
        
            
                
            
        

    PRAISE FOR
Night Owls
“Night Owls is a fast, fun read that kept me turning the pages. Lauren M. Roy delivers a plot that zips, dialogue that zings, and a cast of characters you’ll cheer for to the very end. Thumbs-up!”
—Devon Monk, national bestselling author of Infinity Bell
“Filled with great characters and action. Can’t wait to read the next one!”
—Keri Arthur, New York Times bestselling author of Darkness Falls
“Roy’s debut is an entertaining and exciting addition to the urban fantasy field . . . A good cast, believable interactions, and some vivid and brutal fight sequences.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Things that go bump in the night are in good company in the Night Owls college bookstore . . . [An] enthralling thriller. A most promising debut!”
—RT Book Reviews
“Vampires, a bookstore, and a battle over an ancient book—how could I not like Night Owls with that mixture? . . . A great start to a new series and one that urban fantasy fans should appreciate.”
—Fresh Fiction
“A good read and lots of fun. It was action-packed, with an ending that I completely didn’t expect and hints of more drama and mystery to come. Coupled with the humor and the interesting cast of characters (plus a bookstore!!), I know that I plan on coming back.”
—All Things Urban Fantasy
“It is the varied and fresh mythology of Night Owls that hooked us . . . An adventurous new paranormal urban fantasy.”
—That’s What I’m Talking About
“Between the Brotherhood, the Creeps/Jackals, the vamps, demons, and humans, there’s a whole lot going on, yet it’s woven together well. Add in the uniqueness, which is something that’s not frequently able to be said about vampire novels, and it’s a very intrigu[ing] and entertaining world.”
—A Book Obsession
“A delightful UF story line with wicked awesome characters.”
—Badass Book Reviews
“[A] terrific first installment in what promises to be a spectacular new series . . . With its distinct and entertaining characters, engrossing world-building, and pitch-perfect pacing, the excellent Night Owls belongs in the hands of all paranormal fantasy readers.”
—Bitten by Books
“An impressive debut that promises more exciting things to come.”
—Yummy Men & Kick Ass Chicks
“If you are in the mood for a fast, action-packed read filled with things that go bump in the night, look no further. Night Owls is a blast.”
—Manga Maniac Cafe
“An absolutely stunning urban fantasy debut . . . Roy managed to make this book both serious and fun at the same time, and peppered it with memorable characters that make an impact.”
—Bookworm Blues
“The idea behind Night Owls is genius. A vampire running a late-night bookstore for college students? Sign me up, because those are two things that go together perfectly.”
—leeanna.me
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 1 
ELLY DREAMS OF heartbeats. Slow and steady ones, the kind you count in the dark to help you sleep; fluttery rabbitlike ones, thready and fearful, the kind that something nasty might hear, and track you to your hiding place. She dreams of the way Justin watches the pulse in her throat sometimes, before he remembers himself and looks away.
Then there are the dreams where the heartbeats are as loud as footsteps, become footsteps, and those are the worst. They always end up the same dream: the one where she runs away, pulse pounding in time with her feet as she flees from the Creeps.
The dream where, several stories above, those jackal-headed monsters catch Father Value and beat him nearly to death, then let the fall finish the job. She tries to find him, willing herself to turn around, take that stairwell, get up there and help, but her body never obeys. She runs through mazes of poorly lit corridors, accompanied only by the slamming of her feet and her hammering heart, expecting to find a Creep around every corner, rotten meat on its breath as it laughs at her, laughs and laughs and laughs, while above, Father Value screams.
Sometimes she can pull herself out of it, shouting loud enough to wake Cavale when she claws her way to consciousness. Other times, like now, she’s trapped in those endless hallways with the blood in her ears going bam bam bam.
Bam bam BAMBAMBAM.
And a voice calling, “Is anyone home? Hello?”
No, wait. That’s not how this goes.
It was enough to yank her out of the dream, past grogginess to fully awake, just the way Father Value had taught them.
