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Part One

 Uneasy
Alliance

[image: ]


Chapter One

Pancakes with a Side of
Murder
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THE VAMPIRE DUCKED INTO AN alleyway, oblivious to
the fact that he was about to die. My fingers flexed, itching to
unsheathe the silver dagger that would kill him—but if he noticed
me too soon, I’d have to start the chase over. He was scrawny with
red-rimmed eyes stemming from more than just bloodlust. There was a
point where vampires who hadn’t had blood for too long went insane;
he had reached that point.

I was improving at not needing proximity to
my victims.

Ivy prettily climbed the side of the brick
wall, contrasting poorly with the overpowering smell of the alley
and its singular dumpster. Sounds came from the restaurant nearby,
a little hole-in-the-wall diner, as they closed up for the night
with the clattering of dishes and the whistling of someone wiping
the tables with a rag. The sun would be rising soon. I touched the
ivy on my side of the wall and felt its neuronal network. When I
was sure of the vampire’s exact location in the alley—heaving
against the wall, clutching his head—I activated the ivy. With only
touch, I felt it wrap around the vampire’s throat as though it was
an extension of my own hands.

I entered the alleyway, my shoes sucking
against wet pavement. The vampire clutched the ivy in one hand,
ripping at it, but every time he broke the stem it grew back at my
will. He made a choking noise—it wouldn’t kill him to be strangled,
but it was unpleasant. The vamp focused on me as I got closer to
him, appraising. The whites of his eyes were abnormally large; a
sheen of sweat coated his whole body; he had the remains of his
last kill on his lips, spilling down the front of a dirty shirt
that was once white. The vampire sputtered a few times, trying out
different phrases, and settled on: “Are you gonna kill me?”

“Yes,” I said. I twirled my silver dagger a
few times and then pressed it to his heart. “There’s a kill bounty
out for you.”

“I was promised immunity,” he said.

Yeah, right. “Who promised you
immunity?”

The vampire couldn’t, or didn’t want to,
answer that question. Maybe he was referring to Patricia, the
vampire queen, using some kind of sick trick to get himself caught
faster. Unfortunately, I had also been a victim of Patricia’s
twisted games. Unfortunately for him, I was out of
sympathy.

“Who promised you immunity?” I pressed
again. The knife went just past his shirt and grazed his flesh. He
lowered his hands from the ivy, powerless.

“Olympia Carter,” he said, and suddenly I
recognized him. Just a few months ago, I interrogated him in the
Orchard Avenue den—passed him money, even—for information on a
convoluted bounty. He was scrawnier now than he was then. How he
didn’t have resources for food was beyond me, with the humans who
came to Mayfair in the dead of night to sneak into that warehouse
and experience the euphoria of having a vampire lick your skin
before they devoured you. It was a problem few were interested in
fixing: it kept most cases like this from getting so bad.

“Ah,” I said. “Well, how about it? I could
constrict these vines”—I lifted the knife to the edge of the vine,
as if to cut it loose—“until they slice your head off, or I can
leave you here until daytime and have you painfully vaporized as
the sun rises.”

A sudden musk of fear came up around me. Fae
didn’t have enhanced smell like a lot of the other supernaturals
seemed to, but his pheromones were overpowering. “’Fraid I’m not at
liberty to say.”

“Even in your last minute on Earth? When you
could decide how to go?” I tapped his chest cavity with the blade.
“I could stick this through your heart and make it quick.”

He licked his pale lips, eyes crossing as he
tried to see the dagger. “I’m not inclined to give you info when
you’re going to rub me out, as such.”

“Better me than someone else,” I said.

“Is it?”

I couldn’t honestly say yes. The top bounty
hunter would have him dead by now, would have moved on to the next
thing to keep up her rank, status, and funds. “How do you want to
die?”

“Be merciful. I helped you before. Don’t
that count for anything?”

“Not when you’ve killed someone.” From the
look of him, he had killed another after the bounty was posted. If
I didn’t speed this up, I wouldn’t be able to find the victim and
get them to safety, if they were still alive. But I just couldn’t
help myself this time.

“Who’s out there promising immunity?”

“She’s using us,” he said. “Wiping us out.
Better to leave it alone, love. Better indeed.”

“Patricia?” I swallowed, another name on my
tongue, but one I couldn’t say without some level of emotion.

The vampire laughed. “Wouldn’t you like to
know?”

“Did you hurt someone else?” I asked,
holding my anger in. “Where are they?”

He sneered at me and lunged forward, his
neck purpling against the ivy. “Dead.”

The suppressed anger flared through me. I
plunged the blade through his heart and he slumped against the
wall, lifeless. Well, more lifeless. I removed a rag from my jean
jacket and wiped the dagger. Odds were, when he recognized me, he
made a decision to start pulling my leg. It was a better reason
than to think he was covering up something related to my very
recent public scandal.

Footsteps echoed behind me, followed by
three short golf claps. I turned. A silhouette stood in the
entrance to the alleyway, limned in light from a streetlamp. “I’m
impressed with you, Olympia. That was good. Maybe a bit sadistic,
though.”

Allie Godden—top bounty hunter herself,
Nigerian-British, a witch who hit the bounty list
ruthlessly—stepped forward. I wiped sweat from my forehead with the
back of my hand.

“I found another victim of his by Orchard
Ave. Dead, sucked half dry and then bled out. I notified the
council. Actually, I notified them of the vampire’s body too,
preemptively, but I thought I’d be the one to stake him.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“You’ve been at this pretty hard lately. I
thought for sure I’d get to him first,” Allie said, cocking her
head.

It was true. I’d been hitting the bounty
list as hard as Allie, if not more. “Sorry to disappoint you.” The
reward from this kill would pay my rent for the next three
months—even though I hadn’t been spending much time at the crappy
apartment I lived in.

“That’s alright. I hope you take this the
right way, but if you’re going to kill them all like that, maybe
you should consider therapy.”

I rolled my eyes at her. “Gee, that’s nice.”
She was always finding ways to dig at me, but I was still kind of
embarrassed that she’d witnessed me intimidating the mark.

“The part about slicing his whole head off
with just one vine of ivy was a bit nauseating, and I don’t have a
weak stomach.”

Allie started talking to me more since I
regained some of my status at the Bounty Hunters’ Guild, but I was
still wary of her. “Are you actually trying to have a real
conversation with me?”

The other bounty hunter glanced toward the
alley’s exit. “Care for a bite? I had something I wanted to talk to
you about.”

I would’ve loved nothing more than to take a
shower, but I hesitated. It wasn’t often that Allie bothered to
fraternize with someone she thought was lesser (unless she was
trying to gloat). “Sure,” I said.

She pushed open the glass doors of the
diner. A server was putting chairs up on tables so they could mop
the floors. “Um,” they said, and then saw who they were talking to.
“Ms. Godden. It’s an honor. Please, have a seat.”

“Allie, they were closing,” I said to her.
She waved me off and took one of the chairs down, gesturing for me
to do the same with the other. I regretted coming here,
inconveniencing the staff, even as I set down the second chair to
join her. At the front counter, a demon wiped down laminated menus.
He rolled his eyes as the server plucked two from the clean pile to
hand us.

Our server was a hobgoblin, about four and a
half feet tall with yellow-green skin and serrated teeth. They
seemed pleasant enough, but we shared a wild streak known to both
our species. The thrill-seeking one. “Just a coffee, thank you,” I
said, as Allie ordered heaps of food that sent the ghoul cook
scowling back into the kitchen. Guiltily, I noticed that the demon
at the front had to put on a fresh pot of coffee for us.

“I wanted to compliment you,” Allie said as
a heap of pancakes was placed in front of her. She used a fork and
knife to cut them into neat squares with surgical precision. “I
really thought I had that one in the bag, and you came out from
under me and nabbed it. Look what happens when you apply
yourself.”

The coffee was ready, a chipped whitish mug
set on the perpetually greasy table. My fingers tightened on the
mug’s handle. “Is that what you’d call it?” I asked dryly.

“It’s either that or a depressive spiral. I
chose the kinder option, I think, eh?”

“What was it you wanted to discuss?” I
asked. The coffee was burnt and dark, perking me up right away.

Allie lifted the pancakes to her mouth,
chewed, swallowed before answering. “It’s a sensitive topic. Are
you ready?”

What the hell does that mean? “Ready
as I’ll ever be.”

“Leandra has been listed on bounty boards
across the country for three months,” Allie said. I winced when the
bounty hunter said her name. “They’re about to take it
international.”

My shoulders slumped, stomach tying into
knots. I set the coffee down and peered into its dark, oily depths.
“And? You’re going to pursue her?”

Allie tapped the fork against her plate. The
hobgoblin delivered her a platter with eggs, sausage links, and a
slice of buttered toast. I couldn’t believe the chef had bothered
to make everything look so nice even though we were intruding after
hours. “It’s a kill bounty.”

“I’m aware,” I said tightly. Allie herself
had been the one to show me the listing.

“And you’re soft on her,” Allie said.

“You can think whatever you want.”

“I don’t think, I know.
Anyway, I was curious if you’d be interested in teaming up to find
her together.” Allie paused with her next bite of sausage a few
inches from her lips, reading my expression. I kept my face
carefully blank.

“You want me to work with you to find and
kill her?” I asked. I still couldn’t even make myself say her
name.

“Well, you did just show me you’re quite
good at that.” Allie wiped her mouth with a napkin. “The thing is,
she’s been listed for three whole months, which is a lot longer
than most, and since the hit’s about to go international, bounty
hunters will be tracking Leandra down from every corner of the
world.”


Chapter Two

Of Course There’s a
Catch
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THREE MONTHS HAD PASSED SINCE Leandra, my kind-of
lover, probably-not girlfriend skipped town to escape an execution
she didn’t deserve. Three months since I decided to save my own
hide over joining with her. The guilt ate at me all the time, and I
filled it with anything I could, mainly the dopamine rush that came
with finding a particularly difficult mark from the approved bounty
hunter list. It protected me from chasing down the vampire queen
and staking her myself for the way she’d terrorized my life and
driven Leandra from town. Even using Guild activities to keep
myself distracted, I found that I was drawn back to the sight of
her rendered image on the bounty board, as though it taunted me in
particular.

Part of me wished someone would catch her,
just so this could all be over with. Allie was offering that to me
on a silver platter, and I knew, I just knew, if anyone
could find the vampire, it would be Allie Godden.

“You really like to press my buttons, Allie,
so excuse me if I’m not gullible about your good intentions.” I
watched her continue to wolf down the meal; she had a healthy
appetite from running around all night trying to take down the
vamp.

“That would be your loss,” she said. “If we
team up to find her, she’ll get to choose the way she shuffles off
her mortal coil, and you’ll get to see her one last time.”

It wasn’t a bad idea. I tried very hard not
to over-think Leandra lately, or else I may have considered going
after her like this myself—but with a whole nation of hunters
searching without stumbling across her, I knew I didn’t have the
resources I needed. “What’s the catch?” I asked.

“Well, we would have to split the reward, of
course. Though it’s generous,” Allie said. “And we’ll maintain our
high rankings chasing after just one big bounty rather than a bunch
of little ones. Less overall work.”

“I’m waiting to hear the downside. Why do
you need me? You could get all the money for yourself.”

By this point, Allie finished off the rest
of her platter and pushed it away from herself, patting her full
belly. She belched. An echoing belch came from behind the
counter—the hobgoblin, because they rarely could resist a burping
contest. “Admittedly, I actually have looked for her and not found
anything helpful. You have intimate knowledge that I’m not privy
to,” Allie said.

Probably not as much as she thought I had.
If I had to start somewhere, I would go to Austria and track down
Viktor Lehmann’s villa, which Leandra had been obsessed with in her
quest for “true immortality.” Or maybe the lead could go further
back to Melanie, a wolf in the Woods Pack who helped Leandra escape
as a favor to her.

“Won’t it be a relief to get it over with?”
Allie asked, reading my mind. Hopefully not literally. She was a
witch.

“Yes,” I said honestly. If Allie had an
ulterior motive, it wasn’t nefarious; she cared a lot about her
status and her reputation (as did I, to some extent) and was likely
to do things to bolster them, even if that meant pairing up with me
and my only recently acquired prestige.

We paid the bill. My dining partner didn’t
seem to notice how relieved the employees were to have us gone. I
still hadn’t agreed to work with Allie—it’s not like there was a
contract involved, so if I really didn’t want to do it, I could
back out whenever, and the only thing that would be hurt was our
relationship. Which was almost nonexistent beyond a professional
level in the first place.

“Well, I’ll be seeing you,” I said to her as
we headed back into town. “I’ll think over what you said.”

Allie tugged the back of my jean jacket as I
started to walk off; the hoodie I wore underneath shifted, exposing
a sliver of my skin to the chill February air. “Actually, I better
tell you now. There is a catch.”

Of course. “What is it?”

“Come with me. I’ll show you.”

I weighed my options: go to sleep in my cozy
bed, or follow Allie to something I was guaranteed to dislike.
“That’s alright. I’m gonna sit this one out, actually.”

“We both know you’d come back to me
tomorrow, regardless. Come on.” She towed me in the direction of
the town hall.

 


❧

 


“Really, where are we going, Allie?” The
town hall was empty, lights mostly off in anticipation of the
impending sunrise. A receptionist waved Allie in—bounty hunter
privilege, but not one that was offered to me after an
incident where I verbally abused a council representative—and she
headed not to any of the public areas, but to a door to the
basement. An area I’d never been to: I had no idea what was down
there.

“Just follow me, Olympia, you ninny. You can
meet the catch, and then decide if it’s worth staying on.”

So, the catch was a person, not a condition.
I followed her down industrial stairs to a floor that was dimly lit
by circular lights spaced far apart. The ground here was cement and
the whole place was freezing. I buttoned up my jacket, shoving my
hands into its silk-lined pockets. “What’s down here?” I asked.

“You’ll see,” she said. Allie waved her hand
and her fingertip began to glow, illuminating the passage better
than any of the hall lights. We were in a tunnel that progressively
narrowed. Claustrophobia began to sink in, and I took a few deep
breaths to calm myself.

After what felt like forever, we came upon a
fork in the tunnel. Allie pointed to the path on the left. We took
it and were immediately closed in by glass prison cells, all empty
except for one.

In that cell, someone sat on the ground with
crossed legs, meditating. It hurt my eyes to look at them directly.
They gave off their own subtle glow, obfuscating any details I
would be able to see from this distance. “This is the catch,” Allie
whispered.

“Who is it?”

The person shifted in the cell. I crept
closer even as Allie picked up her pace. The inmate—a man,
shirtless, with top scars—was definitely glowing. And he had
pointed ears: a Seelie fairy. I stiffened. He was someone I
recognized, though his name slipped my mind. There was a bounty out
for him just a few weeks back, and Allie was the one who brought
him in. The face was familiar from the bounty board. I was just
blanking on the name and the crime.

The fairy opened his eyes when I approached.
“Hello, Olympia,” he said pleasantly, I think because he knew it
would annoy me. “Did you tell her yet, Allie, sugar?”

“Sugar?” I asked, incredulous. Allie didn’t
seem like the kind that would put up with someone calling her a
term of endearment.

Allie rolled her eyes at him. “Olympia, meet
Phoebus. Phoebus, Olympia. Olympia, please excuse Phoebus, he’s an
ass. Phoebus, please excuse Olympia, she’s traumatized.”

I whacked her on the arm. “What’s he doing
here?” The mayoral council didn’t usually hold people. The other
cells were quite dusty, though the fairy’s was spotless. He had a
curtain with a shower and a toilet, a bed with two layers of
sheets, an entire kitchenette. It was almost better than my
apartment, other than the whole confinement part, of course.

“He struck a deal with the council,” Allie
said, crossing her arms. “In exchange for helping bounty hunters
locate a high-dollar mark, he will be freed.”

I balked. “How the hell did he manage
that?”

“I can be very charming,” the fairy
said.

“Do you have any special skills?” I glared
as he lifted himself, graceful as a ballerina. Damn Seelie fairies.
Can’t get enough of themselves.

“Only the same ones you have. Visiting
Faerie at will. Making plants dance.” Phoebus lifted his handcuffed
wrists—though the chain was generously long, the chains were
magic-dampening, and would prevent him from going to Faerie to
escape.

“He doesn’t offer anything I can’t.”

“I’m doing this for him as a favor,” Allie
said.

“What is he here for? I’ve never heard of
them doing something like this, ever. The most people are
held is, like, two days.”

“You don’t have to talk like I’m not here,”
the Seelie said. “It’s been a miserable couple of weeks. I am so
very glad you’ve agreed to liberate me in the name of justice.”

“Oh, and he’s got a mouth on him, too.
Lovely.” I turned to Allie. “Well, this is a deal breaker. I hope
you’ll be very happy together.”

“Olympia, please. I implore you. Don’t you
want to say goodbye to your…?” Allie trailed off.

I stepped back. “I don’t have any special
knowledge, no matter what you think of my relationship with
her.”

“This is juicy. I miss reality TV,” the
fairy said with a sigh. “Let me guess: she’s boned the mark we were
going to chase after.”

“Get him to shut up or I’m out now, for
good.”

“Phoebus. Mind yourself.” Allie
massaged her forehead with two fingers. “It’s good help, Olympia.
He doesn’t get any of the reward, but he gets to be free. Phoebus
is just in here for a little white-collar crime.”

I scoffed. “They held him for weeks
for white-collar crime? I’m not buying that.”

“I was exiled from my hometown,” Phoebus
said with his hand clutched to his chest. “They couldn’t exile me
and spit me back out of Mayfair—I’ve nowhere to go. I pleaded. In
addition to being charming I am very persuasive.”

If Allie was serious about going after
Leandra, and this guy would help us for free… It did make
some kind of sense to accept it, though I was sure he was about to
annoy the shit out of me. And it made sense that Allie would make
the proposition with some kind of catch, of which this was one hell
of a con to a dwindling list of pros. Though, why would she
want to put up with him? The two of them had seemingly little
chemistry, so it couldn’t be a romantic thing.

I would have to ask her later. “I have a
couple questions.”

“Anything. Shoot.”

“What happens if this guy”—I jerked my thumb
in his direction—“runs away and leaves us not only finding Leandra
on our own, but also having to hunt him down?”

“Won’t happen,” Phoebus said. “I am very
loyal to Mayfair and all its wonders I experienced the one day I
got to spend aboveground.”

“He means he’s wearing an ankle monitor,”
Allie said.

Peevishly, Phoebus rolled back the hem of
his jeans on one leg. A sleek, odd-looking GPS monitor was secured
right above his ankle, blinking with a green light every few
seconds. “They’re tracking me until I behave.”

“Somehow I don’t think you’re getting that
off any time soon,” I said.

“Says the Unseelie. You should have one
too.”

I gave Allie a look: I told you so.
The sharp planes of her face glowed off of the light of Phoebus’s
skin through the thick glass of the cell. “We are all going to be
on our best behavior, yes? Olympia, have I got the wrong impression
or are you agreeing to this?”

Diving back into what I’d done to Leandra
was a taxing prospect. I’d done everything I could think of to stay
afloat. Did I really want to keep avoiding this and not deal with
all my complicated feelings? When I had the chance to see Leandra
again and get some closure?

Closure…would be nice.

“Alright, alright. I’ll do it.”



Chapter Three

The Prisoner’s Release
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WE PARTED FOR THE DAY, despite Phoebus’s feeble
protests about his impending loneliness. As badly as I wanted to
interrogate Allie about what his deal was, she looked as exhausted
as I felt. That night, we met up just before sunset at the Bounty
Hunters’ Guild HQ. I snagged a drink from The Bluebird on the way
in and sipped at it as Allie looked on in disapproval.

“Really? You’re going to get inebriated when
we’re doing something important?” she asked. If it was possible,
her eyes were even more bloodshot than before. She clutched a huge
sheaf of papers held together by a binder clip in fatigue-shaky
hands. The top paper on this pile read: FOR THE RELEASE OF PHOEBUS
AMADEUS. Could he have a more pretentious name?

“Allie, can I ask you something?” I said as
she handed the papers over to a clerk, who looked at them with her
eyes glazing over.

“Can it wait?” she said between clenched
teeth. “I’ve been up all day making sure these were filled out
right.”

The clerk tapped the papers against her desk
to straighten them. “Everything looks in order. We will send for
the prisoner shortly and have him brought here. Ms. Godden, you may
take this as proof that you’re Mr. Amadeus’s sponsor if any issues
occur.” She stamped a credit-card sized piece of cardstock and
passed it to Allie, who tucked it into her wallet.

“We also need to register for the bounty
tied to Leandra.”

“No problem,” the clerk said, and clacked
away at her keyboard. It wasn’t necessary to register to get the
reward for a bounty, but it was a surefire way to make sure the
money got streamlined to your account, the rankings were updated
immediately, and that if you hadn’t brought anyone in in a while,
you could prove you were at least trying. The clerk stood from her
desk and returned with a USB drive. “The dossier.” Oh, and you got
a dossier on what they knew about the mark, which was pretty vital
for some of the more complex ones. Up until recently, they used
paper, handwritten files, but now they kept the information on
devices without Internet access so as not to expose us as the
supernatural freaks we were to the entirety of humanity.

“You’re his sponsor now?” I
shout-whispered to Allie as she took the flash drive and wove into
the crowd. “What does that entail, exactly?”

“It means I’ll have to keep him alive,”
Allie said in her normal voice, nodding to someone who shouted her
name across the room in greeting. “And keep him in line.”

“Why in the world would you agree to that?”
I asked. “Do they give you extra points for the rankings?” I
crushed the empty beer in my fist, tossed it into a recycling bin,
and turned back to Allie, freezing when I saw her face. She was
somewhere between astonished and disgusted. “What? Should I not
have recycled it?”

“Olympia, look…” She wasn’t looking at me at
all, but rather at the wall. I followed her gaze to where the
rankings board was posted.

My name was listed at the second spot. “Oh,
wow,” I said. Unexpected. I had fallen so far behind before that it
was doubtful I would ever catch up if everyone else was still
actively going about their duties, but I had been ruthless with
work lately, turning in two marks a day sometimes. “I guess we’re
competition.”

“It’s not a competition,” Allie said. I
snorted. Hell would freeze over if Allie didn’t consider anything
as a competition. “You need to be healthier about all this. I won’t
have you lashing out with your violent Unseelie impulses while
we’re working together.”

It was more likely that I’d have a huge
mental breakdown, but I wouldn’t admit that to her.

Little time passed before Phoebus was
brought into the room by two representatives serving the council.
He deigned to wear a shirt this time that hugged his shoulders.
When the Seelie saw us, he gave us a devilish smile.

“We’re going to regret taking him along,” I
said under my breath.

“Tell me about it.” Allie stood on her
tiptoes to see over the crowd—she was a little shorter than I was,
below average height, though it often didn’t feel like it because
of her powerful presence.

“Will you tell me what you’re sponsoring him
for eventually?”

She side-eyed me. “Maybe.”

There was a clanking as Phoebus’s shackles
unlocked. One of the representatives checked his ankle to make sure
the monitor was still functional. They stopped at the clerk to do
yet more paperwork—sadly, being supernatural did not preclude us
from the same kinds of boring things the mundane world subjected
everyone to—and Phoebus was left to his own devices. He sauntered
up to us, flexing his wrists.

“Good evening, ladies,” he said. “You’re
both looking dashing today.”

“I’m gay,” I said.

“I’m not, but I don’t like you,” said Allie.
“Alright, then. Shall we check the dossier first?”

When I signed up for marks, I rarely looked
at the files they provided us with any level of detail. But then,
maybe that’s why Allie was always better than us all at it. “Where
at?”

“Allie’s house, I should think,” the fairy
said.

I tried not to show how suspicious I was
that he knew about her living arrangements.

 


❧

 


Allie’s house was a boring look into her
lifestyle. Everything had a place, and there was no clutter at all.
I ran a finger along the top of a bookshelf and it came back
dustless. Very utilitarian. Most of her books were nonfiction,
informative, how to code in different computer languages, how to
speak French, a guidebook for DIY home fixes. The most frivolous
thing on it was a guide to birding in North America.

I explored the house while the two of them
pored over Leandra’s file. I didn’t care to know what it said, what
false accusations were thrown in there by people influenced easily
by Patricia.

It was hard to gain insight from Allie’s
abode outside of the bookshelf. Her home was modest with two
bedrooms and a driveway but no garage. One of the bedrooms was an
office, where she and Phoebus were, and one, I peered into
secretively: a single twin bed, a dresser, a mirror. No posters or
paintings on the wall, no flowers or plants. Two plaques were
nailed above her bed, professing her bounty hunting skill, and a
small, black safe took up one corner of the room, tempting me more
than I’d like to admit. I closed the door only reluctantly.

“Olympia? Are you going to help us?” Allie
called.

“Where’s your bathroom?” Obviously, I knew
where it was. It was the door between the two bedrooms, the only
other door I hadn’t opened yet.

“Come out here when you’re done. You’ll want
to see this.”

I did not want to see anything. The bathroom
door closed behind me and I locked it with a little flourish. There
was a beautiful oak tree outside the window, and it gave me an
idea, but I didn’t know how long it would take. Hopefully they
would just think I had the runs.

The window opened outward. I hoisted myself
over the toilet and out its slim space, one of the buttons of my
jacket snagging as I did so. You’re getting too old for
these shenanigans, Olympia, a little voice said in my head. My
fingers found the bark of the backyard tree and I circled it
counterclockwise until the world around me changed.

I was in Faerie.

It was kind of scary how easily I could slip
from one world to the next, now. The shift between realms wasn’t as
violent for me as it used to be; I could sense flora all around me
at all times; plants in my apartment flourished with little
attention. I had flexed my proverbial magic muscles a lot lately,
and like real muscles, they’d grown. And while I used to rely
heavily on just my fairy strength and the Internet to hunt down
bounties in the past, I was finding my magic increasingly helpful
for it. But really, it wouldn’t help me with this particular
bounty.

Here was my thought process about the whole
“quest to kill Leandra” thing: Phoebus was a unique case, a
very unique case, something I’d never heard of in Mayfair
history, and it was giving me foolish, undue hope. If the council
was going to be more open to people working off their crimes with
community service (and what fun community service was bounty
hunting over picking up roadside trash, by the way), I wanted to
try to get Leandra in on it.

But there was no chance in hell that they’d
give her a shot if she was supposed to be killed on sight by
whatever bounty hunter found her.

From my perspective, there were two things
the council was upset about in regards to Leandra: the murder of a
werewolf, which she had not done, and the murder of fellow vampire
Mateo Rivera, which she had done, but it was in an equal
fight. Fair fights that ended in death were generally respected
across most species, especially when both parties were willing
participants in said battle-to-the-death. It was hard to prove when
one of the parties had kicked the bucket, though, and all of the
witnesses were sucking up to their favorite vampire queen.

The first one, I might be able to do
something about. And if there was only one conviction left, and it
was called into question…there was a very high chance that
Leandra’s bounty could be reduced to a capture over a kill
mark.

Or I hoped so, anyway.

Something I had done a few times in those
early days when I hurt a lot—and yearned, okay, fine—was visit the
Woods Pack. More specifically, I visited Melanie, the werewolf who
had been turned to save her life, because she knew everything that
happened, had even been the victim of some of it, and she
understood me.

The first time I showed up was a great shock
to her, because the Woods Pack was secretive and liked to think
their location was unknowable. They had me blindfolded every time
they’d brought me there. It wasn’t much use against what I could do
in Faerie, though, when I could go anywhere and sense everything
across multiple planes.

I followed the now-familiar path through
iridescent mist to Melanie’s hut in the forest. Faerie made
everything shimmer around me, brightened the greens, darkened the
darks. The werewolf encampment was fuzzy ahead—most things created
by non-fairies were, from the vantage point of Faerie—and I found
Melanie’s abode only because I counted the huts last time. It was
like navigating somewhere with extreme far-sightedness.

Hesitating a little, I decided to return to
the human world inside Melanie’s hut rather than outside where I
would be seen. I sensed a familiar presence through the mist.
Pooling my power inside me, I released the anchor point, and my
senses immediately became sharper, leaving me slightly dizzy. To
Melanie’s credit, she didn’t scream when I appeared out of nowhere.
Just gasped really, really loudly.

“Olympia! Is everything okay?” she asked.
She had a soup simmering on the stove, one hand clutching a wooden
spoon.

“Sorry to interrupt your meal,” I said.

Melanie’s expression softened. “That’s okay,
Olympia. I told you you could come by whenever you needed to.” She
was young, in her early twenties, and it embarrassed me a little
that I relied on her so heavily for venting when I’d first
separated myself from Leandra. Even the fact that she didn’t
startle as easily was a testament to her resilience, though; she
stood much straighter now that she was used to the company of the
other wolves. “Do you need to talk?”

“I need to ask you a favor.”

“Anything,” Melanie said, without
hesitation. I felt a twinge of guilt—the trust she placed in me was
not earned.

“I need you to write the council. Petition
them that Leandra didn’t kill Bill Dyer. That she tried to save
your life.”

The werewolf pursed her lips. She turned
back to her soup, ducking her face under her hair. “That’s a pack
secret,” she said finally. “I don’t think Delilah will be very
happy.”

“Please,” I said. “You’re the best
eyewitness out there. They’re about to make the bounty
international. She’ll be killed as soon as someone finds her unless
we can…unless we can reduce her punishment.” I choked out the last
bit.

Melanie’s back was rigid as she stirred her
soup. “That’s awful. I’ll see what I can do. But I don’t want to
make any promises.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.”



Chapter Four

Twenty Questions
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“WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?” ALLIE snapped when I crept
through the door. Apparently, this was a rhetorical question,
followed up by: “I told you it was a bad idea to drink beer.”

“This Leandra has an extensive list of
crimes. I wonder how many of them are real,” Phoebus said.

They were both crouched over a single
computer screen. It did not seem like an efficient way to focus on
vital intel. “Any clues for finding her?” I asked.

“Why don’t you come read it?” Allie stepped
away from the computer, leaving enough space for me to crouch in
close with Phoebus. Yeah, no thanks. “I’ll be honest with you,
Olympia, I was sure that you’d have a better idea than anyone.
Hundreds of hunters have looked over this same dossier and not
located her.”

Phoebus glanced back at me with brown eyes
that were a little too sharp. I pretended to pick at a cuticle. The
silence weighed heavily over us.

Finally, Allie rolled her eyes, something
she was very good at doing effectively: starting in one corner,
tracing a perfect semi-circle all the way up and back down to the
other, rinse and repeat. “I’m getting something to drink.”

The second she was gone, Phoebus whirled on
me. “You dipped out to go to Faerie?” he asked.

Shit. “What does it matter? Maybe I
needed to calm down.”

“This vampire gets you worked up?” He
smirked. “I’ll be. So I was right. A vampire and a fairy. Very
unlikely couple. Why do you want to kill your own girlfriend?”

“What did you do that put you on the bounty
list?” I countered. His smirk did not waver. There could be an
exchange of information between us, if I was feeling up for
explaining everything (I wasn’t). But I was very interested to know
how he persuaded the council to keep him around—what he said or did
to negotiate himself a way out.

“This says,” Phoebus started, tapping the
computer screen with a hairy knuckle, “that your Leandra is a
murderer, twice proven, which seems to imply that whoever typed
this up thought she could be capable of more.”

“It’s complicated,” I choked out.

“Sounds like it. Did she also egg the Guild
HQ? Impose on the Unseelie Queen in Chicago knowing she was
secretly getting refuge for a crime against her own? Hold
you under her thrall?” The look he gave me was
uncomfortable, thorough, a full examination from head-to-toe. “You
don’t look very enthralled, and yet, you seem to still care.”

“Just remember that if something happened to
you, the Unseelie would back me up.”

“And the Seelie, me. You’re going to start
an interspecies war over me prying too hard? Over me hitting the
nail on the head?”

Allie returned with a tray of drinks. I
guessed they were non-alcoholic. “You can’t drink when you need to
use your brain,” she said when I eyed the beverages
ungratefully.

“Olympia and I were just chatting, and she
said she can barely remember anything about Leandra, due to being
under her thrall the whole time.”

I kicked Phoebus in the shin.

Allie set the trays down on the side of the
desk and brushed a piece of lint off of her keyboard. “Sorry to say
it, love, but I’m not sure any of us actually believe that.”

“Great,” I said. It sure seemed like Allie
believed it before when she initially bragged to me at the Guild
HQ. Not like we swore under oath in our courts, but it would look
bad for me. I would have to recant that accusation, too, to get
Leandra back, but it would be easy for them to pull back out as an
excuse when it was convenient…not to mention I might still get
convicted of something if the council was in a bad mood. Based on
everyone’s reactions to me, I was increasingly getting the
impression that nobody really believed the fake thrall accusation I
levied against Leandra. Still, the odds of Leandra being cleared of
everything were smaller with each crime on her dossier. Except
maybe the egging the HQ one. How did you even egg a place that was
underground? “The only lead I have is that we were trying to run
away to Austria together. She had a certain obsession with an old
vampire there.”

“D’you think she’d still be there?” Allie
asked. “I’m not feeling like traveling halfway across the world on
an impulse.”

Phoebus flopped down into the computer chair
and stretched back like a cat. “Austria is beautiful this time of
year.”

“It’s winter,” Allie and I said in
unison.

“Is it? I’ve been locked up so long, I have
no sense of time.”

“You were locked up for a few weeks,” Allie
retorted.

We weren’t going to get anything done
together. “How bad would it be if I backed out of this now?”

Both of their eyes widened. Allie licked her
lips. “Olympia, you can’t.”

“What have we accomplished? The dossier
isn’t helpful. I’m not helpful, either. Phoebus is giving me a
headache.”

“Hey!”

Tentatively, Allie placed a hand on my
shoulder. “If you back out of this, I have to give Phoebus back to
the council.”

“What? Why? You’re his sponsor, not me.”

The two exchanged a glance. I could scream
at how much I hated when information was withheld from me. “I’m his
sponsor,” Allie said, “but we registered together on the
bounty…there have to be two hunters with him at all times.”

