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Foreword

Manchester, England, January 2012

Hello and welcome to the
Thaumatology Universe. Some of you reading this will have
read one or more of the three published novels, perhaps you’re
waiting impatiently for the fourth to be released (well, I can but
hope). Some of you will have picked up this anthology because it
cost you nothing and you figured it might be worth a try. So, I
have a couple of groups to address in this introduction.

To you wonderful people who know
all about Ceri and Lily, and the other people in these stories I’d
like to say, “thank you.” I keep writing partially because I don’t
seem to be able to stop, but mostly because people buy them, which
presumably means they enjoy them. Knowing someone else enjoys my
writing is the biggest spur I can think of to keep doing it.

For those who are coming to this
without prior experience, I think some introductions are in order.
The Thaumatology stories are set in a world a little
different from ours. The most obvious thing is that magic is real,
and creatures we consider mythological walk the streets. It was not
always so. At the end of World War II a series of disastrous events
triggered “The Shattering,” a cataclysmic release of magical energy
into a non-magical world. Societies across the world were broken
and are still recovering in the Twenty-First Century. The most
advanced societies left are those which were isolated from the
magical rifts by sea water and distance: Great Britain, Australia,
and the Chinese “Dragon Empire.” The United States is catching up,
Europe is starting to struggle back from being thrust back into the
Middle Ages. The Thaumatology stories so far take place in
Great Britain, largely in London.

The heroine of the novels is
Ceri, Ceridwyn Brent. By the time of Thaumatology 101 she is
about to become a research assistant in thaumatology at the London
Metropolitan University, but in these stories we meet her at a much
younger age. She was born in the evening on October
31st, 1986 and Birthdays follows her through a
few of her birthdays (strangely enough) prior to meeting Lily. Her
parents were two very skilled enchanters, and when she was just a
baby they gave her a very powerful enchantment, taking the form of
tattoos on her forearms, which protected her through her early
life. Her parents die in a car accident in March 2004 turning her
into a near recluse with a tendency to suffer panic attacks when
travelling, especially in cars.

Ceri’s best friend and housemate
is Lily Carpenter, a stunningly beautiful half-succubus. She has
not always had an easy life and you’ll get some idea of that in
Bedtime Story, Black Lily, and Redemption. The last
of those features Carter Fleming, Lily’s boss by the time of the
novels. A playboy millionaire, he runs several clubs throughout
Britain and other parts of the world. He lives a life of glamour
and leisure, but his past has some very dark parts to it. Long ago,
he was in love with Ceri’s mother and the best friend of Ceri’s
father; he took their deaths pretty badly.

The last of the stories in this
book, Nightshade, has none of the major characters in it.
Instead it spotlights the work and life of three “minor”
characters: John and Lorna Radcliffe, and Kate Middleshaw. John and
Kate are partners in the Greycoats, the branch of the Metropolitan
Police Force charged with dealing with supernatural crime, much as
Scotland Yard is the branch handling criminal investigation. John’s
wife Lorna is a vampire, not by choice, and her turning is the
reason he moved down from the North East of England to join the
Greycoats. Because the novels focus on Ceri and Lily, we do not
normally get to see much of these characters at home. I hope you
enjoy this little insight into their private lives.

Well, that’s it from me. On with
the stories. Enjoy!


 


Bedtime Story

Bristol, July 15th, 1993

She was really a bit too big to be
carried to bed, but Faran did it anyway. He had missed out on eight
years of her life and he was keen to catch up. Besides, she weighed
nothing and he was reasonably strong. Her mother, and a couple of
doctors, had worried over her weight, but Faran had taken one look
at her and said that she was a little plump for a typical
half-succubus child.

She did have slim arms. They
were wrapped tightly around his neck now, her face pressed against
his shoulder. Her hair was a vibrant chestnut, cut short to keep it
out of her face. It was more or less the same colour as his was
right now, the colour his mother had chosen for him when they had
first met. Metaphysical genetics were an odd thing.

‘It’s time for bed, little
Lilith,’ he said as he lowered her onto the mattress.

She pulled the covers up over
her legs and looked up at him with her big, black eyes. Her chubby
cheeks were split by a wide smile. ‘Story first!’ she
exclaimed.

He sagged visibly; it was part
of the ritual. ‘It’s late and you have school tomorrow.’

She pouted. He had a deep
suspicion that she was going to be able to melt strong men with
that pout when she grew up. ‘Pleeeease,’ she whined.

He settled onto the corner of
the bed and, giggling, she snuggled down, pulling the blankets up
around her chin. ‘What will it be tonight then? The Three Little
Devim?’

‘You told me that last
night.’

‘The Cherich who Ate the
Moons?’

‘The night before.’

‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’ve got
one I haven’t told you.’ Her giggle made his heart jump. ‘Back when
Gorefguhadget was Lord of All Demons,’ he began. Sally had told him
that human fairy tales started with “Once upon a time,” but he
preferred the proper start to these things. From the way Lilith was
grinning, so did she. ‘Way back then, on the shores of the Silver
Lake, in the village of Shoshteffrif there lived a young succubus
named Tef.’ He looked at Lilith and said, ‘That means “red” in
Devotik.’

Lilith looked thoughtful for a
second as if memorising the word. Faran smiled. ‘Now Tef was a very
good little succubus and had learned all her lessons well. Her
mother had told her that she should never go into the nearby
Darkest Forest on her own. There were things in the forest
which would prey on a little succubus.’ He reached out and tickled
Lilith’s stomach through the blankets and she giggled happily. ‘And
one of the biggest, baddest things in the Darkest Forest was the
Great Black Horg.’ Lilith gave a little, open-mouthed gasp and her
father grinned at her.

‘Now the Great Black Horg was
big, and black, and it had huge teeth for biting, and a long tongue
for tasting, and huge eyes for seeing in the Darkest Forest, and a
great big nose for smelling out little succubi. Because the Great
Black Horg just loved to find little succubi out on their own. And
when he found a little succubi out on her own, he would pounce on
them, and then he would eat them, and eat them, and eat them all
up.’

‘There aren’t any Horgs on Earth
are there Daddy?’ Lilith asked. She was trying to be brave and not
quite managing it.

‘No, there are no Horgs on
Earth, little Lilith. They can’t cross over. Shall I go on, or are
you getting too scared? Your mother will berate my mercilessly if
you’re awake all night with nightmares.’

‘No, please, I want to hear what
happens.’

‘Well then, Tef’s grandmother
lived in a little cottage in the Darkest Forest, all on her own.
She was a venerable old succubus and afraid of nothing, but she
became ill and Tef decided that she should take some medicine to
her aging relative. It meant going into the Darkest Forest, but Tef
put on her blackest cloak and her mother told her that she would be
safe, just so long as she stayed on the path to her grandmother’s
cottage.’

Lilith’s eyes were wide and
attentive now. Faran was fairly sure that he knew that she knew
that Tef would not stick to the path, but knowing and hearing were
always two different things. ‘Now, Tef was a good little succubus
and learned her lessons well, and she went into the Darkest Forest
along the path where the trees were wide, and she walked along
ignoring the sounds she could hear and the glowing eyes she could
see in the darkness. She walked, and she walked, and she kept on
walking along the path until the forest grew darker and the path
grew narrower, and she almost lost her way. And in the dark, dark
forest, Tef put her foot down on the grass at the side of the
path.’ Lilith gasped at the horror of it; oh poor little Tef! ‘And
when she did that, the Great Black Horg knew that she was there,
because he could smell her with his great big nose.’

Small hands pulled the blankets
up to Lilith’s nose now and Faran had to suppress a smirk. ‘But Tef
quickly returned to the path, and the Horg could not touch her
there, and he knew it too. He could see Tef with his great big
eyes, and he knew that she was a good little succubus, who had
learned all her lessons well, and she would not stray from the path
again. But he could also see that she was the prettiest little
succubus he had ever laid his great big eyes upon, not unlike a
little Lilith I know.’ Faran’s only daughter grinned and giggled
from behind the blankets. ‘Oh yes, she was the tastiest looking
little succubi he had ever seen, and he could not wait to taste her
with his big, long tongue. So the Great Black Horg, he hatched a
plan.

‘Quickly, on his long legs, the
Horg ran ahead of Tef, and got to her grandmother’s cottage first.
Now, the Horg was not fond of older succubi so he tied up Grandma
and stuffed her in a cupboard and then he climbed into her bed and
hid beneath her bed robes to wait for tasty young Tef to
arrive.’

‘But he didn’t hurt Granny did
he?’ Lilith squeaked from under the blankets.