The clock read three thirty as she rolled out of bed and slipped toward the front of the house, mentally scrolling down the list of who it might be. She’d been asleep since coming home from Sunny and Lia’s around noon. Cavale wouldn’t be home from his day job for another couple hours. Val and Justin were basically cordwood until sunset, and Chaz probably had bookstore things to do. Plus, they all had keys, and none of them sounded like a ten-year-old girl.
The knocking grew even more insistent. Every few seconds the doorknob rattled as the kid outside gave it a try. Poor thing can’t know Cavale has half a dozen locks installed.
It was the nature of the neighborhood. He’d been able to buy the house for a song because no one lived here unless they had to, really. Crow’s Neck might have been a booming suburban haven fifty years ago, but these days it was a nearly dead sprawl. Doors left unlocked were an invitation for mischief, theft, or squatters.
Cavale’s residence being the spooky old house on the hill meant the local kids usually left them alone. They had the occasional ring-and-run—especially at Halloween, when going up to the witch’s door meant you were the bravest on the block—but Cavale said no one ever came around for boring things like selling magazines or candy bars for school fund-raisers. They were too afraid he’d scoop them up and bake them into a pie, or put a hex on them, or whatever witches were supposed to do to children these days.
Which meant when Elly finally undid the last of the locks and cracked open the door, the Girl Scout uniform tripped her up. From the khaki vest with Troop 305 sewn on the right, Elly had her pegged as a middle-schooler. It was the color she’d worn during her own brief stint in scouting; Cavale had helped her cajole Father Value into letting her join, pooled his allowance with hers to get her a hand-me-down uniform, and gone with her to argue for a full refund at the thrift store when Elly was kicked out of the troop two weeks later for frightening the other girls with her stories.
This kid wasn’t here to sell cookies. The way she snatched her hand back, Elly must have caught her going for another try at the doorknob. Her fingers trembled as, deprived of their target, they sought out and fiddled with the bright blue beads at the ends of her many tiny braids. She looked up at Elly with wide, red-rimmed eyes and kept peeking back over her shoulder as if she were being followed.
“Please help me,” she said. “Someone’s in my house.”
Shit. Any number of possibilities had flashed through Elly’s mind on seeing the girl’s fear, most of them having to do with bullies giving chase. A month ago, the sight of a frightened little girl would have had her thinking monsters and reaching for Silver and Pointy, but she didn’t bother marveling at how . . . mundane she’d grown. Burglars were just as real a threat as Creeps.
She opened the door the rest of the way and made room for the girl to get past her. “Come on in, and we’ll call the police.”
The girl’s eyes bulged as she peered behind Elly. Nothing scarier there than bunches of drying herbs—Cavale never did spellwork where anyone could see on a cursory glance—but any gander into the hallway would probably get the kid tons of mileage with her friends once she’d recovered from today’s real-life fright. She shook her head, though, and stayed where she was. “They won’t come. Not before my mother gets home.”
She wasn’t wrong. This section of town was low-priority unless there were gunshots involved, and even then the police were slow to respond. Elly backed up another step. “Here’s what we can do, then. Where’s your house?”
The girl pointed partway down the hill, to a one-story ranch with peeling green paint.
“Okay. We’ll call the police anyway. It’s worth a try. We can sit in the parlor and watch out the window. When your mom comes home, if the police haven’t come yet, we’ll go out and stop her before she goes inside. How’s that sound? We can have some, uh.” She’d been too damned busy these last few days to do any grocery shopping, and Cavale was useless at it. “Cereal, maybe, if the milk’s any good.”
Another head shake. “It won’t matter. Calling them or waiting for my mom.” She muttered something else, too low to hear.
“What was that?”
“I said, they can’t see him.” She balled her fists and stared a challenge at Elly. Now that she’d said it aloud, the words came in a rush. “Grown-ups can’t see him, but he’s been there all week, and he’s getting mad. My friend Leila said that guy you live with is a ghost hunter or something, and maybe you are too. So I need to hire you.” She reached into her uniform pocket and pulled out a paper-clipped stack of one-dollar bills. “I can make the rest up to you. Like a payment plan. Or I can do chores for you, mow your lawn or something. Shovel snow when winter comes.” She cast a significant glance at the tangled, overgrown mess that was Cavale’s front yard. As she talked, Elly watched some of her fear melt away, to be replaced by determination.
