Leandra!” The knocking was
endless now, a hammering that never ceased. I shoved Leandra in the
chest toward the closet, until she stumbled backward. There were
only a handful of inches between the door and the dryer. “Find a
way!”

I scrambled down the stairs without checking
to see if Leandra had followed my order. In haste, I thrust the
door unlocked and threw it open.

My jaw dropped as far down as it would go. I
had never seen Patricia before, but if this wasn’t her, I’d eat my
shoe. She was stereotypical as far as vampires went—she wore a
high-collared cloak over an elegant midnight blue dress, her
décolletage on full display against an elaborate diamond necklace
in the shape of a rose. Hair as white as her skin was piled high on
her head, held in place by pins accentuated by little flowers.
Henchmen flanked her on either side in identical black-on-black
garb.

“Invite me in immediately,” Patricia
commanded.

“Is there a better place we can meet?” I
asked, my heart pounding. “I hardly have enough space for all of
us. It’s not very big in there.”

“Your accommodations will do fine,” Patricia
said tersely.

“Come in,” I said. For all I knew, if I said
no I’d wake up to the place in flames.

Her henchmen hurried past me, jostling me on
either side. The vampire queen pinched her dress in each hand and
lifted it to ascend the mysteriously stained stairs.

That was that, then. If Leandra hadn’t
properly hidden herself, she was about to be officially out of my
hair. Resigned, I headed back to the apartment and slumped into my
zombie-cat-shredded armchair. Said zombie cat was nowhere to be
found in spite of the emotional support I craved right now.

Patricia surveyed her seating options and
then pressed her hands together formally, one overlapping the
other, in an understandable decision to remain standing. “It smells
of nail lacquer.”

“Yes,” I agreed.

“Your nails aren’t freshly painted.” Her
eyes razed over the floor, where the purple mess smeared my
floorboards. “It also smells like Leandra. And”—she sniffed the
air—“an undertone of some kind of witchcraft.”

“I had the place saged recently,” I said.
“And as I told Leandra’s assistant, I saw her last week but not the
past couple of days—and I didn’t know she was missing.”

“I don’t believe you,” Patricia said, a
sneer spreading across her face. “Where is she, Olympia
Carter?”

Oh, God. The full name. “Truthfully, I don’t
know. I was looking for her myself. We had some…unfinished
business.”

“What business?”

I should have known she’d ask. One of the
henchmen had begun wandering the room, lifting the skirt under my
couch and raising the lid on trinkets that were too small for even
a mouse to fit into. “She approached me about finding someone for
her.”

“What?” Patricia said. A muscle worked in
her jaw. “Who was she trying to find?”

“It wasn’t, um, for a bounty,” I lied. Or
maybe it wasn’t a lie—I still didn’t have an official answer for
that one. “She didn’t have a name for me. I only had a physical
description. She was vague on the details.”

“You’re not even a particularly good liar,”
Patricia accused. “Where did you see her last?”

Fuck. “It was in her lair.”

Patricia’s eyebrows shot halfway up her
forehead. The wandering henchman froze, still clutching my sheer
curtains. “Her lair? What were you doing there?”

“We had been attacked by vampires. Not ones
from here,” I rushed to say, “but I got injured. She stitched up
the injury.”

“Let me see,” Patricia ordered.

I glanced from one vampire to the next.
Never before had I had even two vampires in my apartment, let alone
four. Let alone four I had to undress for. I peeled the shirt away
from my shoulder.

“I can’t see that,” Patricia said.

Goosebumps spread across my exposed skin as
I removed my T-shirt. I tucked my hair over my exposed cleavage and
turned to show her the wound.

“I see,” the vampire queen said, almost
disappointed. “I can’t imagine under what circumstances she would
allow you into her lair. It’s very…intimate.”

I had not known it was intimate.

“Are you lovers?”

“No,” I said, maybe too quickly.

“I don’t even know where her lair
is,” Patricia said. I opened my mouth to respond, but Patricia held
up her hands to stop me. “Don’t tell me. It’s too personal
knowledge to have.”

Too personal even when someone you wanted to
find was missing? Seemed like an obvious place to start looking to
me. “Sorry. I don’t know where she is. I haven’t seen her since the
day of the vampire attack.” I fidgeted with a rubber band on my
wrist. “They told you about that, right? The vampire attack?”

Patricia’s dark eyes bore directly into my
soul. “Of course I’ve heard of it. I would appreciate it if you
didn’t go mouthing off to everyone about it. Don’t you know we
don’t want people to panic?”

“Well, I don’t either, but people have a
right to know—”

“I don’t have time to parse through your
story for the truth,” the vampire queen said. “All I can say is,
Leandra has been here very recently, and you’re our best bet for
bringing her back to us.”

“I’m only the fourth-best tracker in town.
You should talk to Allie Godden. She’s really—”

“Allie Godden,” Patricia snapped,
enunciating every syllable, “is of no use to me right now. You’re
hiding her and we know it.” My heart nearly stopped as the henchman
paused in front of the folding washer and dryer doors, his hands on
the knobs. “You have three days to cough her up and notify me. Even
if you have to lure her in to do it with whatever possessed her to
invite you into her lair.”

“Patricia, I honestly don’t think I can do
that. She ghosted me!” I clutched my shirt to my chest. “What
happens if she doesn’t show up?”

The henchman pried the doors open. He took
one glance at the nook and quickly closed the closet.
What?

“If you don’t turn Leandra over by midnight
three days from now,” Patricia said with finality, “I will have you
terminated from the Bounty Hunters’ Guild.”


Chapter Nine

Duck, Duck, Vampire
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AFTER THE VAMPIRE QUEEN LEFT, and I had extracted
Leandra from the exposed rafters she clung to in some odd moment of
clarity to escape the vampire trio’s notice, the weight of the
situation really dawned on me. I made a decision to take action now
instead of thinking it through—and that meant going to the farmer’s
market.

The farmer’s market in Mayfair was held
every three days at dawn, which is to say, about an hour before the
sun rises to an hour after it has risen. This was so that
nocturnal, diurnal, and crepuscular beings could congregate in one
place at our preferred times without anyone turning into a pile of
dust. Most of us were nocturnal, which made the prospect of dawn a
bit exciting—staying up late! The actual market took place in an
empty field that somehow was given the name Stygian Park. Sellers
would set up their tents and stands and refreshments were passed
around galore.

Humans who happened to attend thought it was
one of our weird cult conventions, of course. I thought it was like
the magic market scene in Stardust but a lot less
romantic.

“Give your ex genital boils!” a witch
shouted at me from her stall, waving a stoppered jar full of an
ghastly green liquid with herbs floating in it. Yuki, leashed but
attracted to all the wrong things, surged toward the seller with
the strength of a being that knows it cannot die. She yowled as I
extracted her claws from the witch’s tablecloth.

“Sorry, no one I’d wish that on, thanks,” I
muttered to the seller, who huffed at the new rips in her
display.

Yuki was no longer getting along with
Leandra. She urinated in the bed when Leandra slept there—and, like
eating, urination was a voluntary function for her, having no real
purpose since she was dead. I’d paid Jian, the server from The Jade
Spirit, $40 to give me a call if he saw anyone leaving my
apartment. He raised his eyebrows at me but said nothing—I figured
working for the e gui he’d been asked to do worse.

The stalls glowed shades of red, purple, and
orange against the hazy, lightening hue of the sky. I was here for
a very specific purpose but didn’t want to be obvious about it in
case the wrong person was watching. I stopped at a stall where a
hobgoblin sold fart cushions that would follow the victim around
all day, another where a demon sold a moisturizer that it swore had
gotten rid of its eyebags, and finally one where a jinn sold wishes
behind a plain beaten table. Ah, to wish Leandra’s memories back.
It sounded too easy.

“What do you take for currency?” I asked.
Most sellers had signs that said they were cash only, could take
card, would barter, etc. His stand was so spare it was hard to
tell.

The jinn cleared his throat. He was quite
handsome, with curling dark hair and smoky black eyes, dressed in
some band T-shirt I didn’t recognize and a wrinkled pair of cargo
pants. “Feet pics,” he said.

Still, I hesitated. Feet pics to keep my
job? There were worse things. “Uh, I’m going to keep looking to see
if someone else has what I need. Thanks, though.” I pretended not
to notice his eyes burning holes into my shoes.

What I was really interested in, though,
were the witches selling spells and potions. “I keep forgetting my
mom’s address—do you have anything to help me remember?” I asked at
one stall, and, “Do you have anything for remembering the first
time I tried ice cream?” and then, “I was the only witness to a
bank robbery—but I can’t remember what the robber looked like!”

At the last stall, where I made up some
story about a long-lost twin sister to a witch named Martha who had
once sold me an excellent cold-busting soup, she said: “I don’t buy
that ridiculous story, but I might have something for you.”

It was not one of the potions on display.
She pulled out her personal bag and rifled through it, finally
extracting a vial with a small amount of completely clear liquid.
“This was supposed to clear sinuses,” she said, “but it completely
jogged the memory of one of my clients, and he remembered the exact
moment someone had sneezed on him and passed him the flu. May that
gnome rest in peace.”

“I’ll take it,” I said. She accepted my
credit card while Yuki sniffed at the bottle and sneered with her
mouth open as she processed the smell.

The sky was really lightening now. When the
sun rose, The Jade Spirit closed for a handful of hours until
daytime lunch, and Jian would most certainly have gone home to do
whatever humans who work for ghosts do during the day.

To my dismay, when I turned the corner to
the block I lived on, Leandra was right outside the doors of The
Jade Spirit, eating a cooked piece of chicken against the building
with Jian.

“Excuse me? Jian, what did I even pay you
for?” I asked, huffing. Behind me, Yuki also huffed.

“I went to call you, but she came right in
to the restaurant and asked for meat. So you paid for—”

“…More kung pao chicken. Got it,” I said,
sighing. “Leandra, the sun is almost completely up. You have to get
inside.”

“In a minute,” she said with her mouth full.
I had never known a vampire who liked cooked meat. “This is really
well-seasoned.”

“Thank you,” Jian said, beaming. “It’s our
bestseller.”

I glanced up at the sky. The sun really was
rising. If Leandra burst into flames right here, though, she would
also be out of my hair. I exchanged a glance with Yuki in which she
conveyed to me a murderous intent that simply did not exist on my
end.

“Let’s get you inside. I have something I
need you to try for me.”

I nudged Leandra toward the door, waving
goodbye to the server who had used my money for ill.

“I already looked at your flashcards for an
hour and half!” she said as I shoved her up the stairs. “They
didn’t do anything for me. I don’t know what half those things
are.”

“You don’t know what half those things are
because you didn’t have them in the 1920s in Europe. I was hoping
some recent technology would help you remember.”

“Then what’s this?” she asked,
picking one of my homemade index cards I’d intended to jog her
memory with off the floor. There was a giant grease splotch of
unknown origin on the card.

“That’s Yuki!” I exclaimed. The drawing was
a little crude, sure, but it wasn’t unrecognizable. “I
thought that would be an easy one for you. She used to like you,
you know.” Yuki’s tail flicked in irritation and she stalked off to
the kitchen.

“Thought it was some kind of rat monster,”
Leandra said, flopping onto the couch in an ungraceful pile. “I
don’t get why you care so much. I don’t even need my memories. I am
content with the way I am now.”

“Did you not hear anything Patricia said
when she was over here? I’m going to be out of a job if I don’t
turn you over in the same condition I found you!”

“What kind of job is ‘bounty hunter’ anyway?
You can work with Jian. He seems nice. I will stop by for General
Tso’s. What the hell is in that?” Cautiously, Leandra accepted the
vial from me. She waved it under her nose and frowned. “Smells like
liquor.”

“Take it like a shot and pretend it is. It’s
supposed to help with your memory.”

She held it to her eye and looked through it
like a magnifying glass. “You’re sure nothing bad will happen to me
if I drink it?”

“You might have extra clear sinuses, too.
But the witch I bought it from said that it would help.” Please,
help me. If Leandra with her memories was irritating, Leandra
without her memories was a plantar wart that required surgical
intervention.

“Very well,” she said. “If these are my very
last words, just know that I had a very unpleasant time with you
and you’re a bit obsessive about this memory thing.”

Leandra threw the vial back and wiped her
mouth with the back of her hand. I stared at her expectantly.
“Well? Do you feel any different?”

“Oh, yes,” she said, but she still had that
odd lilt to her voice and looked more like she was suffering from
indigestion than a revelation that she had remembered the last
hundred years of her life again. “I feel rather queer.”

I blinked, and then in Leandra’s place,
there was a goose.

“Leandra?” I asked, looking around. Reality
had not settled in yet, leaving me only with shock. I was
experiencing the five stages of grief in real time, and denial
passed quickly into anger as goose-Leandra bore her grotesque
goosey teeth at me.

The reality was this: I was now gazing upon
the world’s first, and probably only, vampire goose. And I was
totally fucked, because I couldn’t turn in a vampire goose to the
vampire queen.


Chapter Ten

Beatrice Newell
Inconveniences a Priest
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THE ANGER STAGE OF GRIEF only grew as the goose
version of Leandra flocked all over my tiny apartment. Her webbed
feet slapped the floor, honks echoing off the walls. I chased her,
hairs flying out of my braid and coming loose. “STOP!” I shouted,
but goose-Leandra had other ideas. Yuki hissed at her when Leandra
got too close and the goose pivoted, escaping to the bedroom.

“Can’t you catch her for me?” I asked Yuki
in exasperation. Entirely unbothered, Yuki lifted a hind leg to
bathe with her little gray tongue.

I went to the folding doors that held my
washer and dryer and extracted Yuki’s carrier from the top shelf.
She didn’t often need vet visits—and, well, normal vets would
probably faint at the sight of her—but when I took her to the local
necromancer for check-ups, she knew where she was headed and
refused to use the leash. There was a crash from my
bedroom—probably the bedside lamp. I stood at the door and watched
goose-Leandra flap around, smashing into my dresser and upsetting
my nicely made bed. The lamp was indeed on the floor, light bulb
shattered.

The wings would have to be stopped. I waited
until she paused, nibbling at her side like she’d upset some of her
feathers, and then clutched her wings in one hand. Goose-Leandra
made a noise I was sure I’d never heard from any goose, something
between a wail and a blood-curdling scream. She lashed out,
piercing my left hand with surprisingly sharp teeth. I grabbed hold
of her neck and lowered her into the carrier, quickly zipping it
shut as she struck out with her neck and tried to escape.

My hand was bleeding, and not an
insubstantial amount, but at least she was put away. I huffed and
pressed a paper towel to the wound. I had been injured way too many
times recently for my liking.

I hesitated at the door at the bottom of the
stairs, with my left hand wrapped but bleeding through its
makeshift bandage, and a goose-Leandra that was fighting with
everything she had in the other. My real, subconscious thought had
been this: I would drop Leandra off at some pond with other geese,
forget she ever existed, and skip town for some other supernatural
community that would take me. That way I wouldn’t have to be
accountable for any of Leandra’s reactions before she’d gone and
lost her memories and gotten herself turned into a goose,
and I wouldn’t have to deal with the vampire queen at
all.

“Will you turn into dust when I bring you
outside?” I asked her. She honked angrily in response. I didn’t
know if she still had her vampire powers and weaknesses—would she
live at the pond with a thirst for blood forever? Would she be
eviscerated through the exposed netting of the carrier the second
we left the premises?

Before I could consider the consequences of
a vampire goose’s existence, my phone rang.

I had almost forgotten that it still worked.
I’d been charging it but the screen was nearly unreadable, it was
so cracked. I couldn’t see who the caller was but dragged my
injured hand across the bottom of the busted screen to answer the
call.

“Hello?” Any telemarketer was about to get
their head cut off.

“Olympia Carter!” a pleasant voice
exclaimed. “First of all, I have to apologize. The priest at Our
Lady was all booked up on blessings, but I finally got the cross
blessed, and now—”

“Who is this?” I asked, cutting the caller
off from whatever inexplicable tangent this was.

“Beatrice Newell, at your service,” she
said. “I just wanted to apologize for missing our appointment.”

I sat on the stairs, setting Leandra down.
“I’m sorry?” I said.

“Did you get my voicemail?” she asked. “I
had to cancel the appointment on Friday. I could sage your home and
offer you some protection, but that plus installing a blessed cross
is the perfect thing to disinvite a vampire. The priest wasn’t free
to bless it for me.”

“I need four vampires uninvited now,” I
said, rubbing my forehead. My left hand throbbed a bit. I couldn’t
seem to remember if I was up-to-date on my rabies shot—could you
get rabies from a vampire-turned-goose at all?

“Damn, I wish I’d known,” Beatrice said.
“I’ll have to go back and have him bless another three. I’ll give
you a full refund for this, Olympia. I’m terribly sorry. How
unprofessional of me.”

“That’s okay, I don’t need a refund,” I
said. I glanced at Leandra, who seemed to have either calmed down
or worked herself into such a state that she fainted. “I do seem to
have a…fowl situation on my hands, if you get my drift.”

“What kind of foul situation?” she asked.
“Are you sure it’s something I’d be able to help with?”

“I’m not sure. It’s a—a waterfowl
situation.”

“Have you talked to Rayann Walters? She
loves working with birds. Maybe too much. We all think she’s
a little weird, to be honest.”

“I don’t even know how to say this.” I
squeezed the soaked paper towel over the injury on my hand as
though that was going to help. “So, I bought this potion from that
witch named Martha who works at the farmer’s market. And it turned
my—my friend into a goose.”

“You bought a goose potion from Martha?”
Beatrice asked, clucking her tongue. “You should know she’s not
very talented. Her only skill is making people feel momentarily
better when they have the common cold. It’s almost less effective
than Advil, if you ask me. Anyone who has a stand at that farmer’s
market and isn’t booked out honestly isn’t worth their salt,
either. You’ll have to get an antidote—”

“Okay, let me clarify. My friend had a bout
of amnesia that was possibly supernatural in origin. I tried to buy
a memory potion from her—or, like, a sinus-clearing potion that had
a side effect of increasing memory. And it turned my friend into a
goose, and I am pretty sure she doesn’t want to be a goose.”

“What was she before?” Beatrice asked.

I sucked in my breath. “A vampire,” I
admitted. “And honestly, I don’t know if she’ll make it in the
sunlight? Do you know if that kind of potion would change her
genetic makeup to become a goose without vampire powers? Or is she
a vampire that looks like a goose? I’m losing my mind trying to
think about it.”

“That is quite a predicament,”
Beatrice said. “It’s hard to say without looking at her. I just
turned around to beg the priest to bless some more crosses for me
since I stood you up for our appointment—will you meet me at Our
Lady on the Lake?”

“How do I take the goose out with me? I
don’t even know if she can handle the sunlight.”

“Put her in a cardboard box without any
holes in it.”

“Will she be able to breathe?” I asked,
placing a protective hand on the carrier.

“If she’s a vampire, she shouldn’t need to,”
Beatrice said. “I’ll see you soon.”

 


❧

 


Something that would be useful to know about
me was that I didn’t have a car. I rarely had to use rideshares,
because most of Mayfair was within reasonable walking distance, and
I didn’t have too many occasions to leave that couldn’t involve a
preplanned bus ride. These were the factors that led me to struggle
with my beaten phone to order a ride, and then enter holding a
cardboard box with a cat carrier inside of it that held a goose
stuffed inside of that, who very much did not want to be
there. The honking was somewhat muffled through the layers, but the
driver raised an eyebrow at me. He was human, probably from nearby
St. Louis and had the misfortune of being in the area when I
summoned him digitally. He didn’t say anything, though. Everyone
around here knew that the Mayfair pickups were going to be weird,
and it was my duty to fulfill expectations.

I was bad at keeping track of the days of
the week, but I vaguely remembered we’d had a weekend recently,
which was likely why the church parking lot was so empty. “Thanks,”
I said to the driver, who took another look at my struggling
cardboard box, the blood on my wrapped hand, and the stray hair
situation I had going on and then waved me goodbye.

Beatrice Newell leaned against her gaudy
lime green Chevy Spark in the parking lot. She waved at me as I
approached, numerous bracelets clanking. She was middle-aged with
unnaturally red-dyed hair, one of those people with at least two
turquoise rings on each finger, who rotated between different tote
bags with cheesy sayings—like today’s contextless I’M SO EXCITED I
WET MY PLANTS—and wore maxi skirts in patterns that hurt my eyes
because they were so busy. The dashboard of her car was covered in
crystals and little jars of herbs, and a bust of Athena that had
been looped through with a piece of string dangled from her
rearview mirror. I couldn’t help but think that the little marble
bust could conk someone fatally on the forehead if you braked
really suddenly.

“Hi, Beatrice,” I said when I approached
her, setting down the cardboard box. “Thanks for taking the time to
look at this.”

“Let’s see if they’ll let us use a room
without any windows?” she asked, gesturing to the Catholic
church.

I blanched. “Do you really think they’d want
us here?” We had the occasional protest in town from religious
organizations that thought we worshiped the devil.

“Father Ambrosio is very progressive, I
assure you. He’s my go-to for blessings. Just don’t tell anyone
else I use him—I don’t want to lose my best contact. He’s hard
enough to get ahold of as is.”

The church looked like every other Catholic
church I’d seen on TV; I’d never actually been inside one myself.
There was a fountain in the foyer area with some pamphlets, I guess
where people dabbed holy water on their foreheads. I hadn’t had a
chance to test if holy water worked against vampires, but I had a
moment where I seriously considered stealing some for the purpose
of trying.

Most of the windows were normal, which I
wasn’t expecting. There were large, arching ceilings, presumably
designed to either make you feel small or to embrace the largeness
of God. Being close to nature magic, neither Beatrice nor I were
very close to any of the human religions, but we had our uses for
them, and them for us. “I donate a generous amount for every
blessing he does,” Beatrice admitted to me. “I would feel bad
stealing his time otherwise.”

There was a boy sweeping the floor between
pews. The space was so open and empty that the sound of the
bristles hitting tile echoed. Maybe the actual purpose of the tall
ceilings was for the acoustics. The only stained glass was in a
huge, two-story window behind the altar, depicting Mother Mary
holding baby Jesus in varying shades of blue that dappled against
the room in the mid-morning light. I had to admit, it was a very
pretty effect.

“Father Ambrosio!” Beatrice shouted to a man
in robes rearranging the candles on the altar space. He looked up
and pushed his glasses up his nose, all the way up to his very
bushy eyebrows. He was a hefty Italian man. The candlestick was
dwarfed by his large hands.

“Miss Beatrice,” he said. His voice was
friendly enough, but his expression indicated he was done dealing
with the supernatural for the day. “Is there something you needed?
I’m doing confession at noon.”

Beatrice smacked the purple lipstick on her
mouth. “Oh, we have three more crosses to bless.” She reached into
her tote bag and held them out, even though the priest was on the
opposite side of the room. The crosses were made of simple,
polished dark wood, and fit easily in the palm of her hand.

The preacher took a deep breath that might
have been a sigh. I wondered how often Beatrice needed him for
blessings. “I’ll bless them,” he said. “Just remember not to abuse
the contact form on our website, Miss Beatrice.”

“Thank you. May we use the crying room?”
Beatrice said.

“The crying room?” I asked.

Father Ambrosio’s gaze flicked to the
cardboard box, which had scooted a foot over of its own accord from
where I had left it at the entrance to the chapel. “You have five
minutes,” he said.

We shuffled through a door at the back end
of the chapel next to the bathrooms. “People go in here to cry?” I
asked.

“Not people. Babies. Well, I guess babies
are people if we’re getting into semantics. It’s supposed to be
some degree of soundproof.” She closed the door behind us and
flicked the light switch, pointing at two large speakers above the
door. “People bring their crying children here so they don’t bother
the others, and then they can still hear the sermon through the
speakers.”

“That makes more sense,” I said.

“Okay, let’s see what mess we’ve got here,”
she said, rubbing her hands together as though excited about my
predicament.

I peeled back several thick layers of duct
tape holding the box shut. “It’s promising that she could still
breathe, right?” I asked. The honking was much louder without the
barrier of the cardboard. “So she’s still a vampire and can be
changed back relatively easily?”

Beatrice bent down to examine the goose
through the cat carrier. “This is a cute carrier,” she said,
pointing to the zebra pattern.

“Thanks. It’s Yuki’s,” I said. It was so
hard to keep Beatrice on task. No wonder Father Ambrosio was fed up
with her. “Can you tell anything?”

“I can smell a few layers of magic here,”
she said. Beatrice put her nose right to the carrier and took a
deep whiff. “And I smell your cat. But I don’t—well, to be frank
with you, dear Olympia, it doesn’t smell like vampire at all. I
don’t know that this was ever a vampire.”

“What do you mean? She was a vampire this
morning.” Then something else hit me. “Oh shit. Beatrice,
this was the vampire that had to be uninvited from my house, but
the first time she came in after losing her memory, she had to be
invited in again. And you hadn’t saged the place, but I thought you
had. Can losing your memory mean you forget being invited?”

“Not that I know of. Once invited in, a
vampire should always be allowed in until a ritual is done to undo
it. It doesn’t have anything to do with their memory,” Beatrice
said, wrinkling her nose. “God, Martha. I do wonder how much of
this is actual potion and how much is tequila. She’s
talentless.”

I felt like crying. “What’s going on
here?”

“She could breathe through the box. I’m no
bird expert like Rayann, but I’d say this goose isn’t alive.”

“So undead, like a vampire?”

“So…” Beatrice scratched her red hair. “I
just don’t know. This has Martha’s smell all over it, but someone
else’s too. Oh, I need to think. It’s someone—Francesca, maybe? Do
you know Francesca Gallo? I think she must have done the original
spell, whatever happened there.”

Francesca was a witch that lived near Sugar
& Spice, a shop run by her wife, Griselda, that sold herbs,
spellbooks, and other things that were useful to people who needed
to do some magic.

“Can you drive me to Sugar & Spice?” I
asked.

Father Ambrosio’s voice came over the
speakers above the door. “Time’s up.”