‘No, dear, he didn’t hurt her.
But he lay in wait for Tef who was the tastiest looking little
succubus he had ever laid his big eyes upon. Tef arrived at the
cottage and she went to the bedroom to give her grandmother the
medicine. There in the bed was the Great Black Horg and the Horg
said, “My, my, my, what a fine young succubus you have grown into,
little Tef.” Now Tef was a good little succubus who had learned all
her lessons well and she looked at the Horg in the bed, and she
thought that there was something odd. And she said, “Grandmother,
your nose is bigger than I remember,” and the Horg replied, “I have
a cold, my dear, sweet Tef.” And Tef said, “Grandmother, your eyes
are much bigger than I remember,” and the Horg said, “My cold has
made my eyes swell, my dear, sweet Tef.” And Tef said,
“Grandmother, your teeth are much bigger, and your tongue much
longer than I remember,” and the Horg said, “Ah, but that’s because
I’m the Great Black Horg and I love the taste of sweet, young
succubi!”’

Lilith’s eyes grew as round as
saucers and she tugged the blankets even higher. Faran smiled at
her and went on. ‘But Tef was a good little succubus who had
learned all her lessons well. She knew just what to do. She grabbed
the blankets and pulled them back, and she said, “My, what a big
boy you are, Great Black Horg.” Then she pounced upon the Horg, and
she ate him, and she ate him, and she ate him all up.’

The blankets were pulled back
from Lilith’s face and she grinned and giggled happily. ‘When I
grow up, I’ll be a good little succubus, Daddy.’

‘I’m quite sure you will, little
Lilith.’ Standing, Faran stepped closer and gave his daughter a
kiss on the forehead. ‘And good little succubi who learn all their
lessons need to get their sleep.’

Lilith giggled again, and turned
on her side, and snuggled down under her blankets. Faran smiled and
turned out the lights. When he looked back, his daughter was fast
asleep, just like a good little half-succubus should.


 


Birthdays

Kennington, London, October
31st, 1993

The sky was almost entirely devoid of
sunlight now, though not of light. Overhead, sheets of colour
rippled across the upper atmosphere as the world’s magic field
interacted with its magnetic field and the air. Ceri knew this,
even at seven, but right now she did not care one jot because she
was far too busy running to the next house, clad in a red bodysuit
with a pair of fake horns on a headband, a plastic pitchfork
gripped in one hand, and a plastic carrier bag from Sainsbury’s in
the other. She had a tail too, though it was currently knotted
around her thin waist because she had already tripped over it
once.

Mrs Short’s house was the last
place they would be going to tonight. The Rastafari temple and the
squats along St. Agnes Place were not noted for handing out sweets,
and anyway the temple was nailed up tight by now, like more or less
every other supernatural site in the country. Ceri’s friend Jenny
Li banged on the door and they waited. Jenny had an awesome Oni
costume, even if Ceri was not sure what an Oni was, or why Jenny’s
costume was so awesome. There was certainly a lot of face paint
involved and…

‘Well what have we here?’ Mrs
Short said, cutting off Ceri’s train of thought. ‘A scary demon…
two scary demons, and a werewolf, and a skeleton… My how
terrifying. I’m sure you’ve all done a wonderful job of keeping the
spirits away.’ Well, yes, so far, so good. While the sky overhead
was flaring with blues and greens there was little evidence of
anything nasty down on the street yet.

‘Hello, Mrs Short,’ Tanya said.
Tanya was the skeleton, and the most forward of the four children,
and had been doing most of the talking. She actually came from one
of the squats, but just about everyone on the street knew her and
she had been friends with Ceri since moving in. Not many people
were friends with Ceri, so people forgave her a lot just for
that.

‘Who’s in there?’ Mrs Short
asked, plucking at the werewolf’s rubber mask.

‘It’s me, Tony Brough,’ the
werewolf replied. His voice was a bit muffled and Ceri was pretty
sure he only knew who was asking because Tanya had said so; the
visibility out of the mask was pretty restricted.

‘Lovely,’ Mrs Short enthused.
‘And Tanya Keyes, and little Ceri Brent. I don’t know this one
though.’

‘Jenny Li, ma’am,’ Jenny
introduced herself. ‘I go to school with Ceri and Tanya.’

Mrs Short reached for a carrier
bag of sweets. ‘Well, let’s give you terrible monsters some
treats,’ she said. Ceri was happy that she was getting to that
part. Under the tight, red suit her forearms were starting to
tingle.

‘Thank you, Mrs Short,’ the
children chorused, and a few seconds later they were running off
toward High Towers. The wards around the fence line were already
shimmering with orange light. Ceri put on a burst of speed; she
hated going through the wards when they were active, it made her
arms sting. Tanya knew, and her longer legs carried her ahead of
the little red demon to push the gate open so that Ceri could run
through. Even at that speed she gave a yelp of pain and rushed
onward to where her mother was waiting in the doorway with open
arms.

‘Come in, children,’ Marion said
as she scooped her daughter up and carried her inside. David was
waiting just inside, ready to close the door. The Brents allowed
their daughter out on Samhain, to be with the other children, but
they stayed indoors where it was safe. Halloween was a time for
children, mortal ones, normal ones. Supernaturals who went out
after dark were not safe. Bad things could happen to them.
Sometimes very bad things could happen to them.

For now though, it was their
daughter’s seventh birthday and her friends were in the big house
with the strange illusion which made it look haunted. Marion had
done some work inside and illusory ghosts and will-o-the-wisps were
occupying the hall, and there were little joyful screams. High
Towers was the place to be after dark on Halloween. Outside
the world was full of spirits, maybe even demons, but within these
walls it was safe and full of the laughter of happy, partying
children.

October 31st, 2002

The problem was he did not even seem to
know she existed. His name was Paul Heaton and he had gorgeous blue
eyes and thick, black hair. He had the looks of a movie star and he
was just sixteen, which was how old she was now. On this very day,
in fact. Outside the wards were flaring orange and even red in some
places. It was quite a bad Samhain. Ceri had even heard her father
saying that he thought he had seen a real demon outside the wards.
Then they had rung around the parents of the children there and the
birthday party had turned into a sleepover.

And that would have suited Ceri
just fine if Paul Heaton even knew who’s birthday party he was at.
Instead he was spending his time with Lisa Kudington who had long
blonde hair and a pretty face, and had filled out very nicely thank
you while Ceri still had a rather boyish figure. None of the boys
at school really noticed Ceri. Well, none except Frank Dalton, but
Frank’s father was a necromancer and Frank had inherited the
talent. Frank was creepy and Ceri really did not want him noticing
her.

‘I don’t know what you see in
that boy,’ Tanya said while they sat near the fire in the lounge
and drank orange juice.

‘Who?’ Ceri said in reply,
knowing her cheeks were going scarlet.

‘You know damn well who, Paul
“I’m so hot my pants catch fire” Heaton.’

‘He’s nice! And Lisa’s pouring
herself over him like…’ Ceri did not have the vocabulary to express
what she felt Lisa was doing.

‘They’re made for each other,’
Tanya said. ‘I know for a fact she’s been with at least two guys
and he’s out for anyone that’ll lie down for it. You’re better than
both of them.’

‘He’s not like that. He…’

‘He tried it on with me.’ It was
a flat statement and Ceri could tell her friend was not lying. ‘He
thought I’d be easy because I live in a squat.’

‘Tanya, you are easy, and you
know it.’

‘Hell yeah, but he
doesn’t have to treat me like that.’

Ceri grumped, unwilling to let
her image of Paul as her White Knight go quite so easily. ‘I’d be
easy if he’d just ask.’

Tanya swatted her on the arm.
‘You’re better than that so quit it. You’re better than him, better
than me. You don’t behave like you aren’t or I’ll go all nasty on
your pale pink arse.’

‘I’ll be a virgin ‘til I’m forty
at this rate,’ Ceri sighed.

‘And what’s wrong with
that?’

‘Says the girl who’s had
some.’

Tanya poked her in the ribs,
producing a squeak. ‘Let me tell you something about boys, girl.
They aren’t all they’re cracked up to be. Half of them don’t know
what to do, and the other half know but don’t want to waste their
time. And putting out for them doesn’t get you much more than some
grunting and a promise that they’ll call you in the morning, which
they don’t.’

‘You’re too young to be this
cynical, Tanya,’ Ceri said wryly.

‘I’m between boyfriends, of
course I’m cynical. Boyfriends are high maintenance. You’re smart,
you’ll actually come out of school with good exam results, and go
to university, and then you can get yourself a boy some other woman
has trained up. You listen to me on this, it’s experience that
counts and it’s way better if someone else has had to put up with
them while they’re learning.’

Ceri giggled and Tanya said,
‘That’s better. It’s your birthday. You’re supposed to be happy,
not moping around like a love-struck puppy.’

‘I don’t get it though,’ Ceri
said. ‘I mean, I’m not fat, I’m not ugly… am I?’

‘No, you’re not ugly.’

‘Then how come the only boy who
pays me any attention is Creepy Dalton?’

Tanya looked at her
thoughtfully. ‘I don’t honestly know. You are pretty enough.
You got the long legs going for you… Maybe still a bit boyish…’
Tanya had developed a chest you could ski down; no one could
describe her figure as boyish. ‘I think they just don’t
notice you. It’s like they don’t see you.’