For the second time in as many minutes, Elly found herself tripped up. So it’s monsters after all? She was still getting used to interacting with people on a regular basis—people who weren’t Father Value, people who were blissfully unaware of how real beasties and ghoulies were—so she’d have to tread carefully until she was sure. Freaking out an already freaked-out kid would go all kinds of wrong. “Can . . . can your friend Leila see him?”
The girl tsked, and stopped just short of rolling her eyes. “Of course she can. She says kids are more sensitive to these things. They said so on that ghost hunting show. And now she won’t come over my house again until he’s gone.”
“You said he’s mad. Did he hurt someone?”
“No. Not yet. But he’s knocking things over and I get blamed. Mom says I’m acting out.” This time she didn’t stop the eye roll.
Elly raked a hand through her hair, thinking. “What does he look like?”
“I don’t know. Dead? Maybe he’s my dad’s age? Or was when he died? He’s a white guy with long hair, and he has a big hole in his chest. Sometimes it bleeds. I guess he must’ve been shot.”
Yeah, the kid was right—the police weren’t going to be any help on this one. “Do his clothes look old-fashioned?”
“No. He’s got a concert tee shirt on. One of those ones with the tour dates? When it’s not all bloody you can see it’s from last year.”
“How long have you guys lived in that house? Have your mom or dad done any kind of landscaping or something? Renovating the basement?” If he was newly dead, maybe he’d been killed there before they moved in, or someone had hidden the body on the property and the family had disturbed the grave.
But the girl said, “Since I was five, so like seven years?” and Elly’s theory went splat.
To hell with theories. The methods don’t change much between one cause of a haunting and another. It might be easier to put a ghost to rest if all you needed to do was give their bones a proper burial, but you didn’t always have the bones to work with. A couple weeks back, they’d laid a wraith to rest with nothing more than some personal effects and a poem. Improvisation is the best tool in your box, Father Value liked to say, and that was how Elly lived. “All right. Let me grab a few things and we’ll see what we can do.”
The girl let out a huge sigh of relief; her shoulders lost their scrunch. She held out the clipped stack of ones, but Elly waved it off.
“When we’re done, you owe me a box of cookies.” One more aspect of that whole polite-society thing dawned on her. “Hey, uh, you got a name?”
A pause. She fingered a badge on her beige sash, with the word safety embroidered on it in bright green. Somewhere along the way, this girl had learned that first tenet of Stranger Danger: don’t tell them your name. On top of that, maybe Best Friend and Supernatural Expert Leila had told her precautionary tales about giving witches your true name. Whatever the cause of the internal struggle, it lasted only a few seconds. “Cinda,” the girl said.
“Nice to meet you, Cinda. I’m Elly.”
Cinda stayed on the porch while Elly ducked into the house to collect her tools. She was a brave kid; Elly gave her major points for keeping calm with a pissed-off ghost at home. That didn’t mean she was quite ready for a trip through the spooky witch house. That was probably for the better—Cavale had left a stack of books on the couch, most of them open to pages that were varying degrees of disturbing if you didn’t live a life steeped in magic.
Elly’s eye fell on one particular spread, depicting a demon eating a woman’s heart. Okay, maybe even if you did.
She took a ketchup bottle filled with holy water, a pair of smudge sticks, a vial of lavender oil, a handful of crystals, a few other odds and ends, and shoved them into a plastic shopping bag. She debated strapping the silver spike to her wrist but decided against it—if Mom came home and found a strange woman doing all sorts of woo-woo shit in her house, with her sixth-grade daughter watching, well, Elly’d be in enough trouble. Best not to be armed, too.
Besides, silver didn’t do much of anything to ghosts and wraiths, whichever this might be.
Cinda leaned on the railing, staring down the hill at her house as Elly came outside. She eyed the plastic bag, clearly disappointed. “Is that, uh, your kit?”
“Yup.”
“In a bag from Food Stop.”