Chapter Eleven

Sugar & Spice
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BEATRICE NEWELL DROVE ABOUT AS well as you’d expect
her to, which is to say, not very well at all. The heavy marble
bust that swung from her rearview mirror seemed destined to murder
somebody, whether by smacking me between the eyes and killing me or
hitting the windshield with such force that it cracked. The console
of the vehicle was the same sickly green as its outsides, and
ABBA’s Mamma Mia blasted from the speakers in dissonance
with the speed and violence at which Beatrice hit the road. Stop
signs were optional; stop lights were stop signs; pedestrians
strolled on the sidewalk at their own risk as Beatrice hit the curb
not once, not twice, but five times. She snacked from a bag
of party-size Flamin’ Hot Cheetos with one hand and fixed her hair
in the side mirror with another, leaving the wheel totally to its
own whims.

I gripped my seat on either side of me with
both hands. The goose in the backseat honked violently as it was
thrown from one side of its cardboard box to the other against a
strained seat belt. Being mostly up during the night, I was always
incomprehensibly tired during the day—but now I was wide awake, and
my stomach was ready to regurgitate whatever meager meal I’d had
last. “Beatrice,” I gasped. “How do you get anywhere like
this?”

“What?” she asked. She had braided half of
her hair, the other half swinging loose in the barrage of air
coming from her open window. “I can’t hear you!”

“Never mind! Focus on the road!”

“WHAT?”

Closing my eyes made me even dizzier. I
watched instead my life flash before me, along with a pug and its
owner that became streaks in my vision. If I survived this, it
would be the last ride I asked her for.

In what felt like forever (but was really
much faster than we should have arrived), Beatrice slammed into the
little parking lot for Sugar & Spice, entirely disregarding the
slanted yellow lines. “Here we are,” she said, brushing herself off
and tying her second braid in a neat little knot. I left the car
with sea legs and checked myself out in the side mirror—half of my
hair stretched toward the heavens, and mascara had run across my
face at an odd angle. I brushed my fingers through my hair and left
it loose.

“Are you okay? You look a little green,”
Beatrice said as she stuffed the contents of her tote bag, which
had strewn across the backseat, back into their tacky container.
Flowers in the windowsill box planter swayed in the wind,
reflecting how my own body felt.

The shop door opened with the twinkle of a
bell as she went ahead of me without checking to see if I actually
was okay. I retrieved my goose box, now somewhat dented from the
seatbelt, and followed her in.

Sugar & Spice always had a strong smell
of herbs which was exacerbated by an ever-burning incense stick at
the front counter. Lavender and patchouli with a hint of orange
pierced my nostrils, though not unpleasantly. It was homey, as far
as magic shops go—natural wood shelves lined the place, with neatly
arranged jars of varying contents. There were some magical weapons
along the wall, probably mostly decorative, including an
impressively large sword. In one corner, a barrel brimmed with the
type of little wooden crosses Beatrice had brought to the church.
My guess was that she came here a lot.

Griselda greeted us as we came in and kindly
rejected Beatrice’s Cheeto-stained handshake. She was a slender
butch woman who prided herself on professionalism in her line of
work—whenever she was on the job at Sugar & Spice, she wore a
simple black apron with their logo over a button-up with a funky
tie. “What’s in the box?” Griselda asked in such a smooth voice I
nearly swooned. I’d had a crush on Griselda when I first met her,
but I had to admit she and Francesca were well suited for each
other, however reluctantly.

“Goose vampire,” I said, setting it down in
front of the counter.

“Of course it is. Never a normal day around
here, is there?” she asked, winking. I resisted the urge to
properly fix my hair and makeup in an enchanted mirror.

“I smelled Francesca’s magic on it,”
Beatrice explained. “Or at least, I’m pretty sure. It has some of
Martha’s magic mixed in, because…oh, this is a complicated story.
Maybe you should explain, Olympia, dear.”

Unfortunately for Beatrice, I was even less
articulate than usual in Griselda’s presence. “Maybe we can talk in
the back?” I asked, my voice unusually squeaky. “Is Francesca
around?”

“Hon?” Griselda called.

Francesca propped a door open with her foot
and glanced out. There was a hint of hot pink hair and a patch of
dark-toned skin through the crack. “I’m harvesting warts—what is
it?”

“People out here for you.”

A boot kicked the door the rest of the way
open. Francesca wore the same simple apron as Griselda, a sundress
emblazoned with lilies underneath. On each hand she bore a thick
yellow glove coated in some kind of goo. She pushed the hair of her
half-shaved head out of her eyes with a forearm and smiled at us
with an overwhelmingly kind grin that undoubtedly had won
Griselda’s heart in the first place. “Send ’em in.”

We shuffled behind the front counter as
Griselda’s attention was pulled by another customer. “Alright,
Olympia,” Beatrice said in a matronly voice that insinuated she
hadn’t nearly just murdered me in her car. “Give her the run
down.”

“I was helping out this vampire with
some…chores…and then she showed up with her memories missing,” I
said. While I spoke, Francesca slid off her gloves and washed her
hands in an industrial-looking sink. “I tried to feed her a potion
that Martha from the farmer’s market made to restore her memories
and now she is a goose.”

“Who is it?” Francesca asked. “You should
probably report that to the vampire council, too.”

“Um, yeah, about that. They’re actually on
my ass. I was hoping to just revert her without letting them know
this ever happened.” I sighed in disappointment that she hadn’t
been in-the-know already. “So you didn’t remove her memories for
some reason?”

Francesca dried her hands and stared at the
ceiling. “Now why would I do that?”

“Maybe a potion or a hex you made that
someone bought here?” Beatrice asked. “It’s going to be hard to
figure out the origin, Olympia, if it was from a spell someone
purchased.”

“We keep pretty diligent logs, but I
wouldn’t sell something premade that’s so malicious,” Francesca
insisted. Griselda had finished helping that customer and reentered
the back room. “We only sell the components for spells like that,
but I don’t see how you would smell me on them. Right, honey?”

“Right,” Griselda said. Her customer service
voice was gone, though. The women exchanged a knowing look that I
didn’t like at all.

“So no one can explain why she lost her
memories?” I asked.

“I don’t know what happened there,”
Francesca said, staring directly at Griselda instead of me.

“Maybe we can at least turn her back into a
vampire?” Beatrice suggested. “Perhaps we can get some answers from
her when she’s not a bird anymore.”

Griselda tapped her foot. “Do we know what
was in that potion Martha made?” I handed the vial to her from my
back pocket, half expecting that it would be shattered from the car
ride. Griselda squinted at the label. “I’ll be right back,” she
said.

The three of us stood in silence. Francesca
smiled again, this time forced. What are you hiding? I
wanted to ask, but I was scared she would run. My heart was
beginning to pound. I had never known the Gallos to have malicious
intent, but something was seriously wrong here. I tried to
communicate my misgivings to Beatrice with a look but her own gaze
wandered the back room, examining various undisplayed items.

“Where do you get your holy water?” Beatrice
asked suddenly.

“Shipped from Italy,” Francesca said
pleasantly. It was the same artificial voice I had used with people
when I was an eighteen-year-old folding shirts at the mall.

Beatrice nodded, assured her dealer of
blessed objects was still secure. “Shall we have a look at the
goose?”

“It doesn’t seem very happy,” I said. The
box wiggled with the goose’s attempts to liberate itself. “It’s
probably better if we let it out somewhere that doesn’t have so
much glass.”

“We could sedate it,” Francesca offered. She
searched the back shelves and returned with a little pill. “We give
this to our dog when we go on long drives to calm him down.”

“If you think it’s safe,” I said.

Francesca bent down to the box, murmuring
words of assurance to the goose, who was suddenly calm. She zipped
open the carrier and the goose took the little pill in its mouth
without complaint. “I used a little magic,” she admitted.

“I wish I’d been able to do that when it bit
me. I didn’t realize geese had teeth.” I held up my injured hand
for her to see.

“It’s technically cartilage. But still
sharp.” Francesca kept glancing at the door as though waiting for
Griselda to save her from the conversation.

Griselda returned with the vial. She had
jammed it with herbs. And tequila. “I tried to mimic the original,”
she said. Francesca gently fed the vial’s contents to Leandra,
apparently being the one best with animals out of the four of us.
“I would let her sleep on it. You might have a vampire again by
tonight.”

“Really? It only took, like, a second after
she had the first one to turn her into a goose.”

There was a moment where Griselda’s face
contorted into something like anger or frustration. On the other
hand, Francesca looked ready to pass out.

“Sometimes undoing something takes longer
than doing it,” Beatrice said, clapping her hands. “Would you like
a ride home, dear?”

“Er, no thanks.”


Chapter Twelve

Breaking the Spell
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SEDATED, THE GOOSE WAS MUCH more amenable to the cat
carrier, and I abandoned the cardboard box in a dumpster before
slumping up the stairs to my apartment. The events of the last few
days—maybe longer—were catching up to me now, and I wanted nothing
more than to sleep. I released the goose, who leaned against the
couch with glazed eyes.

There had been a point where I stopped
thinking of the goose as Leandra; it was just so goosey. My
brain couldn’t wrap around the fact that this was the same woman
who had dragged me along and nearly had me begging her to drink my
blood. “Is there a vampire in there?” I asked her quietly. She
didn’t so much as blink at me. If there was a vampire in there, it
probably wasn’t conscious of its surroundings. I wondered if she
would remember her time as a goose when she turned back.

Inspired, I dumped a bag of frozen peas into
a bowl of water and held it in front of the goose. If she was
really a goose now, maybe she would eat them—there was a video I’d
seen on the Internet of a goose frantically picking peas out of
water. I nudged it toward her, but she was either not feeling her
waterfowl side or she was too out of it to react.

I needed to offer her blood to test her.
Gently, I lifted the bandage from my hand and pressed my nail into
the wound the Leandra goose had opened earlier, hissing in pain. At
the smell of blood, the goose’s head snaked forward, approaching my
hand. I froze, trying to get a glimpse of something in the goose’s
eyes. Do you recognize me?

The beak nudged at the wound on my hand
ever-so-gently. Surprised tears burst into my eyes. “It is you,” I
said. Then: “I’m so going to kick your ass when you’re a vampire
again.”

Goose-Leandra honked pitifully in response.
I lifted her into my arms, shushing into her neck when she gave
weak protests, and brought her into my bedroom. To say my room was
in disarray would be an understatement. There was broken glass on
the floor, and Leandra had upended a pile of letters on my dresser.
When I set Leandra on the bed, my throat closed up. The nightstand
the lamp had been on had been cleaned off, and in a clear, glass
vase, there was a single rose, surrounded by some greenery.

It must’ve been Patricia. No one else had
access to my apartment but her and her cronies. My dazed mind
jumped to the conclusion that this would be a Beauty and the
Beast situation, where the rose would wilt over the next two
days until my time was up. As though taunting me, the rose dropped
a petal.

I nudged the window open and tossed the rose
out of the vase, the water splashing against the concrete.
Immediately I had to suck my fingers—something had burned them. I
inspected the rest of the vase. Patricia had oh-so-kindly shoved
some four-leaf clovers in there. Might as well have encased it in
iron, too, I thought bitterly. There was an ugly rash now on my
uninjured hand as though I’d touched poison ivy. One of the
downsides of being a fairy.

After rubbing Cortisone cream on the rash,
my exhausted brain still wouldn’t stop running. I was under the
covers, and my place was a disaster; I had only two more midnights
after tonight to figure out this Leandra situation and what I
wanted to do with it; and I still didn’t have answers for why those
witches had acted so suspicious, how that werewolf had died,
or who those out-of-town vamps had been. Next to me,
Leandra’s bird body rose and fell gently as she breathed. I
tentatively stroked the feathers between her wings. She was so
soft. Much softer than when Yuki cuddled me. I imagined for a
moment that when I woke up, this would be the real Leandra sleeping
next to me. But I had my doubts after how odd Griselda and
Francesca had acted about the whole thing.

And that’s how I fell asleep: my eyes
closed, the back of my hand resting against the down of Leandra’s
goose feathers, imagining I was next to Leandra in the body that
caught attention whenever she walked down the street.

 


❧

 


This was how I woke up: next to the same
goose.

I called Beatrice, who sounded more frazzled
on the phone than she had earlier. She agreed to help me set up a
true form spell at Knotted Hill just outside town so we could
figure it out. I was reluctant to share my concerns about the other
witches with her—Mayfair, especially compared to other towns and
cities where us supernaturals dwelled, was particularly divisive
among its people. If anything, I’d bet Beatrice would be more loyal
to her fellow witches.

“I’m surprised that it didn’t work,”
Beatrice said, after tearing tracks into the fresh grass with her
tires in a muddy mess. “As you probably know, Griselda is
well-known for her potion skills.”

I had the goose tucked under my arm. “Why
does she smell like Francesca if Francesca didn’t do any magic on
her?”

Beatrice rubbed her chin. “The smell is
somehow infused into her being. It’s overpowering. Do you think
maybe they dated each other?”

The thought made me sick. “Haven’t the
Gallos been married for years?”

“Well, they’re nearly in their forties. And
Leandra is—”

“Okay, well. If it’s magic you smelled, it
can’t be that they dated.” I swallowed down bile in my throat.
There really was a lot about Leandra I didn’t know.

“That’s true. Unless—”

“What do we have to do for the spell?” I
asked abruptly. Beatrice Newell was one of those people who didn’t
notice when others were rude to her or wanted her quiet or
gone.

She held up a finger and began to sprinkle a
mixture on the ground in a straight line. “Candle me,” she
said.

I passed her a candle from the hood of her
car. She set it firmly in the ground, rocking it from either side
until it couldn’t be easily dislodged.

“Grab the other candles,” she said. “We’re
going to make a square around the hill.”

It was dark and a cool breeze ruffled my
hair. I yearned to open my denim jacket to feel the refreshing
air—but I’d taken to wearing a sweatshirt around town instead,
since my jacket had been ruined. Half an hour later, with brittle
fingers, I passed Beatrice the last candle to complete the square
around the hill.

“Knotted Hill” was a name given to it for a
reason—the hump of the hill was oddly shaped like a tied knot, and
it was said that old settlers thought it was haunted. It actually
was haunted now sometimes, and a frequent site for rituals like
this. Thankfully, we hadn’t run into any other witches tonight.

“Don’t cross the threshold,” Beatrice warned
me. “Just the vampire.”

I set Leandra, who had behaved very well and
was probably still at least partially sedated, on the ground. Her
little webbed feet found the grass with some familiarity as she
wobbled herself upright.

She looked back at me, and I swore she knew
what was happening now. “Go on,” I said. I had to admit she was
very cute like this. “Shoo.”

She did not shoo.

I nudged her behind toward the line that
made up the square. Beatrice had littered some kind of black
crushed material that glittered in the dim moonlight along the
candles. Reluctantly, she took one step toward the material.

Then another.

She crossed the line like she was marching
to her execution.

And then there was a giant puff of feathers.
Feathers everywhere, in a giant explosion that threw me back.
Raining down from the sky, littering the grass, floating away in
the wind.

The goose was gone.


Part Two

Lairs & Murder
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Chapter Thirteen

Some Light Unseelie
Violence
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THERE’S PART OF ME THAT leans on my Unseelie side as
an excuse for bad behavior.

This was the justification I used as I found
myself halfway to Sugar & Spice in Beatrice Newell’s car with
no recollection of how I’d stolen it and gotten there but pure
rage.

I left the driver door open. The keys in the
ignition. I slammed my hand into the Sugar & Spice door so hard
my injury cracked open. And again. And again. The door bowed
inward.

I forced my fingers through the soil of
Griselda’s windowsill box planter. Power surged through my hands.
The pansies grew tall and large, smashing through the glass. I
urged them to get larger and larger, until a light switched on and
Griselda shouted, “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?
Stop!”

“We just did a truth spell and she turned
into feathers!” I screamed. “How the fuck do you explain
that?”

The pansies stretched toward Griselda’s
ankles, snatching her up and tripping her. Her body hit the tile
floor with a loud whump.

“Calm down, Olympia! I’ll call the council!
No, Francesca, stay in the back, dammit!”

Francesca peeked out from the back door. I
unsheathed my silver dagger and flung it at her. She dodged at the
last minute, barely avoiding decapitation. The dagger lodged itself
into the wall, blade wobbling with the force at which I’d thrown
it.

I hopped through the broken window. “I need
an explanation,” I said, “Now.”

Griselda struggled against the flowers
twining around her limbs. “You don’t deserve anything. I’ll report
you to the council, I swear it. You’ll lose your job.”

“How many people are going to threaten that?
I can get another job. I can skip town.” I leaned down to Griselda.
Sweat shone on her forehead. “But you only have one life. So I
suggest you spill.”

“Really? Threatening to kill me?” Griselda
asked, strained. “You wouldn’t dare. They’d hunt you down.”

“I know how they hunt people down. The Guild
would never find me.”

“I’ll tell her, Griselda,” Francesca piped
up. She was wielding a giant magic sword that had been on the wall
the last time I’d been here. “She deserves to know.”

“Is Leandra dead?” I asked. Tears pricked at
my eyes. Frustration, I told myself. I’d been through a lot lately,
and for what? “What happened to her?”

“She’s not dead,” Francesca said. “Not any
more than before, anyway.”

There was a distinct puffing noise, and then
Beatrice Newell materialized in the middle of the room. “Really,
Olympia. I would have given you a ride here if you’d asked.”

I blinked, disbelieving that she was there.
She brushed herself off and waved a hand at Griselda. The vines
broke away from her and shriveled.

“How did you get here?”

“It’s the witching hour,” she said. It was
easy to forget how powerful she was when she acted so kooky all the
time. I’d never seen someone teleport. “Everyone, put down your
weapons. Olympia, fairy magic to yourself.”

Francesca set the sword on the table,
looking chastised. Griselda glared at me with murderous intent. “If
you think you can get away with breaking into my shop like this
instead of being a civilized person, you’re dead wrong. You don’t
get to threaten my wife.”

“I’ll threaten both of you. You must be
delusional. You both lied to me so blatantly today. What the hell
is going on here?” The vines rose a little at my voice, getting
greener, and Beatrice sent them skittering back outside with
another wave of her hand.

“None of that!” she squeaked. “Really, the
immaturity in this room! What in Hecate’s name is happening,
Griselda Gallo? I can’t believe you’d hide something like this from
me, of all people.” And she looked genuinely hurt too, breathing
heavily as though she’d exerted herself quite a bit.

Nervously, Francesca kneaded her hands.
“Let’s go into the house. Gris, hon, can you put some tea on?”

“Sure,” Griselda said under her breath. “Tea
for three.”

“Tea for four,” Beatrice corrected,
though I didn’t fail to notice that she stepped between the Gallos
and I like a barrier.

Ten minutes later I had retrieved my dagger
from the wall and we sat in two couches facing each other across a
single coffee table—Beatrice and I on one couch, Griselda and
Francesca on the other—each of us with a piping cup of ginger tea
in hand. Griselda had her other arm crossed over Francesca
protectively.

Francesca took a deep breath. “Leandra
approached us about an almost impossible task,” she started. She
took a sip of her tea, hands shaking. “I knew this would come back
to bite me in the ass.”

“No, honey. You did the right thing,”
Griselda said.

“Tell me what the ‘thing’ is,” I
snapped.

“You don’t have to tell her anything,”
Griselda insisted to Francesca, who shook her head.

“What did she ask you to do, dear?” Beatrice
asked.

“I should start by explaining that I study
time magic,” Francesca said, “for university.” There was a small
witch university in town that many of the witches attended for the
odd class when they were interested in a particular brand of magic
they hadn’t yet mastered—though I hadn’t known time magic was a
thing. “She asked me to open a time portal so she could go to the
past.”

“That’s impossible,” Beatrice cut in. “How
could she expect that of you? Clearly she hadn’t done her
research.”

“Clearly,” Griselda said bitterly.

“I told her that,” Francesca said, nodding
to Beatrice. “I asked her if there was something specifically I
could help her with—I couldn’t make a portal for her to visit the
past, but I could bring her something from the past—a missing
family heirloom or something, I assumed.” She swallowed. “Something
small, that wouldn’t really change anything.”

“And?” I asked, impatient.

“And she asked me to pull her past self to
the present. So of course, I had to ask her what she intended to do
if I actually went through with it. She insisted it wasn’t
anything…nefarious.” Francesca set the cup of tea down. She shook
too hard to hold it well. At her side, Griselda rubbed her arm
assuringly.

“So the Leandra that we just poofed into a
cloud of feathers was a past version of her?” Beatrice wondered.
“Is there something we need to do to get her back? Where is the
present Leandra? Did you send the present Leandra to the past? Or
were there two of them running around town? Ah, what a mess.”

“Let her finish,” I said.

“I couldn’t think of a good reason why she
would need someone to do that for her. I contacted another vampire
about it—I don’t think that was the right thing to do now, but at
the time I thought he could help me—and he heavily insinuated she
would try to kill the past version of herself,” Francesca said.

“To what purpose?” Beatrice asked.

“That, I’m still not sure. Would there be
some kind of paradox that would make our reality implode? A time
ripple that would make her a god or undo everything she’d ever
done?” Francesca shrugged her broad shoulders. “I said no.”

I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my
knees. There was nothing I wanted more than for Francesca to hurry
up with the story, though I’d finally calmed down from my rage.
There would be a perfectly rational explanation at the end of this,
and I didn’t want to push an already sensitive Francesca past her
breaking point.

“We think she went to Chicago,” Griselda
chimed in. “She said something about all the witches here being
stuck up and thinking we’re too good for her. We’re too bound by
the rules. She said she was going to go somewhere they didn’t
follow the rules as much, which I took to mean a city. And, well,
St. Louis is nearby, but it isn’t that big. There’s a big witch
community in Chicago.”

“But she came back,” Francesca said. “We
were panicked that she had gotten what she wanted, but also scared
of going to someone after how—how that one vampire responded to my
question. I approached her and said I thought I had figured
something out. Gris and I put our heads together and came up with a
way to fake it. So…”

“…So, the Leandra I’ve been around since I
thought she lost her memories was not actually Leandra at all, not
even her from the past,” I said. “Where is real Leandra?”

“Why the feathers?” Beatrice asked.

“We made a golem out of down feathers from a
pillowcase,” Griselda said. “We put a glamour on it and gave it a
few basic traits and some background. Surely you noticed how
two-dimensional the personality was?”

I flushed at the implication that I was too
stupid to pick up on that. I had not, in fact, noticed.

“We made her bloodthirsty with a strong
fight-or-flight response, a bit stupid because she always struck me
that way, and also a sexpot, because she never stopped hitting on
me every time she saw me,” Griselda said. “She ‘really likes
blondes’ and all that. We coached the golem on everything we could
think of and read it a couple Wikipedia pages. Francesca’s British
accent was awful though.”

“Hey!” Francesca said. “It was better than
yours.”

The accent of the golem Leandra had
been a little off, not quite American or British. I filed away that
the real Leandra did, in fact, like blondes. “Where is Leandra
now?”

“When the golem crossed the threshold of our
truth spell, it turned into what it really was—which was down
feathers. And earlier, when Olympia had fed the golem that
looked like Leandra a memory potion,” Beatrice said,
interrupting whatever response I very eagerly awaited from the
Gallos, “the down feathers remembered they were once part of a
goose?”

“Oh my God. I need a drink,” I said.

“We don’t know where Leandra is,” Francesca
said. Unlike before, I believed her. “Last we checked with our
vampire contact, she was still missing.”

“Who is your vampire contact? This is the
same guy you asked about the time travel thing?” I asked.

“Yes. Um, I’d rather not say. I don’t want
any more attention because of this, really.”

“Did the golem kill the werewolf?” I asked
suddenly.

Tears flowed down Francesca’s face. She put
her head in her hands. “I don’t know. I think it could have. Am I a
murderer?”

“We did what we had to,” Griselda said to
her. “You’re not a murderer.”

“I have someone’s death on my hands.”
Francesca sobbed now.

“That’s not your fault, dear,” Beatrice
said.

My mind was wandering everywhere,
reevaluating conversations I’d had with the golem over the last few
days. How had I not noticed something was off beyond memory loss?
Was Leandra even from England? How many lies had the real Leandra
told me? The gaudy citrus print lining the room was too loud for me
now, searing my eyes. I had been in the little bubble of our
conversation and not noticed the tacky decor of the house, in stark
contrast with the refined aesthetic of their shop. Curtains the
same shade of Beatrice Newell’s ugly green Chevy Spark violated the
faded-orange cover scheme established by the hideous wallpaper.
Beatrice and the Gallos continued to chat in the background,
working out specifics, but I was having an out-of-body experience,
not understanding what had happened to me or why I’d been the
target of all this and had golem-Leandra killed the
werewolf? Could it really be as simple as that?

My heart rate increased as I noticed
movement out of the corner of my eye. Something moved outside the
window, visible in the dim light of the kitchen. I stood from the
couch and crept over to the kitchen sink. The faucet dripped
steadily onto a dirty dish as I lifted the blinds to see
better.

The object flitted in front of the window
again and remained still. I squinted at it. A car drove past, its
headlights illuminating the side of the house for a few brief,
tantalizing seconds, and I saw the face.

Leandra. She waved at me and her mouth broke
into a coquettish smile. I watched with wide eyes as she blew me a
kiss.

Then she began to run. And without thinking,
I began to run, too.


Chapter Fourteen

Reunion
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I RAN UNTIL MY LEGS ached. Leandra’s were noticeably
taller than mine and her vampire powers made her way faster. I
chased her right through downtown, until I couldn’t catch my
breath, just barely keeping her in sight the whole time.

Finally, Leandra dashed down the stairs
leading to The Bluebird’s front door, bypassing the bouncer. Club
music and lights filtered out into the street from the underground
club. I pushed past the line of people waiting to get in.

“ID?” the bouncer asked.

“You’re kidding me,” I said. “I’m almost
30.”

“That’ll be $20.”

“Excuse me?”

The bouncer shrugged. The girl behind me
tapped her heel irritably against the pavement. “Are you going to
pay it, since you just cut us all in line?” she asked snottily.

I closed my eyes. Do not lose your
patience with these humans today, Olympia, I told myself.
They don’t even think you’re real.

“What’s that? Does that guy have a gun?” I
shouted, pointing to a young man mid-line. The bouncer’s face
turned stern and he went to check the person’s alleged weapon. I
dodged under his beefy arms and lost myself in a crowd of sweaty
bodies. A blue light periodically blinded me as it flashed around
the room. It smelled like pot and booze, and a fog machine oozed a
smoky blur into the room from where the DJ pumped his fist.