“All times?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Then I’d already violated it, and nobody
came down here to stop me. “Why do I care what happens to this guy?
I only just met him. He hasn’t left a good first impression.”

“Don’t you want to find her?” Allie asked.
“You can’t let her die by someone else’s hand. It’s not fair.”

“I do. And it’s not. But why are you
so invested?”

Hand on her hip, Allie said, “Not everyone
has a hidden agenda, Carter. It’ll help my rankings.”

“It’ll help mine too, which goes against
your goal.” I stood up. “I’m going home.”

“You—you actually can’t go home.” Allie
raised her eyes to my level with some amount of guilt. “We both
need to be in the same vicinity as Phoebus.”

Poor Yuki. We wouldn’t get to snuggle
tonight.

“Besides, I’m so far ahead of you in terms
of rank points, it doesn’t really matter if we gain the same
amount.”

I told myself that the only reason I stayed
was because she was so obviously desperate to keep me around.

 


❧

 


Someone had not thought this arrangement through,
which became painfully apparent that morning. Though my apartment
would have been unacceptable to host all three of us, Allie’s house
wasn’t that big. I watched on in dismay as she handed Phoebus and I
sleeping bags and told us we could have the office to ourselves.
The kitchen was drafty. The bathroom was too small. The foyer’s
hardwood floors poked my spine. After trying out my options, and
even considering sleeping at the foot of Allie’s bed, I returned to
the office and angrily threw my sleeping bag onto the floor. I
could feel Phoebus’s eyes on me, but he didn’t say anything.

The bag did an awful job of blocking out the
sunlight, which came in through the slats of the blinds on the huge
windows facing the east. A vampire would have perished here.

“I propose,” Phoebus said, muffled through
his bag, “that we play a game.”

I considered taking my bag out to the
kitchen again. The cold wasn’t so bad compared to stifling
conversation, right?

He didn’t wait for my answer before he
continued. “A game of twenty questions. We each know something that
the other wants to know.”

I propped myself up on my elbows and glared
across the room at him. So, we had been thinking the same
thing—that we had useful information for each other. I couldn’t
help but feel like my information was more valuable, since what I
had to offer him could potentially get him out of the bind he was
in.

“I’ll start, then,” he said, when I still
didn’t say anything. I slumped back down, pretending to be asleep.
“The vampire we’re hunting was your lover, yes?”

To answer would be to play, but to not play
would mean not learning anything. I sighed. “Yes. Kind of. I
thought that was obvious already.”

“I know. Just starting you off with an easy
one. Go on.”

I hadn’t attempted to play twenty questions
since I was a teenager, when boys would ask to play and then the
first question was always if you were a virgin or not as flirting
(to make you uncomfortable, which was what most of them really
wanted). “Why is Allie sticking her neck out for you?”

“Ah,” he said. His golden fop of hair fell
over his eyes, reflecting the sunlight in the room. I wondered if
he normally slept during the day, since Seelie stereotypically
thrived off of sunshine and warm weather, but I wasn’t willing to
waste a question on it. Not every town was nocturnal like Mayfair.
“Let’s say she and I bonded when she captured me.”

Bonded seemed like a strong word.
Allie put herself between us when the Seelie and I fought, but she
didn’t come to his defense, or particularly appear to like him.
“That’s a non-answer.”

“How did the vampire get away?”

How could I answer that and not implicate
the Woods Pack? “There was a mob in the woods. I distracted them
and she ran.”

“You were working with her the whole time?
No thrall at all?” he asked.

“That’s two in a row,” I said. He held his
hands up, giving in. “Why don’t you just escape to Faerie instead
of going through all this red tape?”

Phoebus barked a laugh. “My good Olympia,
sugar, sweetling.” I grumbled at the series of nicknames. “You know
as well as I do that if I go there, I won’t be welcome back. It’s
breaking good on my contract.” He wiggled his house arrest leg at
me through his sleeping bag. “They’ll know the second I go, and
then I’ll need to hole up in a Seelie court somewhere for the rest
of my miserable years.”

“You don’t have a home court?”

“Now who’s asking two questions?”

“Fine, no, I wasn’t under her thrall. You
don’t have a home court?”

“No, sadly, I’ve lived in the human realm my
whole life.”

Yeah, okay. I wasn’t going to play this game
if he was going to lie to my face. The sparkle in his eyes told me,
too: it was information he didn’t want to give up. Every fairy had
a court of origin, sometimes more than one. But I still had
something to gain here.

“Do you really think Leandra is in
Austria?”

“No. I think if she went there and found the
villa empty, she wouldn’t have a reason to stay.”

Phoebus opened his mouth and then closed it,
choosing not to ask whose villa I meant. I cleared my throat. “What
did you say to the council to get them to give you another
chance?”

“Whatever do you mean?” he asked, his eyes
like saucers. “Allie told you I committed some white-collar
crime.”

“Please. What kind of white-collar crime
does the council care about? Tax evasion?” I was sitting up now.
“That’s bullshit.”

“You just have to pull the right strings,”
he said, winking. “Thinking about your Leandra?”

“Pull the right strings. Sure. Well, this
game is over. Isn’t the point of twenty questions to tell the
truth?”

“No, the point of it is to glean information
about the questionee.” His laugh was bold this time. “Let’s say…you
have to pull the right person’s strings.”

My breath caught. Who could he possibly be
talking about? He wasn’t even from town; I hadn’t heard of him
before his bounty. What connections could he have here?

 Phoebus turned
over in his bag, signaling that he was done, too. But if the point
was to glean something from the questionee…well. We’d both gotten
something.


Chapter Five

Seelie & Unseelie
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RESEARCH GOT US NOTHING: ZIP, nada, zilch. I tagged
along as Allie interrogated the vampire bouncer for Vampire
Central, the abandoned mall where the high vampires dwelled. I
continued to tag along while she lifted a drugged-up vamp off the
floor at Orchard Avenue and yelled in his face when he insisted he
couldn’t hear her. And even still, when she ludicrously stopped a
vampire doing laundry at the laundromat to ask about Leandra.
Phoebus was oddly quiet. I knew myself that these weren’t effective
techniques for finding someone who had been gone three months—it
surprised me that Allie would resort to them, and still have the
best ranking. Something I was starting to learn was that she was
very driven, competitive, and even ruthless tackling a bounty, but
she severely lacked method when it came to some of the finer
details.

Allie’s techniques also, uncomfortably,
reminded me of the methods I’d used when I was hunting down
Leandra’s (fabricated) mark for her. Maybe that made it hard to
participate.

“Are you two going to help me do any of the
work?” Allie snapped at us, after her fourth impromptu
interrogation went poorly. “I’m trying a location spell next, and I
need your assistance.”

She had us sit in a circle around a candle
in the foyer of her home. Earlier that night, I dragged them to my
apartment so I could scratch Yuki behind the ears and give her a
hug. She’d hissed at Phoebus, which pleased me to no end. I trained
her well. Allie said no when I asked if I could bring Yuki back to
the house with us, even when we passed by The Jade Spirit
restaurant and their server, Jian, asked me how Yuki was because he
loved her so much. It wasn’t fair.

Phoebus and I watched Allie as she muttered
to herself, reading from a thick, pocket-sized book with tiny text.
She sprinkled some salt around us, in a very imperfect wobble that
maybe resembled a circle on some parallel world (not any that I
knew of, though). “Are you alright?” I finally asked her. She was
not usually so frazzled.

“I’m used to working alone.” She slammed the
book shut; it emitted an old-book must. “This isn’t right at all.
We need to be outside. That way…maybe…” Without finishing her
sentence or asking for our input, she trotted to the other end of
the house with the candle cupped in her hands, opened the sliding
glass doors, and stopped only to slide on a pair of shoes.

Phoebus and I eyed each other evenly from
across the circle. “I guess we better follow her,” he said. He did
not make a move to get up.

“What’s her problem?” I asked.

“Allie is an open book. Her problem is
us.”

I stood, donning my denim jacket over my
sweatshirt and stuffing my hands into my pockets. Then I followed
Allie out into the darkness. “Allie? What can we do?”

“What do you usually do? How does fairy
magic work?” She set the candle down in the middle of her yard; the
flame flickered in the wind. It was quite chilly. “How do you
locate people?”

“We could send Olympia to Faerie,” Phoebus
suggested. He took up the open door with his frame, leaning against
it to one side. “She can use bell magic to transport herself.”

“I’m not sure that would work.” We could use
bell magic to transport ourselves to places, but to people? Even if
it was possible, I’d never tried it, and it was doubtful it’d work
on a vampire. Also, if the Guild was cool with me escaping to
Faerie and leaving Phoebus alone with Allie, I would be there now
until this was all over anyway.

“But you’re good at plants,” Allie said. She
sat by the candle, and I followed her lead, the grass seeping an
icy cold wetness through my pants.

“Is that a skill you can use in your locator
spell?” I asked gently.

“I was trying to apply all our magic
together, but I can’t find anything useful on it. I can amplify
your magic, probably.” She removed a jar of herbs from her pocket
and sprinkled them directly into the grass. The candle’s flame
blazed green. “Can you find her like this?”

My fingers went numb as I dug them into the
frozen ground. I closed my eyes. I could feel the oak tree in her
backyard; the rosebushes, dead, at the side of her house; the
neighbor’s dogwood. The non-native grass, barely, as it sprawled
over squares of dead lawns. The only time I managed to use
extensive range was when I’d been in a life-or-death situation at
the St. Louis airport with Leandra; I wouldn’t be able to imitate
that kind of duress now for results even if I wanted to.

“I can’t feel much beyond this block,” I
said to Allie. I rubbed my cold fingers on my jeans and hugged my
knees. Beside me, Phoebus sat down, uncomfortably close. He
radiated a welcoming warmth I very much didn’t want to lean into,
even subconsciously.

“Everyone hold hands. I’m going to try
amplifying it. See if you can feel for her.”

“We feel the natural world, not people,”
Phoebus protested. “Is it much help to you if I can sense a willow
tree halfway across the country?”

Allie batted Phoebus’s concerns away with
her hand. “I’m using a locator spell, you’re using your plant
locator magic at the same time, and we’ll all be holding hands.
It’ll be fine.”

“Don’t you need something of hers to locate
her?” I asked. “I’m no magical expert, but I thought that’s how it
works.”

“I found this dried rose in your apartment,”
Allie said. She lifted it out of her bag delicately, as though
afraid it might fall apart. I swallowed. Guess I wasn’t the only
one who went snooping in someone else’s home. “I can only assume
this was hers. Do you have any other lovers?” I reached for the
rose, and she held it out of range. “I didn’t think so.”

“That’s harsh,” Phoebus said, but the
amusement on his face was clear as day. He rubbed his hands
together. “Alright, let’s get to it, then.”

“Shhhh.” Allie poured salt around us in a
circle again, this time being more careful to ensure it actually
resembled something that the pi ratio might work on. “Hold
hands.”

Phoebus smirked at me as he held his hand
up. I smirked back as he grimaced at the temperature difference
between our hands.

“Okay, now I’m going to hold Olympia’s other
hand. Phoebus, do that dirt thing.”

The dirt seemed to move around his fingers,
pliant, melting at his touch. His hand sunk in to the wrist. A
little jolt of electricity pressed through his other hand into
mine. Well, something was working.

Allie took her spot and held my other hand,
shockingly cold compared to the side Phoebus sat on. She held her
free hand in front of her with her eyes closed and began to
hum.

My vision faded to black and then opened up
again somewhere underground. Tunneling far down into the earth,
searching, searching, reaching. The motion blur was so severe that
I developed a headache that pounded against my ears in time with my
pulse. Water, lots of water, fish, seaweed, murk. More earth, more
tunneling. Then: palm trees. A beach. I had been able to sense the
oak tree in Allie’s yard but not see it; now, I had crisp outlines
of everything, real visuals, plant or not, living or static. Some
kind of…riverwalk? Beach walk? It was hard to tell in the dark.
There was a figure hunched in the shadows. The second sight crept
its way up a palm tree. I had a view of the figure from above. It
wore a hooded jacket, obscuring its features.

Was it feeding? It was hunched over
something shaped too much like a body. The figure stepped away, and
the thing on the ground was easier to see: it was a body. A
human, from what I could tell, with blood glistening on its lips in
the low light of the area. It looked very much dead. The sight
crawled back down, and I saw even clearer: there were no visible
wounds on the body. It wasn’t dressed warm enough for a winter day,
but then, there was no snow on the ground, nothing frozen in sight;
pale limbs poked out of a three-quarter length shirt, unmottled,
perfect.

The crouching figure stood and startled, as
though hearing something. It wasn’t until now that I noticed there
was no sound in this vision, that I couldn’t hear the water nearby,
or whatever had shocked the person there. As the figure shifted, I
recognized its silhouette alone. My heart raced even before Leandra
turned her face to the sky, giving me a clear view of how
frightened she was, and then she darted away.

The vision followed her into an alley. She
pulled the hood of her jacket farther over her face and then clung
to the wall, knuckles whitening. Time passed slowly, and my pulse
calmed as minutes ticked by. After some time, she exited the
alleyway, and the vision took me back to the tree. Her mouth
formed, very clearly, the word fuck.

The body was gone.
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I vomited into the grass when I returned to myself,
breaking my clammy hold on my reluctant companions. It was like how
it felt to return from Faerie, but worse, all senses coming back at
once and crashing into me violently. I retched again, and then
another time, stringy puke clinging to my lips. There was the sound
of liquid hitting the ground next to me: Phoebus, too, sprawled in
the grass, puking his guts out. I heaved into the ground once more
and looked up at him, on my hands and knees, until he wiped his
mouth and slowly raised his gaze to mine.

“Shit!” Allie shouted. “I’m so sorry. God,
that was stupid. Are you okay? I didn’t get anything from that, I
don’t know what happened…”

“Allie,” I said hoarsely. “What did you do?”
The grass around us was pale and flaccid. It had died in a huge
radius surrounding Phoebus and I, stopping mere feet away from the
oak tree.

“We saw her,” Phoebus said. “We saw the
vampire.”

“What? What do you mean?” she asked. “I
didn’t—”

“But where was she?” I asked. I fell into
the grass, rolling away from where I’d upended the contents of my
stomach. “What the fuck happened? I’ve never felt anything overseas
before. Was it—was it vivid for you too?”

Phoebus nodded, looking green in the pale
light of the candle. “It was perfectly clear. She was in Nice.
Along the Promenade des Anglais.”

I blinked at him. “You know all that, just
from seeing it.”

“I’ve been to France enough times to know,
yes. The palm trees, the beach, the promenade. I’m
well-traveled. I met my partner there. Is that enough evidence for
you? It was more than enough detail to pick it out.”

“What’s she doing in France?” Allie asked,
putting her head in her hand. She looked for a second like she was
going to puke with us, a sympathy vomiter, but moved past it.

“We don’t even know if that was current. It
could have been a vision of the past. Did it look cold to you?
Wouldn’t it be—I don’t know—snowing?”

“The palm trees? It’s the Mediterranean,”
Phoebus said. “Probably fifty degrees, at least. But who was the
body?”

“Body?” Allie asked. “What in the world did
you see? Why didn’t I see it?”

There was a fissure of tension between
Phoebus and I that cracked down into the earth—literally. Maybe
Seelie and Unseelie magic was not meant to combine, but I was sure
whatever had just happened here was a result of it, plus maybe
Allie’s amplifier spell or whatever she’d tried to do. “It must be
a fairy thing,” I said weakly, a huge understatement.

“Must be.” Phoebus pressed a finger to the
new crack in Allie’s backyard. “That was…something else.” He rubbed
the dirt between his fingers. “I suggest we don’t do it again.”

“Whose body?” Allie asked again.

“We don’t know,” I said. “It was just…some
body.”

“It was a vampire,” Phoebus chimed in. “It
had to be.”

“No way,” I said. “It looked totally
human.”

“It was a vampire, and it happened recently.
Where did the body go? Did it get up and walk away? Maybe it’s not
dead, after all…”

“It was human, and it could have
happened anytime. We shouldn’t assume that it was recent.” I
pressed my fingers to my forehead, temples still ringing with my
new headache.

“Didn’t you see the fangs?”

“I didn’t see any fangs!” But I was starting
to second-guess myself. I remembered the blood on the lips, but not
anything else. “And in any case, she could be anywhere now. We
don’t know that she’s still there.”

“She’s in France,” Phoebus insisted to
Allie. “Allie, go buy us some tickets.”

Allie stared at the two of us in disbelief.
To me, it was obvious which of us Allie should believe: she had
known me, if not exactly enjoyed my presence, for years, and she
had just met Phoebus when she captured him for his bounty. I was
also hoping not wanting to fly to France would work in my favor.
Though we were allegedly working on this all together, it became
clear that Allie was our leader, and would make the final decision.
She bit her lip.

“We’ll do some research first, and maybe
another spell or two. And if we can’t figure it out, we’ll go to
France.”



Chapter Six

Confronting Old
Frenemies
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THE NIGHT ENDED WITH ABOUT as big of a fight as you
could imagine. Phoebus insisted that we needed to go to France
now, because Leandra could be somewhere else tomorrow, and
he (allegedly) pinpointed her exact location. Allie wanted to think
some more about it before we left the country and possibly missed
Leandra here in the U.S., which I thought was very reasonable of
her, because it meant I was right. According to the Seelie, it made
perfect sense that Leandra would leave the country where she was
being hunted down. Allie said when the hit went international, she
would probably come back. The back-and-forth continued until Allie
tried to do another spell and realized all her herbs had shriveled
up, just like the grass that died when we’d had our shared
vision.

The dried rose, too, was now a pile of ash.
My last physical reminder of Leandra, gone.

Allie’s next genius idea was this: she would
have me walk her and Phoebus to the Bounty Hunters’ Guild, where
she would grill people for info and what they’d tried already to
find Leandra, and I would be able to leave them to go to Sugar
& Spice to fetch Allie more spell ingredients. When I suggested
that I could go to the Guild instead, she wrinkled her nose at me
like she didn’t trust me alone with Phoebus. Fair—I didn’t either.
There was a slim chance I would stab him if he looked at me the
wrong way.

Unfortunately, I was on shaky terms with the
Sugar & Spice owners. The sun was just rising, so people were
finishing up their purchases, yawning as they waited in line. I
cursed Allie in my head—obviously, I didn’t know what went
into a locator spell, and I would have to consult the owners,
Griselda and Francesca Gallo, both of whom I had possibly, very
slightly, attempted to murder last year as revenge when I thought
they magically transformed Leandra into a pile of feathers (long
story).

Griselda was behind the counter now, ringing
people up with a smile. There was a gouge in the wall behind her
where I’d thrown my dagger at her wife not so long ago. She hadn’t
noticed me yet. To be fair, she also helped march a mob after me
and demanded me turned over to the council with little evidence of
my wrongdoing. That made us even, right?

My insides fluttered when I saw someone I
recognized browsing the shop: Blair, a witch that served as a mayor
on the council. I tapped him on the shoulder while he squinted at a
label on a tiny jar with his glasses pushed up to his forehead. At
my touch, he jumped nearly half a foot into the air. “Why—Olympia
Carter!” he said, baffled. He was about five feet tall and had
impressively bushy eyebrows.

“Mayor Blair,” I said, as pleasantly as I
could. “Do you have a second?”

The mayor looked around as though he very
much did not want to be there. “Very well. If it is only a
second.”

“I wanted to ask you about Leandra. I saw
the dossier the Guild left us.” Not exactly true, because I hadn’t
looked at it, but whatever. “There are a lot of crimes on there
that she shouldn’t have listed.”

His thick eyebrows sank. “I’m not sure I’m
at liberty to—”

“Melanie from the Woods Pack told me she’d
be sending you something.”

Blair removed a handkerchief from his pocket
and dabbed at his forehead. “Yes, we received the petition.” Good.
I would have to send Melanie a thank you card.

“And?”

“And we’ve removed that crime from her
record.” He leaned back as though to check that we weren’t
overheard. “Really, though, Ms. Carter, we shouldn’t be discussing
this.”

“Mateo Rivera went after her first when she
killed him,” I said, sensing that he was going to slither out of
the conversation soon if I didn’t get to the point. “It could have
gone either way. And he killed a human Uber driver and put a lot of
people at risk with an explosive outside the airport.”

The mayor waved his hands at me and made a
shushing noise, drawing the attention of several customers waiting
in line. “Olympia!” he whisper-shouted. “Not here!”

“Where would be better?” I asked.

He sighed. “Nowhere. I’m leaving.”

“Please, Mayor. You have to believe me—”

The mayor patted my shoulder affectionately.
“I feel just awful, you know, but, you know, well, you know…
We are already aware of the circumstances surrounding the truth of
that incident,” he said, his voice low. He wiggled his eyebrows
suggestively, like we were in on a secret together.

“You…already know? That she didn’t act
outside of your rules?” I stepped back, breaking contact.

“Yes. The Gallos told us, actually, all
about their golem shenanigans. And Griselda informed us with some
credibility that you may not have been under anyone’s thrall.”

“Really,” I said dryly. If Griselda was
spreading that rumor, no wonder nobody believed me. “Why hasn’t her
bounty listing been removed?”

The witch tutted. “There are bigger forces
at work here, Ms. Carter. I suggest you keep your head out of it if
you don’t want to get burned.”

My mouth fell open. The mayor looked
longingly at the door. “What does that mean?” I asked.

“I’ve got to go.”

I’d never seen someone his age sprint as
fast as he did out the door. The bell smacked against the glass
with a tinny, piercing noise that made several of the customers
cringe when he exited. I had a moment where I considered chasing
him, but I felt kind of bad for the old guy. How could the council
possibly know what had happened and not done anything to
remedy it? It was incredibly frustrating that whatever evidence I
did take to them would be dismissed, because they already had it
and refused to do anything. We were giving human police a run for
their money in the incompetence department.

Mind racing, I dawdled in the shop,
pretending to be interested in a jar of swollen eyeballs and a
bargain bin full of random magical paraphernalia. There was a pen
that signed my name for me in the air when I picked it up; a jar
of, inexplicably, parsley and nothing else; a wooden cross with a
huge chip in it that had a bright orange sticker stating AS IS. And
a long, phallic, silicone object that buzzed alarmingly when I
picked it up.

“That’s a strap-on,” Griselda said behind
me, making me jump. I turned around to her sheepishly—she had her
no-playing-around face on, stern under her eyebrows. She was a
butch woman, breathtakingly handsome, dressed in a sharp suit under
a black apron bearing the shop’s name. I took a moment to catch my
breath.

“What’s it doing loose in a bargain bin?” I
asked.

“The vibration turns on when it’s not
supposed to. The magic’s imperfect. It’s the last one we have.”

“Oh. That doesn’t seem so bad. Does it come
with the strap part?”

“It’s strapless. Magically. Should I ring it
up for you? Or are you only interested in running customers out of
my store?” she asked in a neutral tone, devoid of the customer
service shine she had given everyone else.

“Er—no. I’m not here for… Well…” I dropped
the vibrator back into the bin, where it did indeed vibrate without
prompting. “I’m here on behalf of Allie Godden. She needed
ingredients for a locator spell?” I tried, my voice getting higher
pitched with every word.

“Did you check the premade shelf?” Griselda
asked, pointing to my left. There were a series of brown bags
marked in sharpie, and a sign looming over it all that read
PREASSEMBLED INGREDIENTS. An entire row of bags was labeled LOCATOR
SPELL, right next to ACNE TREATMENT. I turned a brighter shade of
red.

“Um, I, um. Uh.”

“It’s okay, you’re not a witch. I wouldn’t
expect you to know.” It could have been my imagination, but her
voice went a bit softer. She opened her mouth as if to say
something else when the back door opened and Francesca, Griselda’s
wife, poked her head out.

“Hon, do we have—oh! Olympia! Hi.”
Francesca’s face fell when she saw me. She blew a strand of pink
hair out of her eyes and stood there, holding a heavy-looking
bucket of something in gloved hands. Francesca looked at Griselda,
Griselda looked at me, I looked at Francesca. “Um, well, now that
you’re here, I’d actually like to talk…” Francesca started.

Griselda grunted, cutting her off. “Is there
anything else you’ll be needing?” she asked me, scooping the
locator spell bag into her arms and guiding me to the tablet that
served as a register.

“No. Actually, yes. I’d like to apologize
for the last time I was here.” I hadn’t been bold enough to come to
Sugar & Spice since that incident, though granted, I didn’t
have reason to most of the time. “It was awful behavior.”

“I wanted to apologize too, Olympia,”
Francesca said. She set the heavy bucket down. Something purple and
shimmering sloshed over the side. “We shouldn’t have sent that
whole mob after you. Not since you weren’t even in control.”

“Right. She was most definitely under
vampire thrall,” Griselda said acidly, cutting off all sentiment.
“What are you locating?”

“Just a mark for the Guild.”

“You’re working with Allie Godden?”

“Yeah.”

“Doesn’t she usually work solo?”

“Gris, stop,” Francesca said. She slid off
one of her gloves and placed a hand over her wife’s.

The two had an entire conversation in their
heads while I stood there awkwardly, bouncing on the balls of my
feet. “We are sorry,” Griselda said finally, gruffly. “It was
because of your association with Leandra that we acted with any
animosity towards you. Now that she’s gone…”

Leandra. Who I was trying to associate with
again. Whose life I was trying to save with the spell ingredients
they were selling me. I smiled uneasily. “Thanks.”

“Is there anything else you’ll be needing?”
Griselda asked again in her normal customer service voice.

I needed to buy something else to prove I
did mean the apology. “I’ll take the bargain bin vibrator,
too.”

 


❧

 


Phoebus and Allie met me outside of The Bluebird bar
when I texted Allie to let her know the trip was a success. “I’m
not eager to do that vision thing again,” Phoebus said, and I was
glad he said it first, because for once I agreed with him. It had
been unpleasant, not to mention that afterward I kept mentally
replaying the fear on Leandra’s face.

“It was useful,” Allie said. “We need to
gauge whether you saw the past or present and whether she’s
moved.”

Neither of us said anything to that.
Certainly, her backyard wouldn’t be able to take it, and I did like
that oak. Lingering unsaid was that the vision we’d done was
awfully close to scrying, which was highly frowned upon, especially
if the vision was of the present. Allie argued her case in
spite of the fact that none of us had protested further, and then
she turned to me with a strained expression. “Olympia.
They’re—ah—they’re making the bounty international in two days. I
asked.”

Fuck. I debated telling them what the mayor
had told me about Leandra, how she technically shouldn’t have a
bounty on her head at all anymore. Allie, maybe, I would tell, but
as for Phoebus, I didn’t know him nearly enough to trust him with
some Mayfair government conspiracy.

In any case, it would have to wait. A limo
glided our way and stopped in front of us. My muscles tensed,
nearby shrubbery growing toward me almost instinctively as if
offering defense. The driver hopped out first—the three of us
gawked at each other, wondering if this limo was stopping
for us, the absurd notion that the driver would hold open
the door and expect us to get in like we were in a mafia movie
dealing with some high-ranking boss—but when he went to the side
door, he opened a giant black umbrella that cast a strong shadow on
the ground for the limo’s current occupant.

A tattooed calf corded with muscle stepped
out, displaying a motif of eyes of different shapes, sizes,
realistic and cartoonish, blocking out almost entirely the skin
underneath, touching and overlapping. The leg belonged to a foot in
checkered Vans, and then the rest of the person emerged from the
limo, and Allie raised both hands in front of us as though to
protect us from the sheer force of personality that blasted us all
in the face.

It was a woman. She was dressed like a
soccer mom, in a sleeveless tank and yoga pants, with bulging,
muscular arms poking out each side, each bearing thick scars like
rope. Another tattoo spiraled down her left arm like the artist had
gone on a rampage, ending in a twisting knot at her wrist. More
tattoos stretched up her fingers: sharp, jagged, formless things
that ended in a set of black nails. Her skin was golden-brown and a
sheet of jet-black hair draped over one of her shoulders, cut at a
severe angle. When her dark eyes found us, they crinkled at the
corners with surprising warmth.

The air thickened just sharing its space
with her. I don’t think a single one of us breathed. The driver got
back in the limo and left her there, holding the giant umbrella
herself, completely cast in shadow.

Oh, and she was a vampire.

“I heard there were some foolish bounty
hunters here looking for Leandra,” she said in a voice like
crackling fire. “I’m an old friend of hers. It just so happens that
I know exactly how to find her.”


Chapter Seven

The Name’s Dee
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IF ATTENTION WAS WHAT THIS vampire wanted, then our
full attention she had. Never in my life had I seen a vampire walk
into broad daylight. A necklace with an odd, teardrop-shaped ruby
glittered against the vampire’s throat. It didn’t fit in very well
with the fitness chic ensemble.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said, shifting the
umbrella to her other arm. None of us missed the ripple in her
biceps when she did it. “The name’s Dee. And you are?”

I was glad for Allie’s willingness to stand
in front of us, though it was a bit cowardly on our part. When it
came down to it, I would take Allie summoning fire or lightning or
something any day over trying to use my nature magic against
someone that strong. As if having the same thought, Phoebus tried
to push himself behind me for a second layer of protection, but I
gripped his wrist firmly in my hand. “Stop that,” I said through
clenched teeth.

“I’m not taking my risk with whatever
that is,” he whispered back. “Can you tell how old she
is?”

“I can hear you,” the vampire—Dee—said. Such
a small, cute name for someone built like a brick shithouse. “I am
hundreds of years old.”

It was probably true. The only other vampire
whose presence I had felt so forcefully like this was Patricia,
Mayfair’s own vampire queen. Maybe this woman was a vampire queen
wherever she had rolled up from. I was positive if she was from
anywhere around Mayfair, we would have heard of her by reputation
alone.

“I’m Allie Godden.” The witch proffered a
hand, remembering her manners. “Are you also a bounty hunter?”

The vampire smiled, sharp as a knife. “Yes,
of course. I’ve come to offer my assistance.” Well, that was a new
one. We didn’t have a single vampire bounty hunter in the area,
plus I’d never met one at the annual convention. Usually, they
thought they had better things to do with their near-infinite
time.

“We don’t want to split the money any more
than it already will be with the three of us,” Allie said. “You’ll
have to go after Leandra yourself.”

Transparently, Dee peered behind Allie to
the cowering forms of Phoebus and I, ignoring the polite hostility
in Allie’s statement. I swallowed heavily. “Olympia Carter,” I
said. “And this is Phoebus Amadeus.”

The vampire smirked at the absurdity of his
name, which made me lighten up a bit toward her. At least she had a
sense of humor. “Nice to meet you all. Actually, I’m not interested
in any of the reward. I’m just looking for my old friend. She was
very dear to me, once, but we’ve lost touch over the years.”

A spike of unwarranted jealousy surged in
me. As though I could compete with somebody with that physique.
This vampire looked as if she could take on all of Mayfair herself
without breaking a sweat.

The good thing was that the jealousy gave me
a burst of courage. “Maybe we should talk somewhere private.
Less…sunny.”

“Perfect,” the vampire said. “I saw this
adorable, windowless place on my drive here. Shall I lead the
way?”

She didn’t wait for us to respond before she
turned on nimble feet down the sidewalk, which appeared too thin
and mundane to contain her.

“That’s something else,” Phoebus said.

“I don’t trust her.” Allie wiped imaginary
dirt off her coat. “She definitely wants the money.”

“Whatever she wants, we should find out
before she gets it anyway,” I said. That, we all seemed to agree
on.

 


❧

 


The “adorable” little place the vampire chose for us
to discuss business was none other than The Scale & Ale, a
notoriously seedy bar where, prior to last year, I had been under
the impression that vampires disliked. (I was being disproven
repeatedly.) Dee was already seated at a table in the corner by the
time we got there.

I passed the useful but traitorously slimy
custodian, Mac, a twenty-dollar bill when I saw him leaning against
the wall, scribbling in a journal. The broom he’d been sweeping up
with was flat against the ground, abandoned. “Don’t tell anyone
about us,” I said. “I mean it, Mac. I’ll kill you.”

The pen stopped scratching. He licked his
thin lips. “Just taking notes for…for…personal reference.”

I patted the pommel of the dagger sheathed
to my thigh, and he paled, message received. No doubt, he would be
taking notes on everything he could hear. The guy was obsessed with
supernaturals.

At the table, Allie scooted her chair as far
away from Dee as she could, and Phoebus had pushed his even farther
than was socially acceptable behind Allie’s chair.

They left me with the chair right next to
Dee. Apparently it was everyone to themselves in this place. I
suspected Dee brought the chair closer to her to make someone get
near her. Thanks, guys, I mouthed at them.

“Do you have anything bloodier?” she was
saying to the server.

“We only have the three brews. I told
ya.”

“I’m afraid I’ve chosen a horrible
location,” Dee said, leaning away from the little card that served
as a menu. “Drinks are still on me, though. I’m not without
manners.”

Phoebus piped up at this and ordered his.
Unsurprisingly, Allie ordered nothing. My chair screeched when I
nudged it away from Dee as subtly as I could. “Can’t you put blood
tabs in it to make it taste better?” I asked, thinking of the time
I met here with Mateo Rivera and he’d done that.

“Oh, I don’t take those. They’re disgusting.
It’s hard to explain to hu—non-vampires.” I simmered at the insult
of nearly calling me human. “If you were drinking full-sugar
Coca-Cola your whole life, and then you were told that wasn’t
allowed and you had to have diet instead. Maybe it’s like
that.”

“People make that switch all the time,”
Allie pointed out. Next to her (and slightly to the back),
Phoebus’s drink was delivered, and he coddled it in his hands,
occupying himself with drinking it as fast as possible and not
participating in the conversation.

“Well, like switching from Coke to Pepsi,
then,” the vampire said. As though she’d ever tasted either of
those.

“We could come up with metaphors all day for
this.” Allie leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “You
said you knew how to find Leandra. We would like to know, and we
also need to know what you’re expecting in return.”

The vampire laughed. “So strict! Let’s get
you a drink, too. I already said that Leandra is an old friend. I
would like to see her again before she’s killed by some ratty
bounty hunter.”