“Yup.”
“What are you going to do, throw a can of soup at it?”
“If that’s what it takes.” She held the bag open so Cinda could see what was inside. “If I walk down the street with a bag covered in runes, or some ancient carved box, anyone who sees will be curious, won’t they?”
“I . . . guess?”
“This draws less attention. You don’t want people knocking while I’m down in your basement getting rid of a ghost, now, do you?”
“No, I guess not.” Cinda’s mouth twisted in a bitter line. “No one really bothers with anyone else, anyway, though. It’s not that kind of neighborhood.”
Elly had no response to that—Cinda was right. The girl shrugged and led her down the hill.
*   *   *
HOUSES IN GENERAL were a new concept for Elly, “normal” houses even more so. Father Value would find an apartment for them to squat in from time to time, but they rarely had furniture beyond pallet beds and secondhand tables and chairs. No pictures on the walls, no magnets on the fridge—if the places even had a fridge.
She’d mostly gotten used to Cavale’s house; the biggest shock these days was that he still seemed to want her in it. The furniture was secondhand, refurbished to the best of Cavale’s ability. Some nights she’d come home to find him asleep on the couch, book spread across his chest. Of course, the book was often some obscure occult tome he’d taken from Val’s collection at the bookstore, Night Owls, but it was almost, almost an image from a normal life.
Val’s house was the next step up, on a pretty, tree-lined street in quaint, sleepy Edgewood, not a paint peel anywhere on the outside. Inside, you’d even think it was the home of a businesswoman doing moderately well for herself: furniture being slowly upgraded from the original cheap discount-store stuff to the real thing. (The bookcases must have been the first to get replaced, Elly suspected. Not a piece of particleboard in sight, there.) It looked normal until you realized there was no food in the cupboards, never a dish in the drainer, and the only time there might be food in the fridge was when Chaz had come over, ordered dinner for himself, and forgotten to bring home his leftovers.
That, and when you noticed the blackout curtains hanging on all the upstairs windows so Val and Justin didn’t have to sleep on the cold, packed dirt floor of the basement.
Sunny and Lia pulled it off the best: beautiful home, happy, well-to-do couple, and home-cooked meals every Sunday if anyone wanted to come by. Except they were succubi, and Elly knew it, and that made her less twitchy than if it were someone normal when she sat at their kitchen table and tore into a piece of roasted chicken.
Cinda’s house, then, set Elly’s nerves jangling. They entered through the side door into a cluttered kitchen. Most of the surfaces had things on them: mail piled on the counter, last night’s dishes in the sink, schoolbooks and craft projects littering the table. Every inch of the fridge was covered—report cards, photos, the week’s school lunch schedule clipped from the newspaper. Elly paused to look at a picture of Cinda and her parents. The Christmas tree loomed in the background. Mom and Dad waved at the camera. At first glance, Cinda seemed to be scowling, but on closer inspection she seemed to be fighting back a grin herself.
“They insisted on wearing those stupid matching snowman sweaters,” she said, coming up behind Elly. Even now, she seemed stuck between grown-ups, ugh and smiling at her parents’ goofiness. Elly had absolutely no context for it. Father Value had never owned anything remotely like a snowman sweater, and certainly never made her and Cavale pause for embarrassing family portraits.
From below them came a thud that made the dishes rattle, saving Elly from having to come up with a response. Oh thank God. “Where’s the cellar door?”
The ghost in the basement was the only thing here she truly understood.
While Cinda slid open the barrel bolt, Elly took out the vial of lavender oil. A long time gone, the Brotherhood would have burned dried lavender flowers and rubbed sigils onto their faces with the ashes. Elly found it much more convenient to go to a craft store and buy essential oils from the potpourri aisle. She thumbed a streak of it above each eye, fished her crystals and holy water from the Food Stop bag, then nodded to Cinda to crack the door.
Sometime back in the eighties, the downstairs had been finished and turned into an entertainment room. Cinda’s family had brightened up the wood paneling with colorful posters, but the dark walls beneath made it slightly claustrophobic anyway. An overstuffed couch dominated the far side of the space, facing a TV with a game system hooked up to it. Bookshelves overflowing with books and board games and baskets of art supplies covered one wall. Beside the couch, bent to get his fingers underneath for another lift-and-drop, was Cinda’s ghost.