Ceri’s tattoos chose that moment
to make themselves felt. It was an odd sensation, like they were
squirming. She lifted her arms and frowned at them; tiny flickers
of light were moving along the black not-ink. ‘Those things creep
me out,’ Tanya said. ‘Sometimes more than Dalton does.’

Something howled outside and the
squirming sensation got worse. Ceri sighed. ‘You up for an
all-nighter?’ she asked. ‘I’m not going to get much sleep before
dawn.’ Her gaze trailed back to the oblivious form of Paul Heaton.
‘If you don’t stay up with me, I don’t think anyone else will.’

October 31st, 2004

The night sky was a livid blue with
waves of bright green streaming across it. There was even the odd
streak of yellow. The Earth’s magical field seemed to have noticed
Ceri’s mood; it was probably the worst Samhain she could remember.
Even the normals were off the streets, but Ceri was standing in
Kennington Park, alone, on her eighteenth birthday.

It was the first time she had
been out of the house for no reason since April. She had not
intended to go out tonight, but as the sky had darkened she found
herself unable to stay in the empty building which had been her
family home. Normally it would have been full of friends
celebrating her birthday, but this year there was no party, no
friends… no parents. Since her parents had died, Ceri had barely
left her room, never mind the house, but the house was full of
memories and she found she could not stay in it tonight.

There were… things around
her. Shapes formed out of mist, looked at her, and then vanished.
They were spirits, ghosts, and this was their night. Tonight the
boundaries between reality and the half-realm they occupied were at
their weakest. In ages long past men had gathered around fires and
held loud celebrations to keep the dead away. Now they cowered in
their homes instead.

But there were worse things out
tonight than the spirits of the dead. Ceri could see movement among
the bushes and her wrists were on fire as things she could not see
swept past her, touching her, trying to occupy her body. She
welcomed the pain. Pain reminded her she was still alive, unlike
everyone else she loved.

A demon darted out from behind a
bush, rushing toward her. It was one of the small ones, an imp, a…
What was it her father had called them? A Devim. Small, not too
bright, but it did have the classic look; bat wings and horns,
long, nasty horns. Its skin was an iridescent purple colour rather
than the impish red one might have hoped for on Halloween, but it
hissed at her hungrily, started toward her, and then stopped, its
eyes going wide. Giving a sound like a yelp of fear, the creature
turned and beat its wings, flying rapidly off in the other
direction. Ceri was wondering why when she heard a heavy footfall
behind her. She turned and let out a gasp.

The creature was, perhaps,
fifteen feet tall. It was obviously related to the Devim, but
distantly. It had the same iridescent skin, but thicker legs, and
while the imp had been scrawny this thing was a mass of muscle.
Flames danced around its head like a crown and it looked down at
Ceri with eyes which glowed a dull red. It had to be a demon lord
of some sort. Her father had told her there were bigger versions of
the Devim, but they were not much bigger than a human. This thing
was huge.

‘You risk much being out on a
night like this.’ The voice was deep and rumbling, but she had
somehow expected it to be harsher.

‘No,’ she replied, realising
that she meant it, ‘I don’t.’

‘I could pick you up and drag
you back with me,’ the creature said. ‘I could rip your soul from
your body and leave it to become a demon’s puppet. Are you not
frightened, little human?’

Ceri nodded. ‘Yes,’ she
said.

A sound which was probably
laughter came from the demon; it made Ceri’s heart feel like it was
encased in ice. ‘You don’t seem scared.’

‘Maybe I just don’t care.

The demon leaned forward,
reaching out his hand to place one long claw under her chin,
raising her head. Her tattoos did not react; the action had no
malice in it, just curiosity. ‘No,’ he said, ‘you don’t.’ His hand
withdrew and he turned, moving off toward the edge of the park.
‘Perhaps I’ll see you again when you do,’ he called back over her
shoulder.

After a few seconds of watching
his retreating back Ceri realised she was crying. It was Samhain,
demon lords were walking the Earth, and she could not even get one
to kill her. She turned back toward the house. She might as well be
inside, on her own. There was nothing for her out here and there
never would be.


 


Black Lily

Mayfair, London, June 14th
2003

Saturday night at the Dubh Linn. It’s a
good, old fashioned pub in a cellar on Vigo Street. It’s old
fashioned like a local pub. You know the kind? When a stranger
comes in everyone looks at them. It’s always full of regulars and
they sit around their tables, or in the booths around the sides,
and if someone they don’t know gets close… Yeah, that kind of pub.
There is one difference though; when a stranger walks into a normal
pub, the regulars aren’t licking their lips when they stare.

No one pays too much intention
when I walk in. Well, not that kind of attention anyway. I’m here
at least once a week and the regulars know me. Most of them know me
well enough to keep their distance. I’m Lily, by the way, Lily
Carpenter. I’m eighteen and I live in a bedsit in Hammersmith,
technically alone, but not most nights. I used to work behind the
bar in this place when I first came to London. I was underage, but
that kind of thing doesn’t bother the owner. These days I employ my
talents in other, more lucrative ways. You’re going to ask what my
talents are, right? That’d be telling.

Outside it’s full moon, so
inside the werewolves are frisky. In the legends they turn into
wolves at the full moon, but that’s just licks, lycanthropes. True
werewolves change when they want, or sometimes when they get angry.
Sometimes a girl gets a surprise and discovers they can change when
they get… excited too. That’s never happened to me, but I wouldn’t
be surprised anyway.

Anyway, most of the wolves in
here know me, but there’s one table of newbies. Everyone’s ignoring
them, four of them, laughing and boozing, and totally oblivious to
the danger they’re in. My guess is they’re Royals slumming it. They
have that yuppie look to them. The look of overconfidence that too
much money and a feeling of invulnerability gets you. They’re the
kind of people who say, “Do you know who I am?” to a cop. One of
them grabs my arse as I walk past.

Now, don’t get me wrong when I
say I’m asking for it. A girl’s got a right to dress how she likes
and not have some freak with male genitalia think it gives him
rights. But I’m asking for it, looking for it. My skirt’s so short
the wolf-guy doesn’t have to reach far and it’s warm out so I’m
just wearing a bandeau under my leather jacket. My sandals have
five inch heels which puts a nice swing in my hips, lengthens my
legs, and pushes my butt and chest out. But I’m not asking for it
because of how I dress, I’m asking for it because I’m planning to
take someone home tonight, end of story.

Still, a girl has to have
standards. I stop and look down at the guy. He’s grinning back at
me like this is the biggest joke ever. I can see his fangs. I smile
so he can see mine and then I turn my aura on. I don’t cast it
wide, just enough to cover the table. Him and his friends are
looking at me, so they’re the ones who feel it. I don’t really know
what it feels like, of course, but I have an idea. Something like
the best orgasm you’ve ever had, though that’s because you’ve never
had me. This guy’s not getting me either.

I leave the four of them moaning
at the table and head for the bar. There’s some rumbles of laughter
from the other patrons as I strut across the bare floorboards. The
Dubh Linn is pure class; the ceiling is the floorboards of the
floor above and there’s nothing covering the brickwork. The bar’s
kind of nice though. It’s solid, dark wood with a huge row of
bottles and optics behind it. Sean is also behind it and he’s nice
too. Well, nice to look at. He’s all dark hair and good looks, but
he’s fae and they tend to look like that.

‘Lily girl,’ he says as I get
closer, ‘always a pleasure t’ watch you work. What’ll you
have?’

‘Whiskey, a double.’ I lift
myself onto a stool and cross my legs. I’ve got nothing on under
the skirt and you have to leave something to the imagination.

As Sean puts the glass in front
of me, I reach into my jacket for cash, and a hand puts a five
pound note down beside the tumbler. The owner of the hand is blond
and not too old. His muscles show under a tight, black T-shirt. ‘On
me,’ he says and I favour him with a smile. ‘I’m Aaron,’ he tells
me.

‘Lily. Thanks for the drink.’ He
wants me. He’s hoping to score, but he’s going to be a gentleman
about it. I think most women can tell when a guy is interested, but
with me it’s more of a certainty. I just look at them and I
know what they want. That’s one of my talents and it’s
really useful in a place like this because Aaron wants me in bed,
but the guy sitting on the stool at the corner of the bar wants my
blood and the woman in the booth behind him wants to eat my soul.
It’s important to know the difference.

‘My pleasure,’ Aaron says as he
settles onto the stool beside me. ‘You a regular here? I just found
the place.’

‘I didn’t think I’d seen you in
here before.’ I take a sip of my drink, savouring the musky scent.
When my eyes drift open, he’s looking at me with his mouth slightly
open. ‘Yes, I come here quite often.’

‘You’re, um, beautiful,’ he
says. It’s true, I am, unnaturally so.

I smiled. His cool is slipping.
That can happen around me. ‘Thank you. There are a lot of
attractive women around though.’ That was also true. There were a
couple of fae and two century-old vampires in the room, and all of
them looked stunning. Admittedly, if you could see what the
vampires looked like under the illusion you’d run screaming, and
you can’t be sure about the fae, but I doubt he knows that.