“I find it hard to believe you’re a bounty
hunter,” I said. I nearly continued with telling her that I thought
there were more significant things to waste energy on when you had
eternal life but stopped myself. Better not to poke at someone who
could squeeze the life out of me with their bare hands.

“I go back to it every once in a while. I’m
on a hiatus now.”

“Why do you want to work with us?”
Allie asked. To be fair, we were pretty pathetic. I had a paper bag
with only a vibrator and some herbs in it. Phoebus was trying very
hard to fly under everyone’s radar, ducking his head like a kid
about to be put in time-out and lacking all that bravado he put up
before. And Allie was—well, Allie was fine, I guess. Her glower was
impressive, at least.

“I heard that Leandra had a non-vampire
lover before she committed all those egregious crimes and ran off,”
Dee said. “I have to assume that’s you, Olympia.” Without asking
permission, she twirled a lock that had come loose from my braid in
one broad forefinger. I swallowed down bile; she knew about
Leandra’s preference for blondes.

“That can’t possibly be relevant,” Allie
said. She watched Dee appraisingly, coming to the same conclusion I
had. Dammit. “You’re here to help reunite Leandra with her
lover?”

“I can give you whatever excuse you like, if
you won’t believe me. I want to see Leandra again. I’m going to
help her out of this mess, one way or another, and I think you all
will do just fine working with me.”

“I’m trying to get her sentence reduced,” I
blurted.

“Olympia! The reward will be so much less!”
Allie said.

“Over her life? Really, Allie?” I
asked, salty.

“What have you tried?” asked Dee. It did not
escape my attention that Phoebus was listening closer than he
appeared to be. How did I always end up working with shady-ass
people?

“I had one of her crimes taken off the list
by convincing the alleged victim to petition that it was false. The
others… I’m not sure we’ll be able to do anything about the others.
Even the crimes she didn’t do. I had the chance to talk to a mayor
recently and he let me know they were aware of her…innocence.” Like
anyone could call Leandra really innocent. “They’re not doing
anything about it. Someone else is calling the shots here.”

Everyone was silent. Phoebus ordered a murky
black stout from the server. Then, Dee: “Who has the kind of
influence to overturn evidence?”

Allie nudged me with her foot under the
table. We didn’t even know what Dee was doing here or where she’d
come from. It wasn’t a good time for conjectures. “How do we
help her then?” Allie asked, shooting me a look. I knew I’d
lose her support if we were working toward removing Leandra from
the bounty list instead of capturing her. I just didn’t expect to
reveal my hand so soon.

“Easy. Leandra can be quite sentimental.”
The vampire eyed the bartender as she brought over Phoebus’s drink;
it seemed like she was looking at her neck. “We just have to lure
her out of hiding.”

“I take it you have an idea of how we’re
going to do that?” Allie asked pointedly. “If she’s hiding, how
will she know about the lure?”

“She’s definitely hiding in Europe. She has
a bunch of hidey-holes there,” Dee said. She traced graffiti in the
table with a pointed fingernail. “We have to use something that
means a lot to her, put it at risk.” Her eyes crinkled as her gaze
swerved to me. “Or someone.”

My ears burned at everyone’s sudden
attention. “You want to use me as bait.”

“Yes.”

“How will she know I’m in trouble all the
way from Europe?”

“Do you have a missing persons list? And
does it work internationally?” Dee’s eyes sparkled, faintly red.
“If we list you on that, she’d come running.”

“We don’t have the power to put people on
those without reason,” I said.

“Sure we do.” Allie repositioned her chair
closer to the table. “I bet I can get the mayoral council to put it
up.”

I blinked at her. How could she possibly
have that power when I didn’t? “What if we put up Viktor Lehmann
instead? She was very invested in him recently.”

Dee watched me curiously. “She was invested
in Viktor Lehmann?”

“You know him?” I asked. At least that lent
Leandra’s research some credibility; I had personally thought all
the true immortality stuff was nonsense.

“I knew him. He’s been dead for fifty years.
For her to be interested in him…I hope she doesn’t think he’s
legitimate. He fabricated his immortal life narrative for
attention.”

Ouch. “So, what? We use me as bait, put me
up as a missing person, I go into hiding, and we wait for her to
show up here?”

Phoebus was on his third drink now. We
hadn’t been there for long—I hoped he had a strong stomach. I was
not in the mood to coddle a puking Seelie fairy.

“Well,” Dee said, “that would be boring,
wouldn’t it? I say let’s put you up on the list, wait a few days
for her to catch word while you lie low, and then we put you in a
simulated situation of risk for her to rescue you from.”

“I’m the damsel in distress?”

Dee raised an imaginary drink to me. “Seems
like you get the gist.”

“We have to stick together,” Allie said,
referring to herself, myself, and Phoebus. “We’ll all have
to lie low.”

“The bounty’s going international in two
days, you said.” I swallowed. “I don’t want her to come here just
to get killed by another bounty hunter.” But would she come at all?
I wasn’t even sure of that.

Allie looked at the table rather than at me.
I was aware of all the attention on us, from Phoebus, to Dee, to
even Mac in the corner, so rapt in the conversation that he wasn’t
even scribbling in his notebook anymore. “I’ll see if I can get
them to push it another day.” She cleared her throat. “Though, the
reward is likely to go up when it does go international.”

“When did you get so much influence with the
mayoral council?” Did Dee know she would be able to do that? The
fact that she knew about the missing persons list worked in her
favor for me believing she was a bounty hunter, admittedly.

Phoebus set down his third beer—empty—and
belched loudly. “Well, lads. We better put Olympia in peril as soon
as possible.”


Chapter Eight

An Effective Vampire
Luring
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THE PLAN WENT LIKE THIS: Allie took us to the Guild,
left Phoebus and I sipping drinks inside, and abandoned Dee in the
darker, less-windowed Bluebird interior. Whatever Allie said to the
council representatives, they agreed to list my name (and face) in
just the European-region Guilds as a missing person. That way, I
wouldn’t have to hide out in town and hope people didn’t remember
seeing me. Allie claimed to have done this before to lure in
another bounty at some point. I wondered what they would say if I
asked: sure, we’ll post some random person’s face up in a foreign
country, or no, you’re crazy for even trying?

The next step of the plan was choosing a
local bounty with a violent streak to attack me. The specifics of
how we’d pull that off were iffy. They settled on a werewolf from
St. Louis who sought refuge in town, likely hiding out in an
abandoned building. Allie would just have to use her normal bounty
hunting skills to track him, and we’d offer me up like a plate of
fresh meat. When I pointed out that if he bit me, I’d turn into a
werewolf, no one seemed very concerned.

“You’ll be around though when I bait myself,
right?” I asked, which got a few noncommittal grunts. I had no
desire to be a pioneering fairy-werewolf hybrid. Or a corpse. Dee
insisted that Leandra would swing through the window to rescue me
before anything happened like Tuxedo Mask in a Sailor Moon
episode. Well, she didn’t say it like that exactly, but it’s what
she meant, and if memory served right, that character didn’t do
very much when he showed up. I was very sure that this would not
play out as any of them expected. And not entirely convinced anyone
would stick their neck out for me when it inevitably went south,
either.

But we were running out of time. And, like a
fool, I did just what Dee asked.

Together, we tracked down the werewolf’s
location to an abandoned storefront, not far from my apartment,
after a sleepless day and a half had passed. Dee didn’t stay with
us, taking the night to her advantage and returning in a different
set of athletic wear. Surprisingly enough, Phoebus himself was the
one to pinpoint the exact business, citing its large windows as
good sources of moonlight on the street view in Google Maps.

My face would be all over the European
Guilds by now. How this meant Leandra would return to Mayfair and
not think I had traveled to Europe was another question of mine
that did not bear relevance to anyone else.

The werewolf was squatting in a former
small-timey grocery store. Most of the businesses that came and
went in Mayfair were started by humans, impressed perhaps by the
record-breaking cheap pricing or the lack of competition in the
area, who inevitably determined that Mayfair was full of absolute
weirdos and then closed up shop and skipped town. That was the path
the vampire mall, among other failed enterprises, had taken.
Unfortunately, the vacancies meant lots of hiding spots.

That this werewolf would hide here was
alarming. I repeatedly patted my leg to ensure my silver dagger was
still there and assessed the outside of the building for any
vegetation to latch on to if things got wild. “You have my back,
right?” I asked Allie, not for the first time or even the tenth,
when she led me to the side of the building, Phoebus following her
like a puppy.

“Of course,” she said as she bound my hands
with zip ties.

“And you’re sure it’s necessary to tie me
up?”

“Of course.”

Phoebus laughed wickedly. “I wouldn’t let
anyone do this to me in a million years.”

Until recently, I would have said the same.
“Guess I’m an idiot.”

“You’ll need someone to throw you through
the window,” Dee said, emerging from the other side of the
building. “He’ll be able to smell us the closer we get. It has to
look like you’ve been in a tussle. An easy target.”

“Where have you been?” Allie demanded.
“We’ve done all the prep work ourselves.”

“I set things up to ensure Leandra will
come, of course.” She didn’t waver against all of our glares: we
thought we were setting things up by dangling me like bait
and posting my face all over Europe. What had she contributed? “The
werewolf is inside. It looks hungry.” She squinted up at the moon:
it wasn’t quite full, so he wouldn’t be forced into a shift, but
they could change form on command, which he would do to attack me.
Maybe.

It suddenly seemed that there were a lot of
these “maybes.” “It’s not too late to decide on another plan, is
it?” I asked Allie. My hands were tied in front of my body, at
least, and not so tight that I couldn’t feel them.

“It is too late,” Allie said. She shoved me
toward the building. “We’re relying on him being territorial about
his new squatting grounds. He’ll likely just scratch you with his
claws, not eat you.”

“That’s very reassuring. Thank you.”

“Any sign of Leandra?” Phoebus asked Dee. He
rarely talked directly to her, opting instead for silence or
physically hiding himself behind barriers, and he didn’t bother to
make eye contact with her now.

“No, but she’ll be here.” Dee clutched my
bound wrists in a claw-like hand and tugged me toward the building.
“Let’s get this over with. I need blood soon.”

Not the most reassuring thing to hear in
regards to the care put into this plan. I licked my dry lips, sure
that I was making the biggest mistake of my life. Possibly the
last mistake of my life. The others watched as Dee brought
me to the window.

“It’s not open. Do you actually have
to—”

“Shhh!” she said, nodding to the window. A
form prowled inside, lit by an uneven cell phone flashlight that
cast eerie shadows on the empty shelves.

And then she picked me up by the hood of my
sweatshirt, swung me back, and tossed me right into the window like
a ragdoll. I rolled in a pile of shattered glass. A million nicks
seared my skin. “Fuck,” I mumbled. The prowling figure stopped
moving and turned its head to me.

I scrambled to my feet and backed toward the
window. A thick drop of blood rolled down my face. This was
such a bad idea. The wolf approached me now. He was in human
form, a bit scraggly and barefoot, but overall not malicious. He
hardly looked like he’d killed someone back in the city.

“Hi there,” I said, feeling a bit cheeky and
delirious from the absurdity of my present circumstances.

“Hi,” he said back.

It was the last thing we said to each other.
Something slammed me from behind and my face squished down into
broken shards of glass. The werewolf screamed an inhuman yowl as a
swarm of figures pushed their way into the grocery store through
the broken window. I tried to roll over, but someone stepped on my
spine, pinning me down. “Help!” I yelped.

“You’re Olympia Carter?” the person on my
back asked. I struggled to turn my face and glass sliced me in
return. Out of the corner of my eye I saw red and black clothing.
Vampire, if the stereotypes were to be believed.

“Who the hell are you?” I choked.

The boot pressed harder into my spine. Glass
crunched under me. I gasped at the stinging feeling buzzing over my
skin. It would be a very good time for someone to come to my
rescue. Sending out a pulse to look for useful flora came up
blank.

Hot liquid leaked toward me from somewhere
else: a pool of blood spreading. The werewolf was dead or bleeding
badly. It had been a kill mark. Were these bounty
hunters?

There was another crashing sound, someone
else entering through the window. The person on top of me jabbed a
hand into my shoulder and leaned in with their knee. “Shut up,”
they said.

“Fuck.” There was a scrabbling sound, a
surprised hey! and then a body hitting the floor. The person
on me screeched as they were flung to the side. I shifted, pushing
myself up on my elbows.

Allie dragged me up by the armpits. “Dammit,
Olympia,” she said. My skin burned all over from the glass, my back
throbbing from the force at which the vamp had stepped on me. He
was on the floor now, a bloody stake through his chest.

I recognized him. He had been at the Orchard
Avenue vampire den when we went to interrogate people about
Leandra. “Allie, what the fuck is going on?” I asked.

There was a blinding burst of light. A thick
vine erupted from the ground and tripped someone, dragging them
through the broken glass and slamming them into a shelving unit
that collapsed. In the light I saw Dee, twirling around, thrusting
people through the gut with her bare hands and knocking their
skulls together. There were at least ten vamps. Phoebus was in one
corner, flailing his hands around as though orchestrating a
passionate concerto.

“Did Dee betray us?” I asked, panting
against the wall of the building. Allie looked back at it like she
was ready to fight someone.

“I don’t think so,” she said, distracted.
“Are you okay?”

“I’m fucking bleeding. Everywhere.” I winced
when she cut my hands loose from the zip tie with a small knife.
“Who the hell are these people? This wasn’t part of the plan that
everyone secretly knew about except me?”

That got her attention. “No, it wasn’t. You
may think me cold, Olympia, but I wouldn’t do that to you.”

I joined Phoebus’s magic with my own as he
pinned someone to the wall, helping him wrap the vine around their
throat and puncture them through the chest. He must have been
stronger than me to reach the vine when I couldn’t. One of the
vampires ducked to the window, but Allie lashed out and caught him
in the heart with her stake. He collapsed, blood gurgling at his
lips. I was thrust back into the visual of Leandra examining the
body in that vision.

Phoebus emerged from broken glass, panting
with exertion, veins bulging on his neck. Shortly after he left,
Dee came through the window too, streaming with gore. Somewhere
along the line, she’d had time to put her hair up. Blood dripped
down her neck and her fingertips. Oh my God. One of the vampires
had bitten her. “No survivors,” she said.

“No Leandra,” I said back.

“My mistake.”

“Your mistake?” Allie said. “You
assured us you knew her well and that this would work. And somehow
this turned into an all-out battle, one we were far too outnumbered
to take on.”

Phoebus’s voice was hoarse when he spoke. “I
don’t think,” he said, “that we were outnumbered, per se.”

True. Dee had gone in there and massacred
everyone. “It was a slight miscalculation on my part.” Dee wiped
one hand across her cheek, only succeeding in smearing blood
around. “There was a low chance Leandra wouldn’t show. I didn’t
expect the Mayfair vampire queen to be this bold, though.”

“Patricia did this?” I asked.

“I did recognize the vampires,” Allie said,
confirming the worst. “They’re all Mayfair vamps.”

“Of course she did. Who else would send an
entire drove of vampires after you? Didn’t you slight her last
year?” Dee’s updo fell down around her shoulders in an elegant
swirl when she reached up to release it from its bun. There was no
reason for her to have as much information as she did. I started to
doubt that she knew Leandra at all. Easily, she could be playing us
as another of Patricia’s agents.

“Looks like you have a lot of enemies,
Olympia,” Phoebus said. “And I thought I stepped on a lot of
toes.”

“Jesus.” I went to wipe off my forehead and
encountered an embedded piece of glass. Suddenly, I felt very much
like crying. There was part of me that had stopped looking over my
shoulder every five seconds for Patricia to get back at me. How
foolish. I never should have let my guard down.

Allie bit her lip, watching me. “You need
medical attention.” She glanced back at Phoebus. “I have somewhere
I can take you.” She lifted my arm over her shoulder, cringing at
my winces whenever a wound rubbed against the fabric of her coat. I
leaned into her and she adjusted herself to help me limp away.

Phoebus sauntered after us, shoulders
sagging with exhaustion. Subconsciously or not, he created distance
between himself and Dee when he passed her.

“I have some business to take care of
tonight, but I’ll rendezvous at your home by morning, Allie,” the
vampire said. She was completely still, holding her hands up to the
moonlight as though she could clutch it in her palms.

 No one said
goodbye to her. We had all seen how ruthless she had been with the
vamps, the look of glee on her face as she twisted hearts out of
chests with her bare hands.


Chapter Nine

Allie Godden’s Secret
Passion
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“WHAT IS THIS?” I ASKED as Allie led me to a
decrepit building with a garage door. It was box-shaped, smaller
than her house, with high, barred windows like a fortress. When we
got closer to the door, Allie pushed me onto Phoebus instead. He
was uncomfortably warm and sweaty; my skin was almost magnetically
repulsed by his touch.

“It’s a hideout of mine,” she said as she
entered a code into a not-very-sturdy-looking lock and pulled the
entrance up by a chain.

“You’re welcome for saving you, by the way,”
Phoebus said under his breath as he shifted an arm to my side. I
hissed when he grazed a particularly large cut I was sure still had
glass in it. The area beyond the garage was dark, and Allie waved
us in. Phoebus was a lot easier to walk with than Allie as he bore
most of the brunt. I let him half-walk, half-carry me into the
enclosure. Allie closed it behind us and re-locked the garage door,
checking it by tugging the lock.

“I’m so sorry,” Allie said at once. She
flipped a switch. Industrial lights flooded the area—a room that
was mostly cement. Phoebus and I both squinted, flinching back from
it. “Sorry for that too.”

I couldn’t believe my eyes. This building
was…an art studio of some kind. A bowl of fruit in a woven basket
stood on a pillar, various fabrics and furs hung from the walls,
and there were rectangles covered in sheets, as though the artist
was protective of their work. In one corner, a refrigerator hummed
loudly next to a counter with cans of food.

Allie looked appallingly uncomfortable. It
took me another second to realize that she was the artist.
Cautiously, Phoebus lowered me onto a bare mattress in the middle
of the floor.

“Phoebus, can you help me with something?
I’ve got sheets in the closet over there.”

He stalked toward the closet, muttering
about being an errand boy, and Allie followed him quietly. “There’s
a lock on it,” he said.

“Oh, my bad.” Allie put in a combination to
unlock it. My eyes roamed the room, taking in every detail, so rapt
that I missed what happened next. There was the sound of a door
slamming; muffled yelling; the metal clank of a padlock
shutting closed.

I barely had time to react. Allie had her
back to the door, panting a little. “What did you do that for?” I
asked her.

“He was being annoying, and we have to keep
him in one place.”

“Sounds good to me.”

Allie tip-toed away from the door. It began
to wobble, accompanied by a pounding noise: Phoebus trying to get
out. “I have to talk to you about some things, Olympia.”

“What? About how you guys didn’t jump in
until I was already attacked by vampires?”

“Shit.” Allie took her phone out of her
pocket and made the call to let the Guild know about the vampire
attack and, more important to her, the result of the werewolf
bounty. “We’re both getting the reward for the werewolf,” she told
me.

“I don’t care about that.”

“I know. And I’m sorry, I don’t have sheets;
I lied.” She settled herself on a chaise next to a set of plastic
drawers. “When I was at the Guild earlier, and I had your name put
up on the missing persons list, I checked it. There were a
significant number of vampires listed.” She whispered now, even
though Phoebus banged his fists against the door, so it was
doubtful he could hear her.

“Is that abnormal?” Sometimes vamps
disappeared because they were sick of everyone, or maybe they were
starting up new lives as someone else somewhere else. Easy when you
lived forever.

“It’s abnormal that they were all in
Europe.”

“Lots of old vamps live in Europe.”

Allie shook her head. “Well, I think it’s
weird, and then that pack that attacked you was pretty big. Do you
think Patricia really sent them?”

“I don’t see why not. She told me she’d get
revenge on me.” I shifted on the bed, feeling every abrasion at
once. If only I could call up fairy healing powers on-demand. “You
think those vampires who disappeared also died attacking Patricia’s
enemies?”

“She hasn’t been seen in town for…for some
time.”

“What?” Granted, I hadn’t seen her since the
last time she threatened me, but I also went out of my way to avoid
her ilk.

“One of the mayors let it slip,” Allie said.
“They get pretty comfortable around me.”

“Allie, I need to know. Why do you have so
much influence with them? Are you…sleeping with one of them?”

The glare she gave me could’ve finished off
the vampires’ job for them, it was so sharp. “I’m not
sleeping with anyone.”

“Okay, okay. Sorry.”

She massaged her temple with one hand. “I
have earned the respect of the most exalted people in this town,”
Allie said. “The hard way, mind you.” Implying I did not have any
respect from anyone. But I’d kind of wrongly slut-shamed her.

“Whatever you say. Why are you locking
Phoebus up when you’re his sponsor? And you still haven’t told me
what you’re getting from the sponsorship.”

Allie screamed in exasperation. “Would you
stop trying to get out?! I’m not going to let you free!” The
banging noises stopped at once. I imagined Phoebus in the little
closet, surrounded by paint supplies, trying to sleep through the
fumes. Serves him right. “Olympia, Mayor Blair is retiring soon.
They will need a new witch on the council.”

Ah. “And that new witch is you?”

“It is if I take on Phoebus and help him
follow through with this bounty to prove his worth here. He’s
intending to join the bounty hunters when we’ve found Leandra.”
Leandra’s name was cold in her British accent. “He’s got a
benefactor, someone there who knows him. They value him regaining
his status enough to endorse me for the council position.”

The Seelie mayor? I wondered. Phoebus most
definitely lied to me about not belonging to any of the courts; no
one who had somehow outcasted themself from every single court in
Faerie would have any kind of endorsement, anywhere, from any of
us. “Well. Congratulations.”

“I can’t be congratulated yet,” she said.
She wrung her hands. They were covered in bruises, too. She had
punched the vamp off of me earlier. Apparently, she remembered my
injuries just then, because she fetched a first aid kit from the
wall. “There was something else. About Dee.”

“Yeah?” My eyes followed her as she removed
a bottle of alcohol and a rag from the kit.

“I couldn’t find her at all in the hunter
database. I don’t know if she’s not registered, or if she goes by a
different name. I don’t even know what country she’d be registered
in; she might not be American. May I?”

The databases weren’t set up to search by
anything other than name and species, so that wasn’t very
surprising. Allie held out the alcohol-soaked cloth. I remembered
when Leandra patched me up after our own vampire attack and was
struck with a sudden melancholy. I nodded assent and tried to stay
stoic when she dabbed at the bloodiest of my wounds, and then began
the laborious task of removing stray glass with a pair of
tweezers.

“Dee could be short for something,” I said
after a few minutes.

“Or it could be completely false. We were so
foolish to trust her even marginally.”

“What will you do when she comes back?”

“I’ll disinvite her from my house, for one
thing,” Allie said, scoffing. “At least she doesn’t know about this
place.”

“Speaking of…” I pointed to one of the
rectangles with a cloth over it. “Can I see?”

“Absolutely not!”

“Allie, come on. I thought you were
so boring and professional. What kind of painting do you do?”

I pestered her about it for a few more
minutes until she gave in. It wasn’t painting at all, like I’d
thought. She showed me first her camera collection, lined up in a
cabinet, neatly in their cases. Then, her darkroom, a curtained-off
corner that I was too weak to get up and look at closely. She
flicked on a reddish light to show me how she developed her
photos.

Finally, the enlarged photos themselves: a
breathtaking image of the sun setting over buildings downtown that
included Sugar & Spice; a neon-glowing sign on a food truck
against a powder-blue twilight; a cat curled on a kitchen chair
with light streaming through the windows. I’m not an art person,
but I could tell that she liked the compositions that had high
contrast and dramatic lighting. At the last picture, she hesitated
before removing the cloth. It was a self-portrait. Or a selfie, if
you still called it that with professional photography. Allie
Godden, in all her glory, her deep brown skin and sharp cheekbones,
wearing a tender smile. I had thought of Allie as a strict
professional, if sometimes goading, a prideful woman whose whole
life was work. This photo was how she saw herself. This
garage—photography studio—was more her than any decoration in her
house.

“They’re all beautiful,” I said, flipping
through smaller pictures she kept in storage. “Do you do art
shows?”

“No! This is just for fun. I started a while
back when my therapist recommended having a hobby other than work.
I would never let someone else see this,” she said, looking
alarmed.

I could’ve laughed. “What about me?”

Phoebus shouted something from the closet
that involved a string of swear words. It was going to be a long
rest of the night. I felt around in the first aid kit for
Ibuprofen.

Allie returned to the chaise, leaving her
artwork exposed. She gripped her knees, tightening until the
fingers paled. “Thank you, Olympia. I’m very sorry we put you in
danger.”

“Well, I survived.”

“Yes, you’re quite hardy.”

In spite of myself, I laughed. Was I really
bonding with Allie freaking Godden? I considered this as she
cleared her throat.

“Since Dee is a vampire,” she started, “and
she seems to know about our town’s inner workings, I was thinking
that the vampires probably have a file on her.”

Leandra once told me they had files on
everyone. Whether they were paper or digital, though, I had no
idea. “So, we’re breaking into Vampire Central to look at it?”

“I don’t see why not,” Allie said. “Not
tonight, but maybe during the day we can. Patricia is gone, after
all. They don’t have as much to defend. I have some things up my
sleeve for misdirection.”

It was a good point. Gathering information
on Dee could potentially save us from future mishaps. I remembered
that she hadn’t actually gone into the Guild HQ, just stayed in the
human bar, with some wonder. Maybe she knew she would be recognized
there.

We made a plan to try it the next day, if
circumstances allowed, and carefully talked around The Phoebus
Problem, which was that we had to take him everywhere with us—a
huge drag. But possibly worth it, if Allie could use it to make
herself a mayor on the council. She would be good at it, I realized
with some surprise; she knew intimately the issues this town faced
and executed her work passionately. Not to mention, she’d shown me
that she cared a lot about the things that happened in Mayfair, and
the people in it, over the last few days.

At some point, Allie drifted off to sleep on
the chaise, and I lay awake, staring at the ceiling. It was a few
hours yet to sunrise, a bit early to go to sleep, even though my
body sagged into the mattress with exhaustion. The glass thankfully
hadn’t cut into my jean jacket, but my hoodie was shredded up in
places, and my pants were not doing much better. I hurt way too
much, even with Ibuprofen, to consider sleep. Or so I thought.

 


❧

 


Some time later, I woke from a light doze to Phoebus
tapping on the door of the closet. Maybe he had to pee, I thought
mournfully. The noise kept me up enough that I did stand up, in
spite of my bruises and cuts, to tell him off.

The sound was not coming from the door in
the corner; it came from upwards. Warily, I watched the
windows. Sure enough, after a second or two, another windowpane
clanged. Someone was outside, throwing rocks at them.

I paused in front of the garage door. There
was no way to know who it was; the windows were so high up, I had
no chance of seeing the rock-thrower through them. The door hadn’t
made much noise opening, but there was no telling if I would wake
Allie by leaving. It could be Dee, if she was ready to rendezvous.
She had no reason to think we’d be sleeping at this hour. It could
be Patricia’s people, getting me back out into the night so they
could finish the job. Maybe waking up Allie was a good idea, after
all.

As I considered my options, the rate at
which the window pinged increased; whoever was out there was
getting impatient. Whatever. If they wanted to kill us, they
would’ve just smashed the garage door in and come after me, anyway.
I unlatched the door and lifted it just enough to roll out
underneath. With some effort, I got up from the cold ground and
looked around with my hands on my knees. Nothing.

And then: “Hey, fairy girl.”

I whipped around, my blood freezing.

I recognized that voice.



Chapter Ten

Not a Golem
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WARM ARMS ENGULFED ME. IN utter shock, I didn’t move
a muscle. “What happened to you?” Leandra asked. “You look like
shit. You’re all beat up.” She nuzzled her face into my neck. I
shivered against her touch. She smelled so familiar, even though I
hadn’t seen her in months. I couldn’t even make myself return the
hug. My stiff fingers clutched velvety fistfuls of her dress.

“Olympia?” She took a step back, still
holding me, and examined my face. “Are you crying?”

“No,” I stammered out, wiping at my eyes.
“How do I know you’re not a golem?”

Leandra laughed. Fuck, was she beautiful.
Her skin practically glowed in the moonlight, flawless. An
unwarranted surge of affection filled my chest. “You’re not
kidding?”

“No.”

“Human me was married to an English boy that
I killed.” She traced her thumb over my jawline. “Did you get mad
at a mirror or something? I wish you’d told me you were going to do
that. I could have used the blood.” I winced when she rubbed the
cut on my lower lip. Gingerly, she pressed her lips to my brow.

“You’ve probably killed plenty of English
boys. Tell me something only Leandra would know.”

Leandra stepped away from me completely. Her
hands went to her hips. “One side of your vulva is slightly bigger
than the oth—” The sentence was cut off with an oomph noise
as I tackled her in a hug.

“Where the hell have you been?” I choked
into the fabric of her dress. “You’re disgusting, by the way.”

“All over. Mostly France. I saw you listed
on their Guild’s missing persons list. High priority, at-risk
case.” Her lips found another uninjured patch of skin on my
forehead as she wound her arms back around me. “I thought you
wanted me to come back, that you needed help.”

So, Phoebus had been right about her
location. “They’re making your bounty international tomorrow. Or
today. I don’t know what day it is.” I had to wipe at my eyes
again.

Leandra hissed out a breath. “I should go
back into hiding. Thanks for letting me know. Oh, shit. Olympia, I
need to warn you about something.”

I stopped myself from saying what was on my
mind: You’re leaving right when I finally have you back?
“What is it?” I managed.

“Vampires are going missing in Europe in
droves. Someone’s taking them out. Or…taking them somewhere. The
bodies always go missing, too, but I haven’t caught the perpetrator
in the act yet.”

“I know,” I said. “Allie told me there were
tons of vampires on the same list.” And we saw you in a vision. It
was too much to explain without knowing how much time we had.

“More even than are listed. Wait, Allie?
Allie Godden? Why would she be sharing that with you?”

We spoke quietly enough, but we wouldn’t be
able to hang around much longer without Allie or even Phoebus
noticing I’d left. There was probably a cold draft coming in under
the garage door that would bother someone soon. “Why do you need to
tell me about European vampires?”

“I think I know who’s doing it,” she said,
and then glanced around like she expected that person to be there.
“And I think they may come after me here. Or come after something I
care about.” She looked at me when she said this.

My heart thundered. “Someone already has
come after me, but Al—others assured me it was Patricia.”

“Could be. I think if this person came after
you, though, you’d already be dead.” Leandra took a deep breath.
“It’s fucking good to see you, by the way. I missed teasing
you.”

“Who is it? Who might come after me?” I
asked, unable for whatever reason to tell her how intensely—how
surprisingly intensely—I felt the same. Like the weight that
bogged me down for the last few months was suddenly lifted. I
suppressed an inappropriate laugh.

“My sire.” Leandra’s voice was flat.

Her…sire. The vampire who turned her into a
vampire. I struggled to remember what she told me about being
turned. Something about deliberately becoming a vampire for revenge
and immortality. “Oh. Your sire.”

Leandra shifted her hands to my shoulders.
The column of her throat bobbed when she swallowed. “Olympia, can
I—can I kiss you?”

“You’ve already kissed me all over my
face.”

This time, her eyes were shiny. “That’s not
what I meant, and you know it.”

“Of course you can.”

The kiss was so gentle that it barely hurt
at all. I leaned into her, tangling in her silky hair and reeling
her in closer to me. Her tongue traced the underside of my lower
lip and I shuddered with pleasure against her. Fucking vampire
pheromones. I could barely feel all the cuts stinging in the cold
anymore, could hardly feel the cold at all.

Leandra broke away first and leaned her
forehead against mine, her breathing a little heavy. “I take it you
missed me,” she whispered.

I was breathing heavily, too. “Maybe I
did.”

“So absence does make the heart grow
fonder?”

Right. She was going to leave again soon.
All the good feelings rushed out. “Take me with you when you run
again,” I said. I knew now that I literally wouldn’t be able to
turn her in to the council, wouldn’t be able to ask her how she
wanted me to kill her. Nothing about her behavior indicated that
she expected to die today. I wasn’t strong enough to go through
with it. Sorry, Allie.

“It’ll be easier if I don’t,” she said
carefully. “I should get going now.”

“I’m trying to get your bounty reduced to a
capture.”

“It’ll be hard to turn it back around if
it’s going international next nightfall.” She pecked my lips again.
“There aren’t international bounties for capture cases often, are
there?”

“No,” I said. “There aren’t.” But what would
they do if she was turned in without being killed? Could they
execute her right away with all the evidence in her favor? “I know
someone who was held by the council for a few weeks while they
decided what to do with him. He’s being released if he cooperates
with some, uh, community service-type deal.”

“Seriously?” she asked. “Is that a new
policy? Maybe there is hope.” But I hadn’t figured out what Phoebus
said or did to them that gave him the opportunity to do it. He’d
said something about the right person pulling strings. Did Leandra
have any connections left to do that for her? Would Allie vouch for
her? She seemed to have a lot more power than she let on,
especially if she would soon be a member of the council. But maybe
they wouldn’t even give her the position if we didn’t complete this
mark—because Phoebus wouldn’t technically have helped us catch her,
either. Not that I cared what happened to him, but still.

“I’m so sorry, Leandra. I don’t know what to
do. I’ve been working with Allie trying to find you, honestly.”

She stiffened in my arms. The cold rushed
back in when she pulled away. “The only reason that witch would
chase me down would be to kill me for the money.”

“And for her reputation,” I said, but if it
was even a joke, it missed. “I wanted to see you again
before someone else caught you.”

“To let me choose how I wanted to die.”
Uncanny, that she could tell what I was thinking. I felt like
crying again that she still knew me so well. Her hand slid up my
thigh, forefinger resting on the pommel of my dagger. “Is there so
little hope?”

“I really don’t know.” She blurred in my
vision as my eyes filled with tears. “It’s not that easy.”

Leandra unsheathed the dagger. “This is how
I’d like to go, if it comes to that. Just stake me.” A stab through
the heart with silver would kill her. The dagger glinted
dangerously in the moonlight.