Someone’s bare midriff brushed against me as
I pushed through the crowd to electronic music that was too loud to
ask anyone if they’d seen a vampire. As though any of these people
even knew what a vampire looked like. I was immediately
overwhelmed—my clubbing days were long over, not that I’d ever gone
to one like this for fun. The Bounty Hunters’ Guild connected to
the club was delightfully soundproof and had its own entrance, so
we didn’t have to cut through this area while it was open often
(unless we wanted a beverage).

My boots sucked at the sticky floor with
every step. Someone sloshed a violent fuchsia drink over my pants.
“LEANDRA!” I screamed over the crowd. Someone near me covered their
ears and shouted something rude back to me—or it seemed rude, if I
could’ve heard it.

The blue strobe light flashed in just the
right spot. I recognized the back of Leandra’s head from across the
room. Using a less-than-polite level of elbow action, I pushed past
the grinding bodies to get to her.

“LEAAAANDRA!” I shouted again, right behind
her. The woman turned to me. Her face was distinctly the wrong
shape for Leandra’s, and she was human. She wore the same kind of
exposing halter top Leandra would’ve worn, though. “SORRY!”

“CAN I BUY YOU A DRINK?” the girl shouted
back.

“NO THANK YOU!”

“WHAT?”

“NO THANK YOU!!”

“OKAYHAVEANICENIGHT!” She went back to
grinding against some other woman, throwing her long hair back and
hitting people in the face. I dodged out of range to avoid being
whipped by it.

My head swum with all the activity. I wasn’t
going to find Leandra in this crowd, if she was even still here. I
pushed my way out a side door and scooped up a handful of pebbles,
heading for the bathroom and carefully placing them in a circle
just large enough for someone to step into. No more playing
nice.

I waited at the entrance to the alcove
labeled RESTROOMS with my arms crossed. Leandra had shown herself
to me at the Gallos’ place deliberately; she wanted me to know she
was there. She would come to me.

At least that was what I told myself. The
smells and noise were making it hard to think properly.

Just when I was about to give up and go
home, convinced I’d been tricked yet again, someone pulled me
aside. I was face-to-face with Leandra, and she was laughing. She
said something to me I couldn’t hear. I pointed to my ear.

“I said, do you come here often?” she said
right in my ear.

“Where have you been?!” I shouted back. “You
owe me an explanation.”

“Somewhere quieter,” she said. She tugged me
away from the bathrooms, but I pulled her back toward them.

“In here,” I said.

“WHY?” she shouted, the dip in the EDM
having picked back up.

“I HAVE TO PEE.”

“EW!” she shouted back, but she followed me
in. I charged in with her hand in tow.

Right into the fairy circle I’d made.

The bathroom faded away. It was darker now,
with an eerie mist rising from the floor—we were underground, after
all. Faerie didn’t like vampires, to be honest. They weren’t as
easy to trick as humans. A glow I usually found peaceful shimmered
around us, giving off sinister energy. It was quiet except for the
whoosh of a gust of wind.

“What the fuck is this?” Leandra asked. “Did
you really just trick me like that?”

“You’re one to talk,” I said. Looking at her
now, I was appalled that the fake Leandra had ever convinced me it
was real. Leandra’s nose turned up at the end; the golem’s hadn’t.
This Leandra was fun and playful, and perfectly capable of painting
her own nails. “Leandra, Patricia is going to absolutely ream my
ass if I don’t hand you over to her by midnight tomorrow.”

“Fuck,” she said.

“That’s all? I don’t want to be implicated
in any of this. I thought…I thought I was helping you with
something.” I blinked a few times to wash the frustrated tears away
before they were noticeable to Leandra.

“And what, you’ll trap me here until I tell
you?” She looked around. “I haven’t been to Faerie before. There’s
not much here.”

“Not under here. But yes, until you explain
what’s going on to me.” I realized that she may have overheard some
or all of Francesca’s explanation—I was still iffy on whether it
was good for her to know that the “past version” of herself
Francesca had brought to the present was a fake.

But at least she probably hadn’t killed the
werewolf herself.

“I don’t even know where to start,” she
admitted. “I missed you, Olympia.”

In spite of myself, I blushed. I grew
increasingly self-conscious of the giant stain on my pants from the
club. “Right. Sure you did. Did you know I was hanging out with a
you that wasn’t…you?”

“It’s a bummer you figured out that
Francesca Gallo did her magic for me. I was enjoying you babying me
from afar.”

“Jesus.”

“No, really, it’s good to know that if
anything ever happened to me, you’d even help paint my nails—”

“I should stake you.”

Leandra quirked an eyebrow. “Do it.”

I barely reached for my silver dagger when
Leandra body-slammed me, knocking me to the ground. She had my
hands pinned to the dirt, leaning over me.

“This is my home,” I said. “I’m stronger
here.”

“Stronger than me?” she asked, batting her
eyelashes.

“I don’t think you want to find out.”

Leandra shifted herself onto her thighs,
settling them on my hips. “I think I do.”

Once more, I remembered how easily she
pissed me off. The golem-Leandra had been like an untrained foal,
deferring to me for guidance about simple things. This Leandra knew
exactly what she was doing. And now she was laughing at me.
“Contrary to what you think,” she said, “I would never
underestimate that tight little fairy body of yours.”

“Excuse me?!”

“Did you like the rose I left you?” she
asked. I had a view of her from underneath, with the undersides of
her long lashes and an angle of her boobs I’d never seen before. “I
noticed you tossed it out the window.”

Fuck, I really thought Patricia had
Beauty-and-the-Beasted me. “Yeah, I especially liked the four-leaf
clovers,” I snapped. “Look what they did to my hand.”

She threw her head back in laughter, the
long majesty of her neck on full display. “I spent a lot of time
picking those just for you! I couldn’t resist.”

“Asshole. Get off of me.”

“No.”

There was a moment where I considered
summoning a bunch of vines to strangle her, but it passed. “Then
tell me why you needed your past self removed from her
timeline?”

Leandra scowled. “It was that Francesca
witch. She did what I asked for and then chickened right out and
let her loose. Luckily all versions of me seem drawn to you. Until
you lost her, of course.”

Right. “Lost” her. Figuring out how much or
little Leandra knew about the situation made my head hurt. Leandra
had no idea about the golem, still, so she must not have overheard
us talking about it. “But why did you ask Francesca to do it?”

Her face lit up. Not quite the response I
was expecting. “Can I show you?” she asked.

“Show me?”

“Sure, we’ll go to my lair. If you take us
out of Faerie, that is.”

“I know where your lair is from here when
I’m in Faerie. Let me lead the way.”

She raised herself from the dirt, looking
flawless as ever after a tussle without even trying. “It’s not that
lair. I’ve got two.”

I kicked apart the circle of stones from the
mortal world and we were thrust back into the women’s restroom of
the club. Ears ringing with Patricia’s words about the intimacy of
being invited to someone’s lair, I followed her.


Chapter Fifteen

Home Sweet Lair
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LEANDRA LED ME DOWN BUSY downtown streets bustling
with activity. It was so different from the setting of her suburban
lair that I half-expected her to leap into a sewer grate like one
of the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and tell me her second lair was
down there. We passed bars and cafés, restaurants and antique
shops. It seemed like half of Mayfair was out, odd for an early
Tuesday morning. Things would be wrapping up soon for everyone of
the supernatural persuasion.

“Here,” Leandra said. She held open a glass
door that led to one staircase going up and one going down. The
door was painted with golden letters that shimmered off the street
light: WILBUR BONES, ESQ. It was similar to the last name she’d
given me for herself; I wondered if she actually chose it based on
the familiarity. Then again, she could have lied to me about all
that too.

We descended the stairs to a small platform
in front of a door with a number pad latched above the knob.
Leandra entered a long string of numbers, the beeps of each key
press unbearably loud against the illicitness of me lingering
around a potential fugitive, until the door opened with a soft
click.

“This lair is where I really live. The other
one I kind of use to just get away from the others.” She bowed as
she flipped the light on, like a chauffeur helping me out of a
car.

There was so much going on in this lair that
it took me a moment to process it all. Where the other lair had
been well-decorated but a bit sparse, this lair was brimming with
personality. Books lined every wall, many of them in states of
disarray, piles on the floor and some books open to certain pages
with a random object used as a bookmark to keep them open—a piece
of string, a feather, in one case a snow globe. There was a desk in
the center of the room with a two-monitor setup, replete with a
mechanical keyboard that had a rainbow backlight. I had never seen
Leandra use her phone and for some reason had not pictured her ever
using a computer, either.

“This is my research,” she said, and I saw
the room in a whole new light. This was not a cozy reading nook,
nor was it a representation of Leandra’s personality—it was
evidence of the haphazard research technique of a madwoman obsessed
with her goal.

“What were you researching?”

“I’m still working on it.” She lifted an old
book that said something long in French along the cover. “Have you
heard of Nicholas Flamel?”

“I watched Fullmetal Alchemist back
in the day. Does that count?”

She blinked at me like I was the crazy one.
“I don’t know what that is but it sounds incredibly dorky. Anyway,
alchemy, yes. He was an alchemist, and allegedly he discovered the
stone of the philosophers and became immortal.”

This was not a direction I expected the
conversation to take. It was as though Leandra had told me she
believed in Santa Claus. “Is alchemy, like, real? Isn’t it turning
things into gold? I guess a witch could do it, but…I don’t follow,”
I confessed.

“That’s okay. I did a lot of reading to get
to where I am now,” she said, gesturing to the room. “I’m more
focused on the immortality thing. I don’t believe in a fountain of
youth or anything like that. But I remembered a legend about this
vampire and thought I would look into it.” She positively beamed
now: a scholar proud of her work. As unsettling as the topic was,
I’d never seen Leandra exude pure joy like this before, and I had
to admit that it was charming. “Stop me if I’m being too boring or
overwhelming you with information.”

“Um, not yet. Go on.”

She retrieved a different book from her
shelves, this one newer and less fancy. When she opened it, I saw
it was more of a notebook than a book—someone’s scribbles in faded
blue ink against yellowing paper. “This is the diary of Viktor
Lehmann,” she said proudly. “It took a long time to procure it from
his collection. I finally got the follow-up diary just this last
week and it has been illuminating.”

“Who is that?” I asked, as she held out the
book for me to see. Our shoulders were touching, her long hair
tickling my cheek.

“He’s a vampire who went into the past and
killed himself—or the younger version of himself. When he did, he’s
said to have exited the timeline we all exist on. He became
truly immortal, unkillable, untouchable.” Her eyes shimmered
now. It scared me that I couldn’t tell if it was just from passion
or actually greed. “No one has accomplished it since, but it’s said
he still lives in his villa in Austria. I went there and didn’t
find him, though. I figure if you live that long, you may as well
have multiple hideouts. I think I just happened to find the biggest
one. He may not have been there anymore.”

I cleared my throat. “How did he go to the
past? Francesca Gallo didn’t seem to think it was possible.”

“It’s possible enough, isn’t it? She
succeeded. I know she’s been studying time, which was why I went to
her first. I thought she told me it wasn’t possible because she
didn’t want me to do it. The thing is, the stuff they teach at
university—why would they want you to know if you could time travel
or not? We would have all kinds of anomalies if people could just
pop into the past any time they wanted to. I wanted to get in touch
with Viktor so I could ask him how he did it.”

I placed my hand over hers where she held
the notebook—her fingers were trembling. “Leandra,” I said gently,
“what if it’s just a legend?”

“I thought about that too,” she said. “But
he’s lived much longer than most vampires have been able to, so
there’s some basis for it. Most of us will just kill ourselves
after a few hundred years pass and we get bored, or we get so bored
that we do something destructive enough to get ourselves killed by
the little societies we live in.” She sounded very bitter about
this.

“And you don’t want to have an out? If you
ever decide you’ve lived long enough? You’re basically immortal
now.”

“I won’t ever feel that way. I never have.”
Her eyes flashed. “Not everyone chooses to become a vampire,
Olympia. I sought someone out and had them change me. I wanted to
live forever. I still do.”

This was news to me. “Why did you lie to me
before?” I swallowed, my throat incredibly dry. “And why are you
telling me now?”

“After Francesca fetched my past self and
let her loose so I couldn’t have her, I needed to track the old me
down. You know how crafty I can be,” she said. “I knew it wouldn’t
be an easy task. I needed a bounty hunter to do it.”

“And everyone else said no.”

“That’s true. I think it always was going to
be you, though. You have the best heart,” she said, looking me
right in the eye.

Every instinct in me wanted to break eye
contact, but I resisted the urge. “So you made up a sister.”

“I did have a sister. But we weren’t even
from St. Louis, so you were never going to find out anything about
us at the library. I wanted your tracking skills, just to hunt down
a new vampire that looked a lot like me. It was an accurate
description. And I mean, you did find her.” She still hadn’t broken
eye contact. “For the record, I paid Francesca very well to do what
she did for me. I didn’t threaten her.”

I didn’t know if I believed that, but I was
willing to push past it for some answers. “So we were looking for
the product of Francesca’s magic the whole time.”

“Yep,” she said. “And I was continuing to do
research to see if there was anything special I had to do when I
needed to kill her. But I never got the chance. And she’s a goose
now or something?”

“Um, or something.” It occurred to me that
if Leandra knew what had actually happened, she might kill me for
it. “I don’t know where she is now.”

“That’s alright. We will find her.”

“What if you kill her and it just undoes
you? And you’re dead in the present, too?” I asked.

Her shoulders slumped. “That’s why I was
trying to get in touch with Viktor so badly. I needed to know
exactly what he’d done. These diaries are incredibly helpful—but if
there’s anything he left out, I could do the literal opposite of
what I’m trying to do and die instead.”

“Let’s hold off on it until we know for
sure,” I said carefully.

“I’m glad she’s a goose now. We can just
keep her in a cage and feed her here until we know more, and then I
can kill her in her bird form and she’ll hardly be able to defend
herself.”

That didn’t sit right with me at all. What
exactly did she have in mind? We would lift up every goose in town
and run a lie detector test on it: Hey goose, are you actually
Leandra? Beep.

“Oh!” Leandra gasped. I froze, waiting for
her to catch me in my web of omission. “I have something for you.”
Momentarily, she escaped to the other room, leaving me alone with
the piles of books. She returned with a brown parcel. “This is a
kind of thank you.”

I accepted the gift. There followed a moment
of awkwardness, like when you didn’t know if you were supposed to
open your birthday presents before or after the cake, or right when
the person handed them to you. Leandra nodded to me encouragingly.
I tugged at the string and slowly unwrapped the present, Leandra’s
eager gaze on me the entire time.

On top was a new smartphone. “Give me your
old phone,” Leandra said. I passed it over, the shattered screen
reflecting off the lights in the room oddly. In two seconds flat
she had my old SIM card out with a paperclip and had inserted it
into the new phone. Again, I’d never even seen Leandra use her own
phone. The shock made the reality of the second present even
weirder.

“It’s…a pair of jeans?” I asked, not
understanding.

“No, silly. Unfold it.”

I did. It was a jean jacket—brand new, lined
with silk on the inside. On the inner left seam, my name was sewn
in cursive: Olympia Carter. It wasn’t the same exact kind as
my old jean jacket, but it was close, and the material felt more
expensive.

“Leandra… I can’t accept this. Why…what?” I
sputtered.

“I teased you about it before,” Leandra
said, “but it really was very sweet of you, when you thought I’d
lost all my memories and you took me in. You even fed me and kept
me out of trouble. I was very touched by it. Stupid of you to
assume that I had lost my memories instead of the truth, but still.
Who else would do that for me?”

Guilt crept in at the periphery at all the
times I had considered leaving her at the lake or turning her over
to the vampires. “Thank you for the gift, but what do we do about
Patricia?”

“Can you try it on?” she asked.

I pulled the sweatshirt over my head and
slid the jacket over my tank top. It was incredibly comfortable.
The weight of the denim settled on my shoulders like a comfort
blanket. Unable to stop myself, I sighed. I felt like me
again.

“Wow. You look great,” Leandra said.

“Leandra, what do we do about Patricia?” I
repeated.

She pursed her lips. “We’ll figure something
out.”


Chapter Sixteen

The Vampire and the
Fairy
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TO GET A NEW SET of eyes on her research, Leandra
had me read over Viktor Lehmann’s first diary. I was so exhausted
that it took me five minutes to realize I wasn’t comprehending the
text because it was in German. The words blurred before my eyes in
a big Germanic soup. When I told Leandra I didn’t speak the
language, she disappointedly took the diary from me and read it
aloud, translating as she went with some difficulty.

I tried my best to pay attention, but my
mind wandered. It worried me that she wasn’t as concerned about
Patricia; I was the one with my ass on the line, not her. The gifts
still confused me—what I’d done was nice enough, I guessed, if she
had been observing and only saw that I was caring for the fake
version of her, but did it warrant a whole new smartphone and a
personalized jacket? I was wary of jumping to conclusions about her
kindness. She surely had another agenda in mind and it was only
time before I got swept into it.

I was tired enough too that I only now
realized I had already been swept into the agenda after she
finished describing Lehmann time traveling to murder his younger
self. This was the thing she wanted help with. This was
actually the thing she’d wanted help with the whole time—we were
just doing away with pretenses now. I watched her lips move as she
read the text aloud, forehead scrunching when she got to a phrase
she struggled to translate into English. She had me transcribing
everything she said into a word processor but I knew I was missing
some of it. Her voice was the kind they would have used in
audiobooks, the kind you’d listen to before bed to have sweet
dreams.

“Thanks,” she said.

“What?”

“You just complimented me.”

I hadn’t known I’d spoken aloud. “Leandra,”
I said, “I’m sorry for being rude, but I don’t think I’m doing a
very good job transcribing.”

“I’m recording it too,” she said, gesturing
to a microphone that would be the envy of many a Twitch streamer.
“So it’s okay if you don’t get everything. I’ll go over it
all.”

“Um.” She had been so polite to me that it
was hard to let her know I didn’t want to do it.

“Maybe we should take a break?” she offered.
“You look exhausted.”

“I am,” I said.

There was a moment of awkward silence.
Leandra had shown me the plush king-sized bed in her bedroom when
she went to get a specific picture she’d stolen from Viktor
Lehmann’s Austrian villa. We’d been acting like friends, or maybe
colleagues who owed each other something, but neither of those were
true. I saw my thought process reflected in her expression.

“You can go home if you like,” Leandra said
finally. “But if you want to rest here, I can order you food in
exchange for helping me?”

Her bed did look nicer than mine. I hated to
be beholden to anyone, though. “What are we doing?” I asked.

“What do you mean? I told you what I wanted
to do. You don’t have to help if you don’t want to, but I have some
extra funds if this is cutting into your bounty hunting—”

“No, I mean…what are we doing?”

Another awkward silence. “Please be more
explicit,” she said quietly. To me that signified that she already
knew what I meant.

“Are we friends?” I asked. “Why are we doing
this together?”

Leandra swallowed. “I’m sorry for pushing
you so far. You can go home if you want. Do you need me to order
you a ride? The sun’s coming up soon, or I’d walk you.”

“You avoid my questions a lot.”

“You ask a lot of questions I don’t want to
answer,” she shot back.

“I’ll stay and help you if you can give me a
good reason. And also for a chance to sleep in the soft bed and get
free food,” I added as an afterthought. Might as well milk it.

“I get sick of vampire politics,” Leandra
said after a moment. “I get tired of answering to Patricia’s every
whim, I get sick of covering up other people’s mistakes that expose
us to humankind, and I get sick of all the stuck-up vamps out there
who all wish they could be as high up on the food chain as I am.”
She closed the diary and set it aside. “It’s nice to have a
connection that isn’t a vampire. Someone fun to talk to who I know
isn’t motivated by her own dark agenda.”

Are we not indulging your dark
agenda? I wondered. “Bickering with me is your idea of
fun?”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, it is.”

“What happens to your relationship to the
vampire society in Mayfair when you become immortal?”

“I become immune from having to participate.
I can go live in some suburb elsewhere. Maybe I’ll open a coffee
shop. I always thought that would be quaint.”

“You’re going to become immortal…to open a
coffee shop?”

She frowned. “Well, you don’t have to make
fun of me for it. You’re the one who asked.”

“Do you even drink coffee?”

Leandra’s frown deepened. “I don’t like my
dreams being put up to this level of scrutiny.”

Who seeks eternal life just to run a coffee
shop? “I’m just having trouble understanding, to be honest.” I set
the smartphone between us. “I don’t think I can accept these gifts,
either.”

“God, Olympia, how obtuse are you?” she
asked. I jolted, surprised at the change in her tone. “Why do you
think I’m showering you in gifts?”

“Because you feel guilty for using me?” I
tried in a small voice.

She rolled her eyes. “Please. I don’t feel
guilty that easily.”

“Yeesh.”

Leandra got up from her chair and stood over
me. “Wouldn’t you say we have…good chemistry?”

“What?” I blurted.

“I mean, you wanted to kiss me so
badly that one time. So I already know you think I’m hot.”

I cleared my throat. “It sounds like this is
actually not about you wanting to bond with fairykind.”

She set her hands on her hips, giving me an
incredulous look. “I’ve never had to try this hard to—to woo
someone!”

“This is your idea of wooing?” I asked,
gesturing to the room around us. “You lied to me, and then you let
me play house with someone who wasn’t even the Leandra I knew, and
now you’re ‘letting’ me help you in exchange for the newest
iPhone?!”

“Oh, give me a break. I’m not taking
advantage of you. You’re the one who keeps coming back to me!” she
said.

“That’s not true!” But was it? Shit. “I’m…
I… Ugh! I’m going home.”

“After I confessed all my feelings for you?
That’s fucking rude,” Leandra said, stomping her foot like an angry
horse.

“You did what now? I didn’t hear any
confession. What are you—why would you try to become immortal and
then try to—to date me? I’ll be wrinkly way too soon once you’re
truly immortal. I look a little older than you even now.”

She laughed then, a deep laugh that had her
bunched over on her knees. “Date you? You think I’m trying
to spend eternity with you over an iPhone and a jacket?”

I didn’t have to check a mirror to tell that
my face was red as a beet. “You know what, Leandra? Figure this all
out yourself. I’m done being pushed around. I don’t want to enter
some fling with you when you’re trying to live forever. You already
can’t be killed unless you’re, like, beheaded or whatever.” I
stood, easing the new jacket off my arms. Without it, I felt
completely bare.

“So you admit that me being deathless
doesn’t change anything,” she said. I blinked. She had been across
the room just a minute ago, and now she was blocking my path to the
exit.

“I’ll have a longer lifespan than humans,
but I’m not going to live nearly as long as you,” I said. “So let’s
stop, if all you want out of me is—” Ugh, when did I become such a
prude? I couldn’t even say it. It was unfathomable.

“You can become eternal, too. I could make
you a vampire if you wanted,” she said, running her tongue over her
fangs like she was ready to bite me now.

“Yeah, no thanks. I haven’t even—you’ve
heard, like, don’t buy the cow if you haven’t tasted the milk? I’m
not jumping into eternity with you. I barely know you.”

Leandra held her arms out, gesturing down
toward her body. “Then come taste the milk.”

My jaw dropped. “That’s the most disgusting
way I’ve ever been propositioned for sex.”

She shrugged. “It was your metaphor.
I have over a hundred years of sexual experience under my belt, not
to mention my vampire tongue magic you were such a big fan of
before. What’s the downside?”

My brain was having problems coming up with
the downside. Leandra took one step toward me, then another. In
spite of myself, my breathing changed, became shallower. Her hands
were on my shoulders but I didn’t remember how they’d gotten there.
“You can’t use your tongue right away,” I said hoarsely. “I lost
all reason last time you did. And don’t drink my blood.”

Her breath was hot on my neck when she
answered. “So that’s a ‘yes’?”

I raised my line of sight from her
collarbones to her face. Her lips were just barely parted, eyes
scanning me astutely for my reaction. She looked beautiful. She
looked…hungry.

And I nodded at her.

In the next second, Leandra had me up
against the wall. She angled her mouth against mine and her lips
were plump, soft, warm. There was an unzipping sound as she undid
the front of her shirt, and then a gentle tugging at the base of my
own top, and then we were skin-to-skin, her bare breasts pressed
against me. The kiss grew frantic, frenzied. I brushed my tongue
against the inside of her lips and felt a spark that traveled all
the way down.

Leandra broke off, breathing heavily. Her
lips were dark and swollen. She peeled off her pants and reached
for mine as I stood there still as a statue, taking in the sight of
her creamy thighs, the parts of her that curved elegantly.

We were both completely undressed. She drank
me in with her eyes the way I’d just done to her. And then I was
back against the wall, and her hands lifted my thighs up around
her, ankles hooking behind her back, and we were fully entangled.
There were mouths on necks, fingers lost in hair, and oh my God
she was rubbing against me, and I was going to—

“Leandra,” I gasped. “Leandra—“

“What?” she breathed back, brushing her lips
against my neck.

“I need…can you…?” I was past the point of
cognitive thought. Her warm torso continued to press against me,
sparking goosebumps along my skin.

“Say it,” she said.

“I want you,” I murmured into her hair.

“What do you want from me?”

Anything. Everything. Nothing I wasn’t too
embarrassed to say.

“What do you want from me?” she
repeated.

“Go down on me,” I said finally, just barely
louder than a breath.

With strong arms, she lifted me up and
deposited me in the armchair she’d been reading from earlier.
Leandra knelt in front of it, her eyes watching my every move. “So.
You want me to use that tongue now, huh?” she asked, eyes sparkling
with mischief.

“Stop teasing me,” I warned.

She pushed her arms under my thighs, lifting
me closer to her. “I just can’t help myself,” she said, completely
serious.

Her tongue just barely grazed me. I was so
wet that it slid right off. I trembled with wanting.

Leandra pressed herself closer to me and
licked me again, still watching my face. I saw stars, galaxies. Her
eyes closed and her hands rested on the mound of my stomach, and
her mouth settled on me and didn’t let me go. I saw the Milky Way,
the universe, God. Leandra made love to me with her mouth until I
shuddered with orgasm after orgasm like waves crashing on a shore,
until I finally pushed her away gently, tingling everywhere,
completely spent.

Leandra wiped her mouth with the back of her
hand, laughing at my dazed expression. She rose and bent over the
armchair, tucking her knees on either side of me. I kissed a long
thigh, holding her closer. Gingerly, she guided my hand between her
legs, palm facing upward.

I traced a finger down her tentatively. She
was velvety soft and wet, so wet. There was a sharp intake of air
as my hands found her clit. Leandra shifted, pressing one of her
breasts into my mouth, and I circled her nipple with my tongue. She
shook, moaned, tugged my hair as she climaxed.