Elly hmmphed from the stairs. “Slamming furniture around and blaming it on a Girl Scout. That’s where you’re going with this afterlife thing? Really?”
He looked up at her, surprised, and stepped back from the couch like a kid caught contemplating the theft of a candy bar.
“Yeah, I can see you. Can you talk?”
He opened his mouth, but the only sound he made was a staticky hiss. It reminded Elly of a radio stuck between stations; if there were words buried within, she couldn’t make them out. The problem with ghosts was, they were never consistent. Some of them would jaw your ear off if you let them. Others stuck with the more traditional wailing and rattling of chains. What they could do depended on how they’d been called from beyond the grave. The ones who wanted to communicate and couldn’t? They tended to get pissed.
Like this guy.
He squared his shoulders and advanced on her, skirting the couch on his way past.
Still moving like he’s alive. Doesn’t know all the neat tricks he can do yet. “Don’t you want to try knocking once for yes, twice for no first?”
“I tried asking him that,” said Cinda from way too close. “It makes him upset.”
Elly bit back a curse. Without turning to look at the kid, she reached out and gave her a shove. “Get upstairs. Close the door behind you and lock it.” A sharp intake of breath from Cinda, the kind you took before spouting off an argument. Elly recognized it because she was occasionally guilty of it herself. “Go.”
There was enough snap in her voice that Cinda listened. Her footsteps pounded up the stairs; the door slammed a second later.
“And pour a line of salt along the threshold!” Elly yelled.
The ghost hadn’t stopped coming. He was halfway across the long, narrow room, taking his time getting to her. He’d been in his mid- to late thirties when he died, assuming the manifestation matched his age. If it weren’t for the pallor, Elly might even have called him handsome. Long, dark red hair hung loose, down past his shoulders. It got ugly from there: The tee shirt, emblazoned with the name of a local band, had a jagged hole just above the heart. Pale skin peeked through. Elly couldn’t help but watch as a smooth, unblemished patch of his pectoral blasted outward, tatters of skin peeling back like flower petals.
Or like a bullet exiting.
Shot in the back, she thought. The wound began to bleed, fluid so dark red it was nearly black spilling forth in pulses, soaking the front of the tee shirt.
Elly stepped out into the room, keeping her back to the wall and circling away from the ghost. She could end it violently if she had to, but better if she could get him to go peacefully. Besides, something wasn’t adding up about this, and she wanted answers before dispatching him back to the grave.
She didn’t have much time to contemplate. One second he was a good five paces away; the next he was up in her face. Did he just figure out a new trick, or was he holding out on me before? Either way, he had the creepy teleportation thing down.
“Easy, now,” she said, but he wasn’t interested in talking. He let out another hiss of static and shoved her against the wall. New trick number two. The poster behind her tore with the impact as he pushed her higher. His face wasn’t so handsome now, the pallor slipping toward rot, blood gathering at the creases of his eyes like tears. Dirt was caked beneath his fingernails, and as he drew back for a slap, she saw that a couple of them were peeled back like he’d tried to drag his way along a hard surface.
He’d likely died frightened. Probably still was, even. Doesn’t mean I have to let him smack me around.
She thrashed in his grip, kicking and flailing until she jarred herself loose. The ghost might not have consciously realized he could spend most of his time all see-through and, well, ghosty, but he flickered out for a heartbeat, incorporeal.
The second Elly felt him lose tangibility, she dropped to a crouch and rolled. When she came up to the balls of her feet, she scuttled around behind him.
As soon as she’d gotten a look at the room, she’d assessed everything in it for its potential as weapon or cover. Books as projectiles, video game guitar as club, plenty of breakables if she needed a sharp object. Give her ten seconds and Elly could make this room into a battlefield, hopefully one that gave her the advantage.
But no way in hell would Cinda be able to explain that to her mother, so Elly had to play it clean. That meant staying close and ending it quickly.