“Allie is in that building behind us. She
needs the reward.” I swallowed. Everything looked normal under the
garage door, dark without any unusual shadows or movement.

“And you? What do you need?” Leandra
asked.

I didn’t have an answer to that. Not one
that I wanted to share. “It’s your life,” I said finally. “Do you
want to keep running or end it?”

“That depends,” she said, “on if there’s
something worth living for.”

I couldn’t read her expression. Just a few
months ago, she had yearned for true immortality, even more
invincible than her extended vampire lifespan. Was she really
throwing in the towel after all the effort she went through? Or did
she mean…? “I want you to live,” I said quietly.

“I think we have our answer then.” She took
one step back, then another.

“Please take me with you, Leandra. I’ve been
sick to my stomach since you left the first time. And I’m sorry for
leaving you behind.”

“You did what you had to,” she said, but
didn’t move any closer. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,
Olympia. It’s not that I don’t want you to. It’s just harder to
hide two people.”

I reached for her hand. She didn’t resist
when I entwined our fingers. “Let’s go to your lair,” I said,
barely audible over the wind.

She squeezed my fingers; her posture
loosened. “Okay. Okay, we can do that.”

Her grip was suddenly painful. I gasped,
taking my hand back. Vines crawled out of the ground and cemented
over her ankles. She struggled against them. I bent down and ripped
them away from her, holding them off, and Leandra started to run.
Another vine crept from the grass and tripped her. She sprawled out
on the ground, dress hitched high up her leg.

The garage door clanged as it was thrown
open. I ran to Leandra’s side, taking in the two tall shadows that
exited the garage. “Stop!” I yelled. “Can we just wait a
second—”

One of the shadows waved their hand. Leandra
stopped struggling, completely still except for her eyes that
rolled every which way in panic. A binding spell.

“Allie! Please!” I turned to Allie Godden
and clung to her pants for dear life. It took all my focus to hold
Phoebus’s powers away from Leandra, but it was too late. I couldn’t
interfere with the kind of magic a witch could do.

“Olympia, stop this,” Allie said. She tried
to shake me off. Handcuffs clinked in her grasp, the kind from the
Guild that suppressed supernatural ability.

No, no, no. I would not lose Leandra
like this. “We can’t,” I said, voice cracking. Firm arms separated
me from Allie’s clothing. Phoebus held me in a chokehold that I
struggled against violently—I slammed my skull into his nose with a
wet thunk and he released me, cursing. I rushed back to
Leandra and covered her prone body with my own.

“I know what she means to you,” Allie said
with the handcuffs taut in her grip. “But it’s either us, or
someone else. If we don’t do this today, someone else will do it
tomorrow, or the next day. The whole world will be looking out for
her. Not everyone can be so…kind.”

My brain caught up with the rest of me:
Allie had the handcuffs out, not her twisty murder stake. She
wasn’t going to kill Leandra. “Will you talk to them?” I begged.
“Will you talk to the council? Can we reduce her sentence?”

Allie grimaced. “Honestly, Olympia. Control
yourself.” It was obvious that she wasn’t used to seeing this kind
of naked weakness, emotions laid bare, on people. “Get your weapon
back from her.”

Shaking, I pried the dagger from Leandra’s
hand. Her eyes went to me: though she couldn’t move her facial
muscles, I felt the betrayal in them like it pierced my own heart.
“I’m so sorry. I fucked up,” I whispered, touching her perfect
face.

“I’ll talk to them,” Allie said. “I think we
can…work something out. Like with Phoebus.”

He loomed behind her, closer, watching us
all with interest. Blood soaked down from his nose into his lips
and chin. What a freakshow we all were.

“You think so? They would free her?” I
asked. She could lie to me, I reminded myself. She could lie to me
to get what she wanted. I had lied to her, though maybe I hadn’t
known it.

I never really meant to kill Leandra
myself.

Phoebus jerked forward, so quick I almost
didn’t see it, or maybe my brain was just working slowly. He
wrestled me back from Leandra, and Allie carefully locked the
handcuffs around her wrists. She released the spell, too—Leandra
sagged into her arms, gasping. Phoebus was as strong as your
average fairy, which was to say more than usual, even though he had
a lanky form. His skin gave under my fingernails. The grass under
us grew and shrank as we fought for dominance, trees around Allie’s
studio shuddering with the force of our opposing commands.

“Stop it, Olympia. You’ve lost, can’t you
see that?” he hissed into my ear. “You look hysterical.”

My vision flared red at the word choice.
Hysterical. I watched in horror as Allie helped Leandra to
her feet.

“Leandra,” I called to her. I didn’t know
what I would say. I had already apologized. There weren’t words big
enough to explain how we’d gotten to this point. I should have let
her run when we had the chance. Should have known we were in
earshot of Allie, that the hunter wouldn’t trust me enough to work
together on this. And she was right, too.

 Leandra didn’t
look back at me. She walked forward in line with Allie’s steps, not
resisting her, her shoulders slumped in surrender. If it was
possible to feel your heart snap in half, I felt mine break
now.


Part Two

 Leandra
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Chapter Eleven

Achilles’ Ankle

[image: ]

I PACED BACK AND FORTH the hallway on the second
level of the town hall. Behind one of these doors, Allie was
working her proverbial magic, convincing whoever was here today to
let Leandra off easy, maybe—that was what she’d told me. The more
time that passed, the more I questioned why she would bother to
help me when it did nothing to advance her own goals. She would get
less money and thus less of a rank increase to maintain her status
as top bounty hunter, plus working out a deal like Phoebus had
might set a dangerous precedent for future marks.

Speaking of the devil. “You’re making
me antsy,” Phoebus said. He leaned against the wall, eyes
following me as I stomped around the hallway. “Also, you look like
shit.”

It was daytime, past our normal bedtime, and
I’d only napped very briefly. I’d been in a fight—a fight I didn’t
actively participate in, embarrassingly—and was bruised, scratched,
and aching all over. “You’ve got some nerve to tell me that.”

“Ooh, I broke your little worry bubble,” he
taunted. “Welcome back to reality, friend.”

“We’re hardly friends.”

Phoebus cocked his head. “We may not
be, but it seems to me that Allie is sticking her neck out for you
here. Risking her whole reputation, even. You must have bonded
while I was trapped in that closet. What a dreadful trick that was,
by the way.”

I slammed him back into the wall with the
palms of my hands. “What are you still doing here? Don’t you have
somewhere better to be?”

Completely unbothered, he lifted his pant
leg by the knee and twisted it around as though showing off a
particularly impressive designer shoe. The GPS monitor blinked its
light. “Unfortunately, there’s been a blip in the plan. The mark I
was assigned to help find did not come back murdered, as requested,
so here I am, waiting to find out what’s to become of me.”

I didn’t feel bad for him at all that my
interference messed with his freedom. “I don’t know how you have
anyone vouching for you when you’re this irritating all the damn
time.”

“Some people think I’m charming.” He brushed
my fingers off of his shoulders and smiled up at me; I was a few
inches taller than him. “My mother, for example.”

“And what court is your mother from?”

His smile turned acid. “Wouldn’t you like to
know?”

There were a lot of things I would like to
know. I pressed my ear to a door at random, but all of them were
completely silent. Someone had cast a soundproof spell to prevent
eavesdroppers like me. “What’s taking them so long?” I asked out
loud.

“They’re probably deciding how to execute
your lover. Perhaps you should say your goodbyes now.”

He was trying to goad me. It annoyed me more
when it was inadvertent. “And how would I do that?”

Phoebus laughed. “I suppose you’re not as
smart as you pretend to be. I was in one of those cells, remember?
With such a…volatile mark…in the building, they’ll have her down in
the basement.”

I did feel stupid, then. It had not occurred
to me. I was having trouble remembering if that part of the
building was locked or if Allie had just led me down there. “What
will you do? Am I allowed to leave you alone?” He didn’t respond.
“Okay, come with me, then. I’m your surrogate sponsor now.”

“I don’t think so.” He shuddered. “I was
down in that dank cellar for weeks. It was quite unpleasant.”
Phoebus lifted his leg and tapped the GPS monitor. “It’s not like I
can go far. And I am in the town hall, after all.”

Whatever. If he was going to lose out on his
pardon because he didn’t want to join me in the basement, then that
was his problem.

 


❧

 


The basement was, in fact, not locked. That is to
say, it was locked until I ripped the doorknob off and gently put
it back in place with hopes that no one would test the knob. I kept
looking over my shoulder, waiting for someone to yell at me for
breaking in. As far as I knew, though, these cells were not used
often. Not until recently. The basement wasn’t labeled; it took a
few tries to find the right door. The lack of “EMPLOYEES ONLY” or
“STAY OUT OR ELSE” signs encouraged me more than the lack of a
deadbolt.

It was just as cold as I remembered. My
footsteps echoed ear-shatteringly loud down the seemingly endless
tunnel to the cells. If they stripped my rank because I’d snuck
down here… Well, I’d still rather say goodbye to Leandra than keep
up some crappy job in a stupid town with biased leadership. The
council had never gotten to me like this.

The cells were poorly lit. Last time,
Phoebus had glowed a bit because he was Seelie. Now I squinted into
the dark, unsure that they kept her here after all. There was a
holding room upstairs where the council held people as they went on
trial or while the transportation for exile was pending, but they
kept it (actually, really) locked, so that would be a no-go if she
wasn’t down here. The longer I lingered, the creepier it was.

“Olympia?”

I froze at the first cell and put my hands
to the glass, cupping my eyes as though it would help me see
better. “Leandra?”

“I’m here,” she said. My eyes were slowly
adjusting to the dark; she waved a hand in front of the glass and I
could see it. Then it was gone. A lamp flicked on. I wasn’t sure if
this was the same cell they’d kept Phoebus in or not, but it was
just as luxurious. “Are they going to kill me?”

“I don’t know,” I said. Seeing her in the
light, she was gaunter than I remembered. Her eyes had a slight red
tinge, like she hadn’t eaten in a while. It was impressive that she
still looked ethereally beautiful in spite of all that. “Allie
Godden is talking to them.”

“That’s…interesting.” She sat on her bed
with her knees folded up close to her.

“Well, I wanted to see you, um…” I couldn’t
tell her why, that I had little faith in Allie’s ability to sway
the mayoral council when they literally already had all the
evidence they needed to overturn the bounty listing in the first
place and hadn’t.

“You wanted to see me so bad that you had me
convinced you were in some kind of danger back in the U.S. and drew
me away from where I was safe.”

“Leandra,” I said, my voice cracking. “I’m
sorry. I’m not—someone else would have come for you.”

“You have no idea where I was. You had no
right.”

How to explain that the plan had made
perfect sense when Allie proposed it to me? “I’m sorry.”

“It does feel silly, now,” Leandra said,
“that I spent so much time away from you if this is my last day on
Earth.”

I kept my face carefully blank. “I’ll keep
fighting it.”

“I appreciate that, Olympia,” she said with
a sigh, “but I’m afraid it’s not in your hands anymore.” She leaned
her forehead against the glass by her bed. I hated how resigned she
sounded. “Can you have them send me some blood? I’m starving.”

I was absolutely positive they did not have
a secret blood bank upstairs. And that was if anyone even
bothered to listen to my request on behalf of a prisoner, which
wasn’t likely, either. “I don’t think they will.”

The handcuffs clanked when she shifted off
the bed and sidled in my direction in a smooth, confident walk only
a vampire could pull off. “I don’t get a last meal?” she asked.

There was a plastic sheet in a little square
in the cell near the ground through which they delivered plates of
food. Her gaze followed mine and she bent down, reaching a hand
through the flap and caressing my leg.

“Are you mad at me?” I asked. She sent me
mixed signals at the best of times, before. I wasn’t sure I knew
this Leandra anymore.

“A little.” Her hand clasped my calf and
shifted lower until she had my ankle in her grasp, her arm out to
the elbow past the food flap. I didn’t resist when she lifted my
leg and pulled it through the opening in the cell wall, steadying
myself against the glass with my hands.

“What are you doing?” I asked as she began
to unroll the pant leg. I winced when her fingers grazed a big cut.
Her eyes were growing redder by the second, almost pulsating. She
licked her lips.

“These handcuffs make me feel so weak. I
have to do everything slower. I’m so very, very hungry.” Her eyes
flicked up to me. She was practically flat on the floor at this
point, on her knees and leaning as far toward my leg as she could.
I was through the food flap to the knee. If I had to let her feed
on me a little bit as penance for possibly getting her killed… She
probably had earned that, at least. I nodded assent to her.

There was a point, once, where these
melodramatic theatrics had annoyed me.

“That’s it?” she asked. “This is usually
when you tell me if I can use my tongue or not.”

“Whatever you want to do,” I said. My heart
rate increased at the thought of her fangs sinking into my skin,
whether from fear or something…else, I couldn’t tell.

Mirthfully, she laughed, her mouth just
inches from my leg. Her warm breath sent a series of goosebumps up
my calf. “I never thought you’d be giving me pity blood. Are you
sure you want to?”

“Yes.”

“And no tongue preference?” It would hurt if
she didn’t use the vampire pheromones that made the biting part
pleasant. It would feel way too good if she did.

My face burned. “Yes to the tongue.”

Knuckles whitened as her grip closed on my
ankle. My stomach churned. Was I letting her do this because I knew
it would feel unbearably, almost sexually pleasant, or was I doing
it because I felt guilt for leaving her behind? I had been such a
mess of emotions the last few months—had stuffed them down rather
than trying to parse through them, and I couldn’t help but pry them
open now like a long-ignored splinter. Guilt, or some kind of
backwards affection? We’d been friends, hadn’t we? Kind of? Or had
we fought more than we’d gotten along?

Was it possible both were true?

Unease crept over me as I remembered that
honeymoon week we’d spent together in Faerie. It had felt like we
were dating. And it had been very, very nice. At least until I
found out that Leandra was hiding a crime big enough to get her
exiled from Faerie altogether. Maybe honesty wasn’t our strong
suit. Maybe it wasn’t worth figuring out, if this was her last day
alive.

Shit.

“Leandra, wait,” I said.

She froze with her lips almost against my
skin. “What?” she asked, a little breathless.

“Viktor Lehmann is dead.”

The glare Leandra gave me was exceptionally
cold. “And how,” she said, “would you possibly know that?”

“We were working with a vampire who claimed
to know you.” The grip on my leg didn’t lessen at all—I could feel
a bruise forming. “She said he’s been dead for half a century.”

Leandra said nothing. The pressure of time
passing weighed on me.

“Is that something you were still trying to
do in Europe? Find him?” I asked quietly.

“What vampire told you that?” she asked, her
voice husky.

“She said she knew you from a while back. We
don’t think she gave us her real name.”

I could practically feel the tension roiling
in the confined, bitter air. “What did she look like?”

“She looked… Her physique is like…like she
lifts buses every day for fun. Buses full of children. She was
tattooed. Scarred. Dressed like an athleisure ad for female body
builders.” My mouth was dry, cottony. “She called herself
‘Dee.’”

The sibilant sound Leandra emitted was more
animal than vampire. “What a great time to bring that up, Olympia.
Well, we’re all fucked.”

“Who is she?” I asked. “You really know
her?”

I think we both became aware of the test at
the same time. Trust was an issue we had before. I opened the match
by telling her about Viktor Lehmann; the ball was in her court with
information on Dee. Her lips grazed against my calf, and her grasp
loosened. “Her name’s Diosa. Or that’s what she was going by a
century ago.”

A question about the nature of their
relationship died on my lips before I could ask. I didn’t want to
know. “Is she dangerous?” I asked. But I knew the answer to that,
too, because I’d seen her in action. She had taken on more vampires
than even Leandra could.

“Funny that I should come here to warn you
about my sire,” Leandra said icily, “and here you were the whole
time working with her.”

“I didn’t know.”

Leandra sighed. “I know. I’m sorry.” She
released my ankle, but I didn’t take it back through the food flap.
“Are you still willing to…?”

“You think I’d take this lightly?” I asked.
It hurt more than I expected that she thought I would change my
mind. Even if I didn’t want her to drink from me, my thrill-seeking
Unseelie blood would want me to. And boy, did it ever. The
factors—Unseelie blood, Olympia kindness, incongruent
affection—worked in her favor.

Relief flooded her features. “Of course
not.” Her tongue flicked out, traced a cut on my calf. Pleasure
rocketed up my leg and I bit my lip to stifle a moan. Sharp fangs
sank into the thin skin around my ankle. I gasped, pressing my face
to the glass as I stretched as far as I could go into the cell’s
opening and braced myself against the wall. Possessive fingers
clamped over my leg. The sound of sucking as Leandra siphoned my
blood into herself was maddeningly loud. My breaths fogged the
glass. It hurt. It was unendurably intimate.

Neither of us noticed the newcomer emerge
from the tunnel. “That’s something new,” Phoebus said. He was right
behind me. Leandra released me, backing away, her mouth red with
gore. Her tongue traced sharp, blood-tinged teeth. I stumbled
backward, light-headed, and Phoebus steadied me by the elbows
almost instinctively. “I came down here to tell you that Allie’s
done talking with the mayoral council.” Between two of his hairy
knuckles, he held the doorknob I’d broken.

Leandra and I looked at each other. Her eyes
were wild and untamed, her breathing unsteady—I had no doubt I
looked the same. Like Phoebus had walked in on something
passionate—personal—that we needed to be embarrassed about.
“What’s the verdict?” I asked him after taking a moment to gather
my bearings.

“Don’t know. Let’s find out.” His ever-sharp
gaze took in both our states and he smirked knowingly, turning away
to give us some privacy.

I wiped a clammy hand on my torn-up hoodie.
“I’ll be back for you this time. I promise.”

A drop of blood dripped down Leandra’s chin
and plipped onto the floor. “Thanks,” she whispered.

It sounded like she meant more than just the
blood.


Chapter Twelve

The Fools’ Heist
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ALLIE WAS MAKING HER WAY down the stairs at the same
time Phoebus and I ascended them. We all froze at the sight of each
other. My heart sank when I saw her body language: brows furrowed
in frustration, fists clenched at her sides.

“Bad news?” Phoebus asked for me. He had
taken the lead, his hand on the railing ahead of me as though
shielding me from the truth.

“It’s not bad news,” Allie said. “It’s no
news.” She peered over Phoebus’s shoulder at me, features smoothing
when she noted my level of distress. “I argued your case for
Leandra. No one denied that they had plenty of evidence which could
strike off most of the crimes she’d done. I’ve never seen anything
like it.”

“Guess that’s what you get when you’ve been
in Patricia’s way.” Like I was. There would be worse things in
store for me by the end of this, I was sure. I cleared my throat.
“I have some information from Leandra.”

“Oh yeah?” Phoebus asked, pivoting his head
back toward me. “You exchanged…information…too?”

I flicked his arm. Someone began the descent
down the stairs, stopping when they realized that we were all in
the way. “Let’s discuss this outside,” I said pointedly.

It was freezing out today. I rubbed my hands
against the denim of my jacket as though it would help at all.
Allie rested against a lamppost outside the town hall, looking
about as exhausted as I felt.

“Leandra does know Dee from her past. She
said her real name was Diosa.”

“Diosa,” Allie repeated, rolling the name
around her mouth. “Sounds Spanish. We should look up those files we
were talking about.”

“Right now?” I asked, aghast.

“Files?” Phoebus asked. Right. He’d been
locked up when we discussed it. I waited for Allie to either tell
him our plan or not—I sure as hell didn’t trust him.

“Files at Vampire Central. They should have
them for all known vampires,” Allie explained. “Hopefully
international vampires too?”

“You’re going to look someone up based on
their first name and your assumption of its linguistic roots?”
Phoebus asked, scoffing. “That’s hardly helpful.”

“Do we know if they’re physical or digital
files?” I asked. The blanket of pleasantness that had draped over
me from vampire tongue magic was wearing off fast and my many cuts
came back to plague me.

“I don’t know a damn thing about them. Only
that they exist.” Allie checked her watch. “It’s a good time to
catch them at the mall. Patricia isn’t in town as far as anyone
knows and it’s daytime, so they’ll have reduced staff.”

Phoebus balked at us. “You’re going to break
into a majorly protected vampire hangout just to get information on
someone who has helped us?” He shook his head. “That’s appalling.
She’s intimidating, sure, but she hasn’t given us reason to doubt
her.”

“Leandra thought…” Think of your company,
Olympia. But not sharing information had gotten me into more
trouble historically than oversharing. “She thought that Diosa was
responsible for the vampire disappearances.”

“No one’s gone missing here, though. They’re
just in Europe,” Allie said.

“Vampire disappearances like we saw in that
vision?” Phoebus asked me.

“Yes. And I don’t know, it was just what she
thought.”

Allie ran a head over her closely cropped
hair. “Alright, then, let’s break into Vampire Central.”

“You’re going to get yourselves killed,”
Phoebus warned.

“Good thing we have such a dashing lookout,”
Allie said, which paled Phoebus a few shades.
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Vampire Central was oddly less intimidating at
daytime. I had very little reason to visit during the day in the
past, when everyone would be sleeping (or sleepily guarding its
entrance). The mall was run-down with slime crawling up its walls
and the vampires did little to improve its appearance on the
outside. Every window was boarded up to block out the sunlight.
When we got close enough, Allie removed an ink-black bag—magic
repelling—from her pocket and dumped two rocks in her hand.
Something wonky happened to my vision when she did it. I could
barely focus on the rocks.

“They’re misdirection stones. I enchanted
them,” she said. “Just keep one in your pocket and you could
virtually kill someone without them noticing.”

“That doesn’t sound strictly legal,” I said,
but I took a stone.

“If they have digital files, I promise you
won’t be able to access them, unless one of you has hacking skills
I don’t know about,” Phoebus said, examining his fingernails.
Somewhere along the way, he’d gone from panicked to apathetic,
deciding that there was no way we could actually succeed.

“I have a spell for cracking passwords,”
Allie said.

Phoebus did not like this at all. “Just know
they’ll execute me when you two go missing and I’m
chaperone-less.”

But Allie had compelling reasoning on the
way there: technology moved so fast these days that most of the
vampires were likely more comfortable with paper files than digital
ones. Most of them were older than the stereotype of grandparents
whose only technology was their TV and a landline—many had been
around long before the house phone, even. Not to mention that
online privacy was impossible these days, and vampires very much
valued their privacy.

Every time Allie made a good point,
Phoebus’s mouth twisted more, like he was tasting a progressively
sourer lime. I kind of understood why, beyond the fact that our
plan was foolhardy—Seelie fairies were the epitome of sunshine, and
vampires were the exact opposite. His voice droned on as I zoned
out staring at the abandoned mall. None of the entrances looked
particularly promising and the windows wouldn’t be easy to get
through. Hardly a good start to a sneaky break-in.

“They’re not going to have hobgoblins
working there. It would offend them to even look at one,” Phoebus
was saying.

“What?” I asked.

“Our Highness Ms. Godden has lost her
marbles. I recommend you take me back to the town hall at once and
turn yourselves in before anyone gets hurt.”

Allie tapped her foot. “He’s being
ridiculous. I’ve staked out this spot and watched during the day
plenty of times. They accumulate a lot of trash overnight but none
of them can be bothered to take it out, so they hire hobgoblins to
do it at about seven.” She flashed her watch at us. “It’s six
fifty-eight.”

On cue, a hobgoblin left the building from a
heavy-looking side door, carting a trash bag twice his size. He
swung it over his head and it landed in the dumpster with a racket.
Brushing himself off, the hobgoblin headed back in.

“You’ve certainly thought this through,” I
said to Allie appraisingly.

“I’ve had to learn how most of the major
buildings in town work to catch my marks.” She threw her
misdirection stone up into the air and caught it in her fist.
“Ready? Phoebus?”

He did not get a misdirection stone. Allie
insisted that it would interfere with the magic of his GPS monitor;
I was sure that it didn’t, and that she’d only had the two stones
in the first place. Plus, it would look awful either way that he’d
made a day visit here if we got caught. His location wasn’t exactly
secret.

We put the stones in our pockets. I could
only see Allie out of the corner of my eye, and only when I
concentrated really hard. Phoebus shuddered when we did it. “That’s
just uncanny.”

The next time the door opened with another
hobgoblin towing a load of trash, Allie held it ajar with her foot.
The hobgoblin tugged on the door, deciding that it was broken after
an invisible game of tug-of-war, and went to get help. Allie waved
us in after her. I tried not to laugh as Phoebus slunk along the
wall as though he could make himself smaller.

She led us up a set of stairs to an
uncomfortably exposed platform with a series of more industrial
doors. I had only been here a handful of times but knew as well as
Allie that the vamps had their main hangouts in various shops they
appropriated for personal use, and that the administrative offices
were upstairs. They were less likely to be working on things in the
middle of the day and more likely to be sleeping. “What do we do if
we run into someone?” I asked quietly.

“Phoebus is going to keep watch, like I
said,” Allie said. Phoebus was currently army-crawling on the
floor—he’d dropped to his chest the second he realized how open the
area was. “I’m not sure which room it’s in.”

“They may not notice you,” Phoebus hissed
from the ground, “but they will notice a door opening if
they’re in that room.”

Allie smirked, pointing at a sign on one of
the admin doors clearly labeled RECORDS. Very gently, she tried the
handle. Locked. Naturally. But doors were not locked for long to a
witch who really wanted in. Allie circled her fingers around the
doorknob mystically and it unlocked with an audible clicking noise.
I crept in behind her with Phoebus bumping into my feet from the
ground.

“Keep it cracked,” she ordered Phoebus. “And
keep an eye out. Let us know if anyone’s coming.”

“I would like to assert, once again, that I
am very uncomfortable with this,” he said.

The room was empty of vampires, at least.
Unsurprisingly, the windows were boarded, and there was very little
light. Allie removed a flashlight from her bag and shone it around
the room. File cabinets lined the walls, three desks with
black-screened computers in the center. There were stacks of paper
on each desk, hastily scribbled notes on Post-Its. Whoever used
this room actually did work, which was a small miracle for any
vampire.

“Where would I be if I were a comprehensive
file on a mysterious vampire?” I asked the room. Allie hadn’t told
me if the misdirection applied to noise, too, or just appearance,
but she didn’t chastise me, so that was a good sign. I tugged on a
handle to the file cabinet nearest me—also locked. “This is going
to take forever.”

Allie unlocked a drawer on her side of the
room with the same spell she used to open the door. “These are
their tax records.”

“Fascinating. I always thought the last
thing I wanted to do before I perish is to rifle through someone
else’s tax records,” Phoebus quipped from the doorway.

“There has to be a more efficient way to do
this,” I said. “We’re definitely going to get caught going this
slow.”

Allie spread her hand against the metal of a
row of filing cabinets and squeezed her eyes shut. There was the
sound of dozens of locks unlatching at once, and each cabinet
sprung open an inch in unison. I pulled out a drawer at random and
rifled through the poorly labeled tabs, taking out a paper to read
it once in a while. The small text was hard to see in the dimness
of the room. Interestingly, this was a list of fulfilled bounties
that detailed what had happened to each vampire. Among other
things, there were filled-out forms for requesting a space at the
mall and then leases for those who owned one. I noticed, parsing
through, that there was not one for Matt Rivera anymore. Someone
had disposed of it.

“This is very clerical,” I said.

“It’s supposed to be,” Allie said.

“This is too easy to break into,” Phoebus
protested in a whisper. His eyes were glued to the crack in the
door. “They wouldn’t keep anything important here if just anyone
could get in.”

“They’re cocky about their security
systems,” Allie said. While shuffling through order receipts for
blood tablets, I jumped at the sound of crunching metal.

“What the hell are you doing?!” Phoebus
whisper-shouted from the door.

Allie had one of the cabinets under the
middle desk open. “This had like eight locks on it,” she said.
“It’s got to be important.” I followed her to the drawer. Her
flashlight panned over a thick stack of uniform documents neatly
separated by tabs. “Shit.”

“What?”

“It’s what we’re looking for.”

“Then why the swearing?”

She shook the light over the first folder,
thick with papers: AMERICAN VAMPIRES. Then, in the giant folder
behind it, littered with tons of smaller tabs: OTHER VAMPIRES.
“Fucking Americans,” she said. “Always think you’re the whole world
and everyone else is ‘other.’”

“Gimme that.” I lifted the American folder
with some effort from the drawer, set it on the desk, and began
flipping through the pages. “It’s alphabetical.”

“By first name?” Allie asked, scoffing.

“Um. No. I guess sometimes, if they only
have a first name.” My fingers went to Leandra’s file in the L
section. Just a single sheet of paper. There was an alarmingly red
stamp at the top, boxed in, stating simply: POSSIBLY DANGEROUS.
What made a vampire dangerous to other vampires, though? Were these
based on Patricia’s standards or were the files the same
everywhere? There was a sketch of her, roughly done but
recognizable. The rest of the information was stuff you’d find in a
Wikipedia sidebar. Country of origin: France. Born: 1898. Turned:
1922. It contained nothing about her current bounty, but under an
“additional information” section was scribbled: check digital
file. “Bad news. They have digital files.”

“Told you,” Phoebus said from the door.

“I lied to him,” Allie said to me quietly
enough that he couldn’t hear. “I don’t have a password-cracking
spell. And I don’t even know where we’d start with looking for
that—what computer would it be on?”

“Lovely.” The “D” section didn’t have a
Diosa. I fumbled with the many tabs, flipping through them as
efficiently as I could in the wavering light that certainly favored
Allie’s research over my own. I flipped on my phone flashlight,
wincing at how much brighter the room was with it. “I don’t see her
here.”

“It’s organized by country in here. Or,
actually, continent. I’m going to look for continents with
Spanish-speaking countries.”

“Good thing there aren’t a lot of those,”
Phoebus snapped from the doorway. “Really narrows it down to, oh, I
don’t know, all of them?”

The OTHER folder really was rather fat. I
split the tabs up with her, wondering how we were going to possibly
make it look like we hadn’t broken in here. “I found a Diosa
Vasquez,” she said, lifting the file. The sketch looked nothing
like Dee; this vampire was thirty years old, turned just
recently.

“It must be something she named herself,
right? Diosa? Doesn’t that mean goddess?” I asked.

“I guess if dios means god, then I’d assume
so.”

“That’s kind of a bold thing to name
yourself.”

“Guys,” Phoebus said, “someone is headed
this way.”

Allie and I dove under two of the desks
without any protest. Maybe they wouldn’t be able to see us anyway,
with the misdirection spell, but they might be able to hear our
breathing, sense our blood pumping overtime in our veins, smell our
fear. They would definitely see the mess in the room.

The door brushed against the wall and
clicked close. I held my breath and began to count to steady my
skyrocketed heart rate.

“Olympia,” Allie whispered, “I’ll blast the
boards out of those windows if we need to get out. They won’t be
able to withstand the sun.”

“What is Phoebus doing?” I asked back,
barely allowing myself to breathe.

I met Allie’s eyes under the desk. A moment
passed, then another. The door opened again, just a sliver of light
from the mall stretching back across the wall. I bit back a scream
when someone dangled their head over the side of the desks and
peered down at us.

“It’s clear,” Phoebus said.

“Jesus! Give us more warning, will you?”
Allie asked, shoving him away from her.

“Allie,” I breathed, “look.”

The tab labeled ASIA sprung out at me, maybe
not one Allie was checking due to limiting her search. I thumbed
through it, heart stopping for a second when I passed the “D”
section without result; it came to a complete halt at “T.”

“Timog, Diosa,” I read aloud, lifting her
paper up with shaking hands. It was a single page, her face
sketched across it feverishly like the artist had seen her only in
a nightmare. Country of origin: Unknown, possibly Philippines.
Born: 1400s. Turned: unknown, possibly in mid-forties. Additional
section: encouraged to read digital file for pertinent
information regarding investigation.

At the top, the red stamp branding:
CONFIRMED DANGEROUS. I dropped the piece of paper like it had
burned me and it fluttered down to the desk as though it didn’t
know its own weight.

A buzzing came from Allie’s pocket. Out of
the corner of my eye I saw a glint of metal on Phoebus’s hand I was
sure hadn’t been there before. Allie lifted the phone to her ear,
whispering responses back, an “okay, maybe, okay, thank you.” Then
she turned to me: “We should leave. They’re letting her go.”


Chapter Thirteen

Reconciliation

[image: ]

IT WASN’T UNTIL NIGHTTIME THAT that they released
Leandra, an impossibly long wait. I suspected that Phoebus secretly
informed Allie at some point that I fed Leandra my own blood—when I
tried the basement door, the knob was fixed, and I was either too
proud or too ashamed to ask Allie to find a way to let me in
without breaking it again. We’d left Vampire Central in a hurry,
shoving files back in cabinets at random, Allie locking them all
with her magic. I didn’t care enough to check our work. It wasn’t
like they would run our fingerprints; I’d done worse in this
town.

The vampire mayor informed me, specifically,
of an order that he claimed came right from Patricia: Leandra was
disgraced now. She did not own her spot in the abandoned mall
anymore because she was officially stripped of her high status. She
would not be welcome near the elite vampires any longer and she was
not to be seen or heard by Patricia. He haughtily recommended to me
that she join the Orchard Avenue vamp den. When I asked him where
Patricia was, he stormed off. As far as I knew, she had still not
shown herself in town. For that matter, neither had Dee that we
knew of. We hadn’t seen her since her plan went up in flames.

After that tiring interaction, we all took
an enormous nap, thrown over each other like a litter of puppies in
Allie’s home office.

“It’s a reduced reward,” Allie said, nursing
a rum and Coke in The Bluebird. Now that we had no work to do, it
was okay to drink by her standards. “Because it’s just a capture
hit. And it’s even less than that because they’re writing off her
crimes.” I could tell she was trying her hardest not to sound
bitter—she didn’t look at me when she spoke. “And Phoebus will be
free as soon as Leandra is released. Welcome to the Guild, Mr.
Amadeus.”

They clinked glasses.

I stared at Phoebus’s hairy hands, bare of
jewelry. I could have sworn he had been wearing some, for just a
second, back at the mall when we had our near run-in with getting
caught. He raised an eyebrow at my sudden attention and then,
irritatingly, winked.