Leandra leaned back and sat on my thighs,
freeing my mouth and my sticky hands. We were both drenched in
sweat, our hair mussed. Her eyelids were only half-open as she
breathed heavily. “See?” she said between labored breaths. “We
could do that for eternity.”

I brushed the hair out of my face with my
fingers. “It’s mostly the vampire part that doesn’t appeal to
me.”

Leandra smiled. She cupped the back of my
neck with one hand and kissed me just once, incredibly soft. “Your
loss,” she said. “Let’s go take a shower.”


Chapter Seventeen

An Unexpected Source of
Information
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I WOKE TO AN UNFAMILIAR buzzing noise in a
pitch-black room. There was a luxuriously soft blanket over me and
an expensive mattress under me, and I had no idea where I was.
After a minute, my eyes adjusted, and the buzzing stopped. Leandra
was on her side next to me, her hair splayed out over the pillow,
shoulders bare. I, myself, was ass naked next to her, and my hair
was still damp from the shower Leandra had dragged me into. True to
her word, she had ordered me Indian food and let me sleep in her
bed. Among other things.

I sat up on my elbows and watched her. She
slept completely still. There was part of me that wanted to believe
the best of her, especially now that she’d crumbled my defenses
enough to get me into bed…a part of me that wanted to believe she
just had a strong fear of mortality that had led her to vampirism
in the first place and was further leading her to an unattainable
goal, harmless to indulge due to it being literally impossible. But
if that was true, it should’ve been easier to tell her that
what Francesca had done was make a golem that passed convincingly
enough as Leandra right out of the 1920s, and not actually pulled
off a miracle of time travel.

So, clearly, I didn’t trust her. What would
she do if I did share the truth? Lash out at me? Be very
disappointed? Go back to Chicago to try to convince a different
witch to do it?

There was another part of me, one I’d pushed
down deeper, that still felt like the whole thing was sinister. It
was one that I had buried far enough to forget about while we had
sex—that she was being power hungry, greedy, like I always thought
vampires were. That she probably just wanted to knock the vampire
queen off her pedestal and take over herself. My head swum with the
possibilities, with the truths and the lies I held onto myself, and
the ones she did.

Maybe it’s better, at least, not to get on
her bad side?

The buzzing noise started up again. I got up
to investigate. I still had never seen Leandra touch a phone,
though she had to have one in this day and age. I found the phone
on the floor, heart pounding at the thought of snooping without
permission. But my tired brain forgot I had a new phone now. The
screen that lit up was the default background I had seen just
yesterday, and it was lit with an unfamiliar number. I hesitated
just a moment too long and the call ended.

There were only two missed calls from the
same number. No voicemails or anything. Scammer? I had changed my
number a few times over the last few years to try to avoid them,
but they always got me. Just when I was about to delete the call
history, the phone lit up again with the same number. This time I
swiped to answer.

“Hello?”

“Olympia Carter?”

Male voice with a slight accent I couldn’t
place. It was familiar, but not familiar enough to be immediately
identifiable. “Who is this?” I asked.

“I need you to meet me at The Scale &
Ale in fifteen minutes,” the voice said. It wasn’t said urgently,
but assertively, like the possibility of a “no, thank you” was way
out of the question.

“Why would I do that?” I asked, looking to
the bed. Leandra was still dead asleep.

“You don’t have a choice,” he said. And then
hung up.

I considered waking up Leandra—but the sun
was risen already, and she wouldn’t be able to leave with me as
backup. That disgusting, stalkery human Mac would be there,
watching my every move, so if my body went missing he would
definitely gossip about it and at least someone would know,
whatever minor consolation that served as.

I dressed, tucking my silver dagger into my
thigh sheath. And then I set out to meet a mysterious and very
demanding creature of supernatural origin.

 


❧

 


The Scale & Ale smelled warm, like the
yeast from the fermentation process of the beer. There was dim
lighting and a heavy faded curtain over the single window. It was
surprisingly packed for a morning—most people would be asleep by
now in this town, so this had to be all daytime creatures or
late-night fiends who got a seventh-grade thrill out of staying up
past their bedtime. A werewolf drooled into the crook of her arm in
one corner, empty glasses surrounding her like a shrine.

My eyes went immediately to the odd ball
out: Mateo Rivera, watching the door with his eyes that were just a
little too close together. He nodded at me when I sat across from
him. I should’ve known anyone that demanding on the phone would be
a vampire. “Didn’t I warn you against coming here?” I asked. “What
are you doing out, anyway? The sun is up. You gonna stay here until
sunset?”

Instead of responding to my reasonable
questions, Matt took a deep whiff of the air like a dog on a trail.
“You have her smell all over you,” he said.

I looked around to see if he had anyone with
him. In the corner, Mac was sweeping up broken glass, his beady
little human eyes drinking in every detail. “I don’t know what
you’re talking about,” I lied.

“I think you do,” he said. “Leandra is the
thing I’d like to talk to you about today.”

I swallowed. A waitress came by with green
skin and little demon horns sticking out of her head. “Is there
anything I can get you, hon?”

The Scale & Ale was known for its
in-house distilled beer. You could not get a Coors or Miller in
this place—the three beers were called “Howl at the Moon,” a very
obvious Blue Moon rip-off with citrus notes, “Witchy Willow,” a
light name for a stout that tasted a lot like the trees of its
namesake, and “Perilous Pear,” an experimental pear cider that was
notorious for giving people bad bouts of diarrhea.

“I’ll have a Blue—a Howl at the Moon,” I
said, and she went to get one.

Mateo’s glass was dark black, indicating
he’d been adventurous enough to try the stout. Two blood tablets
swirled at the bottom of the glass, still not completely dissolved.
“I’m going to tell you something that you can’t repeat anywhere,”
he said, swishing the dark liquid. “I need your word that it will
not go past these walls.”

“I can give you my word,” I said, “but it
doesn’t mean we won’t be overheard here.” I gestured to Mac in the
corner, who was being very obvious about monitoring us. He even had
his little notebook out. “The reason I knew you were here last time
is because of that skeevy janitor there. He told me you were here
with a werewolf and he knew very basically what you
discussed.”

The vampire steepled his fingers. “I like
this place on occasion because I would never in a million years run
into one of my kind here,” he said. “No vampire worth their salt
would take the word of a human seriously.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I am sure I won’t have to. In any case,
that was part of what I wanted to tell you about. The
werewolf.”

A cold chill spread down my spine. “The
werewolf and Leandra are correlated,” I said, more of a statement
than a question, because I’d suspected as much. Would I have to
tell him Francesca’s secret, too? I suddenly wished I hadn’t come.
Usually, I was the kind of person who deliberately didn’t do
something that was demanded of me out of spite. Things had just
been so off lately.

The glass clunked heartily against the table
as the waitress set it down. God, it even had an orange wedge on
it. I’d be surprised if they weren’t just rubbing the labels off
directly from the name brand.

“I know Patricia approached and threatened
you. We are all under the assumption that you and Leandra are
together romantically—I can tell as much in person, now, so that’s
confirmed for me,” Matt said. I didn’t have anything to say to
that. “I wanted you to know what you’re getting into and also to
propose you a deal.”

“What kind of deal?” I sipped at the beer.
If anyone tasted this blind next to a Blue Moon, there would be no
difference. At least it was the best option in this shithole.

“Let me explain first—Leandra went to the
Chicago vampire community and tried to persuade them to help her
attain true, unkillable immortality.” He gauged my reaction as
though expecting surprise. I swallowed. “The supernatural
communities are closer up there. They sent someone who could get
here the fastest—naturally, a werewolf during the full moon, to
inform someone here what was going on so we could do something
about it. That werewolf went to me, seeing as Patricia is just
about unreachable if you’re not high ranking with us. And he told
me her plan, and then he showed up dead, and we are completely sure
that Leandra killed him. She was sighted nearby.”

“I stumbled upon his body myself and she
showed up after,” I said. “Listen, Mateo, I have to tell you
something.”

“Is it important?”

I rolled my eyes. “This is why I don’t like
vampires. Of course it’s important, you numbskull. Leandra
approached witches here first about the immortality thing and got a
no, and that’s why she went to Chicago. She came back and a witch
agreed to do it under false pretenses and actually created a golem
that looked like her and acted like her to some extent. And then
that golem turned into a goose and back into some feathers.”

A muscle worked in Matt Rivera’s jaw. “Are
you having a stroke?”

“No,” I said. “Just, don’t worry about that
part. The witch is pretty sure the golem killed the werewolf.”

“If that was true, we would need to charge
the witch. The werewolf had Leandra’s true scent all over him.
There’s almost no mistaking it. You smell like it now,” he
added.

“I’m done hearing about how I smell today.”
My stomach churned. “We can’t prove it was her if no one saw it
happen.”

“We can, the way we do things,” Mateo said.
Somewhere along the line he had drained his entire glass of Witch’s
Willow; he summoned the waitress to get him another. “That’s why
Patricia needs her back. And why she’ll have you executed if you
don’t give her what she wants.”

“Whoa, there. Executed? I was told my job
would be sabotaged, not that I’d be executed. Where the fuck is
that coming from?”

Mateo laughed darkly. “You’re a fool,
Olympia Carter. Patricia doesn’t care if you are employed or not.
She can’t outright threaten to murder you in front of people, but
believe me, she would have you killed for less. And she will, if
you don’t do what she wants.”

“Is it so bad to want to be immortal?” I
asked in a small voice.

“We outlawed doing things like that to
bypass our natural deaths by staking, beheading, fire, sunlight,”
he said. “It makes a vampire too powerful. Leandra’s talked a big
talk for a long time about being upset with our system. I suspect
that she’d like to kill Patricia and take her place.”

I was dizzy, though I wasn’t sure if that
was from drinking on an empty stomach or from the direct
contradiction to everything Leandra had told me about her motives.
“What can I do?”

“I want you to question the new werewolf
that got turned.”

“Seriously? Does she have information?” I
asked in surprise.

“She should.” Mateo cleared his throat.
“Actually…well. Apparently she was attacked by Leandra. The only
way that Bill knew how to heal her after Leandra attacked her was
to turn her into a werewolf under the full moon. They heal so
quickly in the moonlight, you know. And she did survive.”

“How many people know about this? Why did
the mayoral council approve a bounty for the werewolf if he didn’t
hurt anyone?”

“I don’t know how many know, only that I
want my name out of it and won’t be sharing it myself. And neither
will you.”

“Let me get this straight. Leandra went to
Chicago and raised some red flags. They sent a werewolf down to
talk to our vampire society, which notoriously hates werewolves.
Leandra went and attacked a human, something that would destroy her
reputation and ranking here which she has worked hard on for almost
a century. The werewolf saved the human by turning her, and then
Leandra killed him for having information.”

“Well, when you put it like that, it does
sound unreasonable. But yes.”

“She easily could’ve killed the newly-turned
werewolf, too, if she wanted to.” It made sense why those vampires
had come down from Chicago and attacked Leandra and I without
consequences; Mateo and Patricia, maybe separately and maybe
together, had been investigating Leandra. If the vamp community up
there knew their messenger had shown up dead, they would want to
take things into their own hands, and they had tried. Very possibly
with Patricia’s blessing, hence the cover-up and the apathy I faced
with the council.

“Word is that that new werewolf is very well
protected by the pack right now,” Mateo said, halfway through his
next stout. The chatter around us was dimming; even the latest of
late-nighters thought 11 AM was too much, like 4 AM for a diurnal
being. “So she would have a very hard time getting in there.”

“But wouldn’t the werewolf girl have told
people if she had information?” I asked.

“Probably, she has. But the packs wouldn’t
share it if they knew it would cause trouble, like with us,” he
said. “I need you to go in there and just ask her some questions,
at least confirm her story about who attacked her and possibly who
saved her. And I need you to keep playing along with Leandra, but
appease Patricia’s people if they approach you.”

“So I’m double-agenting this.”

“If you get your rocks off looking at it
that way,” Mateo said. “We will all win here. I just need the new
werewolf to testify against Leandra in court so we can be rid of
her.”

“What’s the ‘deal’ then?”

“The deal is that you get to keep your life
in exchange for betraying Leandra, and I get Leandra’s rank when
she’s gone. Simple.”

Simple. Except I couldn’t quite believe
Leandra would do any of this, even if she was shady sometimes.
She’d seemed so earnest with her research—so excited to show off
everything she’d found and accomplished.

“Okay,” I said, “I’ll help you.”

Between my options, Patricia’s let me off
the easiest but with the darkest conscience, Leandra’s left me
unemployed or, if Mateo was to believed, possibly dead, and Mateo’s
let me fuck everyone over a little bit but also scratch my itch for
curiosity. I wasn’t sure what the morally correct option was, let
alone the best option for me, but one thing I was certain of: I was
damn sick of vampire politics.


Chapter Eighteen

The Woods Pack
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THE PACK THAT THE NEWLY turned wolf belonged to was
notoriously secluded, even for werewolves. The other two packs in
Mayfair mostly lived in town and had their main congregations in
shared town spaces, only venturing out to the woods on the full
moon to enjoy the forest at Mayfair’s edge to the fullest. The pack
that lived in the woods was not one that could be reached easily—in
hindsight, it made sense for the mayoral council to send the girl
there, because she would be more protected if the attack on her had
been targeted. But had she been targeted by Leandra, or by Bill
Dyer?

I had to admit that I was deeply unsettled
by all this. What if I’d just said no to Leandra in the first
place? Someone would still be dead, and someone’s life altered
forever—but I wouldn’t have to deal with the consequences of it,
because it would’ve been none of my business. The other bounty
hunters were keeping up their normal level of marks, but I was
slipping, my rank undoubtedly falling behind the others because I
was so embroiled in this mess.

I wandered the woods, my feet crunching
leaves and branches. There was not a good known location for the
Woods Pack. They would come to me, if they wanted to. I was
basically relying on stumbling across someone or being found. Deep
down I hoped that they would see me but decide not to approach, and
then I could go home and tell Mateo Rivera that nothing happened
and to fuck off and leave me alone.

My phone buzzed. And then it buzzed again. A
squirrel dashed in front of me and skittered up the side of a tree
as it buzzed a third time. Annoyed, I took it out to see where the
notifications were coming from.

[1:23 PM]: Heyy

[1:23 PM]: Where are you?

[1:24 PM]: I need to ask you
something

It was from an unknown number, albeit one
that started with the 314 area code. Probably not a wrong number,
but I hadn’t had time to check if my contacts automatically synced
over from my last phone. Who is this? I texted back.

[1:25 PM]: Someone who blew your mind
last night

God. I was tempted to bury the phone in the
woods, go to Faerie, and never come back. At least Patricia
couldn’t murder me there. Is there something you need?

[1:25 PM]: Yeah. Can I call you?

The phone buzzed in the same call pattern
I’d heard when Mateo contacted me earlier. She hadn’t even waited
for a response. I put the phone to my ear but didn’t say anything,
bracing myself. I wasn’t sure how to approach her in light of the
new information I possibly had about her.

“Olympia? Are you there?” Leandra asked.

“Yes,” I said tersely.

“Where are you? It sounds like you’re
outside.”

“You said you needed something?” I shivered
in the cold.

“I wanted to ask a favor,” she said. “Though
you’re free to refuse if you don’t want to do it.”

As though I hadn’t done enough favors for
her lately. “What is it?”

“Well…it’s kind of weird. Would you be
willing to go to that pack in the woods and talk to the girl who
got turned by that werewolf who died?”

Spots filled my vision. “What?” I
managed.

“I just think she might know something. They
wouldn’t be happy to see a vampire anywhere near them, but they
probably wouldn’t mind a fairy. Kindred forest spirits or something
like that. I want you to invite her out for a drink or a meal or
coffee or—you get what I mean. And then I’ll show up there so I can
talk to her.”

“Why? What do you think she knows?”

“It might help us with Patricia,” she said.
Once again, not directly answering my questions.

“I can chat with her for you and report
back.”

“I need her here in person,” Leandra
insisted.

Was she trying to get me to lure the
werewolf out so that she could murder her for real this time?
Because she knew that the werewolf knew too much? I was going to
fucking pass out.

“I’ll see what I can do,” I said.

“Thanks, Olympia. I miss you. Are you coming
back soon?”

Unease stirred in my gut. “Uh, yeah. I
guess.”

“Cool. I’ll see you then.”

What the hell? What was this to her? Did she
catch drift that other people were sniffing around the turned girl
as a source of information right after Mateo told me? I flipped the
phone over, expecting to see some kind of monitoring device. But
phones were their own monitoring devices these days, weren’t
they?

I held down the power button until the
screen went black.

Nothing could ever be simple around here,
apparently. Now I had to decide if I wanted to interrogate the girl
for Mateo or if I wanted to convince her to come out to get
possibly killed by Leandra, or both if I could manage it.

As I usually did, I chose myself first, and
my agenda lined most closely with Mateo’s. I needed answers from
the girl, too. I would tell Leandra I couldn’t find the werewolves,
or that they told me to mind my business and wouldn’t let me see
her. They still might do that, I realized.

I was so deep in thought that I had barely
noticed the soft padding of two pairs of footsteps. I whirled
around and stood face-to-face with two men with burly chests that
stretched against their clothing. “Ah—hello there,” I said, trying
to smile and probably looking like some kind of loon.

“Who are you?” the one on the left asked. He
was Black, tall, with hair cropped close to his head and bulging
forearms that definitely could strangle me if they wanted to.

“My name is Olympia Carter. I’m here to
request an—”

“The bounty hunter,” the one on the right
said to the one on the left. He was white and had impressively
hairy limbs, though he didn’t look like he exercised as much as the
other guy. Could probably still strangle me to death.

“What is a bounty hunter doing here? No one
in our pack has done anything wrong,” the left one said.

“Right. No one has done anything wrong. I’m
actually not here on Guild business, I just have one little favor
to ask…”

The one from the right was next to me now,
exuding a level of heat unique to their species. “You want to be a
werewolf, little fairy?” he asked, and his gaze was menacing. “You
want to run with us and howl at the moon?”

The other one had crept up to my other side.
“We’re not accepting newcomers now,” he growled, “but I’d be happy
to put you on the waiting list.”

I gulped. Through the fog in the woods,
others emerged now, people who didn’t bear weapons because they
didn’t need them. There were at least ten, possibly scouts from the
pack if such a thing existed. “I wanted to talk to the girl who had
been attacked by the Chicago werewolf,” I blurted. “I needed to
know if she was hurt by someone else first.”

Twelve pairs of eyes narrowed at me. “Where
did you hear that?” the man who had been on the right asked me. The
wording indicated to me that I had a kernel of truth. Blood rushed
to my head.

“From a source I’m not allowed to disclose.
May I speak with her?” I asked, my voice trembling. They could tear
me apart here and no one would ever know. It seemed like everyone
was trying to kill me these days.

Nobody moved. I hardly dared to breathe. And
then, slowly, one of the werewolves undid her hair, and offered the
ribbon to the two men who had approached me first—clearly the
leaders of this group.

One of the men thrust my arms behind my
back, holding me in place as the other used the hair ribbon to
blindfold me. A whiff of strawberry-scented shampoo assaulted my
nostrils. Just my luck that I would get pink eye or something here
before dying. I wished fervently I had mentioned to Leandra that I
was out here in the woods—she may not save me, but Mateo
definitely did not care if I lived or died and would not
send anyone after me if I went missing, and he was the only one who
knew I was here.

“We will take you there,” the first man
said, and they led me off.

 


❧

 


A long time passed in utter silence, broken
only by the wind brushing through the trees and the crunching of
our footsteps—mine much louder than the soft-footed werewolves, who
were used to stalking prey in these woods and knew how to be quiet.
Subconsciously, I reached out to the trees to feel some reassuring
magic. There wasn’t going to be an easy way to use them as an
anchor point to escape to Faerie if I couldn’t see anything and my
arms were bound, but my mind was working overtime to find a way out
of this mess. Even if Leandra did suspect I’d gone here and
disappeared, she wouldn’t come out until night to investigate,
because she couldn’t.

Some of the werewolves muttered too quietly
for me to hear to each other, and I could smell smoke—not the kind
that swept through woods like a wildfire, but the kind that roasted
meat and vegetables. Delicious spices wafted my way. My mouth
watered involuntarily. I doubted they would be feeding me a
mid-afternoon meal. There were more voices now, more footsteps,
more werewolves, the sounds of people singing and chatting. It must
be their encampment.

They led me through a doorway, and when I
could no longer feel the wind and heard the door shut quietly
behind me, the blindfold was removed. I blinked for a second,
getting used to my surroundings. We were in a hut—for some reason I
had always pictured these wolves living in tents and sleeping among
the stars, but there was actual structure to this building—and
there was a homey fire burning in one corner, a kettle placed over
it with steam pouring out.

“This is Olympia Carter, a bounty hunter,”
the first man I’d noticed before said. There was an older woman
sitting before the fire, her hair in two long braids at each side,
wearing the kind of old person nightgown I’d only ever seen on TV.
“She wishes to speak to Melanie.”

“There is no bounty posted for Melanie,” the
woman said, her voice croaking, eyes half-lidded. The werewolves
would be nocturnal, like the majority of Mayfair’s occupants, so
this was far past their bedtime. A breach of etiquette I
desperately hoped could be overlooked.

“There isn’t,” I conceded. “I was
investigating the werewolf from Chicago that had passed.”

“May he rest in peace,” the woman said.

“May he rest in peace,” the others in the
room echoed.

“There is no bounty on him any longer,
either,” the woman said. “What is it you want?”

“I am not defined by my occupation,” I said
irritably. Calm, Olympia. Get what you want. “I suspect that
there was foul play involved in her turning that maybe wasn’t
reported to anyone.”

Again, utter silence. I was scared to look
up, but I could feel the weight of all those gazes on me. I had no
idea how many people were in the room behind me.

“You may seek answers from us,” the woman
said, nodding her head as if giving me permission to ask. I could
hear the restlessness of feet moving around—not the reaction they
expected her to have, then. “My name is Delilah.”

“Thank you, Delilah,” I said, licking my
lips. “Um. I guess I’ll cut right to it.” If only there were just a
few less witnesses to this. Anything that happened in this pack was
likely to make its way all around, though. “I need to know if she
was bitten by Bill Dyer as a last resort to heal her because she
was severely injured.”

People murmured behind me. I could hardly
breathe. So it was true. Leandra had attacked her.

Or maybe not Leandra Leandra?

The woman’s eyes were wide open now. “This
statement is true.”

Fuck. “Do we know who the perpetrator of the
original attack was?” I asked, finally looking around at a number
of shocked and upset faces. “Has anything been done to clear Bill
Dyer’s name? This isn’t common information.”

“People here don’t know him,” the man who
had tied me up said. “There is nothing to clear up. His pack has
been notified of his valiant death.”

“May he rest in peace,” the woman said
again.

“May he rest in peace,” the others repeated
again.

Not that there was anything wrong with
respecting the dead, but this pack was so bizarre compared to the
werewolves I was used to interacting with that they almost gave me
cult vibes. Like what humans think Mayfair actually is. At least
someone here was living up to expectations.

“We think we have identified the perpetrator
by appearance and smell,” the woman said finally. “We do not have a
name for them, nor do we intend to seek retribution.”

This was surprising to me, but maybe that
was my fairy side kicking in with its assumptions. If something
happened to one of our kind, everyone worked hard to curse them or
bring them the worst misfortune they’d ever experienced. After
considering whether the question would be received well, I felt
bold enough to ask, “Why not?”

“It is Melanie’s wish,” the woman said.

“Is there any chance I could speak with her?
Or get the description of the attacker?”

The woman chewed on the inside of her cheek
for a moment. “Melanie! Get your ass in here!” she shouted.

A curtain at the back of the hut parted, and
Melanie came forward. She was slender and red-headed, with eyes too
big for her face and a nose too small. She couldn’t have been older
than nineteen, twenty.

“Did you hear the request?” the man
asked.

“Yes,” she said. Everything about her
reminded me of a deer, from the wobble of her knees to the skittish
way she observed me. “She looked like a vampire. Long dark hair,
tall, pale, big—um. Big breasts.”

Definitely Leandra. Shit, shit, shit. “What
was she wearing?”

“Something abnormal,” Melanie said, her eyes
widening. “How did you know?”

“Describe it for her,” the woman
instructed.

Melanie played with a bracelet on her wrist,
not making eye contact. “She was wearing this weird, old-fashioned,
champagne-colored dress. It was dirty.”

Yes. “She attacked you with her
fangs?”

Melanie shook her head. I noticed now that
tears welled in her eyes. Well, that was on me for not thinking
about making her relive her trauma.

“Oddly, the vampire did not attack Melanie
with fangs, nor did she suck any of her blood,” the woman said.
“She did not smell like a vampire either, which leads us to believe
she wasn’t.”

Of all the things… If only Mayfair weren’t
so isolated, we could have figured this golem thing out days ago.
But no, no one wanted to talk to each other about the important
stuff. I felt an extreme irritation that had nothing to do with the
fact that my hands were bound.

Melanie cleared her throat. Tearfully, she
began, “The next time I saw her, though, she was wearing—”

“That’s enough,” the woman said. “Enough
details for an outsider.”

She had seen Leandra a second time,
definitely the real Leandra, unless somehow she had spotted
golem-Leandra in the oversized T-shirts I’d put her in, but it
didn’t seem likely. Why they wouldn’t want me to know this,
however, struck me as incredibly odd. They’d told me so much
already.

If real Leandra had seen her, I would ask
her directly, not that she liked to answer questions
directly. But maybe she had been telling the truth about using this
to help Patricia.

The door opened, and a few people filed out.
I was about to be dismissed, and I only had a very narrow window to
convince Melanie to come out with Leandra. It seemed like she was
really under their extreme protection here. I wasn’t sure they
would even let her come.

I thought of Leandra, asking me to do this
without telling me why, and Mateo, telling me clear as day what he
wanted me to do and what he hoped to accomplish from it.

In the end, they dismissed me, and I kept my
mouth shut.


Chapter Nineteen

Distraction Tactics
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AFTER THE WEREWOLVES FINALLY RELEASED me, and I made
my way back to Mayfair on foot, a dismal thought occurred to me: I
needed a backup plan, and that backup plan was something I’d been
avoiding thinking about for a while now. Sure, I was curious about
the outcome of everything I’d been dragged into lately; and sure,
Leandra was beautiful, and knew her way around my body; but none of
these together were worth losing my life to the vampire queen, a
thought that I kept brushing off because I didn’t want to deal with
it.