‘Well, yeah, I guess, but they
scare the shit out of me.’

‘And I don’t?’

‘No,’ he tells me, ‘you don’t.
Maybe that should scare me more.’ Guy’s got a head on his
shoulders. ‘But somehow I don’t think you’re going to suck the life
out of me.’

‘Well, I could, but I won’t. And
if I did I promise you’d die happy.’

He gives me a quizzical little
frown. ‘What are you?’ he asks as if he expects an answer.

‘My father was an incubus.’ I
see his resolve faltering a little, but it’s balanced by his libido
hiking up a notch.

‘You… you’re a demon?’

I give him a little pout.
‘Half-demon. Half-succubus, if we’re being precise.’

‘A succubus… um… wow.’ His grin
is a little timid; I’ve moved the stakes up. ‘I’ve heard… things
about succubi.’ Suddenly his libido is in overdrive. Summoning a
succubus used to be a great ice breaker at orgies. That’s how I got
born. Succubi are supposed to be the best sex a guy can get. It’s
true too.

I lean toward him. My voice is
husky and low. ‘Want to find out if they’re true?’

~~~

Aaron lives in a flat in South
Kensington. Nice. Tastefully decorated, if a bit of a bachelor pad.
And he’s got money, I may have to make him a regular; it’s always
nice to have someone pay for your meals.

Speaking of meals, mine is
pouring drinks. No, I’m not going to actually eat him! Well, maybe
if he’s lucky, but not like that. I feed on sexual energy and
that’s not as easy as it sounds. My evening snack needs to be
suitably responsive. I turn my other aura on while checking out his
book collection. That means I have my back to him and it gets some
time to really sink in before he sees the little spark of red in my
pupils. It might be overkill; I’m quite sure Aaron’s already pretty
keen anyway, but there’s no harm in a little extra push.

His books give me pause. A lot
of the titles are in Latin and there’s even one in Devotik. Devotik
is the most common of the demonic languages and you don’t see it
written down on Earth much. I can’t read it, but I recognise the
glyphs. I can even pronounce them. My Dad taught me that much. Of
course, Dad’s an incubus so the stuff he taught me to actually say
was a little biased. Put it this way, I can’t order a beer, but
when Aaron and I get down to it later, I can probably name the
position. If Aaron’s got books like this, he’s really got
money. It also means he’s either some sort of collector, or he’s a
practitioner.

I turn around and give him my
best sultry smile. He offers me a glass of whiskey and I can smell
from here that it’s good stuff. His breathing is a little laboured;
the aura is having its effect, but he’s fighting it some. He’s
still trying to be the gentleman, how sweet.

‘What do you do, Aaron?’

‘Oh, that’s boring.’ Simple
question, but he’s avoiding it.

‘That’s a fantastic book
collection.’ Compliment the guy; it often works.

‘Ah well, yes. I work in the
stock market. I do agoramancy.’ I give him the blank-but-interested
look. ‘I do divination by studying market prices. I said it was
boring.’

I reach out and touch his hand;
he almost jumps. ‘It sounds fascinating,’ I tell him. Then I slip
past and sit down on one of his big, comfortable sofas. The sofa is
cream leather; I said it was a bachelor pad, right? I cross my legs
again, slowly, keeping my black eyes fixed on his.

He takes the hint and sits down
beside me. ‘Well, there’s a lot of mathematics and sitting around
doing hand calculations. I can use computers for some of it, you
understand, but you really have to see the way the equations
are working out to make predictions.’

I sip my drink. It really is
good stuff, one of the single malts from northern Scotland, I
think. Lots of flavour and just enough catch on the throat, and
that delicious warming feeling as it goes down. I also let my other
hand fall onto his thigh, caressing through the thin fabric of his
summer slacks. I hear his breath catch. ‘That must take a lot of
effort,’ I say. ‘Patience… stamina.’ I breathe the last word.

‘Uh… yeah, I’d never thought of
it like that. What, um, what do you do?’

I think he’s far enough under
the influence of my aura to tell him the truth. ‘I’m a prostitute,
but don’t worry, I’m off the clock.’

I’m right, he’s too far gone to
care. ‘Well, I guess for a succubus that’s a great job.’ Or
something else. There wasn’t even a second’s hesitation, like he’d
rehearsed the answer. There’s a little alarm bell ringing in part
of my head, but I can see what he wants and the only change seems
to be that he’s imagining more complex positions.

‘It is,’ I tell him and take
another drink. I’m starting to take in a few other things around
the room. There are warding sigils around the windows, but that’s
not uncommon in a practitioner’s house. There’s a gnarled wooden
stick beside the mock fireplace which looks distinctly more
uncommon, the kind of thing wizards use, proper ones, demon
summoning ones. I’m trying to come up with something else to say,
but it’s not easy and there’s something wrong with my
perceptions…

Aaron’s smiling and getting up.
The remains of my whiskey spill onto the carpet, followed by the
tumbler. ‘Don’t worry,’ he tells me, ‘it’s just a muscle relaxant
and mild sedative. It should wear off in about thirty minutes.’ I
try to speak, but it just comes out as a mumble. ‘Why? Because I’ve
always wanted a succubus pet, but I’m not stupid enough to summon
one. I practice numerology as well as agoramancy and I was able to
divine your existence from certain patterns in sex trade economics
and a paper on childbirth in the mid-eighties. Fascinating really,
how these things can connect without people realising.’

Fascinating, yeah, sure. I know
I’m finding it fascinating. My head feels fuzzy and I’ve got tunnel
vision, and this guy is getting ready to do the one thing I had
nightmares about as a kid. I’m only half-demon, but that half can
be controlled and bound like any demon can. I need to concentrate,
but I can’t, so I do the next best thing, I let my demon out.

Aaron picks up his stick. I
guess you’d call it a rod, Aaron’s Rod, great. I was hoping I’d be
meeting Aaron’s other rod by now. Putting the head of it against my
chest, he begins speaking Devotik and there’s a shimmer of light
around the stick. I can feel the spell trying to wrap around my
mind like a fist and I let go completely. The power my body stores
from ambient magical energy roars out and hits his spell like a
hammer.

I hear him gasp as his spell
fails, and then I hear him moan. My defensive aura is running out
on full power and, of course, he was looking at me. I manage to
roll my head around so I can see him lying on the floor with that
dumb stick forgotten beside him. He’s doing nothing but groaning
and trembling. It’d be funny if I wasn’t paralysed. Now I just need
to keep him like that until the drug wears off…

~~~

There’s a point when I’m riding him when
I know that if I keep it going for another few seconds he won’t
wake up afterward. It’s really hard to stop feeding and let him
come. I’ve replaced the energy I used to keep him off me ages ago,
but I didn’t want to stop then. I told myself I wanted to give him
a good scare, but really it just felt so good. Yeah, what I do to
them feels fantastic to them, but it’s like my whole body is
singing while I do it. Sex with a succubus is addictive, but
believe me it takes a whole world of willpower not to end up the
same way myself.

I claw my demon back in its box
and climb off him, leaving him jerking about on the carpet in the
throes of orgasm. I normally like to be there for the finale, but I
don’t feel like giving this guy the pleasure. I start pulling my
clothes on.

‘You see,’ I tell him, ‘you
should have done more research. Half-demons are harder to control
than full ones. You should have summoned a real one. She’d have
been happier to do it too, though if you can’t control me I think
you’d have ended up as hers rather than the other way around.’

Dressed, I walk over and look
him in the face. He isn’t listening. He’s passed out, but he’s
still breathing. My demon side thinks I should have killed him and
maybe it’s right, but… My life’s pretty black, but I haven’t fallen
that far yet.


 


Redemption

Chelsea, London, June 3rd,
2005

The light from the window was bright
and, despite the fact that Carter Fleming had had barely four hours
sleep, he found it difficult to rest. Birthdays were the worst.
Supposedly celebrations, he found them to be reminders of things
which had passed. Another year gone, another tick on the biological
clock, another day without her.

Pulling the sheets aside, he
slipped from the bed. He generally took the week of his birthday
off and this year was no exception, though he was beginning to
think it had been a bad idea. He had hardly left his flat, spending
his time moping around the place on his own. The Jade Dragon was
not a place you could feel sorry for yourself. There he had to be
the ebullient host. There he smiled, no matter what he felt like.
No, on second thoughts, everyone was entitled to some time in which
to be themselves. Time to mourn the passing of friends, and years
of wasted existence. Being entirely self-centred, and
self-destructive, for a week was allowed, wasn’t it? Wasn’t this
what he deserved? All he was good for?

He poured himself a whiskey and
raised the glass to his reflection. ‘Happy birthday, Carter, dear
chap,’ he said. ‘Looking damn good for forty-nine.’ It was true,
despite the bags under his eyes and the slightly sallow quality to
his skin after several days of heavy drinking, he looked little
more than thirty. On a good day he looked twenty-five.