“Should be ’bout that time, then.” Allie
threw back the rest of her drink.

Back in the town hall, guards led Leandra up
the basement steps and out onto the main floor, unlocking her
handcuffs without ceremony. She winced when she stepped into the
light. I had the strongest urge to run to her but held myself in
place, shifting uneasily. The guards spoke with her, presumably to
tell her all of the conditions of her release—she didn’t need to
bargain for it like Phoebus did. Allie had done negotiating for her
and whatever she promised the council had at least partially
worked. I placed a hand on Allie’s shoulder gratefully. She nodded
in acknowledgment. How we could communicate like this when just
recently we’d been at each other’s throats during every verbal
exchange was beyond me.

A man in thick glasses came to remove
Phoebus’s ankle monitor. Warily, Leandra approached us. Approached
me. Allie stepped aside as if to give us a modicum of privacy.

“Where do you want to go?” I asked her. If
she even wanted me to come with.

She lifted her head. “Can we go to your
place?”

We left Allie and Phoebus behind.

 


❧

 


The walk to my apartment was awkward; that was the
only word for it. I considered asking how she was doing, what was
wrong. I tried to put myself in her shoes. The society she tried so
hard to break free of had rejected her. She worked hard to get
where she was, though. Maybe it was bittersweet. Or maybe she hated
that I basically dragged her back home.

I couldn’t stop imagining that sketch of
Diosa on her file. Leandra knew she was bad news—and apparently
someone else had thought so, too, to label her as dangerous. What
exactly had she done to earn that damning stamp?

We stopped outside the door that led to the
stairs to my second-floor apartment. I ached with familiarity; I
hadn’t spent much time at all here lately, and certainly not the
last few days as I worked with Allie and Phoebus. The Jade Spirit’s
sign flickered over us, casting Leandra’s skin in a shaky red
glow.

“I don’t like the way you keep looking at
me,” she said.

“What?” I didn’t notice I was looking at her
any kind of way.

“I’m not pitiful.” Nonchalant, she flipped
her hair over the side of her face. “I sense that I can’t get over
this threshold.”

I had the place saged. Beatrice Newell did
her “uninvitation” ritual on the whole apartment so that Patricia
and her cronies couldn’t come in while I was sleeping and cut my
throat. This time, I watched Beatrice do it—last time there had
been an incident involving an amnesiac goose. “You’re always
welcome here,” I said.

She stepped over the doorway and into the
dimly lit staircase with its uneven carpet. I remembered an earlier
time in our relationship when she stood here in the rain and begged
to come in to convince me to capture a mark for her that didn’t
technically exist. She’d been so dramatic then. That happened not
so long ago, but it felt like forever. Had she changed since
then?

Had I?

“Thanks for letting me come here,” Leandra
said. She passed by my wall mirror without casting a reflection. “I
didn’t want to be alone. Yuki!” Leandra looked more like herself
when she scooped my zombie cat into her arms, snuggling into her
face. Yuki never let me pick her up, but now she purred, eyes shut
in bliss, as Leandra showered her in affection.

I was jealous of my own cat.

“Was it lonely?” I asked. “Being on
the…being in Europe?”

Leandra set Yuki back on the floor and
stroked her affectionately behind the ears. “Yes,” she said, only
paying attention to the cat.

“Can I get you anything?” I removed my
jacket, running fingers over the lacerations on my torso from the
broken glass. That really had been an awful idea.

“Olympia.”

I turned to her.

“I forgive you for getting me…locked up. I
see your intentions weren’t bad. Just idiotic.”

My smile was watery. To think I’d really
done that to her after she’d come all the way back here for me.
Another thing to add to the guilt pile. She held her arms open for
me and I crushed into her, not sure I deserved it. I had
inadvertently ruined a decent reunion at Allie’s photography
studio. I didn’t want to ruin anything else.

“Stop beating yourself up, you loon,” she
said into my hair. I pulled away; she drew me back in and kissed me
softly on the mouth, stepping back way too soon.

I took her in, then, really took her in with
the solid light of my apartment. There was something absolutely
magnetic about her appearance, like I couldn’t draw my eyes away if
I wanted to. Her skin was so smooth. Her lips were so supple. And
her body was something I thought and dreamed about all the
time.

“You’re staring,” Leandra said, but she was
staring, too. My skin flushed when I noticed the lust in her
expression and recognized it as reflecting my own.

I started to apologize but she cut me off
with her lips.

Kissing her felt like home. I melted into
her touch. Fingernails scrabbled at my back. I twisted a fistful of
her dress in my hand. She broke the kiss off, panting. “Do you want
to—”

“Yes.” I dragged her by her dress into the
bedroom as she stumbled behind me. When she got close to the bed, I
released my tight grip on her and she fell back into the mattress,
chest bobbing, hair splayed around her like a fan. Her legs dangled
off the edge and I trailed a finger up one firm thigh, taking the
dress with me and flipping it up. No panties. Of course. She
propped herself up on her elbows when I knelt at her feet. I slid
two smooth calves over my shoulders, tugging her closer to the
edge.

Leandra lifted her pelvis to meet my
mouth—she was already glistening. I ran my tongue over her and her
whole body shuddered. My hands traced her soft stomach as I sank
into her. She groaned, ankles locking behind my neck, pulling me
closer, closer, closer. I hummed against her and she arched her
back, trembling in the throes of pleasure, and I only released her
when her entire body slumped. Her legs still held me close; she was
looking down at me from her elbows hazily, lids half-open. I
pressed a chaste kiss to her vulva and tapped her leg for her to
let me go.

A noise broke through our cloud of sex, like
something shaking against wood.

“What the hell is that?” Leandra asked,
loosening her legs.

I sat backward on the balls of my feet and
grimaced. “It’s…a partially malfunctioning strapless strap-on.”

She already had my nightstand drawer open,
examining it in her hand. It vibrated steadily. Mischievously, her
eyes widened. “And you have water-based lube? Were you preparing
for something, dear Olympia?”

Had I bought it because I wanted to use it
with her? I swallowed. “Are you going to put it on or what?”

Leandra set it against her skin where her
legs met and it sealed smoothly. Like magic, as advertised. She
crawled back over to me on her knees and pulled me down to her by
the shoulders, kissing me on the mouth, behind the ear, under my
chin, down my throat. Fingers crept up my hoodie and lifted it over
my head. My unclasped bra fell to the floor. Silicone grazed the
bare skin of my torso, buzzing against me and eliciting goosebumps.
Her dizzyingly passionate open-mouthed kiss left me breathless. She
undid the zipper of my pants and yanked them down; her fingers
danced over the outside of my underwear until I thought I’d lose my
mind. A warm mouth closed over my hip, wet and wanting.

I started to push her backward onto the bed,
but she stopped my wrist, flipping me onto my stomach. I watched
with a hungry gaze as she slathered the strap-on in lube, then
leaned forward onto my back where I was on hands and knees, her
bare breasts flush against me as she kissed a shoulder blade. Her
searching hand, wet with lube, found my clit and I arched into her
touch. She teased me with the vibrator, setting it just against my
skin but nothing else, until finally she grasped my hips with her
free hand and entered its full length all at once.

My elbows collapsed, fingers trembling as I
clutched the sheets. Leandra swirled my clit with one hand and
thrust with her pelvis, roughly in and slowly, just nearly but not
quite, out, as I gasped for air. The hand clutching my hip moved to
wind around my braid and she tugged, yanking my head back toward
her. She grabbed my neck when I was close enough and held me by the
throat as she thrust into me again, faster, her other hand
frantically busy between my legs.

And there was this: the freedom in the
complete relinquishing of control, in letting her take the lead, in
making her give over and over again while I took my pleasure on her
terms. I fell forward when she dropped my braid, screaming into the
pillow as I came, my face smashed against it because I was helpless
to do anything else. Leandra threw the soaked dildo onto already
soaked sheets and twirled her pheromone-infused tongue against my
clit from behind and I quivered again, pushing her deeper inside me
until she finished me off a second time.

I sagged into the bed, spent. Leandra
collapsed next to me, smile feral, her cheeks high in color, her
face wet with me. Her expression was so open, so vulnerable, it
almost gave me secondhand embarrassment. I think it was the first
time I ever started to really trust her. She caressed the skin of
my cheek, brushed sweaty clumps of hair out of my face.

“Olympia Carter,” she said, “you have undone
me. I am completely and utterly at your mercy.”


Chapter Fourteen

French Girlfriends &
French Toast
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I MUST HAVE DOZED OFF, but I woke up alone. Panic
flooded my system. I breathed in through my mouth, out through my
nose. She’s not gone. She wouldn’t leave you. Definitely not
after what she said before I fell asleep.

The smell of cinnamon greeted me when I left
the bedroom. I rubbed my eyes, not believing what I was
seeing—Leandra, at the stove, flipping a thick slice of bread on a
pan with a spatula. She waved to me, whistling to herself, and
picked up a steaming kettle. Expertly, she swirled hot water into a
French press I hadn’t used in years, gently dousing fresh coffee
grounds. Maybe I’ll open a coffee shop. I always thought that
would be quaint, she’d said to me once.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“I made you breakfast, obviously.” There was
a plate next to the stove with a stack of ready-made French toast.
She flipped the most recent piece onto the pile and tore off the
edge of a slice that had a bite mark in it. “Can you try this for
me and tell me if it tastes good? I sampled it but I like my
food…bloodier. Not a great judge of these things anymore.” Leandra
held it out between two red-painted fingernails. I recognized the
shade from my collection—her nails were unpainted yesterday.

A package of raw bacon sat on the counter,
two slices missing. She smiled sheepishly when she followed my
gaze. “I got hungry,” she explained. “Come on, while it’s hot.” I
reached for the French toast in her hand, but she lifted it to my
mouth instead.

“Seriously?” I asked. Maybe I wasn’t used to
affectionate relationships. I imagined an invisible third party
watching us and cringing.

Leandra nudged the breakfast food forward. I
leaned in and took it between my lips, chewing slowly. The texture
was perfect. The flavor was even better. The moment Leandra had her
hand back, she picked up another piece of Texas toast with a pair
of tongs and doused it in a cinnamony mixture in a shallow pan.

“Tastes great. How come you can cook so
well?” I asked. Hopefully she didn’t expect me to eat seven slices
of toast all by myself.

“I like to cook. And to bake. Just don’t
often get someone to do it for.” She extracted another pan from my
cabinet as I spoke and turned on a second burner. “I take it you
like bacon since you had some in your fridge.”

“Yes.” I wondered if I was hallucinating.
Could you have sex so good it made you hallucinate? “Do you even
remember what bread tastes like?”

Leandra set the spatula down, exasperated.
“I’m French, Olympia. What the hell do you think? You’re the
one who freezes bread. Absolutely disgusting. And what kind of
grown person only has two frying pans?”

“One who lives alone?” The next slice of
bread sizzled in the pan, exuding a wonderful scent. My apartment
hardly ever smelled this good; I never had time to cook. Leandra
set the slices of bacon next to each other on the second pan. Just
as the bacon began to sputter, the microwave timer went off.

“Coffee’s ready. I opened an artisan bag of
coffee beans from your pantry. Hope you don’t mind.” I bought
coffee beans last month from two gnomes who just opened a local
roastery in Mayfair this year, but mostly when I wanted coffee I
just went to a café and grabbed a latte real quick. Cleaning up
coffee grounds was such a hassle.

“Is this some 1920s recipe? Or did you learn
to cook somewhere?”

Leandra swatted my hand away from the French
toast pile after adding the last slice to the plate. “I learned
some things from an old girlfriend thirty or so years ago.”

Just before I was born. Weird. “What
happened to her?”

Leandra shrugged. Each slice of bacon she
lifted and set down on its other side lovingly with the tongs,
adding more seasoning as she went. Seasoning she couldn’t even
taste due to it not having enough hemoglobin for her palate. “She’s
still alive, if that’s what you mean. She’s probably in her, I
dunno, sixties or seventies now?”

My tentatively good mood plummeted. It would
be easier if it was some kind of jealousy borne of being Unseelie.
“So you…moved on?” I asked carefully.

She plunged the French press for me and
poured two mismatched mugs’ worth of steaming coffee. “She dumped
me, if you really wanted to know. Breakfast’s all ready.”
Leandra heaped a plate with bacon and French toast and gestured to
my little breakfast nook, where she’d laid out two settings with
some cheap Taco Bell napkins from my junk drawer, a bottle of
syrup, butter, and a glass of ice water.

“Why’d she dump you?” I asked, taking the
plate.

“Olympia, I just made you breakfast out of
the kindness of my heart.” Yuki sauntered between her legs and
Leandra ripped off a piece of bacon for her. “Should I interrogate
you about your past lovers, too?”

She slid into the booth of the breakfast
nook near me. The cat followed and made herself at home in
Leandra’s lap. Though she’d set a spot for herself, Leandra’s plate
was empty; she held her steaming mug between her hands. On the
front of it was printed a fading cat silhouette, part of an old
meme. The first sip of coffee had her nose wrinkling in disgust.
“Needs more blood. Damn. I don’t have any tablets with me. You
don’t care to donate a few drops, do you?”

“No, I don’t,” I said, and took my first
bite of French toast from the plate. “The woman you dated wasn’t a
vampire?”

“Of course not. You know I don’t like
vampires much.”

“Human?” I suggested between bites.

“Olympia Carter, are you jealous?”

The accusation made it harder to question
her, and I had about a million questions: How long did you date?
Did she grow older while you were together? How did you react to
her aging? How did she? And one for myself: what would it look like
if I tried to keep Leandra in my life long enough that I grew
wrinkly? The bacon, delicious on my tongue, sank in my stomach like
a stone. “Maybe,” I managed.

Leandra frowned at my expression, opened her
mouth to say something, and then seemingly decided otherwise. “Will
you be my girlfriend now?” she asked.

I rolled a sip of coffee around my tongue.
I’d have to go back to that roastery—it was tasty, a dark roast
with a sharp, fruity note like cherry. Across from me, Leandra held
her hands together over her abandoned mug, watching me carefully.
“You really want to date me that bad?” I asked. “I already gave you
exclusivity.”

“Please. I just fucked your brains out and
then cooked you breakfast.” She lifted the mug back to her lips
almost instinctively and then set it back down, thinking better of
it. “You’re special to me.”

It would be dumb to deny that I felt the
same. The logical part of me knew I’d mourned her departure for
months. Still, it was hard to forget that our lifespans were
incompatibly different. My Unseelie blood screamed at me:
YOLO. “Yes,” I said with a mouthful of toast. “I’ll be your
girlfriend.”

If I knew she’d smile at me the way that she
smiled then, I would have said it a long time ago. My breath caught
and I had to thump my chest to stop from choking on my food.

“Ha!” Leandra said. “I knew you had a heart
in there! Well, I knew when you helped me even when you had no
reason to, with all the Viktor Lehmann stuff.” At this her mood
sobered a bit, but the smile stayed put, as though she couldn’t
resist. She was that elated.

“I’m sorry about him,” I said. “I wish there
was a way to know sooner.”

Leandra sighed, squeaking against the old
leather of the booth. “Two years of research, gone down the drain.
Oh, well.”

I froze with the fork halfway to my mouth.
“Two years?”

Solemnly, she nodded. “Two whole years. A
waste, right?”

What was two years to someone who had lived
for over a hundred? “Leandra, I thought it was your life’s work or
something.”

“Of course it wasn’t. If it was my life’s
work, I would have figured out he died a long time ago, wouldn’t I?
So obviously, he was a total fraud.” She drummed her forefinger
against her chin. “Although, it does beg the question of how Diosa
knew.”

My empathy shriveled. Here, I thought she
was losing nearly a century of her labor, her lifelong goal. Not
even close. I started to tell her off for wasting my time
when someone knocked on the door downstairs. Leandra waved me off
from getting up. “I’ll get it,” she said.

Allie Godden came back up the stairs with
her. She sniffed the air and licked her lips when she saw the
spread.

“Oh, thank God. I couldn’t eat all this
myself. Please take some,” I begged. Maybe Leandra didn’t
understand how much food normal people needed to live anymore.

Allie did not hesitate to gather herself a
plate. She slid in on my other side with her full meal. “Olympia, I
had no idea you could cook so well. I would have put you on
breakfast duty at my place.” She ate about as sloppily as she had
at the diner.

“Actually… Leandra did all this.”

Leandra beamed proudly over her work. “I did
take a sip out of that mug but it’s not to my liking if you don’t
mind my germs. My girlfriend Olympia thinks it’s very good
coffee.”

Allie did not mind the germs. She took a
generous gulp. The coffee was exquisite and it showed on her face,
too. “Whoever said vampires have no taste?” Allie joked, eliciting
a Leandra eyeroll.

“Did you come here for something in
particular?” I asked when we’d stuffed ourselves.

“I wanted to ask about”—she glanced at
Leandra—“about Diosa.”

“Um, right. Leandra, actually, we kind of
broke into Vamp Central and looked up her file.”

“You what?”

Allie cleared her throat. “It was my idea,
if that’s any consolation. We were working with her. She suggested
using Olympia as a lure to get you back. Bunch of Patricia’s goons
took it as a chance to get at Olympia and they all died a bloody
death, mostly because of Dee. I mean Diosa. And now she hasn’t
shown her face since.” She turned to me. “Speaking of which, we
have a lot of paperwork to fill out for that incident.”

Leandra leaned back against the kitchen
counter, crossing her arms. “I don’t know what she could possibly
want with me after all these years. Except, well, moderate
revenge.”

“She called you an old friend,” I offered.
“Said she owed you or something.”

“Touching,” Leandra said. “We didn’t part on
the best of terms.”

“Why would she want to find you, then?”

“A vengeance quest?” Leandra shrugged. “I
may have sold her out to get on Patricia’s good side when I first
moved to the States. It’s a bit late to retaliate, though.”

“So she definitely has a motive,” I said,
more to Allie than Leandra.

“Why is there a big stamp on her file that
says she’s dangerous?” Allie asked.

“They don’t put anything important on the
physical records. Are you telling me you broke into the mall and
didn’t even bother with the digital files?”

“We aren’t tech geniuses,” Allie said,
defensive.

“Why do they put those stamps on them?
Leandra? There was one on yours, too.”

Leandra shifted against the table counter.
“It’s odd. I understand why Patricia and Diosa wouldn’t like each
other in the long term, but that stamp is more for active threats.
Like me.” She flashed her fangs at us. It was cuter than it was
scary.

Allie nudged me with her foot under the
table. “We should get going before they post bounties looking for
us.” The knowing tilt of her head told another story: there’s
something I need to discuss with you without Leandra
present.

“I have to go check up on my lair. Is that
Yuki’s leash hanging on the wall there? Do you mind if I take her?”
Leandra asked.
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Allie and I barely made it out the door when I heard
someone yell my name and jumped in surprise. “Who the hell is
that?” Allie asked, grabbing my shoulders to stop me from slamming
my head into the wall.

Jian—the server from The Jade Spirit—waved
at us eagerly from the Chinese restaurant’s entrance. “Olympia!” he
called again.

“Hi,” I said meekly. I was embarrassed at
how jumpy I felt.

“How is Yuki?” he asked.

“Good,” I said. Leandra was upstairs
harnessing her into a leash to take back to her lair. “We’re kind
of busy right now, though.”

“Did you get a new cat?” he asked.

“No?” I tried.

“Olympia. We seriously have got to go. Chit
chat later,” Allie hissed in my ear.

Jian was unfazed by Allie’s hostility. “Oh,
that’s funny. I thought I heard cats fighting upstairs tonight. I
was going to tell you you can put tuna on their noses and have them
sniff each other if you’re having problems with them getting
along.”

“I just have Yuki,” I said. Why would he
think that he heard two cats…?

Allie understood before I did. Which was
evident because she started laughing, completely bent at the waist,
one hand on the wall as her body shook unstoppably.

“Guess I was mistaken,” Jian said with a
good-humored smile. I couldn’t tell if he didn’t get it or if he
was just too kind to say something. “See you later!”

I had to practically pick Allie off the
sidewalk to get her to the Guild HQ.


Chapter Fifteen

Breaking Rules for the
Greater Good
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THE PAPERWORK FOR THE VAMPIRE attack was about as
interesting as watching paint dry. As fun as an hour-long home
video of a stranger’s first birthday. As exciting as a
mid-afternoon doctor’s appointment that was your only plan for the
whole day. As wonderful as—

“Will you stop making up metaphors and help
me?” Allie snapped. “You domesticated a whole vampire. Surely you
can fill out some grueling forms.” Clearly, she was over her bout
of laughter from earlier.

To my great surprise, I didn’t mind that
Allie knew about my relationship with Leandra. It almost seemed
fair considering she had shown me her very personal photography. I
returned my attention to the papers. They wanted us both to leave a
statement about the incident. At the bottom of the page, neatly
printed, were the names of each vampire that perished in that
grocery store with lines for specific commentary. As though I’d had
time to do a meet-and-greet before any of them tried to murder
me.

“It’s weird that Patricia would hide behind
the Orchard Avenue vamps, right?” I asked Allie. “She stooped to
talk to them. I just can’t even picture it.”

“They’re disposable to her,” Allie said.
“You may be forgetting that she recently lost both her second- and
third-in-commands.”

Right. Leandra served as second-in-command
until she went rogue, and Matt Rivera’s attempts to boost himself
in vampire society led him right to his death: the only of
Leandra’s crimes she’d really actually committed.

“There’s something I need to tell you that
was discussed with the council,” Allie said. “You’ve been
discredited.”

“Excuse me?” Discredited was the term
that the mayoral council used for people who were unreliable
sources of information. They were forbidden from testifying in
trials—even trials for crimes they were witnesses in—and were
generally considered unreliable, informally shunned from
participating in bureaucratic matters.

“You lied to the council and everyone at
your trial by saying that Leandra enthralled you by feeding you an
excess of her blood.” Allie shrugged. “It was the only thing that
got you out of that mess, and recanting it means…you’re
discredited. You’re lucky they didn’t try to exile you
instead.”

It made sense, but that didn’t stop my blood
from boiling. If everyone’s reactions were any indication, I
doubted many people even believed me. Especially with Griselda
Gallo spreading those very true rumors. I dropped my pen onto the
stack of papers and shoved them away from me. “How the fuck is that
fair?”

“Who said anything about fair? Leandra’s
worse off. She’s disgraced from the entire vampire community—a
total outcast.”

“At least she wasn’t exiled.”

Allie set her pen down neatly in front of
her and turned it over in her fingers. “You really think that would
be better? If she was exiled, she could have started over somewhere
else. The downside being that she’d have to build her way back up
if she so desired. Being disgraced from one vampire
community…you’re kind of disgraced from them all, eh? It’s not like
they work in isolation. Even if she hadn’t been disgraced, you know
how it is in Mayfair. Once a fugitive, always a fugitive.”

So that was why Leandra had been in such a
sour mood when I took her back to my place. I couldn’t help but
feel like it was at least partially my fault. Even when logically,
I knew Patricia had it out for her and was doing her little
puppetry thing behind the scenes.

“I find it really hard to read you,” Allie
admitted, scrutinizing my face. “I can’t tell what you’re thinking
at all.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, it shows when you’re angry. But you
don’t express a lot of emotion. I don’t think it means you don’t
feel it, just…an observation.”

Now, that did make me angry. Allie
had some nerve calling me out on a personality flaw when she had
plenty of her own. She didn’t know me like that.

“And I think there are too many vampires on
this list,” Allie said, just as abruptly, as though to change the
subject.

I pored over said list of attackers. Next to
me, Allie’s pen tapped the paper in irritation as she counted them.
Thirteen vampires were on the list, a few names vaguely
recognizable, plus the werewolf that had a kill mark on him. “How
many were at the grocery store?” Thirteen did sound like a lot. I
could yell at Allie for psychoanalyzing me later.

“I think ten,” Allie said, but her voice
tilted at the end like she was unsure. “When the Guild told me that
we had to fill these out, they said there were a few bodies
missing. I guess I assumed it was because they were so…torn
apart…that it was hard to tell what parts belonged to whom.”

Why would they be missing? Someone lugged
bodies away before the council’s people got there? Now that I
thought about it, there most definitely had not been thirteen
vamps. Patricia wouldn’t even think it was worth sending that many
after me.

“I knew that Diosa was up to no good,” Allie
said. “She probably used the attack as an excuse to—to lower our
vampire population, or something.”

“Why would she care if our vampire
population had just a few vamps less?”

“It’s ‘fewer,’ not less. And I don’t know!”
Allie crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. “All I know is
the disappearances were in Europe, and now there are three here.
She only popped up recently. Do you have a better explanation? The
only new people to town are Diosa and Leandra, so unless you think
Leandra did it…”

Phoebus entered the little room where we
were sequestered just then. “Did you miss me?” he asked, batting
his eyelashes.

“Oh, good, you’re here,” Allie said. She got
up and brought him over by the shoulders.

“Just to clarify: I didn’t think that you
actually missed me.” He was wearing unseasonable shorts, perhaps
showing off the fact that he no longer needed the ankle monitor.
“But I’m flattered.”

“I think we should try to replicate the
conditions of that vision you two shared to see what Diosa’s up
to,” Allie said.

In theory: a good idea. In reality: I wasn’t
in the mood to simulate a hangover today. That vision left us both
feeling like shit—I wasn’t convinced it was something that should
be done more than once if we could help it. “Do you have something
of hers?” I asked.

Allie removed a shiny, black,
irregular-shaped object from her pocket. Collectively, we squinted
at it.

“A…button?” Phoebus guessed.

“Acrylic nail. Broke off when we were
fighting.” Allie pocketed the jagged nail.

“Just so you know, I’m a bounty hunter like
you now,” Phoebus said, puffing out his chest. I swore that Allie’s
eye twitched at his audacity. “I don’t have to go along with your
schemes unless I want to anymore.”

I did want to figure out what Diosa was up
to—if she was behind something like the vampire disappearances,
too. I couldn’t deny the familiar surge of adrenaline in my blood
pushing me toward it. “I think we need to consult an expert before
dipping into magic we don’t understand again.”

“Like whom?”

“The most powerful witch in Mayfair, of
course.” I pretended not to notice Allie simmer in indignation.
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Never before had I visited the witch campus in
town—I had no reason to, not being a witch myself. It seemed like
Allie had been here before but wasn’t a fan: she kept muttering
things to herself about the “higher-education snobs” who went to
school here, which was fair, I guessed. It was perfectly acceptable
to improve witchcraft without any formal schooling at all, passing
information down through the generations or exchanging spells at
gatherings (they insisted on not being called “covens”). The air
around the campus was charged with how much magic was performed
there.

Morgana Hall was an imposing building,
definitely built within the last hundred years but made to look
older, like something out of the Roman empire. Ionic columns
adorned the perimeter of the building, and an excessively tall
staircase led up to its doors. Landscape lights illuminated the
area around the building, casting it in an eerie way that was
brighter at the bottom and more mysteriously shadowed toward the
top.

The room we were looking for was on the
third floor. Witches passed us in the hallways as we went, chatting
with each other or traveling alone with noses stuck in books or
smartphones. Classes were in session, based on the sounds coming
from rooms with closed doors. All the incense comingling in the
hallway made me light-headed.

I suspected that Allie knew who I was
looking for, though she didn’t say a word. Phoebus was taking
everything in a little too well, going as far as to poke his head
into classrooms to see what everyone was up to and giving petulant
little waves goodbye when someone inevitably told him to fuck off.
The third floor was blissfully free of these distractions, a series
of personal offices for the staff.

It wasn’t long before I found the door I was
looking for: PROF. NEWELL. OFFICE HOURS TUES 1 - 2 AM OR BY APPT
ONLY.

“This is ridiculous, Olympia,” Allie said.
“I can do all the magic we need just fine.”

Phoebus was the one who rapped his knuckles
against the door. “Come in!” a familiar voice shouted.

Beatrice Newell’s office was surprisingly
chill considering her chaotic aura. It was almost cozy: plants hung
from the ceiling and trailed down from the top of neatly
alphabetized bookshelves, while crystals on strings captured light
from the two lamps in the room. It must have been beautiful during
the day. Her only concession was her desk. It was hard to imagine
her working at it. A computer monitor was wrapped up in strings of
beads, jars of unknowable contents littering the desk surface. An
iridescent silk cloth covered a series of unrecognizable lumps. Two
busts of Athena stretched their Grecian necks side-by-side; one of
them was covered in what I hoped was coffee splatter.

“Olympia!” Beatrice jumped up from her desk
chair to squeeze me in a hug. The extraneous fabric of her maxi
skirt wrapped around me like a snake going in for the kill. “Are
you here for office hours?”

I stepped back from her, coughing a bit on
something—she had her red-dyed hair in a bun that hung loose in
several places, poorly held together by a fuzzy pen that had
definitely gone into my mouth. “We have a predicament that only you
can handle.”

Allie pretended to accidentally step on the
back of my foot. Phoebus entered the office behind us, running his
hands over the plants, reviving the occasional yellow leaf with fae
magic as he examined the perimeter of the room.

“And what’s that, dear?”

“Allie did a locator spell for Leandra when
we were chasing her bounty.” I explained the vision as best as I
could with how little I myself understood it.

“Oh, I heard Leandra was back. I’m glad
she’s not actually responsible for those things they said she did.
What a terrible thing to be wrapped up in.” Beatrice eyed Phoebus
curiously. “You must be new to town.”

“Yes,” he said. “Nice to meet you, Professor
Newell.” He gave her a smile that he no doubt used to melt hearts
all the time.

“Oh, please, call me Beatrice.” And she was
eating it up. At least his charm worked on somebody. “That vision
sounds unusual. Seelie and Unseelie magic are similar but they
aren’t meant to mix, perhaps.”

“Do you know why that happened? Or how to do
it without wrecking our bodies after?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t do it again at all if you had an
adverse reaction,” Beatrice said. “It’s too dangerous. You could
die messing with things you don’t understand.” She rummaged through
a bookshelf, picking up several books until she found one titled
Seelie Magic. “I do wish Professor Micah was in today. She’s
studied fae for years.” Beatrice donned a pair of half-circle
glasses with an absurdly long eye chain and began to flip through
the text. “Explain the contents of the vision to me.”

“It was just a vision of Leandra in France,”
Phoebus said. “She was huddled over a body. We presumed it was a
glimpse of exactly what she was doing right then.”

“Scrying is immoral,” Beatrice said. “That’s
getting dangerously close to it, even as an accident. Why would you
want to do it again?”

Phoebus and I turned to Allie, who scowled.
“There’s someone who came to Mayfair recently who we think may be
responsible for some vampire disappearances.”

“A posted bounty?” Beatrice asked. It wasn’t
forbidden to ask people outside the Guild for help with catching
marks, but it was considered kind of lazy.

“No,” I said. “Not a bounty.”

“Why are you interested in it if it’s not a
bounty?” Beatrice asked pointedly.

My answer was obvious: it had to do with
Leandra. If Diosa was here messing with us, Leandra was here trying
to stop her, and I wouldn’t let her do it alone.

Why did Allie want to do it, though?

“I care about Mayfair,” Allie said,
interpreting the expression on my face accurately despite her claim
to not read me well. “I can’t vouch for these nincompoops,
however.”

Beatrice’s nose scrunched as she examined
the three of us, apparently deciding that we bore no malicious
intent as she shuffled under her desk and placed a large, shallow
bronze bowl over its mess. Hastily, she wiped a loose noodle off of
the side of the bowl with the iridescent handkerchief. “Sorry.
Remnants from lunch. Ramen from that place down the street.
Delicious. Have you tried it?”

“No,” Allie said so sternly that Beatrice
didn’t change the subject again.

She gave Phoebus an empty vase and told him
to fetch water from the bathroom. The tap water she poured
mystically into the bowl. It sat unevenly over the desk clutter.
The liquid began to shimmer as Beatrice added the contents of
several jars to it, finishing with one that made my eyes water. She
hummed something that sounded suspiciously like Cardi B’s “WAP” as
she worked. After a few minutes, a steam began to rise off the bowl
that emitted an unpleasant sulfuric smell.

Leandra burst through the door just then,
looking a little frazzled. She brushed her hair back with one
hand—the other held Yuki firmly to her side. I had the bizarre
sensation of mentally overlaying Paris Hilton and her old chihuahua
Tinkerbell. Leandra shut the door behind her and stood by my side,
brushing her knuckles against the back of my hand.

“How did you know we were here? Is
everything okay?” I asked.

“Yes, all good,” she said. I was aware of
everyone watching us. “Allie texted me. More vampires went missing.
You should really answer your phone.”

I decided not to ask when they’d exchanged
numbers. “You’re really going to scry for us, just like that,
Beatrice?” And so close to when she chastised us for accidentally
doing something similar?

Beatrice swirled a finger through the
concoction. It started to move of its own accord counterclockwise.
“If you all think it’s for the greater good of Mayfair, of course I
will. Plus, I trust you.” Ah, trust. What an elusive concept.
Wholly undeserved, but I was flattered. Beatrice was many things,
but she always believed in me even when others didn’t.

The witch held her hand out for something of
Diosa’s without asking and Allie gave it to her. The nail fracture
plopped into the water with a wave so intense it rocked the sides
of the bowl, threatening to splash over.

Then, the bowl was suddenly still. We all
leaned closer to the watery image of Diosa.


Chapter Sixteen

For Scrying Out Loud

[image: ]

OUR HEADS ALMOST TOUCHED AS we collectively pressed
closer to the vision. The sound of whooshing wind was as loud as if
it originated from the room itself—but it was coming from the
scrying bowl, I noticed after too many seconds passed. I stole a
glance at Beatrice over the rim, her eyes reflecting the shimmering
colors of the dark pool. Even with the bad rap scrying had, I still
hadn’t heard of performing a version of it you could
hear.

Diosa looks over her shoulder before sliding
the teardrop necklace over her head. It glimmers in the moonlight,
shimmering red as blood. She gently unspools it into a hole in the
ground. With filthy hands, Diosa packs dirt back into the earth at
a frantic pace and then smothers it. Her index fingernail is
chipped.