If everything fell through, I had to give up
the life I’d made for myself here, the thrills I got from hunting
down the different mayor-sanctioned marks, and return to the petty
politics and squabbles of the Unseelie court, where countless
fairies with the same chaotic impulses I had were stuck together in
a palace with very little to do. It was where I’d grown up, and it
was a place I did not look forward to returning to as a last
resort. Many of the people who were stuck at court were those who
had done something so egregious in the human world that they
weren’t allowed back, or wouldn’t be for some time, and those were
the bitterest, most vengeful fairies you could encounter. Once I’d
gotten my feet cemented to the carpet of my bedroom for a week for
spilling my drink at dinner. I abhorred the thought of becoming
like that, but I knew if left to that fate, I would.
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There was something about traversing very
familiar streets that had the same effect as highway hypnosis,
where you blinked in one place and suddenly you were 50 miles
further on your trip; I experienced such a thing now, having been
in the forest one second, and in front of the lawyer’s office that
housed Leandra’s second lair the next.

I supposed subconsciously, Leandra wanted me
to come back, and I had held onto that thought in the back of my
head. Mateo would want answers from me soon, too. As would
Patricia. How did I get myself so embedded in these vampires’
business?

Leandra was waiting for me right on the
inside of her lair. “You stopped responding to my texts! I thought
something had happened to you,” she said. She sniffed the air. “You
smell like the forest.”

“Thanks,” I said, pushing past her into the
room.

Leandra made eye contact with me, inviting
me to say more, and then looked away when I didn’t. “I want you to
take a look at something,” she said, before I could think how I was
going to word my excuse for not getting the newly turned werewolf
to go out for croissants with her. Leandra tugged at a cord
dangling from the ceiling and pulled down a giant drawing of the
most detailed map I’d ever seen of Mayfair. I approached it in awe;
it was incredibly done and lovingly made, handwritten place names
and landmarks, even businesses. Everywhere that was of any
importance to Leandra, I guessed. I saw Sugar & Spice listed,
various bars including The Scale & Ale, the vampire mall marked
“Vampire Central.” In one particularly familiar area she’d
scratched out “The Jade Spirit” and above it in tiny letters:
OLYMPIA’S APARTMENT.

There were no other residences labeled
anywhere on the map.

“This is really beautiful,” I said, and
meant it. “When did you do all this?”

Leandra snapped her fingers impatiently.
“I’ve made this over numerous years. That’s not what I’m trying to
show you, though. Look.” She tugged at a second cord, revealing a
clear plastic sheet marked up in red Sharpie that overlaid the map.
I squinted at it, unable to make out the pattern. Parks? A pond?
The main square downtown? The site of the farmer’s market?

“I did a lot of research on the Spotted in
Mayfair Facebook page and on Reddit,” Leandra said. The idea of
Leandra at a computer, browsing Reddit, nearly made me ill with
discordance. “These are the most likely places for goose
congregations within Mayfair’s borders.”

It was as though my brain had leaked out of
my ears and splatted on the floor. All this effort…for geese. There
were at least fifteen circled spots on the clear sheet over the
map, some of them with short notes (“ten sighted on February 1st”)
and some with extended notes (“complaints filed with city about
Walmart parking lot”).

“You have a lot of time on your hands, huh?”
I joked, my brain whirring. I needed to tell her the goose had
died, became roadkill or something.

Or I could tell her the truth, but I still
wasn’t sure how she would respond to that.

“If I get locked up in here during the day,
there’s not much else to do but research. And I’ve researched
almost everything I can think of about the Viktor Lehmann
thing.”

I cleared my throat. My hands were shaking a
little. “So the plan is to just go to high concentrations of geese
in town and hope I recognize one of them?” I asked, trying not to
sound like I was making fun of her.

“No, that’s ridiculous,” she said. “That was
why I wanted to get that werewolf out and away from the pack. She
smelled the past me before, and werewolves have great senses of
smell, especially new ones. I have no doubt she would be able to
pick the goose out of a lineup, or even track it down if we’re
lucky.”

That statement was loaded with implications.
I considered carefully what each of us knew before responding. “Why
would she have known the past Leandra?” I asked finally. My acting
skills, not super strong in the first place, were certainly being
stretched to the limit here.

“Did I not tell you?” she asked. “It’s dumb,
but the younger me attacked her. New vampires can be so hard to
control and I’d only been turned recently at that age. So she would
know what I smelled like back then—people’s smells change over
time, there’s not much in common with my smell now—but she’s fine,
don’t worry. Made a full recovery and all that.”

I watched for any sign Leandra was hiding
anything, or whether all the research crowding her brain had addled
her sense of what she needed to share with other people. Didn’t she
know I’d been investigating that whole case? Why would she neglect
to tell me something that important?

She must have recognized the betrayal on my
face. “Oh, Olympia, honestly, I am sorry. I didn’t want to spring
my whole plan on you without knowing how you’d feel about it. I
guess I didn’t tell you when I was still concealing my goal, when I
approached you to try to find the younger version of me that
Francesca Gallo pulled out of the past.”

I had no doubt now that Leandra had never
even been close enough to the golem-goose-feather version of her to
smell it—everyone seemed to think that Leandra had never
smelled like a vampire, and having not used her fangs, she didn’t
attack like one either. The real reason Leandra wanted to invite
Melanie out—to use her to detect the right goose—made a lot more
sense, and a wave of guilt washed over me that I’d just assumed she
would want to kill the werewolf off.

“Leandra, there’s something I need to tell
you,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I—”

Natasha Beddingfield’s Unwritten
blasted over my voice. Leandra extracted an iPhone from her pocket
and held it to her ear, extending one finger to me to tell me to
hold off on whatever I was going to say. “What is it? Did you see
him?” she asked into the phone.

There was a tinny voice on the other end,
too quiet for me to make out.

Leandra stroked The Scale & Ale on her
map with one finger. My stomach did a little flop. “How long was he
there for, Mac?”

My stomach did a bigger flop.

“Who was he with?” she asked.

“Leandra!” I said urgently, grabbing her
arm. She lowered the phone, concern knitting her brow.

“This’ll be just a second,” she said to
me.

Damn it. How was I going to explain that
away? “I have to tell you something really urgent. It’s
time-sensitive.”

“So is this,” she said, gesturing to the
phone. I swore under my breath. I should’ve paid off Mac to say
he’d never seen me before. I wouldn’t think that he’d be reporting
to Leandra, though, of all people. How did she get one of my
best contacts for apprehending supernatural mischief?

“I want you,” I blurted, apparently the
first thing on my mind.

The vampire considered me a moment, then
very slowly and deliberately tapped the “end call” button. “You
want me,” she repeated. “And that’s why you need me off the
phone.”

Stupid, stupid, stupid. I was in shock and
disappointment at myself that I had come up with such a flimsy
excuse. Still, she’d hung up, hadn’t she? “Yup.”

A smile spread across her face. “Well,
then.”

As though I weighed nothing, Leandra lifted
me and deposited me on her desk, shoving aside a keyboard and
monitor. Her hand parted my legs.

“Usually I like to play hard-to-get,”
Leandra whispered in my ear. I shuddered at the intimacy of her
breath. Of course I would use sex as a distraction tactic. I’d had
a taste and I wanted more. Much more. There was no use denying it.
Damn Unseelie blood. “I’ll make an exception for you.”

Her fingers trailed up my thigh. She leaned
in and brushed her lips against my neck. I pushed her back and
lifted off my shirt and began unrolling my pants. When I glanced up
at her, she was shaking with silent laughter.

“What?” I asked, cheeks burning with
embarrassment.

“Oh, nothing,” she said, looming over me and
looking stunning. “I was just thinking that you like to play
hard-to-get, too, and here you are, in the palm of my hand.”

“You don’t know anything about me,” I said,
indignant.

“On the contrary, I know a lot,” she said,
and proceeded to show me just how in-the-palm-of-her-hand I
was.
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Later, when I had peeled my clothes off the
ground and slipped them back on, Leandra sat completely naked in
front of her map. It was dark out finally—which I would have known
for sure if there had been any windows—since it was now after six.
I’d stalled enough from Mac’s phone call, but it was only a matter
of time before she found out. With her back turned, I clicked the
home button on her phone and saw she had two missed calls from him,
a PayPal invoice for $50, and a text that said simply: He was
with Olympia Carter. Call when you can for more details.

“So, the geese. We could maybe check on them
tonight. I guess we forgot to discuss if you got the werewolf to
come out with us,” Leandra said, seemingly forgetting that she’d
been the one who let me slide away from that conversation.

I licked my lips. “I did get to talk to her,
actually.”

Leandra turned to face me at this. I tried
very hard to look at her face and not anywhere else to be
polite.

“Sorry for not telling you. She—she said
no.”

“Well, not very surprising there. I think I
must have intimidated her pretty badly.” She tapped her chin,
turning back to her map. “We can tackle some of these areas,
though. They’ll probably be sleeping—more ideal than doing it
during the day, I suppose. You were close to the goose, so you
would know if it had any odd habits, or distinctive marks or
whatnot. Though that’s definitely the hard way…”

“Leandra.”

“Olympia.”

“Can I trust you?” I asked.

She turned around again, studying me.
“‘Trust’ is a big word,” Leandra said finally. “Trust me with
what?”

It was the kind of answer I wanted to
hear—not reassuring and clearly not a lie. “I’m kind of scared of
how you’ll take it. Especially with all the work you put into…” I
didn’t know whether I meant the hours she’d clearly spent on the
map today, or the possible years she’d spent on research.

Leandra stood from her spot on the floor
with an elegance no human could hope to emulate. “What are you
saying?” she asked, and her voice was carefully steady.

“The goose doesn’t exist anymore.” I waved
my hand, imitating the way it burst into feathers in a pantomime no
one else but maybe Beatrice Newell would have understood. “And it
was never really you. It was…” I paused, gauging her
reaction. She expressed very little, but her grip tightened around
her arms, fingertips turning white. “I don’t want you to be mad at
Francesca.” A bold statement, considering just recently I had tried
to kill the witch for similar reasons.

“Don’t tell me it was a golem?” she said,
and slumped back to the floor in an overly dramatic puddle of
vampire limbs. “Oh, God, not again! Tell me it wasn’t a golem.”

“Again? What? How many times has this
happened?”

“I trusted the Gallos. Foolish of me. Of
course they wouldn’t help a poor, unfortunate vampire, yearning for
her one heart’s true desire…”

I knelt down in front of her. “Hey,” I said,
in as assuring a tone as I could muster. When the hell had she
tried this before and gotten tricked by another witch in an
identical way? I had taken such a long time to come to that
conclusion. “Hey.”

“No, it was just so much more convincing
this time… Granted, I never got close, but I watched the way you
took care of her… I thought your instincts would be good for it
too, but I guess I was wrong.”

My eye twitched at the insult on my
intelligence. “Don’t worry, Leandra. We’ll get you—we—we’ll get you
true immortality and power somehow?”

A tear plipped off the end of her nose onto
the carpet. “You promise?” she asked, eyes shining.

“Er, sure.”

“Okay. We should start packing.”

“Packing?”

But she was already up, having extracted a
suitcase from somewhere, and was stuffing it full of random books,
pens, a paperweight on her desk shaped like a hummingbird. “Yes,
packing. If we could find the goose, we could have used the
immortality I got from killing it to protect you—but if we can’t,
we should leave. I was thinking, I didn’t get to thoroughly search
Viktor Lehmann’s villa because I thought he could be back any
minute, so we should go to Austria, and I’ll further my research
until I figure out how we can do this without those damn, meddling,
heartless witches who—”

“What if I don’t want to go to Austria?” I
asked, following her around as she shoved more into the suitcase
that I could determine no clear purpose for.

“We go to Austria, or you can stay here and
take your chances with the vampire queen. As for myself, I’m
going, and I’ll be able to better protect you from her if you come
with me.”

“Okay. If we’re going to Austria, I need to
tell you something else.”

“Have you betrayed me yet again?” she asked,
throwing her hands up. “I don’t know how many revelations I can
handle today.”

“Well, when you check your phone, you’ll
know I was the one meeting with Matt Rivera.”


Chapter Twenty

Mateo Rivera
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“OLYMPIA,” LEANDRA SAID, AND I could tell by her
tone that her patience with me was wearing thin. I hoped she’d
still protect me from Patricia, whatever that entailed. “You have
got to be kidding me.”

“Check for yourself,” I said, my heart in my
throat.

“I can’t believe this.” Leandra didn’t go
for her phone. “Did you really get me to fuck you so that I
wouldn’t know you met with Mateo?”

From the look on her face, it was a
rhetorical question. She already knew. I kept my mouth shut.

“Why? What were you doing with him? He’s a
murderer,” she said.

Aren’t you all? I almost asked, but
I’d murdered people too, even if they were part of my bounty
hunting. “He called me and requested a meeting. I interrogated him
a bit ago about the werewolf that came to town and changed
Melanie.”

“I spent hours investigating him and dealing
with that slimy human to get results. I wish you had communicated
this to me.”

“That’s bold,” I said, straightening my
posture, “considering you haven’t communicated even half of the
things going on here with me.”

She took a deep breath. We glared at each
other.

Finally, Leandra said, “Mateo is the one who
killed the werewolf, Bill Dyer, and sucked him dry.”

I couldn’t help but gasp. “What?”

“Since we’re being honest with each other.”
Leandra began pacing again, opening a closet door and shoving
dresses into the suitcase. “Like I said, murderer.”

“I was investigating that too!” I nearly
shouted. A succulent on her desk shook in response to my anger.
Control yourself, Olympia, before you get us all barbed with a
very tiny cactus. “Why wouldn’t you tell me about that? You
played along like—”

“Okay, we get it. You didn’t tell me things,
I didn’t tell you things, we boned each other as a distraction,
blah, blah, blah. Did you tell Matt anything he could use against
me?”

“Why exactly would there be anything he
could use against you, Leandra?”

Leandra zipped the suitcase shut. “I don’t
know if we have time to stop at your place. Is there anything you
need from there or can you just do with some of my stuff?” She
rolled a second suitcase out of the closet.

“I don’t exactly think your dresses will fit
me. And no, I don’t think I told him anything at all.”

“Good. What did he ask from you?”

“Same thing you did.” I watched her pack
“my” suitcase with a very small shirt that would accommodate boobs
about three times as big as mine. Austria probably had clothing
stores, at least. “He wanted me to talk to Melanie.”

The vampire’s eyes narrowed. She stopped
packing. “Did you actually ask Melanie to meet with me?”

“No,” I admitted. “But to be fair, she was
really well protected, and I didn’t think they would let her
go.”

“What did he want from her?” she asked. I
could tell she was processing that I’d chosen helping him over her,
regardless of the expected outcome. Leaving the country together on
a long plane ride was looking like a worse idea by the minute.

“Just to know what happened, I think. Well,
and to see if she was angry enough to testify against you.”

She scoffed. “He knows what happened. He
killed that werewolf. And she wouldn’t testify against me. I
didn’t do anything!”

“But the werewolf turned her to save her?” I
asked. Things were happening too fast and my brain was having a
hard time keeping up.

Leandra put another one of her books into
the suitcase she intended for me. “I suppose Yuki will be lonely,”
she said. “Does she get lonely? I do so like that little cat.”

“I like her too. I don’t think she gets
lonely. She’s dead.”

“I’m dead, and I get lonely.”

“Leandra.”

“Okay, fine. That werewolf came here to tell
our vampires that I was puttering about Chicago asking people to
make me immortal by bringing past me to the present.” She was
loading the suitcase furiously now. A sheaf of papers from one of
her desk drawers went in, crumpling severely under her angry grasp.
“Bill met with Matt, specifically, and told him what I was up to.
But Matt Rivera only cares about himself, so of course he didn’t
share that with anyone and hoped to leverage it against me as
blackmail to keep me in line.” Leandra nicked herself on a piece of
paper and stuck the injured finger in her mouth, sucking off the
blood. “Dammit! The past me—golem me—attacked that girl. Now that I
know Francesca made a fake version she thought was like me, I can
say that she’s a total idiot for giving that golem a very violent
impulse—I was really willing to chalk it up to new vampirism. Damn
her!”

I did not want to be on the other end of
Leandra’s wrath, though that was seeming less likely as time went
on. “Okay, so, Francesca’s magic nearly killed that girl.”

“I was looking for the golem and, following
the trail, found that Melanie girl. But the werewolf was trying to
leave town that night and found her, too. She was fatally wounded,
and it was the full moon, so we gave her a choice. He could change
her into a werewolf, and she would have a very high chance of
healing under the full moon, but she would live a mortal life with
a mortal lifespan and only be forced to be a wolf three days a
month.” She huffed, tossing the suitcase aside and upending its
contents in frustration. “Or she could exchange blood with me and
be a vampire all the time, and be immortal, but have a constant
bloodlust that never goes away.” Leandra raised her gaze to mine,
her chest bobbing with shallow breaths. “You know which she opted
for.”

“And that’s why the werewolf smelled like
you.” Slowly but surely, the pieces were finally coming together.
“What do we do about Mateo Rivera?”

“Nothing, right now. We have bigger fish to
fry. Fish named Patricia.” Leandra slumped into her computer chair.
“I’m sorry for throwing your suitcase. To be honest, you couldn’t
have used any of that stuff, anyway. We could buy you a toothbrush
in Europe.”

“How did I get stuck in all this?” I asked,
more to myself than to her. For a moment, I wallowed in self-pity,
nearly bringing myself to tears. Something we didn’t have time
for.

Leandra’s expression softened. “I did it,”
she said. “And I’m sorry.”

But I’d brought myself into it, too. I’d
sought out Matt Rivera the first time and started that whole cycle
of events, and I’d gone along with Leandra in her schemes, even if
I hadn’t known what they entailed.

“Are you buying the plane tickets, or am I?”
I asked.

“I’ll buy them right now.” She tapped on her
phone screen. Idly, I pressed my thumb to the silver dagger
sheathed to my leg. I wasn’t a betting woman, but if I had to
gamble on it, I would say that the TSA would not let me take the
dagger on the plane.

“Shit,” I said. “My passport.”

“Oh, damn you humans and your stupid
airplane laws. You know back in my day, we could just—”

“You sound like a grandmother.”

“I’m offended,” Leandra said, followed by,
“I ordered the tickets.”

“We have to get my passport, Leandra.”

She rolled her eyes at me. “Fine, we’ll go
back to your place. I wanted to say bye to Yuki anyway.”
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“We’ll go to Lambert, which’ll take us to
O’Hare, and then from O’Hare straight to Vienna,” Leandra explained
as I filled my bag with minor necessities. She had allowed me a
carry on at least, and she would put my dagger in her suitcase so
that I could bring it with us. I didn’t know how long I would be
there, or if we would just live in Austria forever. I bit my lip,
thinking maybe I was supposed to tell my family that I was going to
be on the lam from now on.

But I knew what they’d say: just come
back to the Unseelie court, we won’t let any vampires hurt you.
A toxic protection that was also a curse.

“I’m ready,” I said to Leandra. She had paid
an Uber driver extra to wait for us outside and we boarded the car
now, my nerves humming. I had texted Jian that if he didn’t hear
from me in the next week, his responsibility was to take Yuki to
Beatrice Newell, and she could figure out what to do with her. I
felt numb at the thought that I might not see her again, but it was
almost certain I’d die if I stayed here, and then I wouldn’t get to
see her, either.

“How long will it take to get there?” I
asked, wishing I’d thought to bring a book or something.

“It says around 13 hours? If not more. We
won’t know about delays until we get there.”

I let out a big puff of air. 13 hours
sounded like an awfully long time to someone in a big rush to skip
town.

“You ladies traveling?” the Uber driver
asked over notes of classical music. He was awful, one of those
people who wanted to talk to you the whole way. Most drivers left
me alone. I looked decently normal, but Leandra was giving off
I’ll-suck-your-blood vibes in waves.

“Yes, it’s our honeymoon!” Leandra said in a
voice that didn’t sound a bit like hers. Comically, her hostile
expression did not match her tone at all.

“Really?” The driver turned to us. He had a
toothpick between his lips that jostled when he talked, and a
severe sunburn I could see even in the dark. “That’s great.
Congratulations. Where ya going?”

“Morocco,” she said. “Our first trip
together.”

I elbowed her in the side, but she didn’t
stop.

“How long you ladies been together?”

“Ten years,” Leandra said. “We’re high
school sweethearts.”

I had been out of high school more than ten
years ago, but I still glared at her. She continued to chat with
the driver, buttering him up with lies. If Mateo or Patricia traced
this driver back to us and interrogated him, they’d have a whole
lot of nonsense on their hands. And probably his dead body for not
knowing anything.

The airport loomed ahead of us finally, and
our obnoxious driver pulled into the drop-off area. “You gals have
a good time, now,” he said as he extracted Leandra’s suitcase from
the trunk of his car. She beamed at him, blasting her full charm.
Even I wouldn’t have known she had blood-sucking fangs at first
glance.

Good, old-fashioned anxiety filled me as I
looked upon the St. Louis Lambert International Airport, its
wave-like window structure reminding me of the Sydney Opera House,
and for just a moment, it was a little too quiet as my brain shut
out the background noise in light of the new, irrational fear that
came with waiting in long lines and somehow thinking that the TSA
would say your ID didn’t look like you and deny you entry onto the
plane.

And, following that mundane thought, the
Uber car exploded.


Part Three

The Unseelie Court
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Chapter Twenty-One

Things Blow Up
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THE SIDEWALK SCRAPED COARSELY AGAINST my face; my
knee hurt like a bitch. I felt dazed, unable to process what was
happening. Though I’d never seen brains outside of someone’s body…I
was pretty sure the brains belonging to the Uber driver I’d just
been annoyed by a second ago were splattered on the pavement.

That was definitely his disembodied
hand.

Someone shook my shoulders. There was a
ringing noise in my ears and then nothing. The side of my face was
wet; I reached a tentative hand to touch the skin by my ear. Fluid
was trickling out down my neck. A ruptured eardrum.

The person shaking my shoulders lifted the
hand from my face. Leandra. She was screaming something, something
I couldn’t hear. There were red and blue lights, a ton of security
guards, cops. The car was shrapnel, spread all over the parallel
parking drop-off lane, blood everywhere and car windows shattered.
“What’s going on?” I tried to ask, but couldn’t hear my own
voice.

Leandra was dragged away from me. The
furious form of Matt Rivera loomed over us. He knocked Leandra to
the ground, pummeling her with his fists. I used my scraped palms
to push myself off the ground but couldn’t stand up all the way, my
knee giving out. A shiny object caught my attention—my silver
dagger, among the contents of Leandra’s completely busted suitcase,
strewn everywhere. I limped to it and slumped against a parking
bollard, exhausted and panicked, unable to hear incoming threats
and unable to process information.

I screamed when someone laid rough hands on
me. They were unmistakably dressed like a vampire. Right,
Leandra, where is she? I scanned the area and found her
fighting Mateo back, having thrown his head through the glass of a
sliding door. Glass shards glimmered in the lights of the broad
airport windows. Cops were swarming the place now, but they didn’t
know who to arrest, who was responsible; two had guns trained on
Leandra and Mateo, which would injure but not stop them, but the
police didn’t know that.

The vampire tugged at my arm violently. I
tried to shrug him off and got a good look at his face—one of the
cronies Patricia had brought to my apartment. But it wasn’t the
third midnight yet, I thought numbly. I still had a day. I gestured
to my ears as the vampire continued to shout at me, his fangs
shining in the night.

Leandra had Matt Rivera against the cement
now, smashing his head into it repeatedly. He grabbed her by the
throat and squeezed. My legs inched forward a little of their own
accord, though I’d be no help in a fight like this. I closed my
eyes and felt for the earth; there wasn’t any useful vegetation
around.

The crony vampire was trying to pull me away
now, and I roughly freed myself again.

And then Patricia entered my line of sight,
heading right toward the fighting vamps, holding her skirts in
clenched fists with unmasked fury.

Shots were fired; more glass littered the
concrete; a family of five sprinted in the other direction, baggage
abandoned.

Somehow I had to get Leandra to Faerie. We
weren’t safe here. I used the bollard to propel myself forward to
the next one to get closer to the action. A police officer waved
his baton at me to stay back. His bullets might only inconvenience
the vampires, but they would definitely kill me. I could scream
with frustration.

“Leandra!” I shouted, but I had no sense of
the volume of my own voice versus the chaos. I inched forward again
and a security guard from the airport held out a hand to stop me.
He was opening his mouth, saying something. Tears filled my eyes.
Would I ever hear again?

Would that be a concern if I died today?

There were tons of vampires now, ganging up
on Leandra and Mateo. Neither of them was in good graces with the
vampire community, if I had to guess. Patricia waved her finger
around, ordering people restrained. Five vamps held down Mateo
Rivera, though not as harshly as they held down Leandra, I
noticed—they had their favorites, too, and Leandra had been in
hiding and seemed the guiltiest. I screamed wordlessly again,
turning a few heads. “Leandra!”

I planted my hands against the cement and
breathed deeply. There were trees everywhere in the world; I would
use grass if I had to. The panic and adrenaline extended my range
far beyond normal bounds. I felt the earth, the air, the
roots.

Tree roots burst through the pavement.
Police backed away, their faces pale. Any non-supernatural
civilians had long ago fled, but the vampires watched the
transformation of nature in consternation and wonder. I pressed
harder, the roots breaching concrete more forcefully, pushing
people out of the way to get to me.

In the confusion, Leandra freed herself from
the last vampire holding her down. She leaped over a huge chunk of
cracked pavement with supernatural grace and landed on the tree I’d
just grown in the middle of the drop-off area, sliding down an
enormous root in my direction.

I kept pushing, but I was unbearably weak
and tired now, my eyelids fluttering. There was a huge rending
crack—I can hear it! I thought with wonder, though whether
it was because it was so loud that it could get even to my ruptured
ears or that I was getting my hearing back, I didn’t know—and
another tree burst forth from the pavement, twisting to the skies,
branches whipping out at people in its radius.

Leandra scooped me into her arms, limping
not away to freedom, but further into the airport.