‘It’s your birthday, old man,’
he said to himself, ‘what are you going to do with yourself?’
Thankfully, his reflection refrained from answering, so he raised
his glass to his mouth and drank with it instead. ‘Well, you could
stay in and get monumentally slammed again. That would be fun.’ He
took another drink and grimaced. ‘Perhaps not. When a man is tired
of fourteen year-old single malt, is he tired of life?’

Once again, his reflection
refused to comment.

~~~

Carter woke with a start, the memory of
the dream fresh in his mind. It faded rapidly as he shook himself
awake, but he knew what it had been. The car on the beach at the
bottom of a cliff, the explosion of the petrol tank. He always woke
up as the ball of flame rose toward him. He had lost her twice. The
accident had happened more than a year ago and he was still having
the nightmares. Somewhere south of the river was a young woman who,
he suspected, was having the same nightmares. He had wondered about
calling her, going to see her, but she had not known him. If she
remembered him at all it was as a client of her parents or a face
at the funeral.

He pulled himself to his feet.
This was stupid. It was almost four in the afternoon on his
birthday and so far he had managed to get mildly drunk and get a
couple of hours of fitful sleep. He needed to celebrate somehow. He
needed to celebrate surviving another year, another year clean of
corruption. He had wine, he could order in food, that left company.
He needed company, but who? His mind ran over a bevy of potential
partners for the evening. But they all had one problem in common;
he knew all of them.

Making up his mind, he strode
purposefully over to where his phone sat on a small table and
dialled a number from memory. ‘Gillian? Excellent. It’s Carter
Fleming. I need some company for tonight. Someone new and make it
special, if possible, it’s my birthday.’

The voice on the other end
sounded faintly amused. ‘Happy birthday, Mr Fleming. I think I’ve
got just the girl for you. Around eight?’

‘Perfect. I’ll be waiting.’

~~~

For a brief few seconds, Carter Fleming
experienced something he could not recall ever having happened
before; he was speechless. The girl standing outside his door was
possibly the most beautiful thing he had ever seen in his life. Her
skin was porcelain smooth, her brows perfectly arched and set above
a pair of eyes which were deep and black. Her face was angular,
exotic; high cheekbones and the hollow cheeks of a model. A cloud
of soft, lush, chestnut hair surrounded her face and fell over her
shoulders. Her body was only hinted at under a large, leather coat,
but there was the suggestion of an ample bosom and swelling
hips.

He realised he was staring and
stepped back to allow her entry. ‘I’m sorry, my dear, that was rude
of me. I’m…’

‘Carter Fleming,’ she said, ‘I
know. I’ve seen you in the newspapers. I’m Lily.’ Despite the
five-inch heels she was wearing, she moved past him with near
incredible grace, unbuttoning her coat as she went. He closed the
door behind her and took her coat from her shoulders, turning back
to hang it on the stand beside the door.

When he turned she was facing
him, her hands clasped behind her back, one foot slightly forward
of the other. Her dress was of a dark purple, sheer fabric with
flecks of foil woven into it and it clung to every curve of her
body from her throat down to the upper part of her thighs. Her
breasts were, indeed, ample and looked as though they had no
trouble supporting themselves despite their size. Her waist was
narrow and her hips wide. She was slim, but there was enough flesh
on her bones to fill out her shape to perfection; soft, but not
flabby. In fact…

‘Gorgeous,’ Carter said softly.
‘You are quite possibly the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, my
dear.’ She smiled at him. ‘You probably get that a lot,’ he
added.

‘Not as often as I’d like,’ she
replied. ‘A lot of men just stand there with their mouths
open.’

He laughed. ‘Please, go through.
It’s the second door. There’s food if you want some. Can I get you
a glass of wine?’

‘That would be great,’ she said,
walking through into the lounge. Her hips swung as she walked and
he found himself unable to keep his eyes off her behind as it made
a complex procession before him. He felt like a teenager on his
first date. This was insane; a grown man of almost fifty
dumbfounded by a girl who had to be less than half his age. He had
not felt like this since university, when he had first seen…



Shaking his head, Carter
followed Lily into the room, located the wine bottle and poured two
glasses. She was standing in the middle of the room, posed and
showing off that incredible body, her head turning slowly as she
took in the rich surroundings. She took the offered glass with a
smile, and he stood there, watching her, not quite sure what to
say.

‘This is a beautiful flat,’ she
said.

‘Thank you,’ he replied, shaking
himself again to drag himself out of his reverie. ‘Pardon me, but…
I have the feeling that you’re not entirely human.’

Her smile widened and he saw the
fangs. She was not a vampire though; that he would have
known immediately. ‘I’m a half-succubus.’ Well, Gillian had
certainly come up with a surprise, and a very pleasant one at that.
‘I’m told it’s your birthday and that I’m to treat you very
well indeed. Have you ever been with a succubus before?’ Her hand
reached up, stroking his cheek and sliding down the line of his
jaw.

‘Once,’ he said, ‘several years
ago. It was a bachelor party for a friend.’