A shadow approaches her. She looks up and
Knotted Hill stares back, its ugly, twisting shape reaching to the
sky.

Beatrice Newell inhaled a sharp breath.
“What is she doing with that? It looks like something from the
Order—”

“Shh!” we hushed her together.

I brushed a spider off of my right hand, the
side that Leandra wasn’t on.

The shadow darts past Diosa again. And
again. The third time, she snatches it out of the air by the
throat, lifting it up so she can see it better in the light.

It’s Patricia. Her bloodless face ripples in
anger. She has the iconic rose around her neck, a real white one
this time, now crushed in Diosa’s grip. Hair that is usually piled
high on her head falls limp around her shoulders. “Hello, vampire
queen,” Diosa says in a cloying tone.

Patricia chokes in response.

“How long are we going to play
cat-and-mouse?” Diosa asks her.

Patricia’s hand swipes down like a claw,
scratching deep grooves in Diosa’s arm. The muscular vampire
releases Patricia and she collapses, fingers probing her bruised
neck. “You should have stayed in Europe.”

“I’ve been chasing you for a while now. I
hear you’ve been in hiding. Are you such a coward?” Diosa kneels at
Patricia’s side. “Or have you been up to something else?” The
vampire queen does nothing to get up.

“Who’s really the coward?” Patricia
spits. “Maybe if your people were more loyal, we wouldn’t be here.
Stop meddling in things you don’t understand.”

Diosa’s nail flicks over Patricia’s
cheek, breaking skin. She swoops in intimately close and darts her
tongue out to taste a bead of the vampire queen’s blood. “I
understand perfectly.” Patricia’s eyes widen at the gesture.
“You keep sending others to do your dirty work.”

“I could do it myself, but why bother?”
Patricia says.

It was odd to see her like this, almost
defensive. I scratched a persistent itch on my wrist. Leandra
interwove her fingers with mine and squeezed.

Diosa lashes out and seizes Patricia’s chin
in one buff hand. She tilts her head back, exposing her throat. A
very small rose tattoo is embedded between the vampire queen’s
collarbones, two black teardrops dripping from it. “You’ve been
really naughty lately, haven’t you?” Diosa taunts. “I’ve been at
this game a lot longer than you have. Come back with your army.
Then we’ll—”

Everyone leaped back from the bowl when the
liquid sloshed over the side and spilled all over the desk. Yuki
yowled at the sudden movement, squirming in Leandra’s arm.

“What the fuck was that for, Phoebus?” Allie
demanded.

“Sorry,” he said. “Lost my balance.” He did
look guilty about it.

Beatrice put a steadying hand on his
shoulder and removed it just as quickly, as though burned.
“You—there’s something I can’t put my finger on. Like a
contamination in your blood.”

“Well, that’s rude,” Phoebus said. “I am on
T. That’s probably what you’re sensing.”

Beatrice narrowed her eyes at him,
assessing. “I don’t think that’s it,” she said, pursing her lips.
“Would you be willing to stay behind and do a study with me? I
would love to figure out what it is, if something’s the matter.
Maybe you’re sick or—”

“Can we focus?” Leandra asked. “Beatrice,
will you please take Yuki?”

“What are you doing?” Beatrice asked with
wide eyes.

“We have to follow them to Knotted Hill
while they’re still there,” Leandra said. Beatrice didn’t object
when she was passed the cat, who looked back longingly at Leandra,
her favorite person in the world. “Diosa is something of a…warlord.
Or she has been in the past, but she’s been dormant for years.”

“What does that mean for us?” I asked.
Dormant for years, but considered an active threat per Vamp
Central’s records?

“Is she trying to weaken other vampire
groups? By killing them off? That would explain the bodies,” Allie
said. “We have to go.”

“Wait!” Beatrice said. “You can’t put
yourselves at risk here. That would be foolish. I’ll come
with.”

Yuki yowled again from Beatrice’s arms.
Absently, the witch scratched her behind the ears. I was very tired
suddenly from all the commotion. “Let’s go get them. I’m sick of
being intimidated by vampires.”

“There’s something you all should know
really quick,” Leandra said. She spoke fast, as if that would get
us out of the room sooner. There were too many strong personalities
clashing together in a confined space for that. “The Mayfair
vampire queen holds the vampire seat of the entire Midwest U.S. The
cities aren’t—well, I can explain later. This is the most organized
structure in the Midwest, and the most powerful. If Diosa takes
over, she’ll control several European countries’ worth of
population here.”

“Let’s go, then,” Allie said, taking the
lead and dashing out the door. Phoebus was quick to follow her. I
turned to the door only for Beatrice’s hand to close around my
wrist, her malachite rings clicking together.

“Olympia. That boy… Something’s wrong with
him,” she said in a low voice. Leandra was at the door frame, her
gaze flickering between the two of us. “He doesn’t smell
right.”

Other supernaturals with finer senses of
smell were always saying shit like that. “I’ll tell him to take a
shower.”

“I’m serious,” she said. “Something is off.
Have you seen him in the sunlight? How does he react to it?”

What was she talking about? He was a Seelie
fairy. Of course he loved the sunlight. I licked my dry lips. “What
do you mean?”

“Beatrice, I’m really sorry, but we have to
go, now, before they’re somewhere else,” Leandra cut in.
“Thank you for the warning.”

The witch nodded, distracted, and sat back
in her chair, cooing into Yuki’s patchy neck.

We set off at a run.
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Knotted Hill towered in the distance, limned in
moonlight. A few ghostly forms floated around, preferring the area
because of its magical concentration. Everyone was ahead of me—damn
athletes. Usually I could hold my own. With her vampire speed,
Leandra should have been in front of everyone, but she kept lagging
behind, watching me, confused at my slowness. I pushed myself,
stomach cramping in exertion.

The world flashed bright—Allie sending magic
at someone on the hill, whose silhouette cowered, hands thrown over
their face. Allie let out a wild scream. Leandra was not far behind
her, cracking the person in the face with her fist. I caught up,
wheezing, grasping my side.

Patricia was on the ground, writhing away
from Leandra’s advancement. I reached for the earth to help, to tie
her down, but it was sluggish to respond, vines stretching toward
her limbs and then dropping back. Irritated, I flexed my hand.
Patricia rolled when Allie sent another flash of magic her way. So
fast I almost missed it, the vampire queen jerked upward,
headbutting Leandra with a cracking noise that echoed in the open
air. She staggered back. When I blinked, Patricia was already
halfway across the hill, making her escape, Allie not far behind. I
reached for the earth once more; tendrils rose limply from the
earth’s surface and then went frail.

My legs gave out and I tumbled face-first
into the dirt.

Panic seized me suddenly. I checked my pulse
points with two fingers. My heart was beating so fast. This would
be an awful time to find out I had a family history of cardiac
problems.

“Leandra,” I called out weakly. She was
barely visible in the distance, just a shadow chasing another
shadow, but she stopped running.

“Something’s wrong with Olympia!” I heard
her call faintly. My ears were buzzing, fuzzy. I slumped into a
ball with my fist clutched to my chest. The world went black for a
second, and when it came back, three forms loomed over me.

“She’s not there,” Allie was saying.
“Neither of them. There’s no one at the hill.”

“Ask one of the ghouls if they saw
anything,” Leandra said. She was closest, her face just inches from
mine, nose battered and bloody. “Olympia, what’s wrong?”

“I’m having a heart attack,” I said.

Allie’s voice came from the left. “You’re,
like, thirty. You’re not having a heart attack. It’s probably just
exhaustion. And what an inconvenient time for it, too.” Then, an
odd, strangled noise from her throat. “What’s this? Olympia, how
long have you had this?”

Dimly, I registered that she was touching my
wrist. My vision blurred; I couldn’t see what she was talking
about. My fingers sought the dirt and I dug in, pulling at greenery
for comfort. A warm expanse of grass surged over me and nearly
enclosed me in a blanket. Allie shoved it away with some effort and
tugged my wrist back.

“Do you see this?” she asked Leandra.

“What the hell is that?”

“Maybe she touched something in Beatrice’s
office that she shouldn’t have?”

“It’s ugly, whatever it is,” Phoebus
added.

“Guys,” I said. I needed water badly.
“What’s—”

I looked down at my hand. The veins were an
inky black color, stark against pale skin, branching up my arm. My
nails were purple, hypoxemic.

“It wasn’t like that before she left
Beatrice’s office today,” Leandra insisted.

“I don’t see how this could be an accident,
hut Beatrice is a respectable witch. She would never have something
like this in her office.”

“She did scry for us with very little
prompting,” Phoebus said.

“Shut the fuck up, Phoebus.”

“Someone just fucking help her!”

Allie’s touch was so warm that I was sure I
was dying. “Shit, she’s like ice.” An uncomfortable fizz of magic
spread up my arm. She rubbed tight circles into my hand as she
administered it. “Leandra, call Beatrice, now."

I swore I saw Patricia’s face, laughing. Had
she done this from afar? I opened my mouth to tell them but nothing
came out, and I was so, so sleepy.

“Olympia, are you still with us?” Allie’s
clipped voice said. It sounded light years away.

My vision faded completely, and then I
couldn’t hear or see anything.


Chapter Seventeen

Light Years
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THERE WERE VOICES—THAT MUCH I could tell. Whatever
they said was a mystery, but their tone was urgent. I tried to open
my eyes but it was like they were glued shut. At my movement,
someone gasped and pressed cool skin to my arm. Then, the reason I
couldn’t see became apparent as a wet rag peeled back from my
face.

Leandra looked gaunt, deep purple shadows
under her eyes. Beatrice—well, Beatrice looked like herself, a ball
of nervous energy bouncing around the room. “Now that she’s awake,
I’d like to know what happened. It’s not something I had in
my office, I promise you. She may have encountered…I don’t
know. Did you know she buys just anything from the farmer’s market
and has people drink it? Without even verifying the vendors’
legitimacy? It could have been that…”

I lifted my head. The surroundings were
familiar: Leandra’s second lair, its plush bed encompassing me.
“You let Beatrice in your lair?” I croaked, but not all the words
came out. Once upon a time, the vampire queen herself warned me how
intimate it was to have anyone in your lair at all.

Leandra’s chin crumpled. I realized how
shiny her eyes were and felt something between guilt and gratitude.
“It was so she could keep an eye on you,” Leandra said. Behind her,
Beatrice still droned on about her theories, something about an
infected bite from a chimera (which I was sure didn’t exist). “I’m
glad you’re okay. You really scared me, fairy girl.”

“What happened?” I asked. It was obviously
too big of a question, or Beatrice wouldn’t still be guessing at
it.

“Something poisoned you,” Leandra said.
“Beatrice said she’d never seen anything like it. Allie hadn’t
either.”

“Where’s Allie?”

“Do you need her for something? She went
home. Might be writing a report to the council about the events.
She does love her reports.” The words were joking but the tone
wasn’t. “How do you feel?”

“Fine.” Better than fine. On the nightstand
was a series of vials, some of them completely empty, as though
Beatrice administered a number of potions before something worked.
“How long has it been since…?”

“Just a few hours,” Leandra said. “Beatrice,
please stop pacing. It’s incredibly irritating.”

“I’m worried,” Beatrice said. The bun of her
hair was loose now, strands flying everywhere when she bobbed her
head back and forth. “You have all been chasing some dangerous
people. We need to know if this was deliberate. To me, it seems
like you’re getting close to figuring out something someone
definitely doesn’t want you to know.”

“Patricia was probably trying to kill me.
Again.”

“I get so frustrated with this town,
sometimes,” Beatrice said. “There are good things. There are. But
it really makes you want to leave when you can seriously consider
someone in power would do something like this.”

Welcome to Mayfair, I thought
miserably.

“I’ll get going.” The witch shouldered a
jacket and flattened her hair down with her hands, only
exacerbating the effect that she had battled a tornado and lost.
“Rest up, Olympia, dear. I’ll keep you posted if I discover
anything.”

When Beatrice was gone, I became aware of
how sweaty I was. I could smell myself, I realized with my ears
burning. No doubt Leandra, whose sense of smell was hundreds of
times better than mine, could smell me worse. “Can I use your
shower?” I murmured, holding the covers up around me like a
shield.

“Of course. I’ll get some towels for you.”
For a moment, a crease formed between her eyebrows, but she stepped
out of the room.

The shower was heavenly. I let hot water
pour over me and scorch my skin until it was red. I couldn’t help
but repeatedly flex my right hand until it cramped—how alien it had
looked before, like it belonged to someone else. It wasn’t a
feeling I hoped to have again anytime soon. The reason for it
eluded me even more than it did Beatrice. If it was Patricia, how
would she have done it all the way from Knotted Hill?

Leandra was spread out on the couch, a
hardcover in one hand and a dark red glass in the other, when I
came out wearing a robe, wringing my stringy hair into its braid.
She closed the book when she heard me and then looked up. “I know
you’ve just been through hell,” she said, “but you look beautiful,
Olympia. Really.”

Say “thank you,” a little voice in my
head reminded me, but for whatever reason, I swallowed it down.
“What are you reading?”

She held up the cover of her book: a dark,
starry backdrop against bright yellow letters. Light Years from
Home. Is that how she felt, back in America after getting
reacquainted with her European roots? A chasm stretched between us,
almost tangible, even though we shared the same couch—light years
apart. We might as well have been. I had the absurd notion that she
could survive space travel, that she could go to the moon or Mars
or the freaking Andromeda galaxy, that she could travel hundreds or
thousands or millions of years away and not age a bit.

I shrank into my side of the couch.

“Is something wrong?” Leandra asked, setting
down her tablet drink.

“Do you think I have a problem
expressing…happy emotions?” Though I didn’t like to think too hard
about it, Allie’s accusation affected me.

To my surprise, she laughed, a big, hearty
laugh that filled the room with its warmth. “Of course you do.”

It was not what I wanted to hear. “Oh.”

She reached out and squeezed my knee. “I
have a theory that you experience plenty of positive emotion but
you’re too…ashamed? Afraid? Of being perceived as earnest or weak
because of it. Which isn’t true, by the way.”

“I’ll be honest, Leandra, I wasn’t expecting
to get roasted this hard today.”

Leandra laughed again. “What? I still like
you. And you must still like me, or you wouldn’t keep putting up
with me.”

She had a good point.

“Anyway, I really hope you don’t feel that
way around me. I don’t give a damn. Embarrass yourself away.
But maybe it’s something to think about if you like to have sex but
don’t like other types of affection.”

Parting her legs, Leandra held her arms
open—an invitation. I crossed the couch and set my head on her
shoulder, wet hair and all, relaxing into her body. She was right
about the first thing and wrong about the second. I liked
affection; being held by her did feel good. Really good. I took a
few deep breaths and willed away the icky feeling that crawled up
my spine whenever I let myself do something like this. It always
seemed too…indulgent. She stroked my hair, making her way down my
back.

“What are we going to do about, uh,
Patricia?” I faltered choosing between our many problems to tackle.
Both Patricia and Diosa needed to be addressed. Someone was out to
get me, and I didn’t doubt that those parties were both interested
in Leandra.

“We’ll find her. She can’t be far.”

“We should scry Diosa again, if Beatrice is
up for it,” I said into her shoulder.

“I don’t think that she could if she wanted
to. Objects used for scrying are destroyed in the process.”

I leaned back from her to look at her face.
“Are you serious? How do you know that?”

Leandra blushed. “Alright, Olympia, you
caught me. You can’t express positive emotion, but I can’t help but
look like I know everything. I asked Beatrice to do it again and
that’s what she told me.” Playfully, she squeezed my ass. “Beatrice
reacted abnormally to Phoebus, didn’t she? What do you think of
him?”

“I think I’m biased. I don’t like any Seelie
fairies. It’s just in my blood.”

“Blood seemed to be the problem,” Leandra
said. “I’ll try to find a way to talk to him alone. Blood is kind
of a specialty of mine, if you didn’t know.” Her gaze dropped to my
chest when I shifted and my robe fell open. “Well,” she said,
licking her lips. “What a shame we don’t have that dildo thing
here, isn’t it?”

I kissed her.

She reacted to me, one hand cupping my neck
and the other sliding around my shoulders, knocking the robe onto
the floor. I grappled with the zipper of her dress and she pushed
me off to step out of it, then pulled me back onto her, squeezing
close, warm skin to warm skin. Her head lolled in pleasure when I
kissed underneath her jaw.

I savored with tongue and teeth the places I
never paid enough attention to before—her elegant stretch of neck,
the dip between her collarbones, the faint line of dark hair that
trailed down her stomach. Leandra’s skin was just so smooth.
My breath came quick as I kissed my way past her navel, planting my
mouth right underneath. She trembled in response.

Leandra lifted my chin when I tried to go
down farther. “I thought,” she said, panting, “that we could try
something.”

“What?”

“Something…reciprocal.” She shifted on the
couch until she was lying flat and tugged me toward her—backwards.
I planted my knees on either side of her shoulders, leaning back
onto her, leaning forward into her, and then we were connected in a
way we hadn’t been before, a continuous loop, mouth to pelvis to
mouth to pelvis.

Waves of pleasure radiated up my torso as
she licked my clit, a single finger sliding into me and then
another. She slipped in a third and my mind went totally blank with
ecstasy, our bodies a mess of hands and tongues and sweat. Her
muscles tightened first, the moan she made causing me to climax
just after with shuddering breaths as she grasped at my thighs to
hold me against her mouth.

We collapsed into each other, laughing a bit
at the sheer intensity of it. I wouldn’t be getting tired of
that any time soon.

Something about the way Leandra ran
languorous kisses down my slick thigh gave me pause. She was just
so gentle about it. She touched me like I was something worth
cherishing, an altar at which she worshipped, something to be
preserved, savored.

Like I was someone worth all that positive
emotion I kept pushing down.

I had a terrible, embarrassing,
heart-stopping revelation: all the times I tormented myself with my
tangle of emotions, my complicated feelings for her, I had never
considered that one of them could be love.

 


❧

 


Leandra didn’t have a kitchen, so there would be no
French toast, which she was mortified to no end about. I teased her
mercilessly, of course. She ordered food in instead and I ate it on
the couch right out of the takeout container with her feet in my
lap, watching TV. So normal. “Domestic” was the word Allie had
used, and it rang around my head like a mantra: domestic,
domestic, domestic. Domestic bliss. That was a phrase that I
didn’t expect to be applied to me anytime soon.

It wasn’t something I’d known I needed,
either, until I had it. I imagined telling myself, just last year,
that I would be here inside a vampire’s lair eating Thai food. A
vampire that I cared about. Old Olympia would scoff at me,
insist that all we needed was Yuki, a good way to pay the bills,
and a thrill out of tracking someone down and bringing them to
justice for money. Leandra was her own thrill, though. And she had
brought Yuki here with us, the patchy little cat exploring whatever
she could and sniffing Leandra’s old books like they were the most
interesting thing in the world.

We were an odd little family, but not the
worst. And every time thoughts about its longevity pressed in on
me, I forced them out by looking over at Leandra, who practically
radiated happiness. I wouldn’t have said vampires could glow with
joy until now—not without the blood of their enemies slaking down
their throats, anyway. The two of us were a team. We were
disgraced, discredited, discarded. But we had each other, and that
was something.

Feeling peaceful in Mayfair never lasts
long. We hadn’t spent a whole day together when my phone lit up
with a call from Allie. I considered ignoring it. Allie didn’t
waste words or her time, though. If she was calling, it was
important. I slid my finger across the phone and held it to my
ear.

“Olympia. Get Leandra and meet me at HQ.
There’s a situation.”

“What? What kind of situation?” I was happy,
my stomach full, my cat and my—my girlfriend next to me. Leandra
perked up at the conversation, trying to listen in.

“Diosa’s made herself known to Mayfair,”
Allie said. I could hear her typing on the other end. “She says if
the Mayfair vampire queen has been absent for so long, she’s taking
over. And she says she has an army to do it with.”


Part Three

 Vampire
War
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Chapter Eighteen

War Council

[image: ]

THIS TIME, WHEN ALLIE APPROACHED the council about a
course of action, I came with her. They were assembled in a room I
had never been allowed in, one with a long table without anyone
sitting at the end (to show that they were on equal grounds,
perhaps, which wasn’t quite true). There seemed to be a number of
mayors missing: I recognized the vampire mayor, the witch, the
Seelie, the ghost. They were almost comically spread out over the
room, as though those of them here could compensate for their
missing members.

I was surprised by Allie’s assertiveness
with them. She banged her fist on the table once to get their
attention as I stood behind her. When I asked her earlier about
Phoebus and whether he was going to help us, she said that he told
her off for pushing him around when he had his freedom. The only
thing about that response that was moderately surprising was why he
hadn’t abandoned us sooner.

“How come Patricia didn’t leave enough
defense behind to prevent this?” Allie asked the vampire mayor
directly. Most vampires were overconfident, a trait they cultivated
over the years. This time, he stammered, cracking.

“We have not had good communication from
her,” he admitted. His name was Jason or something generic like
that. “I don’t know what else to say. It’s rare that we’ve needed
defending from anything like this.”

“I recommend the bounty hunters work
together to drive off this force,” the Seelie mayor said. “We can
put a bounty on this new vampire’s head.”

What would it look like if Diosa took
over? I asked Leandra before this, in the few seconds we had to
gather ourselves. She was in the building with us, but Allie
insisted it was better if she didn’t come in. Her known
relationship with Patricia was too volatile. Hilariously, I was
here, silent, as if for backup—and I’d been discredited. They
didn’t want to hear what I had to say. But the bounty hunter rank
still meant something to these people, even with that black mark on
my record. I just wasn’t allowed to have opinions.

I don’t know. She took over plenty of
vampire communities back in her day. It was before my time,
Leandra told me. But I’m scared to find out.

Could it really be worse than Patricia
running things? I asked her, and I thought this again now,
facing down with this cowering council. Patricia’s reign was
historically corrupt, influencing our local politics at the expense
of justice and allowing vampire attacks like the one on me to go
unpunished. How could we function as a society if we didn’t
actually have a say in things? I didn’t understand what about
Diosa’s rule could be worse. She intimidated me, sure, but she’d
never tried to have me killed, unlike Patricia. Arguably, she had
even saved me from one of Patricia’s attacks.

I was frustrated with how little information
I had about Diosa—it was not enough to pass judgment. She clearly
shared a dark history with Patricia based on the vision in Beatrice
Newell’s scrying bowl. Did “the enemy of my enemy is my friend”
apply here?

Could we have a fair system of
representatives from each supernatural species when one of them was
ruled by a monarchy?

“All in agreement?” one of the mayors asked.
I blinked, coming back to reality, to find everyone raising their
hands. Allie clenched the end of the table so hard that it tilted.
“Excellent,” the Seelie mayor said. “The bounty for the usurping
vampire will be out by the end of the day. We will have Queen
Patricia restored at any cost.”

“She isn’t even here to stop it,” I said.
Wherever she went after the Knotted Hill encounter, she hadn’t
shown herself again. It was probably easier to hide than deal with
her new problems.

“Olympia,” Allie warned, but she needn’t
have worried, because every mayor in the room acted like I hadn’t
spoken at all. Unseelie rage simmered right under the surface—I
needed to punch something, and the Seelie mayor was looking like a
fantastic target. I left the room with fists clenched before I
could do anything I would regret.

Leandra was right outside the door. Seeing
her dulled my intense hatred. “How’d it go?” she asked. It was
rhetorical; my body language was enough of an answer. “Oh, fuck.
What are we going to do?”

“Let’s run away,” I said. We almost ran away
before, and it was a good idea at the time. If it had worked, which
it definitely hadn’t. “I don’t want to deal with this anymore.”

Leandra was deep in thought. “Patricia and
Diosa have a longer history than me selling Diosa out to Patricia.
I don’t see how taking over Patricia’s territory is a better
revenge than outright killing her, but Diosa could easily have
targeted a bigger U.S. seat if she really wanted to control a new
wave of vampires.”

Treating Diosa like she wanted either
revenge or power when both were at her fingertips seemed a moot
point. I didn’t know enough about the various vampire structures
across the country to contribute to that thought. All I knew was
this: if she took over, and Mayfair really was the most powerful
seat in this part of the States, Diosa had access to thousands of
vampires, whatever that entailed.

“Would the vampires reject her?” I asked.
“Will they respect her rule if she takes over by force?”

“Force is great for vampires,” Leandra said.
“Remember when I told you what vampires care about? She’s older
than most of them, more respectable. If they think she’ll be better
than Patricia…I would be surprised if anybody put up a real fight.
They respect power and age.”

“So, we won’t have a vampire civil war,” I
said. “And Patricia is out of the picture. Remind me again of the
downside?”

Allie exited the room just then, slamming
the door behind her. Leandra started to say something to the witch,
but Allie held up a hand to stop her. “Meeting at my house.
Now.”

 


❧

 


This frantic side of Allie Godden was new to me. She
shoved a candle off her kitchen table, clearing space, and ripped
the tablecloth from it, upending several placemats in the process.
They slid out everywhere, some drifting onto the floor. “Olympia,
call Beatrice and explain the situation.”

I called her. I didn’t know the situation,
but I called her, fumbling over my words until she decided that I
sounded distraught enough to warrant a visit.

“Leandra, there’s a whiteboard in my office
closet. Go get it.” And Leandra, the vampire who sought to take
orders from nobody, went and fetched it.

“Does anyone know where Phoebus is?” Allie
asked. “He said he didn’t have a phone, that he lost it when he was
on the lam. Maybe he’ll want to help us now.”

“How would I know?” I asked. “He probably
thinks he doesn’t have an obligation to us anymore.”

“Can’t you sense other fairies?” she asked,
exasperated. She slammed the whiteboard down into the middle of the
table and stepped back. “Where the hell is Beatrice?”

“She didn’t seem to like him much. It’s
probably better that Phoebus isn’t here,” Leandra said.

“Fine, whatever. We could have done one of
those induced visions.”

I had to hold myself back from mentioning
that Beatrice had specifically advised against that. Beatrice
Newell herself came onto the scene with a flash of headlights
through the window and the screeching of tires, shouldering through
the front door so roughly that it wavered on its hinges. “What is
it?” she asked, her hair sticking out in every direction, her maxi
skirt lopsided. “Who died?”

“This,” Allie said, gesturing to the table
and its blank whiteboard, “is a war council.”

Beatrice blinked. “War council?”

“Diosa—the vampire we were trying to
scry—has taken control of the vampire society in Mayfair with an
unconfirmed army,” Leandra explained with a calmness none of us
felt.

“First, we need to ask ourselves what our
goal is,” Allie said. The whiteboard squeaked as she wrote the word
GOAL at the top in capital letters. “We need a strategy, and we
need to know our endgame. Say we do take out Diosa. What about
Patricia? She’s still trying to kill Olympia, still has it out for
Leandra.”

“Is it better to reinstitute the status quo
or to dismantle the unknown newcomer?” I muttered. At that, Allie
nodded, and jotted down bullet points of “status quo?” and
“dismantle?”

“Is there a way to do both?” she asked us.
“Are we deposing Diosa? Are we killing Patricia?”

“You’re going to kill someone?” Beatrice
asked. She looked rather like she was going to faint. “I, ah, don’t
know if I want to be involved—”

“Who takes over if both parties are
eliminated?” Allie asked. We all turned to Leandra.

“Don’t fucking look at me,” she said.
“Whoever is second-in-command would take over. Or whoever is the
eldest. With Diosa in charge, she might have a newbie serving her.
I have no idea what’s happened in Mayfair while I was away.”

“How big is the army?” I asked. “Do we have
any information on it?”

“Excellent point, Olympia,” Allie said. She
scribbled into the corner of the board something that looked like
“gather intel.”

“We got lucky when we snuck into Vamp
Central the first time,” I said. “I don’t think we can do it again
when they’re expecting it.”

“I don’t think you were lucky at all. No one
gets in that mall without being let in,” Leandra said.

“Focus, everyone! How do we enter without
being noticed this time? Assuming we can’t just waltz in?”

“I doubt she’d let us waltz in,” Leandra
said. “She would have had to take out whatever leaders were left
behind or get them to submit to her. Which, as I said to Olympia
before, it’s entirely possible that she walked in there and said
she was in charge and they all just bowed down.”

“I think the question we really need to ask
is whether it’s better to have Patricia back than Diosa,” I said,
and got an irritated hmph from Leandra in response.

“Vampires need a powerful leader, especially
here. They think the hierarchy maintains order. Everyone in their
place.” Interesting, that Leandra would talk like she wasn’t one.
“It has to be someone strong, who can intimidate people into doing
their bidding, who can rule well and—and fairly. To whatever extent
that matters.”

Allie’s marker squeaked out FIND NEW LEADER?
under her goals list. “Any candidates?”

“I don’t want to be that person,” Leandra
said. “And there are tougher vamps than me there, to be worthy
enough to Diosa. I have no doubt about that.”

“What about the vampire mayor?”

“Justin’s got a submissive personality,”
Beatrice said, surprising us all by chipping in. “It would have to
be someone tougher. Of course, this would be easier if the vampires
could all elect a representative to be part of a council-type
structure, like we have here for inter-species disputes.”

ESTABLISH COUNCIL? was promptly added to the
whiteboard list.

“They would never jump for that,” Leandra
said. “Even if they did, it would be hard to wrangle everyone
together to work on it. I can’t even picture it.”

Allie pressed the cap of the marker into her
chin so hard that it left an indent in her skin. “Who is the bigger
threat, if we can only take down one of them? Patricia or Diosa?”
She cleared her throat. “The council’s goal is to take out
Diosa.”

“We can let them take out Diosa, and focus
on Patricia ourselves,” I said.

“You’re just saying that because Patricia
keeps trying to murder you,” Leandra said.

“And you don’t have beef with Diosa?”

“I didn’t say that. I have my issues with
both. The question was who the bigger threat is.”

“They have beef with each other,” Allie
said. “It’s possible they could murder each other for us.”

“Pit them against one another?” Beatrice
suggested. “They are enemies as is. Or, I mean, they were sort of
strangling each other. It’s possible they’re deeply in love.”

“What if we trap them in a building and just
burn it down,” I said, rolling my eyes. “That sounds way easier
than anything anyone else has come up with today.”

Though other theories struck me as more
ridiculous, Allie didn’t write that one down. “We don’t know where
Patricia is, so… Luring her out is on our to-do list. She’s got to
be around somewhere.” She made a second to-do list on the back of a
napkin and handed this one to Beatrice, who took it in her hands
and squinted at it, baffled, as though she’d just been handed a
fresh turd.

“Alright, then Diosa becomes the issue,”
Leandra said, not keeping the hint of victory out of her voice.

“What are her weaknesses, Leandra? You know
her best.”

“She’s like any other vampire. She likes
power, will take blind revenge on anyone who wrongs her. Patricia…”
She swallowed. “Patricia and her go way back. Lots of people have
issues with her. Our vampire queen was a major colonizer in her
day. It could be a centuries-old grudge. And there’s the, ah, more
recent issue of me creating some friction between them.” Right.
Part of Leandra clawing her way up the ranks involved selling info
about Diosa to Patricia, though she was vague on the details. “If
Diosa takes out Patricia for real, she gets revenge on her, with
the added bonus of Mayfair and a good portion of the American
vampires under her control. Maybe something that undermines her
would be a good course of action.”

“And what’s so wrong with that? If they have
to have their hierarchy, and Diosa is the one to step in to take
it, what’s the big deal? What’s the worst she could do?”

“Good questions,” Allie said again.

Leandra huffed. “She could lead them against
the other territories, gain control of America and its economy,
wage war on other countries. She could rule the—rule the world.” It
sounded ridiculous, but obviously she caught onto that as she said
it.

Everyone sucked in a deep breath. I imagine
we all saw the same thing: vampires as the dominant species on
Earth. But if it was going to happen, surely it already would have?
We had our own sets of checks and balances for these things. “Do
you really think she would do that, though? I thought you said
Patricia was the colonizer.”

“She has a point,” Allie said.

“Are we really deciding among ourselves who
the best leader between the two would be on behalf of vampirekind?”
Beatrice asked. “Only one of us here is a vampire and
she’s…well…”

“There isn’t a way to tell,” Leandra said.
“We need to hit both of them, hard.”

“And there’s no way to scry Patricia,”
Beatrice said thoughtfully. “I think the only thing we can do is
build up a buttload of magical distractions.”

Allie nodded. “Olympia. You’re going right
to Vampire Central to take Diosa out. I trust that Leandra is the
more powerful of you two—she should be there. Any specific
weaknesses we can exploit?”

Leandra and I made eye contact from across
the table. It was like falling back into an old habit to be arguing
like this. I didn’t enjoy it.

But, I mean, I was in the right.

“I believe she has a soft spot for me,”
Leandra said, so quietly that we all had to lean in to hear
her.

“Soft spot how?” Allie asked.

“Well, she’s my sire.” She coughed into her
fist. “And we had a—an amorous relationship.”

I told myself that if I let myself get mad
at every of Leandra’s century plus of lovers, I would lose precious
years of my life to it. “She has a soft spot for you and
she’s mad at you for selling her out?”

“Love is complicated,” Beatrice said
simply.

“Okay, we’ll play on that. Leandra, you’ll
seduce—”

“She’ll what?” I said.

“Oh, lighten up, Olympia. It’s for the
greater good,” Allie said. “Leandra will play on Diosa’s
romantic history with her, and while she’s distracted, you’ll take
her out. We’ll try to come up with something to fend off the rest
of the army. And maybe the bounty hunters if they get in our way.
I’m worried that by sending the hunters after Diosa, the council’s
signed their death sentences.” She ran a hand over her head. “How
about getting Patricia to the mall? Diosa threatening her standing
is likely to lure Patricia to the scene too, isn’t it?”

“Probably,” Leandra said. I wasn’t so sure.
The vampire queen sure liked to send other people after her
targets, especially when the odds were against her. “Though if
she’s scheming too, I don’t see how I’ll possibly distract Diosa
for long enough to get both of them there.”

“Maybe we can figure out a way to locate her
while we’re setting up distractions. Although that’s a lot for two
witches to do, even ones as powerful as us. You’ll have to play
along with Diosa, pretend allegiance,” Beatrice said. “Is that
something you can do?”