 


❧

 


I woke with the taste of iron in my mouth
and wet hair glued to my face. My head was against something padded
but scratchy—pillowed by my jean jacket, I realized, and I was on
the floor of a bathroom, a bathroom with…no doors on its
stalls?

“Olympia?” Leandra asked.

I lifted myself onto my elbows. My leggings
were torn and covered in blood, especially by that injured knee,
but when I moved my legs, they felt fine. I brushed a finger over
my lips, wondering at the metallic taste, and they came away red
with blood.

“What happened?” I asked, dazed.

The entrance to the bathroom, I noticed now,
was not only locked but also barricaded with doors from the various
stalls. Leandra had even cracked some of them in half to make a
sort of structure that wouldn’t let anyone in. I gaped at it in
awe. I’d slept through all that?

“Your hearing is back,” she said, clearly
relieved. I touched my ear, expecting some sort of tenderness, but
there was nothing. “You have to get us to Faerie.”

Leandra opened her hand, revealing a pile of
pebbles in her palm. Her wrist was tied up with a paper towel, but
blood seeped through it.

I had a revelation.

“You fed me your blood,” I said. “To heal
me.”

“Yes, and it’s a delicacy, and you’re
welcome—but we need to get to Faerie.”

“What about Austria?”

She took a deep breath, trying to be patient
with me, I realized. I was being the dumb one, here. “All
the flights are canceled. The place has been evacuated, but I was
scared they’d come in here and make us leave. So I barricaded the
door,” Leandra said needlessly. “They think it was a terrorist
attack or something, I don’t know. There are no flights leaving any
time soon.”

Part of me was relieved—I hadn’t actually
wanted to leave Yuki behind and start a new life in a country whose
primary language I didn’t know.

The downside, of course, was that we were
still in imminent danger.

“Can I make the fairy circle, or do you have
to?” Leandra asked, and the annoyance crept into her voice this
time.

“They’re not going to like that,” I said. “I
need an anchor point. The circles are to trick people into our
world, like I did to you last time. Faerie doesn’t like to have
vampires—it’s made to trap humans and home fairies. It wasn’t made
with other types of the supernatural in mind.”

“So we can’t go to Faerie,” Leandra
repeated, her jaw clenched, “because ‘they’ won’t like it? Who the
hell are ‘they’?”

I rubbed at my mouth. Knowing that Leandra
had fed me her blood while I was unconscious to speed up my healing
made me nauseous. “The Unseelie court. We would have to seek
refuge.”

“Unseelie? Why can’t we beseech the
Seelie?”

“I’m Unseelie!” I said. “Give me the damn
pebbles. Go hit your head against the wall so you forget I’m doing
this with your consent.”

Leandra let the pebbles fall through her
fingers rather than hand them to me. Petty. I arranged them in a
crude circle. “I don’t really want to go, if that helps at
all,” she offered.

“It does, maybe. They still won’t like it.”
I licked my dry lips, tasting blood and battling the urge to vomit.
“You can’t eat any of the food, or you won’t be able to leave for
seven years.”

“Does blood count as food?” she asked
pointedly, arms crossed as she leaned against the tiled wall.

I put the last pebble into place. Not the
worst fairy circle I’d ever made, certainly. “I don’t know if it
does or not. I wouldn’t drink any just to be safe. Like I said, the
rules weren’t made with vampires in mind.”

“Good thing I’ve eaten a lot lately, and I
didn’t just feed you a ton of my own blood. That definitely doesn’t
make me weaker, at all, or anything.” Her tone was biting.

“I don’t know what to do, then,” I said.

“Can you summon a tree out of this tile that
can propel us across the Atlantic?”

“I’ve never even done anything like that
before today. I’m not—” I cleared my throat, trying my best not to
reveal a vulnerability to Leandra. “I’m not the strongest fairy
ever.”

“Give me your blood,” she said. “I’ll need
something to hold me over.”

“No. Drink your own blood.”

“Do you want me to go insane in Faerie? If I
terrorize the fae, they’ll definitely put me down and no one will
be any the wiser.”

I proffered my hand to her, hard enough that
it smacked her between the collar bones. She turned my fingers
over, the inside of my wrist facing her mouth. “I gave you
my blood out of the generosity in my heart,” she said, plump
lips almost touching my wrist. I shuddered at the feeling of her
hot breath against my skin. “Besides, didn’t you know it feels good
to get bitten by a vampire?”

“Just get it over with. And keep your stupid
tongue in your mouth. I’m not trying to bang in this bathroom.”

Her teeth penetrated my skin, so suddenly
that I gasped. There was an odd sound—a sucking, and a gulping—that
came with the action that was simultaneously repulsive and
appealing. It stung where her fangs pierced me, but there was a
kind of hum in my blood with every pull into her mouth. I watched
the column of her throat bob as she drank from me. She watched me
over my wrist, making eye contact, like when she’d eaten me out.
Heat stirred in my gut at the memory.

I winced at the pain when she took too much,
suddenly light-headed.

“Leandra, stop,” I whispered.

She threw down my arm; her eyes glimmered
red in the light, freshly fed. My blood trickled out from the sides
of her lips and trailed down her chin. My own arm had two little
dots where she’d punctured me, blood smeared over the wounds in the
shape of her mouth. “Should’ve let me use my tongue,” she said, her
voice hoarse. “It would’ve been…orgasmic.”

I hooked a foot around one of her ankles and
she crashed into the circle of pebbles—tricked, after all, into
coming to Faerie.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Unwelcome in Faerie
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THE MIST SEETHED AROUND US, THE airport’s features
melting away. My vision blurred as Faerie overlapped the human
world, fading in and out. Faerie was not, in fact, happy to have
Leandra back here.

“Where do we go now?” Leandra asked. She
squinted at our vague surroundings like she couldn’t make sense of
them. An unwelcome, bitter wind blew through my denim jacket.

“The Unseelie court in Chicago,” I said
simply. I unsheathed the silver dagger from my thigh and flicked
open the tip of its pommel.

“Let me guess, it’s a magic sword? Or are we
really going to have to walk to Chicago from St. Louis?” Leandra’s
tone was acerbic as ever. “I don’t suppose you guys have like, a
magic unicorn that can take us?”

From the pommel’s compartment, I unraveled a
long piece of black ribbon. Leandra watched me in
fascination—probably detecting my mood and wisely not making some
snarky comment.

At the end of the ribbon, a bell came loose
from the pommel’s compartment, ringing clear in the quiet air. A
flock of crows that hadn’t existed a moment before took off. “Take
me home,” I whispered into the resonance of the bell’s ring.

Our surroundings shifted abruptly. This
looked more like a real place, though it still had that soft
dream-like glow to it, the mist that brushed against our ankles.
There was a palace made of purplish-pink stone, or maybe the stuff
of clouds, surrounded by a bustling community enclosed by a
translucent gate. Just beyond the gate, a child shrieked, splashing
another child with a puddle in play, even though it was late at
night. So-called fairy lights lit the air in the city where I’d run
around every summer of my childhood.

“This is the Unseelie court,” Leandra said
in awe.

“Yes. Please be on your best behavior,” I
begged. As soft as I could, I nicked my thumb with my dagger and
pressed it to the gate’s lock. The doors swung inward, recognizing
my drop of blood as someone who belonged here.

“Am I going to meet your parents?” Leandra
asked lightly.

A rush of emotions blew through me. The
smell. It was a subtly sweet scent, wafting through the air,
the mingled earthy and lavender smell of the semi-Utopian society
that was the Unseelie court. This was where I’d felt trapped, where
I’d always avoided going back to—but it was undeniably home, and
nostalgia filled my lungs with every breath. Familiar faces gawked
at me, a few fairies even waving my way.

Everyone was interested in my visitor.

We walked up a cobbled road to the castle
proper, where I would have to take Leandra to beg the Unseelie
Queen for shelter. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that the odds of
the queen agreeing to it were low.

Leandra made no secret of drinking
everything in. I had to pull her along when she got distracted by a
cart selling fairy street foods, foods she ironically either
couldn’t or wouldn’t want to eat. She stopped at a book cart and
picked up a leather-cased book, flipping through its foxed pages.
“Do fairies like Henry David Thoreau?” she asked.

“He’s pretentious,” the cart-seller told
her, tucking his long, blue-dyed hair behind one pointed ear.
Self-consciously, I touched the point of my own ear. It looked
ridiculous on him, but I’d only gotten used to my own. Did I look
that ridiculous all the time? Like some kind of character from
Steven Universe? “He lived near a train, so he wasn’t even
really in the wilderness. And they say that he sent his laundry
back to his mother.”

“I’ve heard that too. Why carry his work?”
Leandra asked.

The bookseller’s lips quirked. He pushed a
pair of overly hipster green-tinted, triangular glasses up his
nose, the eyeglass chain clinking. “We like to make fun of humans
all the time here. You should try it sometime.”

“I wonder what the Seelie court would have
in their bookstores?” Leandra asked me as I dragged her away from
the bookseller, who had a lot to say about Walt Whitman’s
apparently infamous cover-page crotch bulge. “D’you think they read
Anne Carson?”

“Who?” I asked. There was a feeling in my
gut that sunk lower with every step I took; it was as though I was
baring my whole life to Leandra, and exposing the community I’d
grown up with to her, too.

“The poet. Well, I thought you’d know who
she was, or I wouldn’t have made that joke. I just meant they
probably read books by people they care about, yeah? Since they’re
the less sinister fairies?”

The question rubbed me the wrong way. It
wasn’t necessarily incorrect, but it struck me as insensitive, and
I was feeling particularly sensitive. “Are you just assuming things
about me based on this place?” I snapped.

“Olympia, no.” Her snippy mood from the
airport had cleared up, while mine got worse by the moment. I
guessed being in a place as wonderful as this would lift anyone’s
mood. Or almost anyone’s. “I’m sure it’s nice to live here. I like
making fun of humans, too. I thought you’d have some fairy
literature here or something, though.”

I didn’t tell her that a lot of fairies did
like human literature about them, that Tam Lin was taught in
school and The Faerie Queene was universally hated. That we
all read Goblin Market growing up, which taught me that
Unseelie are just less repulsive-looking versions of goblins. I had
a lot to say but not a lot I felt comfortable sharing with a…with
whatever we were to each other.

“Are you okay?” Leandra asked under her
breath, when someone I used to secretly smoke with as a teen
greeted me and I could barely raise my hand in response.

Part of my discomfort wasn’t related to
Faerie, though I couldn’t pin why, or maybe I didn’t want to. My
stomach churned when Leandra name-dropped people I’d only heard of
in passing to the bookseller, when she made connections I had never
thought to make. But of course she was a literary person—her real
lair had been filled with books. They couldn’t have all been for
what little research existed about Viktor Lehmann.

The instinct to apologize made its way to my
mouth, which I quickly clamped shut. I was too stubborn to
apologize for something that I was embarrassed to put words to.

Before I knew where my feet had taken me, we
were through the upper bailey and standing before the main doors to
the castle, flanked on either side by a fairy knight. Leandra
reached out and touched the dark purple plume protruding from the
helm of one, completely lacking self-consciousness. In response,
the guard lifted his helm to reveal a set of eyes and a nose.
“Olympia Carter!” he shouted, friendly.

“Freddie,” I said, the familiarity of his
face bringing me some minor comfort. Freddie and I had swum in the
Faerie lakes together every summer. “Is my mother around?”

“Is your mother the Unseelie Queen?” Leandra
asked under her breath. Her skin looked paler than usual.

I could’ve laughed. I didn’t answer the
question, keeping her in suspense.

“Yes, she’s here,” Freddie said. “Should I
tell her you’ve arrived?”

It wasn’t a question he would’ve asked if
I’d come alone. “Please do.” Freddie disappeared into the
castle.

“Olympia, I need to know what to expect
here. Please tell me if your mother is the Unseelie Queen,” Leandra
said. The remaining guard snickered at her, metal chafing with the
ferocity of their chortle.

“She’s not,” I said.

“But your mother lives in the castle?”
Leandra asked, her face tilting upward. The crenelated wall was so
tall that it hardly seemed to ever end. “Are you Unseelie
nobility?”

My pants were torn and muddy, my hair
mussed, my face scratched up from the recent battle. What about me
screamed “Unseelie nobility” to her?

“We’re kind of all nobility, if that makes
any sense,” I explained. “There’s the Queen, and then there’s the
rest of us. Even her consort isn’t really considered high up on the
food chain. Service workers and servants are basically the same as
anyone else here. It’s respectable work. And people always live at
the courts, wherever they are, like bees flocking to the
queen.”

“I guess I never thought about it,” Leandra
said. “It’s interesting.”

“I’m sure it’s not something you were ever
intended to see.”

Her eyes flashed quickly to me, and then
away. The gravity of how wrong it was for her to be here was
probably sinking in. If Leandra was capable of looking nervous, her
fidgeting certainly made it seem like she was now.

The tall door opened again with a groan of
wood. My mother, in her maidservant uniform, rushed forward to hug
me. “Olympia! You couldn’t call? Tell me you were coming?” She
didn’t spare Leandra a glance.

“Sorry, it was sort of short notice.”

Mom stepped back, examining me from head to
toe. A crease line formed between her eyes—a considerable feat,
looking at her, because she hardly appeared older than forty.
“You’re here for shelter? Did you get in a dispute? Who is after
you? What happened?” She expended no space between questions for
actual answers, letting her panic seep into the environment around
her. “Who is this?” Then, as though burned, she stepped back.
“Vampire,” she hissed.

“Hi, Ms.—Mrs.? —Carter,” Leandra said,
holding out her hand to shake. My mom did not take her up on the
offer.

“Olympia, what have you done?”

“Mom, can we come in? I can explain,” I
said, though I wasn’t sure if that was entirely true.

For a second, I thought she’d say no. The
guards were still as statues, eavesdropping on every word of our
conversation. With how gossipy the court could be, I had no doubt
the news that Olympia Carter had returned to Faerie after years
with a vampire in tow would be around the entire city by
morning.

My mother stopped a kitchen boy in the
servant’s hall, gripping him by the arm and whispering intensely in
his ear. He looked about to piss himself. Leandra and I were quite
the sight—the vampire must have taken time to freshen herself up in
the airport bathroom, because her hair was flawless and there was
not a drop of blood on her, but her clothes were torn with the
effects of battling a vampire as strong as Mateo Rivera.

I expected Mom to bring us to the Queen’s
chambers—she had an antechamber where she entertained requests like
this, or she did when I used to live here—but my mother took us to
a parlor right on the ground floor near the grand staircase. When
she shut the door, jiggling the lock to ensure we couldn’t be
disturbed, she turned to us with fury lit in her eyes.

“What’s going on here?” she demanded.

“We’re being chased,” I said. “The vampire
queen’s out to get me, and the vampires have all turned on
Leandra.”

“Leandra,” my mother said, scrunching her
nose, as though she was unimpressed with the name itself. “You’re
going to assert that you did absolutely nothing to cause this?”

My thoughts stilled. I didn’t have a way of
explaining the mess we’d gotten into, that was admittedly mostly
Leandra’s fault. “Leandra doesn’t want to be part of vampire
politics anymore,” I said. I was shocked to see Leandra’s demeanor
next to me as she demurely eyed the ground.

“Ma’am,” she said, “I didn’t mean to cause
any trouble, but they’ve been attacking me because I did something
that undermined their power, and they’re going after your daughter
by association. I’m very sorry. We seek shelter, if you will give
it to us.” Like a chastised child, she raised her gaze only when
she finished talking. The effect was astounding.

“I would never present such a ridiculous
request to the Unseelie Queen,” my mother said, her expression
hardening. There was a hair out of place—a gray hair, which she
hadn’t had the last time I’d seen her. I noticed the signs of her
age that came upon the eldest of us—she was nearing sixty now, and
would likely live for at least eighty more—in the wrinkles of her
hands, elegantly wrapped in gossamer cloth that ended in a ring on
her middle finger.

“I’m nearly unkillable,” Leandra said. “Your
daughter will almost certainly die after midnight tomorrow. The
vampire queen as much as promised it.”

At this, my mother shoved an accusing finger
in Leandra’s face. “I would let her stay as long as she needs to!
You’re the one that doesn’t belong.”

“Mom, please. I haven’t seen you in years.
Can we start this out on a better note?”

“It’s after midnight, and you come to the
court demanding things when you haven’t visited often at all!” Mom
exclaimed, but I knew the softening in her tone that meant she was
going to give in to a reasonable request like mine. She dusted off
her immaculate uniform with her fingers and turned to the door. “I
have a servant arranging rooms for you. In the
meantime—Olympia—please give us some warning before bringing a new
girlfriend home.”

My mother was out the door in a swish of
skirts, leaving us in the wake of her ire.

“And I’m usually so good with parents,”
Leandra whined, pouting.

“They’re not going to let us stay here. We
have to come up with an alternate plan.” The parlor was toasty,
warmed by a fireplace in one corner. I rubbed my hands over it,
admiring the painting of tiny fairies playing in a garden over the
mantle.

“Do you know if the Faerie sunlight will
still eviscerate me, or do you think I can stand it?” Leandra
asked, holding one hand out to the firelight. I caught myself
admiring the webbing of her fingers, the grace with which she
stretched them—and quickly looked away.

“I guess we can find out tomorrow if you
stick your hand out the window.”

Leandra rolled her eyes. “Thanks. Are we
girlfriends?”

“No, we aren’t.”

“Your mom sure seemed to think so.” She
brushed an imaginary piece of lint off the mantel. The firelight
flickered against her skin in an appealing way. “Though she said
‘new girlfriend,’ which makes it sound like you bring people home
all the time.”

Fire simmered in my chest. “I don’t know how
you can stand to joke when we could both be dead tomorrow.”

“Is that why you’re being short with me?”
she asked, like she knew it wasn’t. “I thought millennials loved
dark, inappropriately timed humor.” Leandra’s eyes twinkled with
mischief.

The kitchen boy popped his head in the door,
saving me from having to come up with a witty response to that. “I
set up your rooms.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

There's Only One Bed
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“ROOMS” TURNED OUT TO BE misleading—as in, an
antechamber, bathroom, and single bedroom. The antechamber was
lifelessly, though fancily, decorated, with a few couches and a
coffee table that were clearly intended to generically please any
guests; the bathroom had an enormous tub with a shower head; and
the bedroom had only one bed.

“It’s not like we haven’t shared a bed
before,” Leandra said. “You’re not a virgin on your wedding night.
Stop looking so pale.”

“I’m feeling a little unsettled,” I
admitted. I sank into a plush chair next to the room’s bookshelf.
Leandra sat on the bed and bounced a few times.

“This is so soft. What is it made of?”

“Pixie dust and clouds,” I said airily.

“Really?” she asked, pressing a tentative
hand into the covers.

“No, ya dummy. It’s memory foam.”

Leandra rolled her eyes at me, but they
crinkled in the corners like she was amused. She did say that she
liked bantering with me. “Good one.” And then: “What has you
unsettled?”

I still didn’t know how to put that into
words. I scanned the book titles: some more human poetry, ranging
from epic to terrible, classic to recent. “Milk and Honey,”
I read from the shelf aloud.

“I’m from France,” Leandra said.

“Sorry?” I asked. I had just read the spine
of The Lais of Marie de France and wasn’t sure I’d heard her
right. “Did you just read my mind?”

Leandra cleared her throat. “When I was
human, I was the daughter of a French fisherman. The town beauty,
if you will, or I’d like to think so. An English boy crossed the
channel and we fell in love. Married at nineteen. He cheated on me
with another English girl, even though I was hot and
French.”

“The audacity,” I said, clutching fake
pearls.

“Right? Well, my sister had died in
childbirth, and I was worried about succumbing to the same fate—and
our little port had a legendary vampire who was recently in town
from the Philippines. Or so it was rumored. I sought her out some
years later, had her turn me into a monster, and ripped that
English boy’s throat out, and then drank all his blood.”

“Um. I don’t really know what to say to
that.”

“Well, it was nearly a hundred years ago. I
just thought, you know…” She gestured to the bookshelf, as though
it exemplified something she couldn’t articulate. “I thought it
would help.”

“Are you bi?” I asked. My chest had stopped
feeling so tight.

“No, I think…well. You’d call me a lesbian,
because I don’t really go for men these days. I didn’t do labels
until recently. We didn’t consider it part of our whole identity
who we liked to sleep with back in my day. We just fucked
women.”

“Interesting.”

“Do you feel better?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said, though something else
fluttered in my chest, the reason I’d been so uncomfortable that
Leandra had immediately identified and sought to remedy: that I was
so exposed, showing Leandra all of Faerie, having her make
deductions about my upbringing, meeting people from my youth. And I
hadn’t known even her basic backstory, but God, how was she
able to see through me so easily? How had she known just what to
say? “Can we discuss our backup plan for shelter?”

“The plan was Austria, which didn’t happen,
so this is kind of the backup,” she said, surprising me by
answering rather than deflecting. “Are we able to go to Austria in
Faerie and then switch back over to the real world?”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said. Vienna had
a Seelie court—though likely, we wouldn’t be welcome there, either.
Maybe even less welcome than we were here. “Let’s look into it.
I’ll ask my mom.”

“You look just like her,” Leandra said. “I
miss having family sometimes.”

I’d assumed the vampires thought of each
other as family, although Leandra was obviously trying to leave
their ranks. Was it the system she didn’t like? “You really want to
be immortal for the freedom?” I asked. “Why can’t you just leave
them?”

“I have an obligation to them, now that
we’ve been in this mutually beneficial relationship for a while,”
she said. She kneaded a pillow as she spoke. “They wouldn’t just
let me leave. I sold myself to them in a way, when I entered that
community. They gave me kinship, and a steady blood supply, and I
clawed my way up the ranks to get to where I am. The system’s just
awful, is all. The mayoral council isn’t much better. They always
bend to the powerful ones in the other groups. If your Unseelie
Queen called them up and made a request, even from Chicago, I have
no doubt they’d give in to her.”

The St. Louis mayoral council wasn’t even on
the Unseelie Queen’s radar. It wasn’t a big enough city to warrant
a fairy court, barely a blip on the radar.

I opened my mouth to respond to that and
stopped at the look on Leandra’s face—it was indescribable.

It was how she looked right before she’d
kissed me the first time.

“What?” I asked. Her eyes were doe-soft, her
lips slightly turned downward.

“I was thinking that I like you, and we
should date.” It was a simple statement, so matter-of-fact, and
said so gently. It also contradicted what she’d told me before
about her intentions, but that was no surprise considering her
track record of contradictions. “If we’re going to be out in public
like this too—it’s easier to explain it that way, isn’t it? Even
your mom picked up on the fact that we’re not just allies sharing a
cause or whatever.”

It was a moment before my mouth started
working again. “I thought we were just having sex,” I said
defensively.

“Well, that too.”

“I’m…Are you asking me for”—I swallowed on
the word—“exclusivity?”

“I’ve made it this far without catching the
clap and I’m sure not going to get it from you.”

“Romantic,” I said, but my stomach flipped.
“I don’t even have time to go around dating people anyway, Leandra.
If you wanted exclusivity, you’ve got it.”

“So we are dating now? Officially?” she
asked. “Can I update my Facebook profile?”

“I don’t believe for a second that you have
a Facebook,” I said. The words turned over in my mouth. “You can
tell people we’re dating for convenience.” But did I actually like
the idea of dating her? She was dangerous. Leandra had just said so
herself—tore out the throat of the person who’d cheated on her.

The way she watched me seemed to say:
you’re dangerous, too.

I settled on the bed next to her, and didn’t
resist when she slid a comfortable hand up my leg. “So we’re fake
dating?” Leandra asked, a hint of a smile on her lips.

“Sounds like you read too much fanfiction,”
I whispered.

“I’m going to live a long time,” she said.
“I want to read everything.”

Leandra nudged my shoulders until I lay flat
on my back. She rolled down my pants and pressed her warm mouth to
my inner thigh.

Maybe it was the blood loss, or the arousal,
or the vampire tongue pheromones—but I was very light-headed.

“I’ll convince you to really date
me,” she said, and hooked aside the band of my panties between my
legs to make room for her mouth.

All my thoughts melted away, leaving only
this: Leandra’s tongue, and the firm squeeze of her hand against my
thigh which kept me close to her even as my hips bucked. She pulled
away with a feline smile when I rode out the orgasm. Her lips
glistened.

I tugged her dress over her head and wrested
her closer to me by the backs of her thighs. Her eyes lit up with
comprehension and delight, a laugh bubbling up her throat. On
either side of my head she set her knees, her pussy just
tantalizingly out of reach.

I looked up at her—over the dark mound of
hair, the roundness of her belly, the generous flesh that made up
her tits, the expression of mirth that indicated she knew exactly
what kind of effect she had on me. I clutched at her legs to pull
her down but she wouldn’t budge from just above me, solid as
stone.

“Sit on my face already,” I demanded.

Leandra lowered herself onto my mouth. I
couldn’t help the heat that surged up between my own legs as my
tongue traced her clit, back down, and back up again. She shuddered
out a moan. I cupped her ass with one hand and felt searching with
my other hand for her, fucking her with my mouth and my
fingers—speeding up until she trembled with release and my hand and
mouth came away slick with her.

She slid into a pile of limbs next to me as
I panted. “Now I can say I’ve fucked someone in Faerie,” she
said.

“Is everything you do just to cross
something off your bucket list?”

Leandra smiled at me mischievously. “There’s
someone at the door,” she said, then, moments before someone
knocked.

My underwear was soaked through but I
quickly donned my rumpled pants and cracked the door open.

“The queen will see you now,” my mother
said, eyeing me up and down with her nostrils flaring. She didn’t
need to have superior senses to smell the sex on me.

“I’ll be back,” I said to Leandra.
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I managed to splash my face with water
before heading to the queen, at my mother’s unspoken request, but I
could still taste the vampire on my tongue, and my clit buzzed with
the recent activity. I was scared to ask my mom what had changed
her mind about getting an audience with the queen. The queen’s
rooms were at the top floor—the least penetrable, not that we’d had
wars in centuries—and my mother led me in first, curtsying politely
to the Unseelie Queen before having a seat at her side. I followed
suit, occupying the seat next to her.

The Unseelie Queen had purple hair—it was
common to dye hair in general with us, but especially fashionable
once you started going gray and could hold more pigment—and
elegantly pointed ears encircled in a series of small, hooped
earrings. Age lines crossed her face at the corners of her eyes and
mouth—two centuries of laughter, often at someone else’s expense.
Her hooked nose ended in a septum piercing crowned by an opal that
glistened in the orange lights floating in the room. We were
clearly just in her antechamber for entertaining guests, but it was
still the most elegant room I’d ever seen, the very furnishings
intended to glow with sunlight, moonlight, artificial light, fire.
Everything shimmered with iridescence.