‘Then you know what we can do,’
she said softly. She moved closer, her face and those pouting lips
filling his vision. Her breasts felt hot through the thin fabric
separating them as she closed in to kiss him. The wine was
forgotten…

~~~

Giggling joyfully, Lily climbed off
Carter’s lap and fell onto the bed beside him. His breath was
coming in long, ragged, heaving lungfuls and he could do little but
lie there and try to remember who and where he was for several
seconds.

‘If… if we keep… this up,’ he
gasped, ‘I won’t… see fifty.’

She giggled again. Her fingers
played down his chest sending shivers through him. ‘Don’t be
silly,’ she said. ‘You’ve got incredible stamina and I know what
I’m doing.’ Her hand strayed lower and he moaned loudly. ‘Besides,
I haven’t had this much fun in ages.’

‘I’m sure you say that… to all
your clients,’ he replied, and more or less immediately regretted
it. She might be a whore, but he did not have to treat her like
one. She replied, however, before he could apologise.

‘Not really.’ The teasing
fingers had stopped moving and while her lips still held a smile,
there was darkness in her black eyes. ‘Most of them want to fuck
and then it’s done, and I leave. I haven’t had a guy pay any
attention to me in three months.’

He managed a weary shrug. At
least his breathing had steadied. ‘If I’m making love to a woman, I
feel it’s my obligation… that’s the wrong word. Part of the
pleasure of lovemaking stems from mutual satisfaction. That’s my
opinion anyway.’

She chuckled softly. ‘I don’t
usually get to “make love.”’

Carter’s brow furrowed slightly
and he turned his head to look at her properly. ‘While I can see
the advantages of this line of work to one such as you, why
continue with it if you’re not happy?’

She looked at him, clearly
considering what to say. ‘It’s your birthday, I’m supposed to be
entertaining you not burdening you with my life choices.’ Her hand
started its teasing motion again. He covered it with one of his
own.

‘It’s my money,’ he said.
‘Please, burden me.’

‘It’s what I’m good at,’ she
replied, her tone unemotional. ‘I make a lot of money, get a lot of
sex.’

‘But not particularly good
sex.’

‘No, but…’ A tiny wrinkle
appeared in her perfect brow. ‘This is what I’m good for.’

‘What you deserve?’ he asked
softly.

There was a flicker of red in
her eyes; anger? But she said, ‘Yes.’

Then she was turning, moving to
rise from her bed. He caught her arm and pulled her back and she
looked at him with pain and fear in her eyes. ‘Have you wondered
what a man like myself is doing hiring a prostitute on his
birthday?’ he asked.

The pain became confusion. ‘I… A
little, yes.’

‘I could have any number of
women who would cost me nothing aside from a glass or two of wine,’
he said, ‘but here I am with a girl I’ve never met before. I don’t
even know your last name and before you arrived I was not
interested in finding out what it was. I wanted a total
stranger who I could bed and cast out in the morning without a
thought.’ He paused and loosened his grip on her arm. ‘Because it’s
what I deserved. All I was good for.’

‘I don’t believe that,’ she
said.

‘I don’t believe it of you
either.’

She was silent for several
seconds, sitting on the edge of the bed. ‘It’s Carpenter, Lily
Carpenter.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Lily
Carpenter. Now come and lie down and we’ll talk for a while before
my animal nature reasserts itself. Tell me about yourself.’

With a giggle, she settled
herself down in the crook of his arm. ‘There’s not much to tell,
really. I ran away from home when I was fifteen and…’

June 4th

Carter helped Lily on with her coat.
With it resting open on her shoulders, she turned and placed a soft
kiss on his cheek. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

He raised an eyebrow. ‘I should
be thanking you. I don’t believe I’ve had quite such a pleasant
evening with a woman your age in… a long time.’ He opened the door
for her and she stepped through.

‘Well, perhaps we’ll see each
other again sometime,’ she said.

‘I’ll make a point of it.’
Turning, she started for the stairs and he started to push the door
closed. A thought struck him. An idea for a mutually beneficial
exchange. He would help her and, though she might never realise it,
in so doing she would help him. He needed something good in his
life, some act of redemption to drag himself out of the pit he was
in. Something he could look at and know it had made a difference to
someone besides himself. He stopped before the latch could click
into place and pulled the door open again. ‘Lily?’

Her hand was on the balustrade,
but she looked back at him, smiling. ‘Yes, Carter?’

‘I was wondering,’ he began and
stopped, unsure of himself. It was not a sensation he was used
to.

‘Yes, Carter?’

‘I was wondering whether you
might consider a change of profession,’ he said.


 


Nightshade

Westminster, London, June
5th, 2011

At first John Radcliffe could see no
one through the silver-iron mesh of the observation window. Then he
spotted something, movement, in a corner of the room and, sure
enough, there was a man curled up there, his head buried in his
hands and his body trembling violently. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘what’s up
with him?’

‘No one knows,’ Kate Middleshaw,
his partner, replied. ‘That’s why he’s in a secure interview room
here rather than a local lock-up. Uniforms found him wandering
around Clapham Common in the early hours. There seems to be no
medical problem, though they’re still running toxicology. You know
how it works, if they can’t figure it out inside of ten minutes,
they ship him here.’

‘But there’s no magic involved?’
John asked. He was what the majority of his colleagues called a
“norm,” and what he referred to as a “regular copper.” That meant
he did not know when a spell was being used on someone, but then
again he did not rely on magic to do police work.

‘None that I can detect,’ Kate
replied. She was a witch. While she was a detective sergeant in the
Metropolitan Police, she really considered herself to be a witch
before she thought of herself as a cop. Both her parents had been
witches; she might not be the best cop on the force, but she knew
magic, especially witchcraft.

John sucked on a tooth and then
sighed. ‘I guess we’d better go talk to him then.’

The man did not seem to notice
as the two police officers entered the room through the iron door
with the silver anodised layer which stopped, or hopefully stopped,
magic users from casting spells through the it. The clang of the
door hitting its frame, the thud of the heavy bolts, neither gained
a reaction from the muttering figure in the corner. As they got
closer, John began to make out words. No, a single word. The man
was muttering the same thing over and over again. ‘Belladonna…
Belladonna…’

John looked at Kate. She
shrugged. ‘What’s your name?’ John asked. There was no reply aside
from the continued muttering.

‘Why not sit in one of the
chairs?’ Kate suggested. That got a reaction, but not quite the one
they were expecting.

The man’s head rose enough that
he could look at Kate. His eyes widened and he jerked back against
the wall. ‘Belladonna!’

‘What the hell?!’ Kate snapped,
stepping back herself.

‘Belladonna! Get away!
Belladonna!’

John stepped forward, placing
himself between Kate and the man. ‘Calm down. No one’s going to
hurt you.’

Having lost sight of Kate, the
man calmed down, mumbling, ‘Belladonna,’ and hiding his face again.
John turned, looking back at Kate with a raised eyebrow. She
shrugged and backed to the interview room door.

‘I admit you’re good looking,’
John said when they were in the corridor, ‘but I don’t think that’s
what he meant.’

Kate glanced down at herself.
She was not tall, but she had long legs and a good figure with what
her male colleagues had told her was a “nice rack.” She had a
pretty face with high cheekbones and a bit of a button nose, but in
her opinion a “belladonna” should have black hair and dark eyes,
rather than short, red hair and green eyes. ‘Thanks, I think. But
yeah, I don’t think I fit the image.’

John heaved a sigh. The
Greycoats were there to handle supernatural cases, but so far this
seemed to be a case for a good psychiatrist. ‘How about we get
forensics in to go over him and then we can turn him over to Social
Services?’

‘Works for me.’

Hammersmith, June 7th

The building was old, condemned, run
down by years of neglect. No light penetrated the interior
corridors aside from the torch beam John held focussed on the area
ahead of him as though the light alone could ward off anything
which might be waiting for him. He had an expanding baton and the
torch with him and the feeling that if he found what he was looking
for it would not be enough, but he had to keep looking. He had to
find Lorna, his wife, missing now for three days.

He had got this address by
beating a man half to death. If anyone found out what he had done,
his job would be so much past history, but if he could possibly
give less of a damn about that he was unaware of how. He had been
awake for three days and his eyes were trying to claw their way out
of his head, and some small part of him knew he was going to die
tonight, but he kept going.

Ahead of him, at the end of the
corridor, was a door. Half open, it beckoned him toward it and he
moved forward like a man waiting for a tiger to leap out at any
moment. No tiger sprang, nothing else emerged as his light played
over the broken, frosted glass which formed the upper half of the
door. It creaked loudly as he pushed it open all the way and he
winced, but still nothing came at him.

In the corner of the room his
torch lit up the figure of a woman standing with her back to him.
Dressed in a long, white gown, she was tall, as tall as he was,
with a slim figure and long legs. Her jet black hair fell down to
the middle of her back, a long, straight pool of midnight. The skin
on her bare arms looked pale in the light of the halogen bulb.

‘Lorna?’ There was no response,
not even a twitch, and he moved closer. ‘Lorna, it’s me, John.’
Still nothing. He moved forward until he was barely a foot behind
her. ‘Lorna?’

She turned. He saw the red in
her eyes first, the bright, inhuman sparks glowing in her pupils.
Then he saw how pale her skin was, not lightened by the bright
light, but white, almost translucent, as though the colour had been
bleached from her skin. Then she bared her fangs and lunged
forward, strong arms gripping him as she went for his throat…

The same arms were holding him
down as he struggled. He heard her voice. ‘John. John you’re having
a nightmare. John, calm down. John…’ He stopped struggling as his
brain came to terms with where he was and he felt her delicate
hands releasing his arms. He was not a big man, but he spent an
hour a day in the gym at Greycoat Street and he was physically
strong. His wispy wife with the build of a model had held him down
without the slightest difficulty.

Blinking, John washed the blur
out of his vision in time to see the red sparks receding from
Lorna’s pupils. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘did I wake you?’

She shook her head. ‘I was
already awake.’ Vampires needed about four hours sleep a day,
though most of them did that sleeping during daylight hours. ‘Was
it that one again?’ she asked. He nodded dumbly. ‘Sorry,’ she said,
looking away.

He sat up sharply and wrapped
his arms around her, pulling her naked body against his. His voice,
when it came, was fierce. ‘You never have to apologise for
that,’ he snapped. ‘Never!’ She said nothing in reply, just holding
him almost desperately.

The sound of the telephone
ringing beside the bed was jarring. Lorna separated their embrace
and plucked the thing from its cradle before it could manage a
second ring. ‘What?’ she barked into the mouthpiece. Her expression
changed from annoyance to resignation. ‘I’m sorry, Kate. Bad
night.’ She handed the handset over to her husband without another
word and rose to her feet, heading for the bathroom across the
hall.

John watched her leave the room
before lifting the phone to his ear. ‘Yeah Kate, what’s up?’

Westminster

The morgue below Greycoat Street
station was always unnaturally cold. Some people believed it was
the result of haunting, but no one John had talked to had ever
actually seen a ghost down there. Some of them suspected that
seeing Wilks was worse; ghosts were less of a gross-out. The
assistant coroner hovered over a mortuary drawer with a ham
sandwich, which looked deader than the corpse, in one hand.

‘Okay,’ Wilks said, his mouth
still half full of ham and cardboard bread, ‘this one’s Willard
Tavisham. Identification came through from Social Services. They
said he seemed to be regaining his senses and then “poof!”’

‘So what did he die of?’ John
asked.

‘His heart stopped,’ Wilks
said.

‘That’s exceptionally helpful,
Wilks,’ John said. ‘You’re really pushing the boat out there.’

‘The results came back for the
blood sample we took when he was brought in the first time,’ Wilks
said, ignoring the sarcasm. ‘We found nothing, as in there was
nothing weird added, but there was a lack of something. When we got
him back in a body-bag, I got the test rushed for the same thing.
This guy died of a massive deficiency of acetylcholine.’

‘I failed biology,’ John
replied.

‘It’s a neurotransmitter,’ Wilks
told them. ‘Inhibiting it or eliminating it tends to result in body
tremors, tachycardia, loss of memory function, uh, dry mouth… a
host of lovely symptoms.’

‘And death?’ Kate suggested.

‘Yeah well, the heart arrhythmia
will get you eventually.’

‘I’ve heard of those symptoms
before…’ Kate mused, squeezing the bridge of her nose as though it
might force an answer out of her head. The office always called her
to call John when there was something needing doing. That way she
got to filter interruptions to his home life. Kate lived alone;
getting her home life interrupted was less of a problem.
Occasionally she entertained fantasies about answering the phone
mid-coitus in an attempt to suggest she had a life. Unfortunately,
that would have required having an actual life…

‘Typically,’ Wilks said, ‘you
get those kind of symptoms from anticholinergic agents. Something
like tiotropium or atropine.’

‘Atropine!’ Kate snapped.
‘That’s the poison you find in Deadly Nightshade, right?’

‘I know you know your herbs,
Middleshaw,’ Wilks replied.

‘So?’ John said. ‘Guy wasn’t
poisoned.’

Kate looked at him. ‘No, but the
Latin name for Deadly Nightshade is Atropa Belladonna.’

‘That’s what…’

‘Mr Tavisham kept mumbling. I
know what killed him.’

John raised an eyebrow. ‘Going
to tell me, or do I have to beg.’

Kate’s lips quirked. ‘I might
like the begging,’ she suggested, turning on her heel to walk out
of the mortuary.

‘Thanks, Wilks,’ John said,
starting after her.

They were in the lift heading
for the third floor before she spoke again. ‘We call them
Nightshades,’ she said. ‘They were witches.’