“Sure, if you can pull a miracle and stave
off the rest of the vampire army.”

“We’ll see what we can come up with,”
Beatrice said with a confidence I didn’t feel even a little. “We’ll
do our best to nudge Patricia there, and you two will work on
keeping Diosa busy until we do.”

“Should we really be jumping into this
before we know what would happen if both Diosa and Patricia go
away?” I asked. “I don’t think—historically—that leaving a vacuum
of power in place is a good idea.”

“This would be a great conversation to have
with the council, if they all could be bothered to show up,” Allie
said, rubbing her temples.

Leandra snorted, crossing her arms over her
chest. “We don’t have time to do that if they’re waging war
already. All we can do is minimize damage.”

Allie wiped down the haphazard notes on her
whiteboard, erasing them almost completely, and drew a box in the
middle with arrows going over the top. “I have an idea for how to
get in undetected.”


Chapter Nineteen

Bloodbath
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LEANDRA FOUND CREVICES IN THE abandoned mall’s
sidewall that weren’t even there in the dark, climbing it like a
spider. My breath came out visible in the cold air as I watched her
disappear over the roof of the building and toss a rope over the
side. (Another of Allie’s attempted therapy hobbies was rock
climbing. I was quickly discovering I didn’t know as much about her
as I thought I did.) I attached my harness to the cord and tugged
it, and Leandra began to reel me up. The night was calm, quiet,
chill in contrast to my fast-beating heart. The higher up I got,
the tighter I had to squeeze my eyes shut. I wasn’t willing to bank
on how well fae healing powers would fix a multiple-story fall.

After what felt like forever, Leandra pulled
me over the lip of the roof. I stumbled, falling into her, and she
steadied my shoulders. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said. It didn’t make much sense to
tell her how I really felt about it when we had shit to do. My
stomach was in knots. In my opinion, we were about as underprepared
for the outcome of this plan as we were for the botched werewolf
one.

“Let’s see if we can locate her.” Leandra
tip-toed around the skylights like she’d done it before. They were
boarded from the outside, which I guessed made sense because it was
hard to nail something in upside-down this high up from the inside,
but I was still surprised at how easily she peeled back the boards,
nails ripping into the air, to check the interior of the mall and
then let them fall back down, disappointed.

“There are a lot of vamps in there,” she
said. “More than usual. It’s going to be hard to get in
undetected.”

“We can do the garbage route. Allie had us
in through a side door.” Although maybe they weren’t doing trash
runs during a war.

Leandra lifted another plank, her face
illuminated by the light inside the mall for a brief second with an
expression I found hard to read. “Olympia, I know you’re proud of
pulling one over on the vampires, but I’m not convinced you were
able to sneak in so easily. They would’ve smelled you. A witch and
two fairies?”

I threw my hands up. “We had misdirection
magic. You don’t believe me when I was there and say it
happened?”

“That’s not what I meant. I believe you were
in here. I just don’t think it was related to Allie’s cunning. They
knew you were here.”

I wanted to point out that we were here
now because of Allie’s plan. Which, admittedly, looked like
it was going to involve rappelling down from the ceiling into a
group of hostile blood-sucking enemies. “Why didn’t anyone stop us,
then?”

“Maybe she bribed someone on the inside,”
Leandra suggested half-heartedly. We both knew the vampires at the
mall were uber-rich and didn’t need extra money. Unless maybe she
exchanged a future council favor, but then why lie about it and go
through all the posturing of sneaking around? “Found her,” Leandra
said.

“Where? Sitting in the middle of the Santa
chair like a throne?”

Leandra smirked at my joke, yanking the
piece of wood higher up so I could see down through the slat of
window. Diosa was there, her unmistakable bulky figure in a bright
orange tracksuit. From the look of things, she was giving out
orders, sending people off in every direction to do her
bidding.

I wasn’t sure because of the angle, but I
didn’t recognize many of the vampires. Some of them were definitely
converted Patricia cronies. “Where did they all come from?” I
whispered.

“I don’t know, but I’d like to learn how she
sneaked a whole army of vampires into Mayfair.” Leandra bit her
lip. “I would have done that if I knew it was possible.”

Right, because she had wanted to break away
from them, too. I suspected she had more in common with Diosa than
she was willing to acknowledge.

“Joking,” she added, just a smidge too late.
“Okay, we have to find a place that’s less crowded. Ideally
empty.”

The halls were absolutely bustling with
activity. “How do we do that?”

Beatrice and Allie’s half of the plan
involved distracting everyone by filling the place with smoke to
obscure sight and smell, and they were going to release it soon if
all went well. As for Leandra and me, Allie had entrusted us with
the misdirection stones that worked so well last time, regardless
of Leandra’s skepticism about their efficacy.

“It would be better to get down there before
I can’t see anything.”

“You’re not actually going to seduce
her seduce her, are you?”

Leandra stood from where she was crouched
and stared at me, hair whipping around her in the wind. “Fear not,
Olympia. Whatever happens here, my heart belongs to you. I won’t do
anything unnecessary.”

Silly, right? To be scared that I couldn’t
compete with someone who had been around for multiple centuries and
once shared a romantic relationship with Leandra, as though turning
her into a vampire wasn’t intimate enough of an experience? “The
bounty hunters are supposed to be here tonight, too,” I reminded
her. “We don’t know what they have planned.” Allie went to the
meeting they summoned the hunters to, but we didn’t have time to
touch base. Our plan relied a lot on adaptability. I checked my
phone screen to make sure she hadn’t texted.

“You haven’t seen Diosa rip apart armies
with her bare hands. She could take them all on herself,” Leandra
said after a moment. Technically, I had, but it wasn’t a good time
to bring it up. She stepped dangerously close to a corner of the
roof and lifted a board to reveal a small window with very little
light coming off of it. “No one seems to be in this back hallway by
the second-floor bathrooms. I’m going.”

The window was already cracked. Gently,
Leandra pried it off pieces at a time, sending bits of broken glass
littering to the ground.

There was a shout and a banging noise.
Someone yelled, the words inaudible. Leandra reached for my hand.
“The bounty hunters are here, I guess,” she said. I peered over the
edge of the building, just barely. There were a group of people
down below with a makeshift ram, readying it to barge through a
boarded window.

Our plan’s first roadblock.

“Won’t take long for them to get in,” I
muttered. We had alternate strategies for different variables, but
the more there were, the less likely the odds of pulling it off.
“Alright, I’ll come down with you.”

The original plan had me breaking in from
the side to Matt Rivera’s old art supply store. Presumably it
wasn’t occupied yet—or Leandra seemed to think they would see it as
bad luck to use it until an appropriate amount of time had
passed—but we didn’t know for sure without someone on the inside.
Now, with a definite threat present, all rooms could be occupied,
the new vamps potentially scouring each store for anything they
could use against the bounty hunters.

Allie and I were going to be so fucked with
the Guild if we made it out of this alive.

“I can’t remember if they’re still using the
smoke with the Guild here, or if we had a different contingency
plan for that part,” Leandra admitted. I couldn’t either. She
steadied herself on the edge of the window and dropped down without
a rope, landing hunched. I scrambled to find something, anything,
that I could use as an anchor for the bungee rope, but it felt like
I was moving in slo-mo as the ram began bashing boards into the
building.

We’d be better off doing this during the
day, I thought grimly as I jumped in freefall after
Leandra.

She caught me, stumbling back against the
wall and clutching me to her chest. “Okay, okay. I’m going to find
Diosa. Stay in the bathrooms until you hear us.”

“That’s not what we… You’re supposed to
distract Diosa while I sneak up on her.”

Leandra set me on my feet. “We have so many
plans going. What’s one more that doesn’t work out? I’d rather you
be safe here. I can both distract and kill. The bounty hunters
being here will help that.”

I chose the safe option last time. The one
that fucked her over big time and left her running away for months.
I wasn’t going to let her give me an out again. “Leandra.”

“You owe me,” she said. She was half turned
away from me in the dim hallway. “When we get out of this, I’m
making you open that cafe with me. We’ll be co-owners. I’ll have
you in a cute little apron whipping up lattes.”

“You’re serious about that barista fantasy?”
I said. I blinked and she was halfway down the hall, sneaky as
could be. She threw a wink back at me and was gone.

I cursed under my breath. There were
crashing and fighting sounds in the distance. This hallway might be
safe for now, but it wasn’t likely to stay that way. I traced a
thumb over the misdirection stone in my pocket, hoping it would be
strong enough to fool everyone. Allie said that you could kill
someone with it and they’d barely notice. I was relying on that
being absolutely true.

I crept out from my hiding spot. Immediately
I was face-to-face with three vampires. I held my breath as they
passed, their eyes hovering over me for a second like they knew
something was off, but not what it was. Scouts securing the mall’s
perimeter. Leandra had gotten past them first. I could do this.

No one was standing still here—as I entered
the main hall, everyone bumbled back and forth, a multitude of the
vamps holding up a homemade barricade against the influx of bounty
hunters, shoving them off noisily. I spotted Diosa among them,
still giving orders, surrounded by a group of tough-looking
henchmen. She was bloody with gore; red streaked down her lips and
chin, sopping up the sports bra visible through her open jacket.
Abs on full display, toned, deadly. To my dismay, they’d boarded up
most of the shop fronts, including Matt Rivera’s, with iron. Even
if I had been able to get through the barrier, the iron would’ve
done me in. First stroke of luck for the night that we had diverged
from the plan.

My whole body tensed when I spotted Leandra
pushing her way through the crowd. Things were moving so fast—she
had already discarded her misdirection stone.

She made a beeline for Diosa. The ancient
vampire turned to face Leandra when she was less than halfway
there, her lips curving in a vicious smile. “Are you here to help
me or stop me?” Diosa called out in a commanding voice that
overpowered the commotion.

“What do you think?” Leandra boomed back.
The crowd parted for her, watching, wary. Leandra’s posture was
rigidly straight, every movement deliberate as she approached her
sire, a challenge of a power walk. Diosa stood her ground, hands on
hips, with her eyeline considerably lower than Leandra’s face.

“You’re still vibrant,” Diosa said
appraisingly. “Same old Leandra.”

Leandra’s laugh was a mirthless bark. “So
are you. Do we have to do the small talk thing, or can we cut right
to it?”

The women were just feet away from each
other now. I couldn’t help but notice that Diosa’s bulk was at
least twice that of Leandra’s, vampire strength or not. “We are a
little busy here,” Diosa said, the last word drowned out by
shouting. Other vamps flanked out, barricading weak points. “But I
suppose I have time to chat.”

Everyone who could be spared was watching
them. Perhaps, like Leandra indicated before, they were sizing her
up like they had sized up Diosa, to see who was the stronger of the
two. Obviously, I rooted for Leandra, but I knew who I would put
money on as the winner in a melee fight.

“All of you need to be in position,” Diosa
barked at the gawking vampires. “Anyone who isn’t pulling their
weight gets booted.”

The vampires suddenly made themselves very
busy again, swarming into the former shops and pressing themselves
against windows. Our bounty hunter society didn’t stand a chance.
Sending them here really was a death sentence from the council.

When I killed Diosa in front of everyone, I
wasn’t entirely convinced her army wouldn’t just turn on Leandra
and murder me, either. Allie and Beatrice had a limited window to
help me out of there.

“What’ll it be, Leandra? Are we dueling? I
don’t really have a desire to. If you wish to join up, though, I’m
recruiting.” In spite of Diosa’s words, they might as well have
been fighting each other. As she spoke, Diosa began to circle
Leandra, and Leandra took up the challenge, circling her back, not
breaking eye contact.

“I’ve missed you,” Leandra said. It was much
quieter with the other vampires busy, away from the center of it
all, where Leandra and Diosa prowled like lions on the hunt. I
squeezed myself behind a giant potted Monstera, even though I knew
they couldn’t see me. “Why didn’t you reach out to me all these
years?”

“I’ve been occupied. And, well. You did
betray me.” Diosa ran fingers through her straight hair. “But I
am glad to see you now, Lea, as long as you’re on my
side.”

“I’m thinking about it. What’s your
endgame?”

Diosa fanned a hand over her abs as she
laughed, smearing blood around in the shape of her handprint. “You
must think I’m an idiot. You’ll have to prove your loyalty to me
first.”

“I’m just curious. You know how…curious I
can be.” Her tone was lascivious.

I was going to puke. If I had a time machine
to make Allie go with Leandra instead of me, I would take that
chance.

As Leandra continued to lay it on thick, I
crept closer to Diosa, gripping my silver dagger in a sweaty palm.
The only way Diosa would go down was through stealth. If it went
wrong, Leandra would use her vampire muscles to help me, and we’d
both pray that Diosa didn’t rip my head off before I could get
away. Easy peasy.

Tuning out their discussion became
impossible. “What about that little blonde thing?” Diosa asked as
Leandra caressed her jawline. “I was sure you were all over
her.”

“That was before I knew you were in
Mayfair.”

Notably, Diosa didn’t protest when Leandra
grabbed her chin and leaned into her shoulder. I encroached on
them, right behind Diosa’s broad figure, when the pink of Leandra’s
tongue lashed out and slowly licked up the side of Diosa’s neck.
Her eyes latched onto me, as though she could see through Allie’s
enchantment, and there was something wild there. The other woman
grabbed Leandra by the arms and rolled her shoulders in
pleasure.

I was within easy throwing distance. Knew I
could make it if I threw with enough force, knew the silver would
be enough to take Diosa out. There was a big crash behind me and
the suffocating smell of iron as vampires rolled through the bounty
hunters. A scream. The sound of sucking. I spared a glance; two
bounty hunters were down, two people I knew by name, and the
vampires were feasting from them like hyenas on a corpse. My
stomach churned.

“Why don’t you track down Patricia for me?”
Diosa said to Leandra. The two were holding each other in a lovers’
embrace. “If you’re so keen to prove yourself.”

“Consider it done,” Leandra said in a husky
voice that hardly sounded like her own. She licked the side of
Diosa’s neck again and then her teeth sank in, eyes flashing red,
and she began to pull the other woman’s blood down her
throat—weakening her so that it would be harder for her to heal
when I stabbed her.

The dagger flew from my hand.

It never reached its target.

Diosa twirled around, dislodging Leandra and
shoving her aside, and caught the blade between two fingers. Blood
welled up in the webbing of her hands where the dagger sliced
through. She held the bloody hand to her mouth, tongue flicking out
to lap up the bright red. “Patricia, is that you?” she asked,
eerily calm.

Smoke bloomed in my vision. There was
another scream, the sound of wood cracking as some of the bounty
hunters broke down the barrier in the confusion. A lightning
flash—artificial, magical—resounded with a thunderous boom through
the place, knocking several vamps flat on their asses through the
smoke. My eyes watered and stung; my lungs filled with the
substance, choking me.

I stumbled back into the Monstera, stifling
my coughs, and grasped the plant’s stems in my hand. They expanded
and thickened, whipping out around me, hitting people in their
radius, snaking toward Diosa. Backup plan number one, or number
seven, or number twelve. So many things were going wrong. Someone
slammed into me and I fell to the ground, my jacket catching on the
expanded vines.

A booted foot connected with my gut. I
gasped for air. Shit. Without the jacket on, without the
misdirection stone in its pocket, I was totally exposed. The second
time the foot came at me, I snatched its ankle, tugging the
attacker down. They fumbled, slamming knuckles into my ribs.
Everything was impossible to make out in the mess. There was a full
battle raging around us now, knives in guts, fists in faces, dead
bodies on the ground. I couldn’t make out my attacker’s face as we
grappled. Teeth sank into my hand. My fingers connected with a
fleshy forearm and ripped into it, drawing blood. A knee struck me
in the throat. I dragged the giant Monstera against the attacker’s
groin as I gasped for air. New leaves branched out, expanding,
twining up the attacker’s legs.

“Leandra!” I called when I had them wrapped
up like a tree mummy. “LEANDRA!”

“Stupid of you…” I heard through the
chaos.

“Shut up,” someone else said. There was a
huge flash of light and then a burning smell as a fire began to
spread along the plant I’d turned into a weapon. Intermingling
smokes made it hard to think, hard to move, as I dragged myself
away from the mess, leaning against a wall. There was no way to get
help. My phone was gone, in the jean jacket, possibly trampled. But
it wasn’t right to leave Leandra here.

Not again.

I pushed myself back into the fray with a
burst of Unseelie fury. Skulls cracked together as I took down two
vampires fighting a demon bounty hunter side-by-side. The place
filled with twisting vines, an absurd greenhouse, as I tugged on
anything and everything that responded to my magic. People from
both sides were trapped in wooden cages. I ripped a chunk of wood
from one of them—a makeshift stake—and used it well, piercing
several vampires through the heart and leaving them dead for the
last time.

“Leandra!” I called again, my voice hoarse.
My blood pumped fierce, adrenaline shooting through every vein. I
was drunk on it. A thrill passed through me, spiking whenever
someone approached, only to have a stake through the eye, through
the face, through the chest. I lost count of how many people I
fought, even as my strength began to sap from me. Somewhere in the
back of my mind, I registered that I was using an extreme level of
magic, one that wasn’t sustainable. My muscles screamed for
relief.

Someone crashed through the wood like it was
paper. Diosa. She was covered in scratches, her face red with
exertion, her chest heaving. “You,” she said to me when she saw me.
“Why are you doing this?”

“Why am I—” I didn’t get the chance to
finish my sentence. A viselike grip closed over my throat, dragging
me backward. I choked, sputtered. Diosa hadn’t been talking to me
at all but someone behind me. “Help—”

Diosa stepped forward, a bemused expression
on her face. “What the hell are you doing here?” I heard her ask
over the blood rushing in my ears.

I slammed my head back to hurt the attacker
but only hit air. They had me in a headlock. My nails scratched at
their arms. I reached for my plant jungle but it was slow to
respond, recoiling from me. Fuck. That had never happened
before.

And then, as if taunting me: the plants
began to turn on me. They shrank away from those held captive.
Everyone surged forward at once, propelled by the force they’d been
using against their temporary prisons. Vines constricted around my
ankles like pythons, whipping up my legs, cutting into flesh. I
gasped, fighting them with magic, but they only retreated a little
before coming back at full force. They wound around my abdomen and
squeezed so hard I was sure I’d burst like a bubble.

“Stop,” I wheezed into the crook of
the attacker’s arm. Their grip loosened the more the vines
constricted. I could barely think. “Please stop.”

A tattooed hand hovered over one of the
branches around my midsection. Diosa again. She tried to rip the
vines away from me. Why would she do that? I caught sight of
my attacker’s hand, a glint of silver on hairy knuckles, and had a
glimpse of a revelation that my foggy mind swallowed before it
could become a fully formed thought.

“You’re…” Diosa said. Her voice faded in and
out. As did my vision. I tugged on the vines again with whatever
little magic was pooled in my gut and they didn’t respond. Maybe
I’d spent everything I had. Maybe this was it.

The attacker began to drag me away. A flurry
of vines branched off from the thick trunks I’d created and
cascaded down in front of Diosa, barring her from stepping forward.
She shrank in size the farther away we went; every time she slashed
at the vines, they grew back. I wasn’t doing that. Unless my magic
was fighting for the other side.

The grip around my neck tightened again
until my lungs fluttered in panic. I struggled to stay
conscious.

Darkness closed in on me.


Chapter Twenty

Fairy in a Cage
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THE WORLD OOZED BACK TO life as I regained
consciousness, starting with the sound of dripping water, an
iciness creeping over my skin. My jaw ached, pressed to the frozen
ground. It was too dark to see much. There was a dim light on the
other side of the place, but I was shackled, unable to move far or
turn my head. When I tugged at chains, my sluggish mind slowly
hooked onto the reason why my movements were so slow and jumbled:
bounty hunter handcuffs.

Somehow my captor had bounty hunter
handcuffs.

The panic of betrayal overwhelmed me until I
remembered how many bounty hunters fell, dead or otherwise
incapacitated, at the vampire mall. This pair could have been
stolen off of any one of them. There was no need to jump to the
worst possible scenario. I took three deep, steadying breaths and
forced my eyes open so I could adjust to my surroundings. A musty
smell penetrated the air, like it was long abandoned. When I kicked
out with my foot, it hit what I thought was a cabinet.

Voices reached me from the lit side of the
area. I froze, holding even my breath, as someone yanked a chain.
Artificial light flooded the room. It was very clearly a garage. A
rusted tire rim, inches from my face, glistened in the new light, a
tarp covering most of the old car. To my right there was a table
saw, unplugged cord dangling, and half of a makeshift workshop.

“You’re sure she’ll come?” a feminine voice
asked. It was a voice that turned my blood to ice. Patricia,
definitely. She was going to have me murdered, suck me dry, leave
my desiccated corpse to rot here until the garage’s owner found me.
Considering the condition of the space, I wasn’t betting on it
being any time soon.

“They’re inseparable,” another voice said,
one I didn’t recognize. They had the unmistakable, haughty drawl of
a vampire. “She’ll be here shortly.”

“I’ve got enough on my hands,” Patricia
said, sounding very put-upon. Poor vampire queen, I thought
bitterly. “I don’t need to deal with this, too. Bring her
here.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

A shadow passed over the garage as the
figure ducked in and stood over me. I did recognize her: another of
the Mayfair vamps named Georgie. It was almost a relief to see a
familiar face after all the new vampires at the mall. The enemy you
know is better than the enemy you don’t, and all that.

“Georgie,” I gasped when she took the
handcuffs roughly, yanking at my wrists. “Don’t you think it’s
better if you call the Guild first?”

The other vampire laughed softly in my face.
“You’re kidding me,” she whispered. “Patricia has the Guild wrapped
around her finger. The council too.”

Lovely. In no uncertain terms, I was going
to die tonight. “How about money?” I said. “I’ve had a lot of
bounties lately. Thick wallet.”

Georgie rolled her eyes at me. “Just come
along easily and I won’t have to hurt you as much.”

Not the most reassuring thing in the world.
Still, I let her help me to my feet, tripping over my numb legs to
follow her out of the garage. Patricia stood illuminated in the
moonlight, a vengeful smirk spread over her face.

“Olympia the bounty hunter,” she said in
what was a contender for the most condescending tone anyone has
ever used. Another white rose replaced the crushed one in the
choker around her neck, and her hair was piled back on her head,
professionally done by whatever assistants she had left. “I told
you that you would pay for embarrassing me.”

“I see that you meant it,” I said. “But
honestly, you’re upholding your fierce reputation regardless of
what I’ve done to hurt it. I’m practically pissing myself
here.”

“Good,” she said, not endeared by my
attitude. Patricia lifted my chin with one fingernail and looked
into my face, her eyes glimmering red. “I’m hoping to catch two
birds with one stone tonight. What do you think are the odds that
it’ll work?”

What two stones? Me and Leandra or me and
Diosa? There were plenty of people out to get her now, maybe even
that whole army from before. Whatever plan we had to get Patricia
to join the chaos at the mall clearly had fallen through. “Don’t
you have a throne that’s being filled by someone else?”

“That woman isn’t nearly as powerful as she
thinks she is,” Patricia said, cocking her head. I shivered from
both the cold and the deadness of her stare. “It’s only a matter of
time before they rebel against her in my name.”

“That’s funny,” I said, licking my lips,
“because it looks to me like she has all of the people there, and
you just have Georgie here. Where’s the rest of your squad?”

My wrists throbbed as Patricia dragged me up
by my chains, holding me close to her face. Spit flew from her lips
as she spoke. “You have no idea what you’re involved with here,
little fairy.”

“You’re here with little old me,” I choked
out. “Diosa is there with your old crew plus some. Who’s
winning?”

Patricia’s eyes seethed with hatred. She
nodded to Georgie in a gesture that was understood to mean the
other vampire should go scuttering off into the night.

Well. There would be no witnesses to my
death, then. It was almost freeing. No more expectations. I could
say whatever I wanted, not worry about stepping on eggshells. The
only thing left to Patricia was the method she’d use to bleed me
out, and I could delay that, maybe. I wondered if she’d gloat about
my corpse to Leandra. That would break her heart.

The shine of a knife caught my eye. It was
jagged, red with rust or maybe blood. Patricia flipped it in the
hand that wasn’t holding me up. “This is going to be painful,” she
said.

“I guess you want to use me to lure in
Leandra,” I said with an exaggerated sigh. My acting wasn’t strong,
granted, but I had to rely on my ability to push buttons, something
I excelled at. “Diosa tried that and it worked.”

Hopefully I could pretend Leandra was coming
for me long enough to piss her off. I had no doubt Leandra was busy
fending off Diosa—she’d been very clear about who she perceived as
the bigger threat. If Patricia was angry enough, she could just
slit my throat and be done with it. Leandra would take care of
Yuki.

“Did she?” Patricia asked. “I was wondering
how you called Leandra out of hiding. Cowards, both of you.”

“Weren’t you hiding too? Where have you been
all this time?”

The knife flicked at me, so fast I didn’t
register it, and a sharp pain blossomed in my shoulder. Patricia
licked my blood off the blade, eyes rolling back in her head. “Shut
up. I already know Leandra will come to you, if she’s not too busy
fighting off that other vampire.” That other vampire was
said dripping with disgust.

“I take it you’ve dealt with Diosa before,”
I said, straining against the chains as subtly as I could.

“We go back. Ironically, many of our issues
are more…recent in nature.”

Warmth gushed from my arm at a rate I knew
was alarming. “I guess if you don’t kill me, the tetanus will,” I
joked. “You’ll follow pretty soon after, though, when Diosa gets
her hands on you. Have you seen her? I don’t know if she’s always
been that muscular, but I bet she could beat you in an
arm-wrestling match.”

Patricia’s eyes flashed. She dropped me and
my bones jarred against the frozen dirt. Fuck. “Do you think I’m
stupid, Olympia Carter? Do you think I can be goaded?”

How I wished my biggest problem was vampire
geese. Where were Francesca and Griselda when you needed them?
“Worth a shot,” I muttered. “What’s the plan, then?”

“The plan is, we’ll keep you here, you
pathetic creature. And you’ll get Leandra to come, and then we’ll
slaughter you both like pigs.”

“And what about after that? Leandra and I
might be stupid enough to fall for your schemes, but do you think
Diosa will be the same? She already took over—”

Patricia’s pointed heel connected with my
gut. I groaned, rolling over.

At Patricia’s call, Georgie came running
back out of the darkness. “Stay with her,” Patricia said. “She’s
pissing me off. I’m going to check on something.”

“Check on whether your empire is crumbling?”
I asked, and got another kick to the side for it. I probed the
flesh with my fingers; very tender, definitely bruising. Love to
internally bleed. “Fuck.”

I was left alone with Georgie. “Be quiet,
fairy,” she said to me every now and then, even though the only
noises I made were involuntary from the pain. Patricia missing
didn’t make any damn sense to me. She should have stayed at Vamp
Central or at least left behind a loyal enough force if she didn’t
want someone else to take her spot. What was important enough to
draw her away from that?

I registered another pair of footsteps or
two join Georgie, but the figures were dressed entirely in black,
indiscernible in the night. More guards.

They moved me. I exaggerated how hard it was
to walk, falling into them repeatedly like a puppet on failing
strings. It was a little too bold, maybe, to vocalize that I was
trying to get them to take off the handcuffs, but a lucky break
came when someone (not Georgie) said, “I think the handcuffs are
making her weak. Can we take them off? I’m sick of her stepping on
my toes.”

And Georgie: “Patricia wanted us to move
her.”

“She’s just got plant magic? How bad can
that be? Ooh, I’m getting tickled by a leaf? Come on.”

The vampire who protested against Georgie
won. The handcuffs came off, and my hands were tied so tightly with
a rope that my fingertips turned blue. It was better than nothing.
I tried to hide how relieved I was at feeling nature magic around
me again.

“I forgot my insignia ring back at the
garage,” Georgie said after we had traveled in silence for some
time.

“Are you fucking serious?” one of the others
asked.

“We have to go back.”

I couldn’t tell if it was fortunate or not
that Patricia’s goons were such dumbasses. There was no feeling in
my swollen hands.

“We can put her back in the garage,” Georgie
said. “We have to keep her out of nature if she’s not going to wear
the suppression cuffs.” Well, they weren’t that dumb,
apparently.

They were much quicker coming back than they
were leaving. Probably didn’t want to piss Patricia off for
disobeying orders. They pulled me along like a ragdoll, and I
didn’t have to pretend to stumble to show how weak I was as they
literally dragged my feet through the dirt. In two frustrating
movements, I was back where I started, tied up to a heavy hook in
the wall with chains wrapped around the rope. If someone didn’t
just get it over with soon, I was going to scream.

They left one person with me, a slender
woman who was stronger than she looked, bearing a wicked sharp
knife as though she couldn’t overpower me just by knocking me down
and tearing into me with her fangs. The garage door was open just a
bit. I fumbled with the chain, numb fingers latching onto it so it
made minimal noise as I shuffled around. Before she left, Georgie
plugged a lantern into the wall.

Which meant this garage had functional
electricity. And no one had thought to get rid of all these
tools.

Most of them were useless, I saw right away.
Nothing I could maneuver around with two barely functional hands
that were tied together. But I’d maybe watched enough YouTube
videos on how things were made to operate the table saw.

The chains strained against me as I reached
for the plug. They weren’t quite long enough. I stretched my foot
as far as it would go and nudged the plug toward me until I could
just barely grasp it in my hands. I glanced in the direction of the
guard—she was facing the garage door, peering out one of its little
windows to see what the others were up to. It took longer than was
completely comfortable to manipulate the plug into the socket.
YouTube always had music playing over the woodworkers’ videos. With
how loud I imagined this saw would be, this was assuredly a
last-ditch effort.

I steadied my hands by the still blade. All
I had to do was sever the ropes enough to get some hand movement.
It seemed like a very dangerous way to lose your hands, and as far
as I knew, I’d never met a fairy who could regrow limbs like a
lizard. Experimentally, I ran the rope over the still blade to see
if sawing at it could work.

Of course it wouldn’t be that easy.

Three two one go

I jammed my elbow into the ON switch. A
disgruntled “Hey!” from the other side of the garage was smothered
by the sound of the blade revving up to full speed. With my heart
pounding, I eased my hands toward the deadly sharp thing. Rope bits
flew in my face. It frayed enough that I tore my hands away from
each other. Sensation painfully flooded back to them.

I rolled under the car when the first punch
came my way, missing me by inches. A desperate hand grabbed at me
and almost succeeded, taking a chunk of my hair with it. I ducked
under the garage door. Pain throbbed in my shoulder, my hands, my
feet, everywhere.

I was free. It wasn’t likely to last.

I hooked onto the nearest tree and swung
myself around it, lurching my body past its breaking point once,
twice, three times. The world faded around me, easing into the
mystical glaze that indicated my entrance to Faerie. “MOM!” I
sobbed like I was a little kid again. My whole body trembled.
“Mom!”

My fucking dagger with its travel bell was
gone. Despair crawled in. I’d been reckless before, ready to die,
and now I would give anything to avoid that fate. My fingernails
clawed into the ground, bloody and bruised, as I sent out a
desperate signal for help unlike anything I had ever used my magic
for.

Like a miracle, my mother stepped out of the
mist.

Her hair was even grayer than the last time
I saw her. She inhaled sharply when she took me in. Before I fully
understood what was happening, she had me in her arms, holding me
like I was on my deathbed.

“It’s not that bad, Mom,” I assured her.

“What happened to you, Olympia?” Her eyes
were watery but they quickly hardened. “Who’s done this to you?
That vampire you brought here?”

“No,” I said. “The vampire queen… It’s a
long story.”

“We have to get you back to the Unseelie
Court,” my mother said. She tried to lift me but I fell through her
like water, my limbs weak from being bound for so long. “Olympia,
what have they done?”

The way her voice cracked broke my heart.
“There’s a new vampire—an old vampire, but new to Mayfair—who took
over the Mayfair vamps when Patricia went missing.” What the fuck
had she been up to? Would she have come for me earlier if she’d
stuck around town? “She came back and got me when we were trying
to—ugh, my head.”

“I’ll send everyone I can after her,” my mom
promised. “The Unseelie Queen won’t let anyone harm one of our
own.”

The support of the entire Chicago Unseelie
Court wasn’t something I expected. Relieved tears sprang to my
eyes. “You don’t have to do all that for me.” I didn’t visit the
court much unless I needed something. The last time I requested a
favor was when they granted Leandra sanctuary, and even that had
gone wrong when they exiled her anyway. I couldn’t remember what it
was like the last time I visited just to say hi.

“Sorry for being a crap daughter.”

“Where are they keeping you?”

“A garage. Still in Mayfair, I think. Mom,
it’s a bloodbath. The vampires and the bounty hunters…”

“That doesn’t concern us,” she said, because
of course she would only be thinking of revenge.

“Can you stop Patricia? I don’t want there
to be war. We just have to target her.”

I didn’t hear my mother’s response. The
world was ripped away from me, the haze of Faerie giving way to the
harsh, rigid outlines of the human world, so suddenly that I felt
nauseated.

It was so cold again. I lifted my head from
the frozen ground, just barely, and looked, very briefly, right
into the eyes of the person who dragged me out of Faerie.


Chapter Twenty-One

The Worst Crime
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THIS DAY COULDN’T GO ANY fucking worse.

My throat closed up; I couldn’t let out the
slew of curses that were bubbling near the surface. My captor threw
me aside and I panted, face-to-foot with Patricia’s sharp
shoes.

“I’ll give you this,” Patricia said. “You
may have outsmarted my people, but you haven’t escaped me.” The
rusty knife she cut me with earlier appeared under my chin. I went
cross-eyed trying to look at it as it nicked my skin. “I was going
to have fun with you, but it looks like we’re running out of time.
Any last words?”

“Fuck,” I said.

“Crude last word.” The knife sliced just a
millimeter into my neck, warmth spreading downward in bloody
trickles. I bit down a whimper.

We heard the footsteps before the booming
voice, but even that took a second to register: “Patricia! I have
something you want.”

I couldn’t move my head without impaling
myself on the vampire queen’s knife, but I watched Patricia closely
as she narrowed her eyes at the newcomer. “How lovely to see you
again.”