“I hear you have a vampire girlfriend,” the
Unseelie Queen said, nodding to my mother. Mom always did like her
games.

I ran a hand through my rumpled hair as
though that would help my appearance at all. “Her name is Leandra,”
I said, rather than agreeing with her. “We both had a run-in with a
bunch of vampires at the St. Louis airport and we need shelter
here. The vampire queen has threatened to have me terminated from
my job but I’ve been told in no uncertain terms that it means
she’ll have me executed.”

“She wouldn’t,” my mother said, explaining
to the Unseelie Queen. “The little Mayfair vampire queen wouldn’t
want to invoke the wrath that would be caused by hurting one of our
own.”

“Vampires are conceited,” the Unseelie Queen
said to her, her voice deep and regal. “I have no doubt Patricia
thinks she’s well-connected enough to get away with something like
that. After all, Olympia has not been living at our court very much
of late.”

I tried not to show my surprise that the
Unseelie Queen cared enough to know the vampire queen of “little”
Mayfair’s name. “They’ll get to Leandra, too. So we both seek
shelter here, if you will grant it to us.”

“I do not see the vampire here,” the queen
said, more to my mother than me.

“I did not want to offend Your Majesty with
a vampire’s presence,” my mother said defensively.

The Unseelie Queen pursed her lips. “I’d
rather have both of them here, for next time, Wendy,” she said,
sliding plotting eyes on me that said: there better not be a
next time. “Olympia, you are always welcome at court, no matter
how long, and no matter how little you’ve come to visit these last
few years.”

“Thank you,” I said, heart sinking. I was
beginning to lose hope she would mention Leandra—but if my stupid,
overly sympathetic heart could get over throwing her to the
proverbial wolves, I could live with it.

“The vampire can stay here for two weeks,”
she said, eliciting a shocked intake of breath from my mother.

“We were thinking about going to Austria
back in the human world,” I said. “When our two weeks is up, we may
head to Vienna here and then switch over.”

“That’s an excellent plan,” the Unseelie
Queen said. “But don’t talk to anyone at their court. Their King
made a sly comment about my age last time we spoke and I poisoned
his daughter.”

Maybe we were the more monstrous creature,
after all. “Do you know if she’s allowed to eat here?” I asked. “Or
go out in the sun?”

The Queen exchanged a glance with Mom. “She
should be fine if she drinks blood she’s had before,” the Queen
said finally. “And the sun here isn’t quite so sun-like—she can be
in a sunbeam from a window, but I wouldn’t let her outside without
at least a parasol. She’ll get blisters if she’s exposed for too
long.”

A question died on my lips about the source
of her knowledge. I felt silly for telling Leandra we didn’t have
rules in place for vampires when apparently it was common enough
knowledge how they reacted to this kind of environment.

“She won’t be able to eat, then,” my mother
said. “My daughter isn’t stupid enough to feed a vampire her
blood.”

I licked my suddenly dry lips. “Right. We’ll
figure something out.”

“Surely my dearest child is smart
enough not to give a vampire a taste of her blood? They only ever
come back for more,” Mom said.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” But I could tell
both of us knew it was too late.


Chapter Twenty-Four

The Plan in Shambles
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LEANDRA AND I CAME UP with our full plan when I
returned to our shared bedroom: we didn’t need passports or really,
any documentation as long as we traveled by bell to Austria and
found Viktor Lehmann’s villa. She was convinced that we would be
able to persuade him to stay there; I was skeptical of this, seeing
as she had snuck into his villa in the first place rather than find
a way to tell him she was coming. But she insisted, and I was
beginning to put some level of trust in her, however smart that
was.

If that failed, I made her set up a backup
plan—we would stay at a youth hostel.

“Wo ist die Toilette, bitte?” she said,
trying to get me to learn enough German to be useful. She had
written out the words on a notepad to demonstrate the spelling.

“Vo esst dye toilet-uh, bit-tuhg?” I
tried.

“D-i-e is pronounced ‘dee,’ not ‘dye’ like
we say it. It means ‘the.’” She didn’t need to tell me that if I
couldn’t even say basic articles, I had very little hope of picking
up on the language. “I just hope I’m always around when you need to
use the bathroom if you’re talking to an immigrant who only picked
up on German. A lot of the locals will know English, but obviously
if they’re staying at a hostel…”

“Okay, I get the picture. I’ll just start
bouncing like I really have to pee until someone tells me what to
do.”

Leandra smiled. “Like you’re in The
Sims,” she joked.

“I think I can convey a lot by pretending to
be a Sim.”

Without knowing how we’d gotten there, we
were kissing then, Leandra’s firm hands sliding against my
back.

I was getting annoyed with myself. It was
the honeymoon phase, probably. We had both discovered that we
didn’t mind touching each other, and so we would just keep doing it
until someone got bored. I wasn’t sold on the dating thing yet, or
sure of what Leandra’s intentions were—like I’d said before, there
was an inevitable time limit when I would definitely be too old for
her, or I’d die and she’d move on. What was the point of getting
into something that didn’t last? I’d grown tired of that in my
early twenties and wasn’t willing to do it now.

Except I literally was doing that
now, wasn’t I? Do I contradict myself? I wondered, thinking
of Walt Whitman and the penis bulge that Leandra had pointed out to
show me it was definitely there.

I broke away from the kiss and took Leandra
by the hand around the castle, showing her the rooms I’d stayed in
when I’d visited and the ones my mom still lived in as the queen’s
maidservant. She giggled like a young girl as I told her a story
about how my friend had put a farting potion into the desserts at a
very elegant banquet and the court had smelled like sulfur for a
week. “This place is delightful,” she told me, and I could tell she
meant it.

I’d conveyed to her what the queen told me
about her limitations here. “I wonder what other vampires have been
here for her to know that?” she asked as we sat on a table in the
kitchen, and I guzzled down a steaming piece of apple pie. “Both
our people have been around for a long time though—I’m not
surprised I’m not the first.”

“The queen had a vampire lover too, once,”
the cook said as he stirred a liquid purple mixture in a bowl. “I’m
old enough to remember that.”

Ah. Gossip always comes around. “Guess that
explains why she let you stay. She must have a soft spot,” I
said.

“That is very interesting. Is she still
looking for another one?” she asked, batting her eyelashes.

I elbowed her in the side. The cook smiled
at the two of us, surprisingly non-judgmental for an Unseelie. It
was undoubtedly a nice little moment, even though Leandra couldn’t
enjoy any pie. “I am always surprised more of us don’t take lovers
from other species,” the cook added. “We tend to be
rebellious.”

“You do,” Leandra said, catching my eye.
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I was becoming increasingly aware of the
fact that I enjoyed being around Leandra very, very much. Days
passed in bliss—tangles of limbs and adventures into the city
without any drama beyond the deepest insult a courtier had given
another, and even that was fun. “Like The Real Housewives,
fairy style,” Leandra said. “We should sell it to Bravo.”

But the more time that passed, and the more
lovey-dovey we got, the less easy I felt. “Should we go to Austria
now and get it over with?” I asked once. We were hand-in-hand, and
Leandra sniffed at a fresh rose from a peddler outside the
castle.

“You don’t want to enjoy another week of
shelter before we go back into the real world?” she’d asked.

“I’m anxious,” I said. I thought of poor
Yuki, alone in my apartment, about to be scooped up by Jian and
given to Beatrice Newell and then probably new owners, never to see
me again.

She paused at this and diverted us into an
alley between the coffee shop and a brunch place. “I had a thought,
and I wanted to run it by you,” she said.

There was a light breeze that made her hair
blow around magnificently, as though she was the star of a shampoo
commercial. “What is it?” I asked.

“I was thinking—if I choke down a muffin or
something, or drink someone else’s blood…” Her gaze dropped to mine
expectantly.

“Why would you do that?” I asked
stupidly.

“So I could stay for seven years, instead of
two weeks. I thought fairies loved loopholes.”

“You want to be a prisoner of the Unseelie
court? A hostage? For seven whole years?”

“That’s why I wanted to ask you first,” she
said. “You’re welcome here and I’m not. It’s nice here. It’s fun. I
don’t age. I have seven years to share with you here…if you
want.”

“I’m not sure you understand what being a
hostage means at court. It’s not all fun and games. You wouldn’t be
a welcome guest.”

“I’m aware of that, and that’s not the
point. Do you get what I’m asking?”

Yes, I thought. You’re asking me
to be with you for the next seven years here, with you stuck as a
prisoner. But I hadn’t even said yes, really, to dating her,
and I sure wasn’t ready to commit to that length of time. We could
easily be “broken up” by tomorrow—not to mention that I’d be nearly
forty by the time I got out of here, if I stayed with her the full
seven years.

The impact of what she asked hit me like a
ton of bricks, then. I could leave whenever and come back
whenever—and she’d trust me enough to be trapped here for seven
whole freaking years. I watched her out of the corner of my eye and
wondered if she’d really thought through all the implications. “I
don’t get what you’re insinuating,” I settled on. “And I can’t say
yes to that, so please don’t ask me.”

Her expression was hard to decipher. Did she
actually want to go to Austria? Supernaturals were well-connected
on an international level, but the odds of being found there were
fairly low, in my opinion. Was she secretly head-over-heels in love
with me?

My stomach sank as I jumped to the
worst-case scenario: something else was going on. She was running
from something, not running toward a long-term relationship. “Is
there anything you’re not telling me?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, why do you want to stay here when
we can be in Austria, and you can drink as much blood as your heart
desires and keep aiming for that immortality you were so eager
about just very, very recently?”

“Maybe I’m re-prioritizing.”

I narrowed my eyes. Leandra was a hundred
twenty-four years old, as she liked to remind me. And suddenly she
was structuring her long life around my mortal one? “Leandra.”

“What?!”

“I’m an idiot.”

She took a step forward, backing me into the
side wall of the Unseelie court’s best coffee shop, and reached for
my hand. “What are you talking about, Olympia?”

“I keep trusting you, and you keep lying to
me.”

As if accentuating my point, a troop of
guards from the castle paraded past the alley in a rush. Leandra
breathed in sharply. I had not seen guards run around in Faerie,
ever, my whole life. Fae did not like to do things in a rush.

“What else are you hiding?” I demanded.

“Quick, can you find a bystander? I’m going
to drink someone’s blood today, and it can’t be yours.”

“You’ll be even less welcome here if you
force it,” I warned.

“Fine, a scone from the bakery,” she
said.

“Leandra. They’re looking for you, aren’t
they?”

Her eyes darted between me and the opening
to the alley. “Geez, Olympia, whose side are you on?”

“Why are they looking for you?” I hissed.
“What did you do?” My mind raced with possibilities: she’d stolen
something from one of the fairies here, offended the queen, did
something so hideous back in the human world that it affected us
here.

“It’s safer for you if you don’t know,” she
said.

I pinned her to the wall. She didn’t resist,
glaring at me with nostrils flaring. I pressed her flush against
the brick with my forearm and leaned in close. “I don’t have any
reason not to turn you in here unless I know what’s going on.”

“Then turn me in,” Leandra said, voice
cracking. “Betray me.”

“Stop being dramatic.” I was tempted to ask
if the reason she’d been so cuddly and friendly recently was so
that I’d take her side when it came between me and my people—but
truthfully, I didn’t want to know if that was the case, because it
would really hurt my feelings to know everything had been fake.

“I didn’t think they would move this
quickly. Listen, Olympia,” she said, shifting against my arm, “if
you get me something from the coffee shop or find a way to really
trap me here, I’ll be under the court’s custody, right? They won’t
let outside forces reach me because I’ll owe a debt of imprisonment
to the Unseelie Queen of Chicago.”

“Is Patricia coming after you?” I asked.
“She’d even follow you to Faerie? How would she know to come here?
She doesn’t know anything about me.”

Leandra laughed against my forearm, her
throat bobbing. “We have files on everyone, you fool. I don’t know
who’s after me, but I’m sure they’re being very persuasive.”

“What,” I repeated, “are they after you
for?”

“If it’s more important for you to know than
to help me, then just let me go.”

Tears pricked at my eyes. How could she ask
me to trust her when we’d repeatedly lied to each other? When she
was hiding things from me even now? If I’d known from the start
that she was going to witches asking to be made truly immortal, I’d
have been able to turn her down and not put my life on the line
without choosing to. “It’s really better to be a prisoner here than
a prisoner back at home?”

“I’ll be a prisoner here,” she said. “I’ll
be executed there.”

Adrenaline flooded my system. That
situation, at least, let me pick a side. “I don’t have anywhere to
hide you,” I said.

“Can we go back to the human world? No,
actually, they’ll be looking for me in the real Chicago. They’ll
have thought that through. We need—where’s that bell of yours?”

“We can’t use that. Everyone will hear it
and know we’re trying to travel far away. Fairies are sensitive to
bells.”

“Oh my God! So there’s nothing,
then.” She glanced upward at the roof of the building, and then
back the way we’d came, at the peaks of the castle glimmering in
the moonlight. “Will you help me?” she asked.

I felt a pang of guilt. There was no real
reason to help her, other than that we’d been fucking around with
each other. The logical part of my brain that worked on bounty
hunting made it simple for me: if the cost outweighed the result,
don’t go for that mark. There would be other postings that weren’t
as risky.

Leandra noticed my hesitation. “I’m going to
turn myself in,” she said. “And you’re my best bet for someone who
cares enough about me to try to help me out of it. This is about to
get a lot messier.”

“How could it possibly be messier than
this?” I asked.

Leandra thrust the arm that was pinning her
to the wall away and pressed me closer to her with her hand at the
small of my back. Her soft lips brushed mine, trembling a bit with
fear or anxiety.

It was like a goodbye.

A tear dripped down my cheek and onto her
dress. You can’t say goodbye when we haven’t even had a chance
to start, I thought.

Leandra knocked me away with such force that
I fell flat on my ass in the alley, tailbone stinging. She made a
dash for the opening and turned left, away from the castle. “Here I
am!” I heard her shout faintly, followed by the pounding of the
guards’ boots.

I stood from the ground, a thumb absently
rubbing the soft lining of the jacket Leandra had gifted me as a
replacement. There was no one who could hide in Faerie from the
fairies themselves, slippery vampire included, so I headed not in
Leandra’s direction but back toward the castle, rubbing my sore ass
and passing people who whispered to each other urgently, who
catalogued the guards’ actions with knowledge that they would have
good gossip for years to come.

My muscles were tense with adrenaline, but I
didn’t rush to the castle, not wanting to gain any unwanted
attention and knowing Leandra would give them a hearty chase before
they caught her. I felt the weight of dozens of gazes on
me—watching me as the woman who brought this discord home from
outside, this corruption.

I wondered if I, too, had overstayed my
welcome here.

The guards let me in without a word. The
foyer was packed with people, the steward giving out orders, the
queen quietly fanning herself in a corner talking to her
ladies-in-waiting. I slid in next to my mother. “Hi,” I said.

“They’ve caught her,” she said. “They’re
expecting her back any minute.”

“I figured.”

“Olympia, honey.” Mom looked at me with
consternation, but I thought there was a hint of empathy, right
under the surface. She sighed, brushing a bundle of silky hair that
had come loose away from her face. There was nothing to say.

A few minutes later, they brought Leandra
in. Her body had gone limp against the three guards who dragged her
and she looked worse for the wear, with a bloody lip and her legs
coated in mud.

“Vampire,” the Unseelie Queen said, her
booming voice knocking out all the chatter in the room, “I welcomed
you to my court for two weeks, but I did not offer you sanctuary.”
There was a muttering at this, quickly silenced by the queen
raising her hand. Technically, she had agreed to let Leandra stay
for two weeks, and nothing was supposed to interfere with that: you
couldn’t go back on a deal here. It was like killing a puppy.

“I understand,” Leandra said, when the queen
didn’t continue.

“Good. Then you’ll understand why you’re
being exiled from Faerie for a crime against one of your kin.”

The room became silent, the only sound being
Leandra’s ragged breathing from her ill-fated escape attempt.

“The vampires consider you a traitor to
them,” the Unseelie Queen continued. The courtiers watched Leandra
in horror—a traitor to her own kind, the gravest of insults.

“But that’s not all. It seems that a
werewolf pack is also out for your blood, for killing one of
theirs.” She didn’t do that! I felt like shouting. It would
make no difference whether she did or didn’t, though. All that
mattered was peace for us here. And drama. However little those two
concepts could coexist. “And the little Mayfair witches are upset
at being used by you. And now, of course, you’re on poor terms with
fairies here, for asking for shelter when you had committed so
grave a sin.”

My mother gripped my shoulder so tightly
that I gasped. “You will not do anything like this again,”
she hissed in my ear.

“Leandra the vampire,” the Unseelie Queen
continued, “you are officially exiled from the realm of Faerie,
forever, for the murder of Mateo Rivera.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Exile
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ONE MOMENT LEANDRA WAS THERE, and the next moment
she was gone; the magic exile took place immediately, leaving the
court in disorder.

I wasn’t going to stick around for
questioning. Just as my mother converged on me from one side, and
the queen on the other, I flipped open the pommel of my dagger once
more and ripped out the bell. Its clang filled the air, drowning
out everyone and everything. “Back to Mayfair,” I whispered to it,
but the whisper was the loudest thing in the room.

I kicked apart the pebbles I’d made into a
fairy circle the second I got back to Mayfair in Faerie, and was
thrust back into the real world, the anchor point of the St. Louis
fairy circle released. I had to get to the town hall, and fast.
Leandra had been right about one thing: there wasn’t anyone else
who cared enough to save her.

But I guess I did.

So I started to run.

With three—if not four—groups after her,
there was only one place Leandra would be to own up for her
actions, and it wasn’t going to be pretty. I burst through the
doors of the town hall out of breath, startling the receptionist.
Disaster reigned, giant plants knocked over and the mud of several
dozen pairs of footsteps that had run by in haste. “Where is she?”
I demanded from the receptionist.

“They’re not going to let you in,” she said,
but I was already through the double doors behind her, following
the noise. There was a great commotion, the sound of people
fighting. My eyes adjusted to the darkness of the smallish room; it
was incredibly warm, with all the bodies packed in here. An
interrogation room of some kind, but the interviewee was
noncompliant.

Leandra had an animalistic look in her eyes
as she elbowed people in the face, whirling about. “Hey!” I yelled,
but only she turned to look at me. The relief on her face was
palpable.

I tugged on my magic, reaching for the
plants that had been strewn about the foyer. The mayoral council’s
version of a SWAT team tripped over themselves as vines snaked
between their legs, targeting ankles. Leandra pushed past people to
get to me and gripped my forearm. “You came for me,” she said.

“Run.”

I yanked Leandra back toward the forest. “We
can hide in my lair!” she shouted. “What are you doing?”

“The Woods Pack will give you shelter! They
owe you a blood debt for Melanie!” It had occurred to me when I was
there that the reason they didn’t try to charge her with anything
and didn’t talk about Leandra to me when I was investigating
Melanie wasn’t some big werewolf secret—they owed her. Big time.
And now they were going to deliver on that.

There were sounds of pursuit now, even a
siren—had they gotten the human police involved? “The lair would be
safer!” she shouted between labored breaths. My thighs were on fire
from all the running but I didn’t stop, the grass pulsing at my
feet almost subconsciously as though to take some of the pressure
off and increase my speed.

I wasn’t as confident as her that the
vampires would respect her lair so much that they wouldn’t go
looking for her there. They’d followed her to Faerie, after all,
hadn’t they? Along with witches, and werewolves.

But not these werewolves.

Branches smacked against my arms through
denim as we entered the woods. I collapsed against a tree, chest
heaving. “Come out!” I shouted. “Come the fuck out!”

“They’re not going to shelter me,” Leandra
said. “They don’t owe me anything. I didn’t even help the
girl.”

“Didn’t you though?”

“If I had, I’d be a corpse too.” Leandra
took a moment to splash her face in the pond and wiped it with her
bare hands. Her eyelashes clumped together, cheeks turning red with
the sudden cold of it.

“Why didn’t you tell me that you killed Matt
Rivera during that fight?” I asked, picking myself back up. “HELLO?
WOLFY WOLFY?” I shouted into the woods.

“I don’t think you should call them like
that. Listen, Olympia, it’s not that I meant to hide it from you,
but I knew it would be so serious when they found out—I beheaded
him there at the scene, but there was so much confusion…”

“Jesus, right there? You ripped his head
right off?” I asked, followed by: “WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU
GUYS??”

“Someone’s coming. I can smell it,” she
said, turning in circles like she didn’t know what to do with
herself. “And yes, I took his head off with a big shard of glass.
It wasn’t easy and it wasn’t pretty.”

“Someone lupine?”

“Yes.”

“We should have gotten out of Faerie sooner.
Why did you let us linger for so long if you knew they’d come after
you there?”

Before Leandra could answer, three men
emerged from between the trees. Two of them, I recognized as
leaders from my last visit, and one was new. “This vampire helped
your newest member, Melanie,” I said to them. “She’s being chased
and she needs your help.”

“She’s not one of the pack,” the white guy
from my last visit said. “We won’t offer her anything.”

“Oh, bite me,” Leandra muttered. “I told you
it was too good to be true.”

“You know how Bill Dyer got murdered by a
vampire? This vampire killed the vampire that murdered
him!”

The wolves were still as statues for a
moment. “Delilah will want an audience with her,” the Black wolf
said finally.

“I told you,” I said to Leandra.

Blindfolds were looped over our eyes, and we
were led away.
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As I had anticipated, Delilah said yes to
taking in Leandra, though I wasn’t sure if it was for the reason I
had presented to the wolves that found us in the forest.

When she had seen the elder, Leandra had
immediately fallen to her knees in supplication. “I am at your
mercy, friend,” she said to the elder werewolf, her gaze never
leaving the ground. “I did not do what I did with the expectation
of a reward, so whether you see fit to kill or shelter me, I accept
either outcome.”

“How did you know to do that?” I asked, as
Leandra poked around the fire at the visitor hut they had given us.
She took another bite of a huge chunk of raw meat wrapped in
paper—another present, a find from one of their recent hunts. The
blood dribbled down her chin.

“You fairies are bound by tricks and
promises,” she said between bites. “Vampires: power, hierarchies.
Werewolves are simple, and kinder. They are bound by honor and
deference.” Leandra’s warm eyes reflected the flickering of the
firelight. “They may be the best of us all.”

I pulled the blanket closer around my
shoulders, basking in the warmth of the place. There was no way to
admit it, but I admired Leandra’s knowledge about these things; I
wanted her to share what she thought of witches, ghosts, demons.
She’d had a lot of time to meet people—time she might never get
again.

I had asked her a lot of questions in
Faerie, but I was scared to ask them here. They must have been on
both our minds: How long will this werewolf pack let you stay?
When will other people figure out where we went? When when
when?

Leandra polished off the last of the raw
meat and licked at the butcher paper. She folded it neatly and set
it aside, dabbing at her face. “Thank you,” she said, “for not
letting them take me.”

“I think you’ve rescued me a few times,” I
pointed out lightly.

“I wouldn’t have thought to come here. It
was a good idea.”

My cheeks were warm, maybe from the fire and
maybe from something else. I never knew how to respond to
compliments, and it appeared I wasn’t going to learn today. “I
can’t—” I started, and then thought better. The kettle over the
fire began to whistle, and I picked it up with a cloth, pouring the
hot water over my tea leaves.

“You can’t what?” Leandra asked.

“I can’t believe you were trying to stay in
Faerie for that long as a prisoner to get out of all this.” I blew
on my tea, more for something to do than any expectation it would
miraculously be acceptable drinking temperature. “I can’t believe
we acted like lovestruck fools there. I can’t believe you didn’t
just tell me you killed Matt Rivera during the airport fight.”

Shedding her own blanket, Leandra leaned
back from the fire. She was dressed in gray sweatpants and a hoodie
that Delilah had provided as a replacement for her messy, ripped up
clothes, and she looked nothing like herself, though of course she
would be stunning even in people’s loungewear. “I’m not at
the point where I have a lot of options. Faerie wasn’t half bad.
And I guess I have trust issues.”

“That seems like an understatement.”

The vampire tucked her chin into her leg and
sighed. “I was here in the fifties when there was this huge scandal
about these two Seelie fairies that had gotten into it, and one
killed the other. They were totally shunned by all the other
fairies around here and eventually tried in their home court, even
though the Seelie had been from different cities.” A tentative hand
reached for my own. I let her intertwine our fingers. “I was scared
you’d think I just—murder people all the time. My people. And I
don’t.”

“A hundred twenty-four years into your
existence and you still care what people think?”

“No, you goose. I care what you
think.” Leandra squeezed my hand. “As for acting lovestruck, well.
I enjoyed myself, at least. I do like you, quite a bit. It’s
probably obvious but I’ve been drawn to you for a while now.”

How long is a while? But I had too
much pride to ask an indulgent question like that, so I didn’t.
“Hm.”

We sat in companionable silence for some
time, our fingers still interlocked even when it was just a little
too warm and our skin became sweaty. And then there was a knock on
our hut, shattering whatever peace we’d achieved.

A wolf I didn’t recognize popped her head
in. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything,” she said, making mental
note of our affectionate body language. “There’s a witch in the
woods demanding we hand over the vampire.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

The Mob in the Woods
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AFTER A SIGNIFICANT AMOUNT OF arguing, I convinced
Leandra to stay behind while I checked out the situation. The
werewolf who told us that “a witch” had been demanding her turnover
was lying: a number of flashlights scattered light frantically
among the trees, belonging to people with weapons ranging from
fangs to knives to in one case, definitely a very real-looking gun.
An actual mob. Never in my life had I seen a group of supernaturals
working together as cohesively as this one: Francesca Gallo stood
at the front with a megaphone, demanding that the Woods Pack come
out and return Leandra, wanted for murder. Griselda stood at her
side like a statue, an undying support system any couple would be
lucky to have. What skin in the game they had when it came to
seeking justice for Mateo Rivera’s not totally undeserved death
eluded me. Just an excuse to come after her for threatening them, I
thought angrily. And they were absolutely surrounded by other
witches, by werewolves—I recognized the bounty hunter Drew among
them and flinched—and by vampires, though not Patricia herself.