‘Were?’

‘Technically still are, I guess,
but they’re not really human anymore.’ She grimaced slightly,
looking a little like she was not sure what she wanted to say.
‘There’s this potion. Witches call it the Belladonna Linctus. There
are various ingredients, but the primary one is Atropa Belladonna.
It makes you pretty, keeps you pretty. Actually, it makes you
beautiful and a Nightshade can live for…’ She shrugged. ‘Well, no
one’s sure how long they can live for. They have to take the potion
every month, on the new moon, and it would poison them if they
didn’t up their acetylcholine levels massively. They do that by
draining it from normals.’

‘Like vampires?’

‘Well… no. Vampires drain a
metaphysical “life force” through the blood of living things,
Nightshades extract a chemical they require to stop themselves
dying due to their nervous systems packing in.’

As far as John was concerned,
that was a very limited difference. ‘So how do we stop this
thing?’

Kate shrugged. ‘The only humane
method of dealing with them is entombment. That’s if they let
themselves be taken alive. The problem’s going to be finding
her.’

‘Anything special about them? I
mean, aside from the neurotransmitter sucking and the
immortality.’

The lift doors opened and they
started out down the corridor to the office they shared. ‘They tend
to have black hair, long black hair, and black eyes. Pale skin, uh,
and they could give Lily Carpenter a run for her money on the
beauty stakes. With them it’s all supernatural though. If they come
off the drug not only do their hearts pack in, but they turn back
into ugly old bats.’

‘You realise,’ he said, ‘that
you could have described my wife there, give or take.’

Kate paused in the door,
considering. ‘Uh, yeah. Think Lorna on steroids. And alive,
obviously. Think the security cameras on the psychiatry ward might
have picked anything up?’

‘It’s somewhere to start.’

Herne Hill

Kate kicked off her low heels with a
sigh, dumped her suit jacket over the back of a chair, and padded
through the house to the kitchen. The house she had inherited after
her grandmother’s death had needed a bit of work to bring it up to
spec, but the one part which needed almost nothing doing to it was
the kitchen. The big Aga ran off wood which sat in the little
roofed area outside the back door. The surfaces were all heavy
marble and there was a very adequate amount of storage, never mind
the big, stone-lined pantry which sat at the back. When you came
from a family of witches, you got used to having a big kitchen.

You also got used to cleaning
them very early in life. Kate’s kitchen was utterly spotless
because she had been brewing potions that Sunday and the one thing
you learned to do before your mother or grandmother would let you
so much as look at a brewing recipe, was clean up before you
used the kitchen for food. Tales of how Great Uncle Bertrand had
been turned into a stick of celery were used to reinforce the point
and, while Kate had eventually discovered that there was
practically no chance of actually turning yourself into a tasteless
vegetable, she still cleaned religiously between uses.

As it happened, today it was a
little superfluous; all she wanted was a cup of tea. She would make
it good and strong. Coffee was for work; tea was for home. While
the kettle boiled on the stove she examined one of the overhead
cupboards, considering whether chocolate chip or rich tea was more
appropriate for her mood. Pulling out a packet of bourbons instead,
she closed the cupboard door and froze.

Through the kitchen window she
could see a woman. Tall, slim, fantastically beautiful, she stood
at the bottom of the small garden behind the house with her hands
clasped in front of her and her legs together. Pensive, that was
the word; she was standing there looking pensive. The dark hair and
the pale skin suggested vampire or, given the circumstances, the
Nightshade they were looking for, though that begged the question
“what was she doing here?” Wondering whether she was being a
complete idiot, Kate opened the back door and stepped out into the
garden.

Kate pulled up short just
outside the door. Somehow, in the time it had taken her to take a
couple of steps and get out through the door, the woman had moved
from the end of the garden to barely a yard from the porch. ‘Shit,
lady!’ Kate said. ‘What are you…’ She really was incredibly
beautiful; mesmerizingly so, but somehow familiar. Looking away
from those dark eyes was impossible. Kate could not, did not want
to, shift her gaze.

‘Lonely girl.’ The voice seemed
to bypass her ears and go straight to her mind. It was soft,
feminine, perfect, and it wrapped around Kate’s mind like a
blanket. ‘Such a lonely girl. I’m so sorry… sorry I left. So sorry
I couldn’t come back sooner.’

‘I don’t understand.’ Kate’s own
voice sounded distant, or muffled, as though she were hearing it
through water.

‘I can give you what you
want.’

‘I don’t…’

‘I can give you what you want.
Anyone you want. You just have to say yes.’

‘Yes to what?’

‘Join me…’

‘No!’ Suddenly the air seemed to
vanish. Lungs heaving, Kate fell to her knees. The dark pools of
the woman’s eyes were gone and there was only the pain in her
chest. She dragged herself across the kitchen floor, struggled to
stand and reach the phone in its charging cradle on the wall. She
slid down the wall as she managed to thumb the speed-dial button
she wanted. Her limbs felt weak, her face slack, and she could not
manage to hold the phone to her mouth.

‘Hello?’ The voice coming from
the earpiece was barely audible, but it sounded like Lorna. Kate
tried to say something, and managed a moan. ‘Kate?’ Lorna’s voice
said. ‘Kate, are you there? Answer me.’ Another groan. ‘Shit! I
don’t know what’s wrong with her, but all I can hear is a few
groans.’ It sounded like the vampire was talking to her husband.
‘Kate? If you can hear me, John’s on his way. You have to hold on,
okay?’ Kate managed a groan in response and the voice on the other
end said, ‘Thank God.’

Westminster, June 8th

‘I’m fine,’ Kate said, again. ‘I have
Lorna and you to thank for it, but I’m fine. The hospital checked
me over, I have some pills to help replace the neurotransmitters,
I’m fine.’

‘You look pale,’ John said.

‘I’m a redhead, I always look
pale.’ She did feel a little uncomfortable; warm and slightly
nauseous.

Even he had to admit she was
right about her colour, however. ‘Why did she come after you?’

Kate shrugged. ‘We’re working
the case. I don’t have a vampire at home.’

‘Then you’re staying at our
place until we catch her.’

‘I can’t…’

‘That’s not a request,
Sergeant,’ John replied, though there was a slight smile on his
face as he said it. ‘This woman is targeting you. If we’re lucky we
can use that to catch her, and at worse I’m not losing a partner
without a fight.’

There was obviously going to be
no arguing with him. ‘Did the surveillance cameras get
anything?’

John raised his finger in a
silent “oh yes” and reached for his keyboard. A couple of taps
later and he twisted the screen around so that Kate could see the
still frame image. It showed a woman in a grey, institutional room,
walking away from the iron framed bed on which lay a body. ‘That
look like the one you saw?’ John asked.

Kate nodded. It was a little
hard to tell. There was motion blur suggesting the woman was moving
very fast and the low light added to the poor quality. However, it
certainly looked like the same woman. ‘Crap image,’ Kate
commented.

‘This is the only one where you
can see her face,’ John replied. ‘The techs say she moves at
incredible speed. She barely shows up on any of the corridor
cameras. The odd blurred shape, that’s about it.’

‘Kind of sucks.’ Kate stared at
the image, trying to work out why the woman looked familiar.
‘You’ve got this out to Uniform?’

John nodded. ‘Not that I think
it’ll do us much good.’

Something about the bone
structure… ‘No, no I doubt it will. No other evidence?’

‘We think we got some saliva off
our victim. Forensics are running it through the lab to see if they
can get any DNA from it. Results tomorrow, if we get lucky.’

Kate nodded, giving a slight
sigh. ‘If…’ She shrugged and put the weird feeling of knowing out
of her head. ‘What have we got on that herbal slimming scam?’

‘Oh that…’

Hammersmith

‘Kate! How are you? You weren’t too
badly hurt where you?’ If there was one thing which demonstrated
Lorna’s relative youth, in undead terms, it was her concern for the
living. Kate accepted the hug which enveloped her from the much
taller woman, smiling as she did so.

‘I’m fine, thanks to you.’
Vampire hearing was not exceptional; Lorna had heard her moans and
sent her husband because she was Lorna, not a vampire. The thought
that there would come a time when the willowy woman would, instead,
have just hung up the phone was not an appealing one.

‘John can take your case up to
the spare room,’ Lorna said. ‘You come in the lounge and sit down.
You need to rest.’

‘I’m really okay, Lorna,
honest,’ Kate protested, but the vampire was far stronger than she
was and those guiding arms had a lot of force behind them. The last
thing Kate saw of John before she was pushed into the lounge was
the enormous smirk on his face. Then she was being pushed down onto
a couch, her shoes were being removed, and a blanket was being
tucked around her waist. The vampire even lifted her legs and
curled them under before applying the blanket!

‘She’s like this with me when I
get sick,’ John said as he walked back into the room. Lorna had
gone to the kitchen to make tea. ‘There’s no point in trying to
resist, especially since she died. Now she has the strength to go
with the determination.’

‘She’s sweet,’ Kate said.
‘You’re a lucky man.’

‘Mostly,’ he said softly, his
voice holding a hint of regret.

‘Most people don’t get loved
ones back when they’re murdered, John.’

Any reply he might have made was
cut off by Lorna returning with two mugs. ‘Now you get this into
you,’ the vampire said, ‘and I’ll get some food sorted.’ She saw
Lorna’s raised eyebrows and shrugged. ‘I spend all day at home, not
making him dinner seems a bit… lame, even if I don’t eat
anything.’

‘Okay,’ Kate said, well it did
seem kind of reasonable; Kate was not that much of a feminist
anyway. ‘What’re we eating?’

‘Steak,’ John said, dropping
onto a chair with a sigh. ‘I eat a lot of steak.’

June 9th

It was pitch black outside and Kate had
no idea why she had woken up, but she was awake and aware of the
possibility that the second glass of wine Lorna had persuaded her
to drink might not have been a great idea. Swinging her legs out of
bed, she padded out onto the landing and across to the bathroom in
the cropped T-shirt and boy-shorts she had brought over for
sleeping in.

The toilet was a soft-flush
design, quiet enough to use without disturbing anyone, but to be
extra sure she waited for the cistern to refill, taking the time to
splash a little water on her face, before opening the door and
stepping out. Her vision filled with pale skin as she ran straight
into Lorna.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, I…’

‘No, I should’ve been more…’

Kate was acutely aware that the
stunning woman with the model looks and pale, vampire skin was
wearing nothing at all, and her pulse quickened. ‘Too much wine,’
she said.

There was a tiny flare of red in
the vampire’s pupils. ‘Same,’ she whispered. There was an intake of
breath through Lorna’s nose, but she remained standing still, not
moving further away. ‘That’s a lovely scent. You smell…’ The
vampire’s head bent down toward the smaller woman, sniffing.

Kate found herself turning her
head, tilting it slightly, baring her neck. But she whispered, ‘I’m
not wearing a scent,’ even as she longed for Lorna’s fangs…

Lorna spun, dropping into a
crouch as she hissed into the silence of the dark house. Kate
blinked, struggling to pull herself together and squinting into the
shadows, but Lorna’s night vision was almost perfect and she could
clearly see something. ‘What…’ Kate began.

‘I know what you want, Kate,’
the voice was familiar, soft, warm, and coming from the stairwell.
‘Join me…’

‘No,’ Kate breathed.

‘…or I eat your pale
friend instead.’ Lorna let out a gasp as something grabbed her
throat, twisting her quickly around and leaving the vampire in the
Nightshade’s grip. ‘I’ll suck her dry,’ the soft voice said, ‘stop
her heart, and you’ll never…’

‘Tiny hint,’ Lorna said. ‘Never
try that crap on a dead girl.’ Grabbing the Nightshade’s arm, the
vampire pushed up and then clamped her mouth down hard. There was a
shriek of pain, and soft gasp, and then a moan. Vampires were
immune to heart failure, being dead, but Nightshades were not
immune to the chemicals in vampire saliva.

‘Don’t drink too much!’ Kate
yelped, unsure what the effect of the tainted blood would be.

Lorna let go, catching the
beautiful, dark beauty as she started to collapse limply… And then
she was backhanding the Nightshade across the jaw so hard Kate was
sure she heard the neck snap. The crumple turned into a collapse
but Kate could see the witch’s chest moving. Apparently Lorna was
quite a good judge of her own strength.

Kate stood and turned, and
froze. There was blood on Lorna’s lips, a delicate dribble down her
chin, a splash or two marking her left breast, the red a stark
contrast to the white. The heat in the vampire’s eyes was obvious;
the Nightshade’s blood must have had some effect. Lorna took a
stumbling half-step forward, her eyes on Kate’s throat. Kate felt
the tingling in her skin, the first stage of the wave of warm
pleasure the vampire’s aura would wash over her to make her want
the bite, and not feel the fangs. Lorna was fighting it, her body
became taught as she strained to keep herself from feeding. Kate
looked at her, her breathing shallow; this was the moment, now. The
detective tilted her head again, baring her throat. Lorna’s lips
parted, spread wider as she stepped closer, fangs showing…

‘Are you two okay?! Shit! You
got her?’ The moment was gone as John yanked the bedroom door open
and burst onto the landing.

Kate turned to check on the
other witch. ‘Yeah, we got her. Well, Lorna got her…’ She checked
the woman’s pulse at her throat. ‘And she’s still alive. You want
to call some backup in, get her out of here?’

‘On it,’ John said, turning back
into the bedroom and the phone.

Kate turned to look up at Lorna,
but the vampire was gone. Bowing her head, the detective mentally
kicked herself, but the urge to feel stupid died as she felt a hand
pushing something into her hand. She flinched and looked quickly
down, but the Nightshade just looked at her for a second, eyelids
fluttering and then closing. Kate looked at the thing in her hand;
it was a carefully carved silver pendant. Kate frowned at it; the
design seemed familiar somehow and, without thinking, she closed
her hand around the silver. For whatever reason she did not want
John knowing about it just now.