“I do wish I clawed your heart out the last
time we met,” Diosa said from across the clearing.

I swallowed, the column of my throat
brushing against the tip of the blade. It seemed like I might not
die tonight after all, and it was a huge fucking relief. If
anything, I could make a run for it while Diosa and Patricia duked
it out.

“As you can see, I’m in the middle of
something important,” Patricia said. She shifted slightly, raising
herself, and then spun me around, holding my back against her and
the knife against me. Her thumb rubbed into the laceration on my
neck, forcing the blood out faster for them to see. Diosa stood in
a similar position: Leandra with her hands tied behind her back, on
her knees in front of the older vampire. Leandra looked a little
rumpled but uninjured, I noticed with relief.

The heartbreak on her face when she took in
my state was devastating.

“I’m busy, too. Usurping your kingdom.”
Diosa shoved her knee into the middle of Leandra’s back, eliciting
a grunt from her. “How unfortunate your timing is. I had to step
away just for this. Very inconvenient.”

“What do you want? We can fight each other
another time. I’m going to kill this stupid bounty hunter
tonight.”

“What has she done?” Diosa called out. The
others on Patricia’s side—at least four more—crept closer to her as
backup.

Diosa had nobody else.

“She humiliated me, or have you not paid
attention to our affairs here in the States?”

Diosa barked a laugh. “You’ve always been so
concerned with your reputation, Patricia. And paranoid to boot.
Have you ever wondered why it’s so easy to make a fool of you?”

Patricia’s fangs grazed the side of my neck.
A fury like I’d never seen before flared on Leandra’s face, her
eyebrows screwing up together, jaw tense. “I notice that you don’t
care much for your own reputation.”

“No. It’s freeing. And I don’t care if you
kill the fairy, Patricia, really. You’re always a step behind me.
You’re following in my footsteps everywhere I go.”

I got the impression Diosa was referencing
something specific.

“Why are we standing like this, then, if you
don’t care whether I kill her?” Patricia asked, flustered.

The smirk that Diosa gave her was
victorious. “You caught me. I’m proposing an exchange of
hostages.”

“Leandra for Olympia?” Patricia’s nostrils
flared. “Why the hell would I agree to that?”

I tried to get Leandra’s attention but she
shook her head, so slightly I could have imagined it. Was this some
kind of new plan? She was sacrificing herself for me? That wouldn’t
do at all. I wasn’t going to let her take the fall for this.

“Olympia humiliated you, like you said, but
Leandra? Leandra has been insubordinate. She killed off the vampire
next in line to serve you. She planned to leave your system
entirely—and dare I say it? She may have succeeded.”

I rolled my shoulders and unglued my tongue
from the roof of my mouth. “Didn’t you want revenge against both of
us?” I said, loud enough for only Patricia to hear. “She’s trying
to trick you.”

“Of course she’s trying to trick me,”
Patricia said at normal volume. “What do you stand to gain from all
this, Diosa? I would think you’d be after Leandra. She gave me such
illuminating information about you. What use is Olympia? You could
snap her neck in a second. Hardly worth the effort.” The knife sank
deeper into my skin, as if to prove the point of my fragility.

“I can think of plenty of uses for Olympia,”
Diosa said. Her tongue ran over her lips as she examined my blood.
I reached for trees, grass, flowers with my magic, but even if I
could make them come to my rescue fast, Patricia’s blade would work
faster still to kill me for it. “We both know who’s getting the
better deal here, don’t we?”

The grip on me loosened. I had to stop
myself from faceplanting into the dirt. “Very well,” Patricia said,
and kicked me forward. My numb fingers poked at the cut in my neck;
at least it was superficial.

Diosa brought Leandra forward by the collar
of her dress like a misbehaved dog. I tried to catch her eye but
she wouldn’t even look in my direction. Were they working together?
Or did Leandra negotiate with Diosa to have us switched around?

Unceremoniously, Diosa dumped Leandra in
front of me. Our knees collided into each other.

“Hello,” Leandra said with a rueful
smile.

“Is that all you have to say?”

Leandra was torn away from me by a pale
hand. “Let’s not give them time together,” Patricia said. “It would
be too kind.”

“I agree completely,” Diosa said. “Let’s not
let them say anything at all since this is between us.” Her hand
clamped over my mouth and I nearly vomited into it—it was drenched
in blood. Vampire blood.

Why would she be feeding me blood with
healing powers unless she was trying to help?

Diosa forced the bloody finger into my
mouth. Immediately my neck and shoulder stopped throbbing. I stared
up at her, questioning, and got no response.

So, they were working together. For now. Or
Diosa had chosen me over Leandra. Even though she rattled me around
as she moved me, it wasn’t as rough as it looked—she was
deliberately trying not to hurt me.

There was a movement of Patricia’s hand,
just a flick of her finger, but it was enough to signal to her
minions what she wanted from them: the four pounced at Diosa.
Without letting me go, she swung around, bashing someone in the
face so hard that their skin peeled back. One-handed, she ripped
the heart out of another’s chest and squeezed it in her fist. Blood
seeped between her fingers; the smell of iron pierced the air. I
gagged against her grip. She dropped me before I could puke and
swung around. Diosa rounded a kick that landed wetly and someone’s
head rolled into the dirt.

Using magic, I tugged a branch from a nearby
tree right into the heart of the last vampire. Diosa nodded to me
in approval. She wasn’t even out of breath, hadn’t even broken a
sweat. “Really, Patricia,” she said. “You’re such a fucking
coward.”

“Just remember this,” Patricia said,
tightening her hold on Leandra, “I always have people on my
side. I always have something up my sleeve. I’m unbeatable.”

“Big words for such a young vampire.” Diosa
pushed the tracksuit jacket off her shoulders, exposing the
tattooed skin around her sports bra. Steam rose off her corded
muscles. “Come and fight me.”

No one even looked in my direction. I began
to crawl away toward the forest, as slow as I could to be
unnoticeable. The first punch resounded off the nearby trees, a
smack of knuckles on flesh, of bone caving to force. The ground
shook when one of them was slammed into it. I slid one forearm in
front of the other, faster now, until two warm hands clamped over
my shoulders.

“Olympia,” Leandra said. “Are you okay? Did
they hurt you?”

“We have to get away,” I hissed.
“They’re—they’re—”

There was blood everywhere. Snowflakes
trickled from the sky. Patricia had slashes down her sides and her
cheek, her hair falling off in clumps. Her face was viciously
twisted, inhuman, as she lunged at Diosa. “One of them will kill
the other,” Leandra confirmed.

“We shouldn’t stick around to find out.”

Wistfully, Leandra glanced back at the
fight.

“Fuck. Leandra, we can’t stay!”

The ground shook again. And again, more
forcefully. Stronger than two vampires throwing each other around
should have been able to accomplish. Leandra’s gaze followed mine
as I stared at the tops of the trees.

They were growing.

Gnarled, black, malicious. Thorns sprouted
from trunks, thickening, sharpening like knives.

I wasn’t the one doing it.

No fairy I knew could control nature like
this. Not alone.

“I contacted Faerie,” I said in almost a
whisper. “I asked my mother for help.”

“Shit.” One arm at a time, Leandra folded me
into her and stood steadily with me cradled against her chest. “We
have to get out of here.”

I felt the fairies come before I saw them.
The earth rumbled deeply; the sky glowed red. Snow came down in
huge sheets. Leandra began to run but it was quickly apparent that
there was nowhere really to go—we were enclosed in this area by
trees and flora that grew twice as tall as Leandra. When she tried
to push through the brambles, they smacked us back. She dropped me,
grabbing at her bleeding arms. Her eyes were wide, unbelieving.

The full wrath of the Unseelie was a rare
occurrence, and most people were lucky to never witness it.
Unfortunately for us, we were about to be an exception.

Fairies materialized out of nowhere,
transferring themselves to the human world from Faerie with mist
residually clinging to their forms. The purple-plumed knights of
Chicago’s Unseelie Court.

“This is bad,” I said. Understatement of the
century.

“What do we do?” Leandra asked in a
ferocious whisper. “Are they a threat to us?”

There was no precedent for this. In short: I
didn’t know. One of the fairies stepped forward—I recognized him as
the Queen’s son. Two of them broke away from the group, heading
right in my direction.

“Who bears the blame for harming Olympia
Carter, Unseelie of Chicago?” the Unseelie prince’s voice boomed
against our tree enclosure. It was hard to see over their tall
armor, but it looked as though they had every one of the vampires
present held captive already.

“It’s a dangerous game you’re playing,”
Patricia said, “to fight Mayfair’s vampires.”

It was as good of an admission as any. She
had no idea what would really happen here—it wasn’t just the
Chicago Unseelie court against the Mayfair vampires, which would be
a losing battle for the vamps anyway. If they didn’t get justice
now, every available Unseelie would wreak havoc on this town until
there was nothing left.

Two fairies approached and kneeled in front
of me, as though I was higher ranking than either of them (I
wasn’t). It irritated me that they wanted to feel like noble
knights rescuing a damsel in distress. They didn’t know Leandra and
I mostly had that covered.

“Olympia,” the one on the left said—Freddie,
a childhood friend and someone who guarded the Unseelie court.
“We’re here to take you back to Faerie for your protection.”

I squeezed Leandra’s hand. “I won’t go
without her.”

Both fairies looked up at Leandra. “She’s
been exiled. You know we can’t bring her.” Freddie was so much less
formal now, slouching, pleading. “Please come with us.”

Leandra squeezed my arm. “If you have to go,
you have to go,” she said.

“I don’t want to.”

“It’s better for you, don’t you think?” she
asked.

Anger simmered right under the surface. She
gave me an easy out last time. I wasn’t going to take a second one
after suffering over it for months. “Come on,” I said, and dragged
her into the throng of fairies. A couple grunted and one of them
expressed their surprise verbally, but they all parted ways for us
until I was at the front of the group, next to the Queen’s son,
Gabriel.

“As you can see, she’s in tip-top
condition,” Patricia said. “Nothing else needs to be done
here.”

Maybe I missed the part where he promised to
obliterate every vampire in existence if she didn’t fess up.

“She looks less than adequate to me,”
Gabriel said, taking in my haggard appearance. To be fair, I was in
poor shape even before Patricia got to me. “And only one of you is
making excuses.”

“If you don’t mind,” Diosa said, stepping
forward, “I would love to dole out the punishment to Patricia. You
know, vampire-to-vampire.”

This garnered murmurs from the fairies until
Gabriel held his hand up to silence them. Of course, they would
want someone from Patricia’s own kind to punish her, the same way
they preferred that for their people. And Diosa was a genius,
because that was the only thing she could have said to get them not
to kill everyone.

“What punishment do you have in mind?”
Gabriel asked.

Diosa set her hand against the back of
Patricia’s head, fingers digging into her disarrayed hair. The
fairy that had been holding Diosa stepped back; those flanking
Patricia moved aside. The other vampire said nothing, motionless,
but threw Diosa a look that would kill any mortal being. “Is death
too extreme?” Diosa asked, flashing her fangs.

Death was definitely not too extreme
to them, but it was also taboo to kill one of their own
senselessly. Usually, they would consult the Unseelie Queen to gain
some perspective, but the Unseelie Queen was back in Chicago, and
all we had was Gabriel.

“I think you need to kill them both,”
Leandra said at my side. “And maybe the others, too. Patricia fully
stated her intent to murder Olympia, and Diosa has killed plenty of
people in her lifetime. I’m sure that includes fairies.”

“I would never,” Diosa said, with a
sarcastic little curtsy. She did not retract her hand from
Patricia’s skull even when she dipped her body. “Dear Prince, I
have not killed a fairy in my centuries of life. None of them has
ever deserved it.”

I wondered how long it would take for
someone on the outside to notice that there was a big circle of
trees where none had been before and contact someone important to
investigate it.

“Olympia, you shouldn’t be here for this,”
Gabriel said finally. He barely acknowledged me until just then; I
figured he was still mad I brought my vampire girlfriend to Faerie
when she’d committed an egregious crime. “Let us escort you
home.”

“Don’t you think she should be here to see?”
Diosa asked. Her forearm flexed as she tightened her grip on the
back of Patricia’s head. The vampire queen groaned in pain.
“Patricia did make Olympia’s life a living hell.”

It didn’t surprise me when Gabriel said
yes—the fairies loved a spectacle. It wasn’t surprising, either,
when the rest of Patricia’s vampires surged forward to protect her
and were instantly dispatched by several of the fairy knights.

The vampire queen let out a maniacal laugh,
throwing her head back, foaming at the mouth with blood and drool.
“You’ll all regret letting her live,” she said between
laughs, but she didn’t get to specify who she meant. A resounding
crack grabbed everyone’s attention as Diosa closed her grip on
Patricia, whose skull burst open like an egg.

Viscera flooded down from Diosa’s hand, from
the mess of what was left of Patricia, as the vampire’s body
slumped forward. Bile crawled up my throat. There was a moment of
silence where everyone stared on in horror. Diosa licked the blood,
skin, and bone off her hands like she relished it, her eyes blazing
red. Someone retched as Diosa dipped her hand back into the fleshy
clumps of Patricia’s hair and extracted a single ruby that caught
the moonlight.

Prince Gabriel seemed at a loss for words.
None of us had pictured it like this.

Patricia was dead. It was over.

Everyone was so distracted that only Leandra
let out a small gasp when a hand clamped over my mouth and heaved
me through a new parting in the trees.



Chapter Twenty-Two

Betrayal
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I STRUGGLED AGAINST THE ATTACKER, but I was weak
from all the magic I’d exerted, weak from being bound and moved
around. Nothing was going right, even with Patricia dead. And I had
a sinking feeling even through the burst of adrenaline that I knew
who the attacker was.

When I went to Faerie…I was ripped back to
the human realm.

Only a fairy can remove someone from Faerie
against their will.

The attacker threw me down against a rock.
Dimly, I noticed the circle of trees closing once more behind us.
“Traitor,” I said through gritted teeth.

“That’s no way to treat a friend,” he said,
and lifted the hood from his face.

Phoebus pressed his knee into my
sternum.

“Why? There’s a whole army over there. You
won’t live if anything happens to me.”

His finger grazed my cheek, almost tenderly.
The coolness of a ring against my skin made me shiver. With a
sudden revelation, I grabbed his hand before he could withdraw
it.

A silver ring bearing Patricia’s insignia:
the white rose with blood dripping down. “You showed this to them
at the vampire mall to stop them from killing us,” I said. Dread
pooled in my gut. Memories came back to me: Phoebus knocking over
Beatrice’s scrying bowl, the weird hand poisoning at Knotted Hill,
my plant magic betraying me. “Your master is dead. You don’t have
to serve her anymore.” A thousand more thoughts crowded my head,
too many to process at once. Phoebus’s mysterious benefactor who
wanted him to work with the top bounty hunters, including me.
Beatrice’s warnings about him. Have you seen him in the
sunlight? Fuck.

He didn’t answer me. He just glared like I
was the worst thing he’d ever seen.

“You’re a vampire?” I asked. But he didn’t
have any telltale signs. His wounds were normal, healing fast like
a fairy’s but not as fast as a vampire’s would. “You’re…? Why?”

Fingers closed around my throat. There was
shouting from the clearing. Maybe Diosa was slaughtering them all.
Maybe they were deciding what to do about me. No one was running to
my rescue, from the sound of it. I wasn’t sure I’d live to find
out.

I tried to pry his hand away but he was
stronger. Too strong. I wriggled and fought as he held me in place.
Spots tore into my vision. I’m sorry, Leandra. I’m so
sorry.

The smell of smoke reached me just as I was
near losing consciousness. The weight on my chest suddenly lifted;
my neck was free. I rolled over, coughing into the grass. Air
couldn’t return fast enough to my abused lungs. I forced myself to
look over to the signs of struggle—Allie, sitting on Phoebus’s
chest, whacking the shit out of him inches from my face. An
unnaturally blue fire roared behind them, leaving the two half in
silhouette. Phoebus smiled, bloody toothed, at me and reached out
with one finger, jabbing it under my jawline.

The world bled away to a different time and
place.

It was dark, the room poorly lit by naked
bulbs some distance away. The vision swung left, then right—I was
seeing through someone else’s eyes.

Patricia, looking immaculate, holding a
serrated steak knife, hovering over me. She cut open her forearm
from wrist to elbow and dark blood flowed. My hands were heavy,
shackled, when I lifted them, shaking, to bring the blood closer,
to press it to my mouth, to drink like it was my saving grace.

The vision faded. A young man, beautiful but
sickly thin, naked, in the middle of a plush room on a medical
table in restraining straps. Three vampires—one at his neck, one at
his wrist, and one at his calf—fed from him. He whimpered, his
pointed ears twitching. A hand squeezed my shoulder and I looked up
into Patricia’s face. Her grin was wicked. When I looked back, one
of the vampires switched out with another, and this one sucked
greedily from the man in the center of the room with renewed
vigor.

Tears blurred in my eyes. When they cleared,
I was somewhere else. Patricia again. Standing over me, pressing a
nasty little black vial into my hand. She gave some instructions,
but her words were fuzzy and inaudible as though coming through a
haze. The vision bobbed up and down as I nodded.

A final vision: through the glass wall of a
cell, Allie and me—the real me—approaching. A sense of dread,
knowledge that my death was inevitable.

I quaked back to life, shivering, and dry
heaved on my side. Those visions had been so much worse, more
visceral, than the one of Leandra in France. I smelled the
rust, felt the warmth of the blood, lived out his emotions. I knew
him. I knew Phoebus like I didn’t know him before…and…

Allie was done pulping his face. She had him
by the collar now, screaming. Beatrice Newell was here, too,
kneeling over her and rubbing reassuring circles into her back.
“Nothing happened,” Beatrice said soothingly. “Nothing at all. See?
Olympia’s going to be okay. Let’s get this sorted out.”

“Not until I have some motherfucking
answers,” Allie said. “I vouched for you.”

Phoebus didn’t answer. I lacked the energy
to speak up for him; even being in his mind didn’t absolve him of
what he planned to do.

The earth rattled my already battered limbs.
Dozens of footsteps emerged from the circle of trees the Unseelie
created. What a mess I’d made of everything. There were deep gouges
in the earth where the trees had been before. Even nature was
paying the price for all this.

“She’s gone,” one of the fairies was saying.
“I can’t believe it.” He had four evenly spaced slashes down the
side of his face.

“How can she be gone?” Gabriel
demanded.

My neck was so sore. I just wanted to sleep.
I shut my eyes, forcing myself to breathe in my nose and out my
mouth. This will all heal, I reminded myself. Everything will heal
with time.

My eyes shot open when I heard a muffled
cry, and then there was a pressure on my ribs again as Phoebus
flung himself at me. An object caught the light just seconds before
he plunged it into my heart—a knife.

His hand lingered on the knife’s handle for
a second too long, his brown eyes boring into mine. Something like
understanding passed between us.

And then he was gone, tackled to the ground
by an armored fairy.

Blood welled up in places I was sure were
fatal. Sickeningly, I could hear the glugs as it spread hotly over
my chest.

I was beyond feeling pain. The weight of it
all settled heavily, choking me. A tear trickled down my cheek.

I was dying.

“No, no, no, no!” Allie leaned over
me, pressing her hands to my chest as though she could staunch the
flow. I tried to speak—it came out as a wet gurgle. More tears
rolled down my face. I couldn’t even say goodbye.

My surroundings grew hazy, fading in once to
see Leandra’s own tear-streaked face leaning over me.

“You have to do something,” Allie said to
her.

“What the fuck am I supposed to do about
this?!” Leandra screamed back. She lifted me in her arms, pressing
her face to my chest right above the wound. “Olympia. You’re going
to die. I’m so sorry.”

I’m sorry, too.

Tenderly, her hands brushed the bruises on
my neck. “Do you remember the choice we gave Melanie?”

My brain was too foggy to make sense of her
words.

“Olympia. Can you blink twice if you
understand me?”

My eye twitched. It was enough for her.

“Do you want to die today? Blink if you want
to live.”

Another twitch.

“Olympia, I need to know for sure. Do you
want to live?”

Twitch. My body wasn’t responding to my
brain.

“Are you serious?” I heard Allie’s voice
like it was coming from the end of a long tube. “You’re going to do
this?”

“Do you have another idea?” Leandra
snapped.

I groaned when a sharp pain pierced my neck.
Leandra’s warm mouth enclosed my clammy skin, her tongue unfurling
against it.

A pleasant sensation spread from the spot
she licked and seeped into my flesh all the way down to my toes.
More tears surged in relief.

“She’s lost enough blood, don’t you think?”
Allie said. “Having one last snack before she goes?”

“Allie… She’s… She’s going to…” Beatrice. In
awe. If she finished her sentence, I didn’t hear it.

Leandra lifted my own head to her
collarbones. Blood trickled out of my lips onto her perfect skin.
She didn’t stop drinking from me—I was losing consciousness fast.
Her finger grazed my lips as she reached between her neck and my
mouth and left a deep gouge in her skin with a sharp
fingernail.

“Drink,” she ordered, hot against my
neck.

I tasted the blood that welled in the cut.
It was…intoxicating. Leandra’s own drinking slowed, a gasp leaving
her when I ran my teeth over the wound, burrowing into it.

Blood flowed into my mouth. The iron taste
was repulsive, but I couldn’t stop. The warm liquid traveled down
my bruised throat and I felt myself regain control over my muscles.
Leandra’s fingers tightened on the back of my neck as I drank, and
her own pace picked back up, a circle of her drinking me and me
drinking from her, our blood intermingling. She moaned when I bit
down harder. The thoughts I had were animalistic: drink, take,
live.

Drink. Take. Live.

I didn’t know how long it went on for. I
only knew I was hungry. My body was broken, and Leandra could fix
it.

“Olympia,” Leandra groaned into my neck. Her
tongue lashed over the wound she left behind. My blissed brain
released another round of endorphins. “Olympia, you can stop.”

Several pairs of hands dragged me away from
her. I slumped back into them, heaving, twitching. It was like I’d
been pulled apart and remade anew. My skin was foreign; my body
didn’t belong to me.

Reality crashed back into focus too
suddenly. Everything was too bright. I curled into a ball,
protecting my pounding head. My clothes were drenched in blood, wet
and cold and unpleasant.

Everyone was staring at me.

All I could see was their veins under the
surface of their skin, pulsating like distant stars.

Shaky hands closed over my shoulders. “Shhh,
it’s okay,” Leandra said. She held me like an infant, cushioning my
head against her, rocking me gently. “It’s okay.”

I sobbed into her shoulder.



Chapter Twenty-Three

Rebirth
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LEANDRA HELPED ME BOARD THE windows to my apartment
so that the sunlight couldn’t get in.

She was very helpful about everything. One
would say too helpful. She treated me like I was poisoned
again, a poison I now understood came from something Phoebus did on
Patricia’s orders back when we were all distracted by Beatrice’s
scrying. Which he also intentionally disrupted. Everything Leandra
did made me feel like I was about eighty years older being cared
for in a nursing home. I needed absolutely no help getting around,
but she still jumped up whenever I got out of bed, still ran
errands for me, still offered to explain to the Guild why I wasn’t
showing up and why my rank was dropping once again.

I was a vampire now. The exchange of our
lifeblood had done it.

Sometimes I would forget and then
accidentally run into things because my movements were so much more
fluid, and then it came crushing back down on me: I was something I
hated. Once, I feared becoming bitter like the Unseelie fairies
stuck in my home court, banished from everywhere else. Now? Now, I
didn’t know what the world had in store for me. I had seen plenty
of obnoxious, conceited vampires in my time and I had no idea how
eternal life would change me on the personality level. And maybe I
loved Leandra in spite of her vampire-ness, or maybe because it’s
charming when it’s her, but I didn’t know if I would grow into that
kind of person. If I could love my new eternal self.

The other thing was the need to feed. I was
stronger than any bodybuilder, but I felt like a husk. Constantly
empty, rapacious. Some days I woke up drenched in sweat, fangs
throbbing against my gums to be sated. Leandra came back to my
place with containers of blood, sometimes in suspiciously
official-looking medical bags, but I never asked her where they
came from. I needed them too badly. Even after I fed, a sharp,
untamable hunger lingered. I didn’t know before that hunger could
be all-consuming—I felt it not in my stomach but throughout my
entire body, an aching in my thin veins to be quenched over and
over until they were full as a ripe grapefruit.

Yuki was giving me a shit-ton of attention,
more than she ever had, because she was a good kitty and she knew
how poorly I was adjusting. Scratching her behind the ears while
she purred on my lap as we waited for Leandra to get back from
wherever she could scavenge blood was the only thing keeping me
sane.

They had Phoebus locked up again for a few
days. It came out almost guiltily from the mayoral council that his
private benefactor had been Patricia, and they had to admit that it
was part of her scheme to have me murdered. Patricia was dead,
though, killed by Diosa like the warlord Leandra claimed she was.
Kill the leader, become the new one.

Ever since Patricia died and Diosa went back
to Vamp Central, they had boarded themselves back up, put a giant,
dramatic chain over the door with an enormous padlock, and no one
had seen them since. You could still spot the vampires from Orchard
Avenue walking around town (or so Leandra said), but none of
Diosa’s army had shown their faces. Leandra thought they were
plotting something; Diosa still had a bounty on her head, but
nobody dared to approach after what happened last time.

I was getting to the point where I wondered
if it was worth trying to intervene. Diosa took out Patricia, the
mayoral council did some restructuring, and things were smoother
than they’d been in a long time, at least on the outside. Allie
texted me that the council was inclined to informally leave them
alone as long as they were peaceful. Apparently, many (but not
all, which was shady) of the missing European vampires were
spotted fighting alongside Diosa during the bounty hunter/vampire
battle at Vampire Central. We had no idea where the others
were.

Who knew what was actually happening
at the mall, though?

The reason Phoebus was only locked up for a
few days was because he escaped right under the mayoral council’s
collective noses. One day he was there; the next day he wasn’t.
He’d been shackled in the bounty hunter handcuffs. There were a lot
of rumors about it, both texted from Allie and shared by Leandra.
Purportedly, he had help getting out, which I didn’t doubt. If
Leandra couldn’t escape those cells alone, neither could he. Some
people said it was his home court that had broken him out, but if
the Chicago Unseelie court bearing down on Mayfair taught me
anything, it was that they wouldn’t have been subtle. Even for
Seelie fairies.

I wasn’t sure how to feel about Phoebus.
He’d been a victim of Patricia’s, it seemed like, based on the
muddle of shared memories he gave me, a power I wasn’t sure if he
used intentionally or not either time it happened. I thought he was
under Patricia’s thrall, just like I pretended to be under
Leandra’s to take heat off of me back when she ran away. Some of
the vision didn’t make sense to me, though, even when I went over
it with Leandra. She was silent when I described the person the
vampires had taken turns feeding off of, disturbed by it, even.
“That’s not supposed to happen,” she explained, but then didn’t go
any further.

It wasn’t like we would get any answers
now.

Beatrice and Allie were kind enough to visit
me once, and only once. I dreaded them coming; I wished for the
nerve to leave the apartment, but whenever I tried, it was like I
had grown an aversion to people and noise. Everything was
overwhelming. I didn’t realize how heightened vampire senses were
until I became one. When Beatrice and Allie visited, they each
tried to hug me, and the only thing I could focus on was the amount
of fresh blood in their bodies, woefully underused.

Leandra asked them to leave after about five
minutes when she saw the look on my face. I was too new, too
uncontrollable. I didn’t know if I could stop myself from hurting
them. “I’ll look into Diosa for you,” Beatrice promised Leandra as
she left, sending pitying looks my way.

At the end of the first week, Leandra
brought me a plant back from the farmer’s market. It was small but
beautiful and fragrant, with lush green leaves in a little
decorative pot. “Tulsi,” I said as I accepted it from her. There
was a little warmth in my empty chest at the sight of it; my magic
stemmed from nature, and I had been cut off from it.

“The witch I got it from is a gardener. She
said it’s holy basil,” Leandra explained. “It has medicinal
properties.”

She didn’t say what we both knew—that I
could use some healing. “Thanks,” I said.

And then I reached out to the plant to feel
its magic, and it withered in my hands.

Leandra held me for the rest of the day
while I bawled my eyes out, the weakest vampire to ever exist,
because I was a creature of nature, but vampires were
creatures of death, and they were incompatible. There was no
sunlight in my apartment for plants, even if they did respond to my
magic, and I felt a loss so deep that I couldn’t make myself test
out if Faerie was still accessible. If I couldn’t go back… I didn’t
know what I would do.

“We can move,” Leandra offered. “Or, you can
move. I have to keep an eye on Diosa.”

She was obsessed with Diosa the way she’d
been obsessed with Viktor Lehmann. But she’d taken care of me so
thoroughly that I tried not to show it when the obsession got on my
nerves. “I’m staying wherever you are.”

“Okay,” she said, and stroked my hair. “I
brought you more tablets.”

The fucking hemoglobin tablets. Whoever made
them, I had to give some props to, because they were good
imitations of the real thing when it came to sating hunger. But
they tasted like ash, dust, dirt. Leandra mixed them with
water—sometimes sparkling, which I thought was hilarious at first
until I tried it and trust me, you don’t want to try sparkling
dirt—but I couldn’t have more than a few sips of it, ever. I threw
them back dry and choked them down, trying not to cry through it.
They were easier to get than real blood by a longshot and
definitely more humane.

But I wasn’t a “humane” creature anymore. I
was a bloodthirsty monster. And it was irreversible unless someone
tried really, really hard to kill me, which honestly wasn’t
improbable considering recent events.

“I can’t eat these anymore,” I said to her.
My stomach heaved whenever I took the tablets. It wanted fresh
blood straight from the source, not the bagged stuff and definitely
not the artificial.

“You’ll get used to them,” Leandra said,
setting two tablets in my palm. “They’re not so bad. Like when you
first tried alcohol, you probably didn’t like it either.”

If only they had the effect of getting me
drunk. “How long did it take you to adjust?”

“Thirty years?”

My skin crawled at the thought of taking
these for three decades. For a lifetime. I set them on my tongue
and my body reacted, igniting a gag reflex so strong that they flew
right out. I grasped Leandra’s wrist as I retched, over and over
again, until my eyes watered. I was more hollowed out than usual,
shaking with need. “Leandra, I can’t do this. I can’t be
this.”

She squeezed my hand. I shoved hair
plastered to my forehead out of my face and saw that she was
silently crying. “I’m sorry. I should never have changed you. I
didn’t know…I didn’t want you to hate yourself.”

Words of consolation died on my tongue. I
was too miserable to feel anything. Empty. All I did was crave. It
was exacerbated by my Unseelie blood, my impulsive side clashing
with the ravenous monster in me. I would take out anyone if I went
outside. Anything for just a taste.

“Do you want me to end it?” Leandra asked,
her voice hoarse. “I can stake you if you don’t want to be
here.”

I looked at her head-on. She was offering me
yet another out. I would be leaving her behind when she had no
community left and nobody to rely on. In a way, I kind of got my
wish, didn’t I? I didn’t have to worry about her out-aging me. We
would be our current ages forever. Humorlessly, I laughed. “No. I
don’t want you to do that.”

“What can I do?” she asked. Leandra leaned
close; she smelled amazing, better than usual, and I was sickened
when I realized why. She smelled like…like I could eat her. Like
food.

She must have seen the blood in my eyes.
Cautiously, she draped her hair to the side and exposed her neck. I
swallowed. “I don’t know if I can stop myself,” I said. “From
taking too much.”

“You’re new to this. I’ll stop you if it
comes to that,” she said.

I slid one trembling hand around the back of
her head and drew her close to me, almost into my lap. Her pulse
jumped under the smooth skin of her neck. I didn’t see a person. I
saw veins. Bloodred veins through skin, like cracks in ceramic,
begging me to suck them dry. Her pulse quickened when I brought my
mouth close to her neck and the sharp scent of fear clogged my
nostrils.

She was scared of me.

I was so hungry. Almost too hungry to care
how she felt. “You’re afraid. You don’t have to do this,” I said
with some effort. Sweat beaded on my brow, itchy.

“Do it,” she said in a whisper.

I licked the length of her neck with the
flat of my tongue. Her breath hitched at the vampire pheromone that
infused her skin, posture straightening against the insides of my
thighs. My teeth just barely grazed her flesh—

“Olympia, wait. I have to tell you
something.” She cupped my neck with her hand, keeping me in
place.

“What?” I snarled.

Her grip loosened and she stroked the back
of my hair. Now she shook a bit, too. “I love you,” she said.

I licked her neck again and she shuddered
against me with a moan that made me flush with primal heat.

“I love you, too.” I closed my mouth over
her warm, yielding skin. My fangs pierced her and she flopped in my
clutches like prey as I drank, drank, drank.


EPILOGUE

Into the Sun
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Diosa’s fist closes over the gem in her hand as she
bends her knees into the dirt at the foot of Knotted Hill.

There’s a scratching noise as she begins to
dig into the ground with her free hand. The sky lightens rapidly;
sunrise will come soon. Orange glows against the other side of the
hill as she uncovers her buried necklace—the red gem on its short
chain—one patch of dirt at a time. Its ruby gleams, restored,
refracting red light over Diosa’s fingers.

Hands shaking with giddiness, she replaces
the jewelry around her neck, rolling the gem she stole from
Patricia over her knuckles like a coin trick.

Diosa settles herself into a sitting
position against the dark side of the hill. Her chest bobs up and
down with light breathing; her eyes are closed as if in
meditation.

The sun continues to rise. When it’s light
enough, Diosa rises, too, rolling her shoulders.

Then she steps out of the shade and directly
into the sunlight.

Yellow-orange light bathes her skin warmly.
She lifts her face to the sun and laughs, the sound of it
reverberating off the hill.

Beatrice stepped back from the scrying bowl,
mopping sweat from her forehead with a handkerchief, and then the
lens of her glasses with the same. She lifted the chunk of
Patricia’s hair from the center of the bowl and set it aside,
disgusted with herself.

She breathed just one word: “Shit.”
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