The whole reason the mayoral council had the
bounty hunter system in the first place was to avoid situations
like this, where all of us ganged up on someone. The fact that they
hadn’t been able to stop this crowd, or maybe even contributed to
the arrival of everyone in the woods, was a testament to how
strongly they wanted Leandra back. I’d never seen anything like it,
and I could’ve sworn there had been more severe cases in town than
one vampire who had happened to kill another in a fair fight in
public.

I pulled the trees closer to each other to
hide myself as I headed back. Leandra looked up at me expectantly
from next to the fireplace, the embers going out without being kept
up.

“They’re going to put up a bounty for you,”
I said with confidence, “and in the meantime there is a whole mob
of supernatural creatures out there. Francesca Gallo’s leading
them. There’s witches, wolves, vamps.”

“I don’t understand,” she said. “How would
they know to find me here?” Tears welled in her eyes. “Is nowhere
safe?”

There was another knock at the outside of
the hut. Leandra and I froze, halfway between answering and running
for our lives. “It’s Melanie,” the voice said.

I let her in and slid the door quietly shut
behind her. “What are we doing here? Where does the Woods Pack
stand in regards to Leandra?”

Melanie’s eyes widened at my demands. She
was so young. “I asked Delilah. They have their honor to think
about,” she said, “but I don’t know if they’ll take on all of
Mayfair by themselves, especially other wolves.”

I made note of the fact that she said
they instead of we. “Where do you stand?”

“You saved my life,” she said to Leandra.
“Or you gave me the option I needed to come here. And everyone’s
been so kind.” The younger girl sniffed. “They’re going to fight,
is what Delilah said. They’ll try to get them to go away, to think
you’re not here and that the others are infringing on our
territory. And if that doesn’t work, they’re going to have Leandra
run away, with my help.”

“Run away?” I asked. “After all this?”

“It’s okay, Olympia,” Leandra said. “I’ll
figure it out.”

I didn’t want to run. “It’s just a
misunderstanding,” I said. “They don’t know that you didn’t kill
that werewolf and that Mateo was guilty of it.”

“If it’s a misunderstanding, it’s a
deliberate one.” The vampire took in a deep breath. “Even so, why
would the witches be involved? They’re just pissed that I used them
for my scheme.”

“What are the odds of them finding your base
if no one comes forward to them?” I asked Melanie.

“The werewolves will find us eventually.
Some werewolves from other packs have been here before. It’s not as
isolated as it looks, and they can smell us better than the others
can.”

“I want to help you scare them off,” I said.
“I can make nature into a weapon. Have a tree step on people or
something.”

“This isn’t Lord of the Rings,”
Leandra snapped. “They know you’ve been around me, and they know
that if the greenery starts talking back you’re involved in all
this.”

“Am I not?”

“Why would we want them to know? One of us
should be safe,” Leandra argued.

Melanie bit her lip, assessing us. “Olympia,
if you want to come with, I’m sure the help would be appreciated.
We’re going to attack them with as few casualties as we can.” There
was a shouting from outside the hut. “We don’t have much time. Meet
me outside after.”

“After what?” I asked, but she was already
gone.

“After we say our goodbyes, presumably,”
Leandra said.

“Don’t be ridiculous. We’re not saying
goodbye. I’m going to fight them and if that doesn’t work, we’re
going to run away.”

Leandra’s eyes were deep pools of darkness
as she lifted them to the ceiling. “Did you know that vampires can
create thralls by feeding their blood to someone over an extended
period of time?” she asked.

“What does that have to do with anything?” I
asked, even as my heart sank at what she would say next.

“The thralls follow every one of the
vampire’s whims, and they love to do it. They’re addicted to the
blood. Vampire blood is very special.”

I swallowed. The words wouldn’t come the way
I wanted them to; there was more shouting outside that set my pulse
racing.

“You are going to tell them, when I’ve run,
that you were under my thrall, and that you never wanted to help
me. That you hid me but once I was out of town you realized what
had happened. I coerced you into my big immortality plans and you
didn’t know any better.”

“Fae are pretty resistant to that kind of
magic,” I said.

“They are.” Leandra lifted the hood of her
sweater over her head. “But how often have we had the chance to
test it? They won’t know any better. Vampires think they have the
most power. Only a fairy would question it.” She raised her gaze to
mine. “And you’re outnumbered.”

“You don’t want me to come with?” I asked,
but relief mingled in with my anxiety, and understanding at her
gift: she was giving me a way out, even when she didn’t have
one.

“Why should I put both of us through this?
There’s no reason for it.”

“What if I want to come with you?” I
asked.

The room was suddenly unbearably stuffy as
our complicated emotions tangled up together. “Do you?” she asked
finally.

I didn’t know the answer. It was stupid to
even ask. The idea of Leandra going away made me sadder than I
would’ve thought and the implications of why I felt that way
weighed me down like a stone.

“I’m going to leave,” she said, “with
Melanie’s help. I’ll be fine. You go on. You haven’t bounty hunted
anything in a long time.”

The truth of it stung. I’d been so busy with
all this that I had barely even gone to HQ to check on the latest
bounties; my hands had been full of Leandra. Sometimes
literally.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, though what
specifically for, I don’t think either of us knew.

Leandra smiled at me sadly. “We’ll see each
other again,” she said.

“I hope so.”

“Thanks for everything.” Her lips were warm
against my forehead, wet with her tears. She might be going off to
die, I realized. And she was still being so nice to me. Nothing
she’d done to me had really been that bad. It was other people
coming after her and putting the blame on me that had made it bad,
like when Patricia threatened me if I didn’t hand her over,
something I couldn’t even have set up if I wanted to.

And I definitely didn’t want to.

There was a moment where I felt like saying
something, where more normal couples might have said I love
you or something kind to each other. Good luck seemed
too flippant given the circumstances.

In the end, I said nothing as I turned away
from her, and left our jumbled-up feelings for each other behind
me.

 


❧

 


Melanie led me through the forest to where
the other werewolves—the ones that planned on confronting the
mob—gathered. I had an odd moment of being the outsider looking in
from the wrong perspective: I saw how the wolves waited patiently
behind the trees, still as though they were part of the wood
itself, and the gesture they made to each other to melt through the
cracks and make themselves known to a potential threat. It was the
same tactic that they’d used on me, twice now, to approach me
without indicating what direction they’d come from.

The mob was quieter when the werewolves made
themselves known. Melanie encompassed me in her shadow, hiding
behind a large hollow tree that brought me comfort when I placed my
hand upon it.

“Do you harbor the vampire Leandra?”
Francesca Gallo, apparently the mob’s spokesperson, asked the
representatives from the pack bluntly through a megaphone.

“We do not harbor anyone,” one of them
replied. How diplomatic, I thought. “Is there something we
can help you with?”

“Or a good reason you’re infringing upon our
home in the woods?” another of the wolves asked.

“I know she’s here,” Francesca said. Her
voice shook a bit. It was no surprise when Griselda stepped in for
her: “We scryed her location. Leandra is here.”

Tension crackled in the air. It was against
the rules of magic to scry on someone without their permission—even
considered, in some witch circles, to be black magic. We’d had a
witch a few years back who had been exiled for scrying her ex and
tracking him down with his new girlfriend.

“You don’t have the authority to do that,”
the first wolf said, the snarl in his voice apparent.

“Leandra is a wanted criminal,” Griselda
asserted.

“Wanted for murder!” someone shouted in the
crowd. There was a loud stomping of dozens of feet at the
excitement.

“We do not harbor criminals!” the second
wolf shouted. His voice boomed through the clearing, overwhelming
every other noise. A chill crawled down my spine.

It was hard to discern who struck first.
Maybe Francesca Gallo’s bolt of lightning hit the ground between
them to start it, or maybe a vampire had lunged forward at the
werewolves, which caused one of them to tear into him.

More wolves made themselves known to the
crowd. It wasn’t an even fight. The wolves turned, claws ripping at
flesh. Vampires grappled with fangs bore. A half dozen flashes of
magic burst through the air, leaving my vision spotty. One of the
Woods Pack werewolves had a city werewolf pinned to the grass by
the neck.

Melanie nodded to me. With one hand on the
old tree, I dug my fingers right into the earth, feeling the pulse
of the living things around me. The trees groaned as they pushed
closer, crowded in on the circle of the mob with an audible but
hardly noticed movement.

One of the vampires looked up when the
moonlight disappeared behind the shade of the trees. The Woods Pack
wolves slid back to safety through the remaining cracks just before
they closed completely, leaving a circle of trunks that touched
side by side.

Someone screamed. There was the smell of
smoke as one of the witches set fire to the trees, and then another
scream at that. One tree bounced under the weight of a climber.
There was no way of escaping without going over, under, through,
three things that weren’t likely to happen with the tools at the
mob’s disposal.

I quivered a bit with the exertion of moving
all the trees. The wolves looked on in a mixture of awe and disgust
at the deep trenches left behind, the tangled roots of the trees
I’d pushed aside like a baby playing with blocks. Destruction had
been a familiarity lately. “What now?” I asked. Smoke billowed up
from the circle of trees; they would all smother to death. Or burn
up.

Delilah pressed her cane into the ground,
her old jaw working. “Put the trees back.”

“Even if it releases them?”

“We are not executioners.”

With a concerted effort much jerkier than
the initial magic, I pried the trees back apart. They settled into
their old places; the trenches remained. Smoke dispersed, leaving
behind simmering wood. The grass was black where the fire had
ripped toward the crowd.

People bent over, coughing. Some were
turning the other way, running for their lives. Melanie stood in
front of me, as though to shield me from their wrath.

“Olympia Carter,” Griselda said, in a voice
that reached us all even without the megaphone. “You are an
accomplice.”

Any kind of reply died on my lips. I could
only think of Leandra’s story, that she wanted me to pretend I’d
been in her thrall the whole time. How could I pretend that when
I’d just done this, alone?

Griselda and Francesca made eye contact with
me. Much of the crowd was gone now, people nudging others away,
some of them likely to get medical attention. It was with much
relief I noticed the lack of bodies, asphyxiated or battle induced.
I did not like to be a murderer, intentionally or not, self-defense
or provoked.

“We do not harbor the vampire Leandra,”
Delilah repeated, loud enough for all of us to hear.

Into my ear, Melanie whispered: “I’m going
to sneak her out now, so it’s true.”

She didn’t give me time to answer, to ask
for a second goodbye. We had already been given that chance, and it
seemed we wouldn’t get another. In spite of all the action
happening now, I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d see Leandra again.
She would be out of the hut by morning, I was sure. These wolves
were nothing if not efficient.

“Hand over the bounty hunter, then,”
Griselda said. “You can’t pretend not to have her. She has a lot to
explain to us. The council is waiting.”

Delilah looked over to me, and I understood
a few things at once. Leandra had seen what I hadn’t: the
expectation, the whole time, would be that I’d throw her under the
bus. Otherwise, I couldn’t have revealed myself here, and I
should’ve run away with her. It seemed everyone else knew that I
would choose myself over her—over an us—in the end.

Still, Delilah was giving me a choice: go
with them, or force the Woods Pack to take on the rest of the
supernatural population of Mayfair. In the end, it wasn’t a choice
at all. I stepped forward, baring my wrists.

A bounty hunter I had only seen in passing
came forward to claim me, a demon with purple-blue skin and spots
running down each side of her face. She closed the Guild handcuffs
around my hands and I slumped forward into her, drained of my
magic. I’d put many in these cuffs myself, but hadn’t known how
awful it would feel—like my soul was being taken away. They were
meant to dampen any supernatural ability, and were considered 98%
effective against all kinds of supernaturals.

I gasped when the demon removed my silver
dagger from its sheath around my thigh—but of course the council
wouldn’t let me keep any weapons.

The wolves vanished back into the trees.
Their encampment was safe, at least, and so was Leandra. I doubted
they’d ever shake off the suspicion of harboring her, though. I had
to tell the council that I’d gotten her away first.

Delilah stood last, with just one other wolf
who had to be six-and-a-half feet tall. She nodded to me again.
“Good luck, Olympia Carter,” she said.

And then they were gone, and I was being
hauled away.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The Trial
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MAYFAIR DOESN’T DO LEGAL TRIALS the way the human
government does—if someone got a parking ticket, they’d likely have
gotten it outside Mayfair anyway, and had to deal with the
consequences of it outside the town, too. But Mayfair didn’t have
police, and they weren’t interested in crimes that weren’t related
to the supernatural, certainly not petty crimes that took months
and thousands of dollars from human lives. This did mean that
supernatural crimes were punished on a whim based on what the
mayoral council thought—and while some people argued they were
always fair, other people, including myself, knew that often
opinions could be shifted by influential leaders from each group
outside of the council, namely Patricia.

They had me sitting behind a podium, with my
still-bound hands set on the wood surface, and Patricia’s glare
piercing my skin. There was a sizeable audience here, now; some
people from the woods mob, about half of the Bounty Hunters’ Guild,
including Allie, who smirked at me, and the entire mayoral council
sitting at varying levels on a raised dais.

I shifted in my seat as the announcer told
the crowd who I was and what I was accused of.

“In accordance with the council rules,
Olympia Carter has additionally served as an accomplice to the
vampire Leandra in the murder of Mateo Rivera, helping her escape
to the Faerie realm with knowledge of her crimes…”

“...attacked the witch Francesca Gallo in
her home…”

Even through the fatigue of having my magic
stolen from me via these draining handcuffs, I couldn’t help but
notice what was left out of the list. There was nothing about
helping Leandra kill her past self, or taking on a bounty for her;
why? Who was trying to keep that under wraps: the council, or
Patricia? Did the vampires not want people to know there was a way
to be immortal? Did any of them believe in it? Why was it such a
big deal to break free from their control?

I found myself looking over at Patricia,
whose deadline I’d officially missed. She had moved on from staring
me down, instead fanning herself with a pamphlet for the yearly
Christmas market she’d picked up at the door. Would she still have
me fired and/or killed now? A deadline was a deadline, and she
didn’t go back on her word often. I could only pray that
circumstances were different enough now that she wasn’t still out
for my life, but her very presence here seemed to say otherwise.
Maybe she’d accept whatever punishment was doled out to me by the
mayoral council as a substitute for whatever she had planned.

A girl can dream.

The other thing about Mayfair is that we
don’t do lawyers for trials. It’s pretty straightforward: if the
witch drowns, she’s not a witch. Maybe it’s not so barbaric and not
always involving witches, but you get what I mean.

In these so-called trials, just about anyone
could pipe up with their own opinion on the matter, as a witness,
etc., until the mayoral council shot them down. It did still
surprise me when Beatrice Newell stood from her seat—nearly
toppling over the person next to her in the process, and having to
plant her hands firmly against his shoulders—and announced, “I
believe Olympia Carter to be of good character, and not necessarily
involved in any kind of shenanigans. She was even trying to have
vampires uninvited to her home. Why would she consort with one
while requesting my sage service?” She sat down just as clumsily,
skewing her glasses and having to fix them.

I was oddly touched by her support. I’d been
at a few of these trials myself on the bounty hunter end of it and
never seen her there. The council took her in with little reaction;
although Beatrice Newell was a powerful witch, maybe the most
powerful one in the entire town, she certainly was an odd
character, and maybe not one anyone took seriously.

Then, even more surprising, from the back of
the room: “Olympia rents her apartment from my grandparents and she
always pays on time and is courteous about noise. And she’s a good
customer!” I squinted at the back to see Jian there, holding a
pouty Yuki in his arms. When he noticed that I had his attention,
he lifted Yuki’s paw as if to wave at me through her.

“Who let a human in here?” Patricia
demanded. “The day I start listening to a human is the day someone
finally drives a stake through my heart.”

“We still listen to anybody who has
something to say,” the vampire elected to the mayoral council said
gently to his queen. “And unless anyone has anything else to share,
it’s time for Olympia’s side of the story.”

“Olympia’s side of the story,” Patricia
repeated in a mocking tone. “I’ll tell you what: Leandra was my
second-in-command, and Mateo my third. She was always so power
hungry. She disappeared and shirked any community duties and while
she did, Mateo took over everything she’d been doing. She was
jealous, and killed him. And Olympia not only helped her hide while
she was gone and not contributing to society; Olympia Carter also
helped her escape.” Patricia smoothed down the dark fur of her
coat. “And they were lovers.”

The announcement caused a bit of a rumbling.
I wanted to shout: That’s not the way it happened and you know
it! like I was on a reality lawyer show. To admit anything,
though, would be a grave mistake. They might not use every word
exactly against me in court like humans did, but I had to tread as
lightly as I could.

“Olympia?” the Unseelie fairy from the
council asked me. “What happened here? If you tell us everything
and lead us to her whereabouts, we may be able to work something
out.”

The truth was that punishment for light
things like this always ended up as one thing, and that one thing
was exile from Mayfair forever. All I would have to do is find
another community to live in, which wouldn’t be as devastating to
me it could be; it wouldn’t be so hard to uproot my life and start
up somewhere else. Bounty hunters were in high demand everywhere,
and some of the best ones had a dark, mysterious backstory that
involved exile. Heck, it was even romanticized by some people.
Hadn’t we all watched The Mandalorian? I could easily tell
them the whole truth and also throw the Woods Pack in as potential
fellow accomplices, and just be exiled, without having to give up
Leandra’s actions or call her a murderer. There was still a chance
to stay on her side, to stand up for her, and to throw some shade
at the vampire queen before making my great exit. I cleared my
throat to speak and leaned in to the microphone on my podium with
the attention of a hundred eyes on me, and I made a choice:

“I was under Leandra’s thrall for the last
month. She fed me her blood every day, multiple times a day, and
I’m sorry to say I don’t remember everything you accuse me of. I
crave her even now.”

 


❧

 


They had me wait in a side room I recognized
as the one that I had previously rescued Leandra from when she’d
been held here for her own trial (or turnover to the vampires,
which was more likely). I’d fed them the lies Leandra told me to at
this last chance to change my mind, and I was experiencing some
mild stomach discomfort over it. I hardly remembered any of it, I
said; she made me do everything, I said; we were never lovers, I
said, but me feeding off her blood was probably why you could smell
her on me so much. I apologize for attacking Francesca Gallo in her
home, which I do remember, but Leandra ordered me to. The Woods
Pack did nothing.

Every lie I could think of. Every lie that
would save my scrawny ass.

I closed my eyes. They had removed the
handcuffs, and I felt the presence of each plant around me once
more, my magic returning. I was still fucking exhausted, though. If
I got through this without having to repot my life like an
out-of-season plant I would need a week of sleep to recover.

The door opened, finally, and the Unseelie
representative from the council gestured for me to follow him.
“It’s good news,” he muttered under his breath. “Your mother has
already been informed.”

Somehow, I didn’t feel as light as I should
have.

They barely let me past the door before they
bombarded me with the news: “Olympia Carter is considered not
guilty of the accused crimes and can resume bounty hunting.”

Jian met me at the door with an offer of a
ride home. I sank my hands into Yuki’s patchy fur with relief and
breathed in her musty, undead scent. So familiar.

I was stopped before getting in the
passenger side of Jian’s car by a firm, claw-like hand ripping into
me. “I know what you’ve done,” Patricia’s voice said behind me,
“and you won’t get away with it.”

She was gone before I even got a glimpse of
her face. I tried to steady the tremble in my hands when I buckled
my seatbelt.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

The Bounty Hunter's
Duty
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GOING BACK TO “NORMAL” WAS anything but normal. The
mundane world tugged on me, needing me to pay my rent and bills,
reinstitute my standing with the guild, assuage any tempers running
high with my mother and the Unseelie court. I walked through the
next few days in a total blur, unable to process the things that
had once come so naturally. So many things had happened to me
recently, and I wasn’t viewing the world the same way I had just a
few mere weeks ago.

And I was jumpy. I thought Patricia’s goons
were going to leap at me from every fluttering curtain in Mayfair
whenever I walked home. I thought every tap on my window was
Leandra returning, to tell me she couldn’t leave without me. Every
time I thought this was tinged with guilt that I hadn’t just joined
her in the first place. She’d given me the out. I’d taken it. And I
felt awful about it every day. What would my life look like if I
had followed her? Where was she now? Did the fact that I missed her
so much mean I cared for her more than I’d thought?

Coming home to my apartment instead of
running around town constantly, eating the same Chinese food I’d
had for years from The Jade Spirit, and sitting on the couch
binging shows with Yuki on my lap were things that didn’t come back
easily. I found myself rewinding constantly, not noticing until
thirty minutes into the episode that I’d already seen that one,
even for the really highly rated ones. My mind drifted elsewhere.
It was almost boring how little me nearly running away to Austria
with a vampire who sought immortality by killing herself could
impact my current day-to-day routine. But I often asked myself
whether this was preferable to being in danger all the time
(assuming I wasn’t now, which might be assuming a lot).

The Bounty Hunters’ Guild had changed in a
lot of ways. For one thing, I had somehow gained a position in the
rankings when the third-place hunter eloped with a lich, or
whatever it was, and then immediately lost third place by not doing
anything for the guild for too long, or so Allie called to inform
me with maybe too much pleasure. She wouldn’t tell me what my
ranking was now; she said I had to see it for myself. The first two
days, I walked past The Bluebird bar’s entrance, thinking about
going in and then not being able to. There was something final
about going back in that I feared, and it was most likely that it
was the last step I had to take to fully return to normalcy.
Normalcy was good, though, or so I kept trying to tell myself.

On the third day, I finally entered the
building, but on the bar side.

There was a grubby human—not Mac,
thankfully—scrubbing the floor in The Bluebird. He barely glanced
up at me. The humans who worked there were especially used to our
odd appearances, though most of us just came and went through the
Bounty Hunters’ Guild entrance. I scooted past tables that were too
close together, the upside-down chairs set on them rattling like my
nerves. My goal was to take the back door and make a quiet
re-entrance into the career I’d chosen for myself that had been so
severely sidetracked lately.

There were a lot of people inside when I
pushed through the hallway connecting The Bluebird to HQ. More than
I would’ve expected to be there, but maybe it was a weekend—I’d
stopped keeping track of what day it was after I passed the vampire
queen’s deadline without incident. Well, mostly without
incident.

Someone reached out and yanked me aside
almost the second I walked in the door. Allie. She sneered at me in
person now, her lips raised in a way that made her look more
vulpine than witchy.

“Check the ranking board,” she said without
any semblance of a greeting.

I could hardly see it over everyone standing
around. I took a chocolate chip cookie from the refreshments table
and had a nibble of it. “I don’t care that much,” I said.

“Are you sure?” Alice asked. “There’s quite
a lot of rumors going on about you right now.”

Maybe that’s what everyone was talking
about. Oh well. They’d be onto the next big dramatic thing in a
week, much like the Unseelie court. “What are they?” I asked,
chugging down my cookie with a glass of chilled milk.

“Is it true you drank vampire blood?” she
said.

“Maybe.”

“Is it true you’re…you’ve…?” Her eyes gave
her away. I always knew Allie wasn’t a malicious person—just
someone who had to put up a front. Her curiosity was winning out
over animosity.

“I’ve what? Dropped in the rankings? I
assume so, since you gleefully told me about it already on the
phone.”

Allie licked her lips, glancing around as
though she was scared of being overheard. “You had sex with
a vampire?”

“Probably lots of people have,” I said,
suddenly feeling weariness at the conversation. Too closely
resembled high school gossip. But then, the contest for best bounty
hunter was a lot like high school, too, and Allie ate that up. “I
should get a better view at the ranking board. Gonna have to start
working again if I want to be fourth-best again.”

It wasn’t hard to push past people to the
rank board, because you could look at it once and know who was
where. They didn’t change all that often—usually, anyway. Recently
everyone had gone up a rank once when Tammy left, and then some
people went up a second time when I dropped down.

The board read: eighth place. Out of maybe
fifty. It was not impressive.

Allie poked my side, almost playfully, as
though hoping for a bigger reaction. “I guess you’ll have to change
your business cards,” she said.

“Funny,” I said, feeling petty. “I think
even having the highest bounty hunter ranking in one of the least
popular supernatural towns wouldn’t be anything to call home about,
but maybe that’s just me.”

Allie’s expression soured immediately.
“Jackass.”

“Why’s everyone congregating by the bounty
board?” There was a whole crowd of them—a majority of the people in
the room—around the board with the posted targets, whispering to
themselves.

“We have a new mark,” she said, her eyes
shimmering with exhilaration. “Would you like to take a look?” Her
fingers traced the spiral of her hawthorn-and-silver stake. If I
was in the bounty hunting business for the thrill of it all, I
clearly wasn’t having half as much fun as Allie Godden.

“Any easy ones I can get some quick cash off
of?”

Alice waved her hand at me. “That’s small
fry stuff. We have something bigger.”

The bad feeling crept in before I could
process what she was implying. Would the council work that fast?
“It’s not me, is it?” I asked lightly.

“If it was, I’d already have you
handcuffed,” she said, winding her fingers around my wrist to take
me closer to the bounty board. “Oh, don’t get any ideas, you
pervert.”

“I didn’t say a damn thing,” I said.
Something about the way Allie teased me reminded me a lot of
Leandra and left a bad taste in my mouth.

Allie elbowed her way through the crowd, who
mostly parted for her anyway because she was still number one, a
role model to look up to for success and riches. She released me
right in front of the board, so close I almost couldn’t see it.

Jackie Border, witch. Used love potion on
another supernatural. For capture.

Natasha Wilde, vampire. Stolen goods. For
capture or reported location. A 3D rendering of this one,
although a good one, since vampires couldn’t be photographed.

Kyle Goodman, witch. Harboring illegal
goods. For capture.

I stepped back from the board to see it
better and my breath caught. If I paid more attention now, I could
hear what the whispers were about, and they weren’t about
me. It was so dumb of me; of course Allie would take me here
to gloat about this, and of course the council would be searching
for her, and of course I would still react like this, with
Allie drinking up every second…

Underneath a 3D render of her vampire face,
where she glared out at the bounty hunters as if daring them to
pursue her, read:

Leandra, vampire.

Murder of own species.

For the kill.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

 Thank you so much
for taking the time to read my first book! If you have the time,
please consider leaving an honest review on your favorite platform.
Any feedback you feel should go directly to the publisher may be
sent to eldestofthree@lilagwynn.com.

If you'd like to receive updates about
future releases, deals, and freebies, 
sign up for my newsletter here!
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