~~~

The click of a mug being placed on the
table beside the bed snapped Kate’s eyes open. She looked up to see
Lorna standing over her, the vampire’s slim body wrapped in a white
silk wrap. ‘Coffee,’ Lorna said, indicating the mug.

Kate struggled upright,
blinking. ‘You didn’t have to…’

‘I always bring John up a mug in
the morning,’ Lorna replied. ‘Today I made two. I dropped his off
and I’ll be going back to our room now that I’ve brought yours.’
The explanation seemed excessively complete, as though the vampire
was making it plain that she had thought of her husband first and
would be returning to him.

‘Sure,’ Kate said, picking up
her mug and sipping from it.

‘Last night…’ Lorna said, her
voice soft and hesitant. She was leaning toward Kate, her body
tensing.

‘Nightshades can have an effect
on your mind,’ Kate said. ‘The imbalance of neurotransmitters can
cause hallucination, aberrant behaviour, all sorts of odd effects.’
Kate put on a slight smile, self-deprecating. ‘I know I felt a
little odd before you spotted her.’

Lorna’s back straightened.
‘Yes,’ she said. A smile appeared and she gave a small laugh. ‘Yes,
I felt a little odd too. Seems like it’s gone now.’ So why was her
body still tense? ‘I’ll see you downstairs for breakfast.’

Kate nodded. ‘Yeah, I’ll be down
shortly.’ Sipping her drink, she watched Lorna walk out of the
room. The white silk shifted over her body, accentuating the
movement of hips and legs. With Lorna finally out of the room and
the door closed behind her, and the sight of the silk shifting over
perfect hips removed, Kate allowed herself a sigh.

Herne Hill, June 25th

Kate checked the roast with a metal
probe, first tapping the steel against her lip and then laying it
against her tongue. Nodding, she turned up the heat on the oven to
make sure the skin was properly cooked; the crackling was the best
part of a good pork roast. Putting the spike down on the edge of
the sink, she turned and headed out into the lounge where her
mother was waiting for her to return from checking Sunday
lunch.

‘Where did you get this
from?’ her mother said holding up the silver chain with its carved
pendant. Kate had left it on the mantelpiece, not willing to part
with it, and not sure why.

‘Oh, it… I was given it,’ Kate
replied, also not sure why she was not just telling her mother
where it had come from. ‘Do you know what it is? I haven’t analysed
it yet.’

‘Well, if it’s the same as the
one I’ve seen before, it’s a warmth enchantment. Keeps you warm in
cold weather.’ She peered at the charm, smiling softly as though at
a pleasant memory.

‘You’ve seen it before?’

‘Your grandmother, my mother,
had one just like it. Almost exactly the same, in fact.’

Kate frowned. ‘Almost?’

‘It can’t be the same one,
dear,’ her mother said. ‘Mother was buried with it.’ She placed the
chain back on the mantle. ‘Of course there was a bit of a question
over her death. They said it was heart failure, but she had been
acting a little strangely. She was a little vain, and concerned her
looks were fading. Dad found a lot of Deadly Nightshade in her herb
store.’ Her voice went quiet, as though someone might overhear. ‘He
thought she might have committed suicide. You’ve gone pale, dear.
It was a long time ago and there was no actual proof that she
did.’

Kate swallowed. ‘No, no of
course,’ she said, but she could not quite shake the feeling that,
a week earlier, she had sent her grandmother off to be entombed in
the granite of Devon.
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