The ghost spun, expecting Elly to have straightened. She stayed low instead, driving forward and bulling into him with her shoulder. The wall shuddered as he crashed into it, that damn print tearing, the abuse too much. Elly got a noseful of him: blood and grave dirt, the faint ozone smell she’d come to associate with hauntings. He battered at her, fists pounding at her back, cuffing her upside the head. She didn’t think he’d been in many fights while he was alive.
She kept him pinned as best she could, one hand flailing for her pocket. She’d shoved a handful of obsidian dust in there while putting her kit together, and brought it out now. Tiny shards dug into her skin as she shoved herself backward and down, executing a mangled sort of reverse somersault to give herself some distance. She’d never been a graceful fighter, but efficient? That was what mattered.
He was flickering again now, uncertain. Elly pitied him, but there simply wasn’t time for her to soothe an angry ghost; that could take days, let alone hours. Hell, Cavale had one customer he’d been working with for years.
The quick and dirty way, then.
The obsidian dust looked like beach sand in her palm. The overhead track lighting caught its facets, made them glitter. Elly danced in close and blew a puff of it at the ghost.
He threw his arms up to block, old living instinct kicking in. There was something written on his forearm, a sigil scrawled in black marker. It looked . . . new. Fresh.
It wasn’t one Elly recognized, but she was pretty sure it wasn’t just an ill-advised tattoo. “Someone’s tagged you,” she said.
Another one of those staticky hisses. He clawed at his face, dragging bloody furrows down his cheeks. His thrashing now had nothing to do with Elly; he didn’t so much as swipe at her as he staggered past, hiss-howling in agony.
But obsidian dust shouldn’t hurt.
It was a cleanser, a purifier, like all the other tools she’d brought.
The dust should have stopped him and calmed him, given her time to light the smudge sticks and send him on his way. This . . . You’d have thought she’d hit him with acid.
Books and games cascaded to the floor as he careened off the shelves. The flickering came more rapidly—some of his flails knocked things over; other times his hands passed through whatever he tried to send flying. The wound in his chest seeped faster, leaving a spoor trail along the stick-on laminate tiles. Elly took up a smudge stick and sparked her lighter. The thick scent of lavender and sage filled the air as the dried herbs caught.
She picked up the ketchup bottle filled with holy water and crept toward the ghost. He’d stumbled into a corner, near the door that would lead to the bulkhead and outside. If he saw her coming, he paid no heed. Pieces of obsidian dust stuck to his face, held there by his own blood.
“I’m sorry,” Elly said as she squeezed out a curve of holy water, trapping him against the walls. “I don’t know what’s wrong.” Two brightly colored cereal bowls had been left on an end table, the potato chip crumbs inside the evidence of Cinda’s and Leila’s last afternoon snack. Elly snatched them up and shook them out. She lit the second smudge stick off the first and set them down in the bowls to either side of the ghost’s new prison.
He slammed himself from one wall to the other and back again. Wisps of smoke drifted off his forearm, where the sigil had gone from ink black to molten red.
“I grant thee rest,” Elly intoned, her voice steady despite the strange spectacle before her. She squirted another line of holy water and waved the smoke from the smudge sticks toward him. “I grant thee forgiveness. I grant thee closure.”
He backed into the corner and slid down the wall, leaving a streak of blood like a paint smear.
“Your debts are paid. Your journey ended.” She held up a piece of white string, snapped it. “What tied you to this earth binds you no longer.”
He threw his head back and screamed. An actual human scream this time, not the hiss of an untuned radio. When it ended, he turned his arm to show Elly: the sigil was gone.
“What bound you?” she asked, then thought of the better question: “Who did it?”
But Elly was good at what she did. Damned good. Even as he held the arm up, he was fading, fading, gone.
She stood alone in the semitrashed basement in a spreading puddle of holy water, ringed by smoke. Mission accomplished and all, but I could have used another few seconds. Damn it.
The creak of the door upstairs. “Elly?”
“I thought I told you to sit tight.”
“It got quiet,” said Cinda, ignoring the question. “Is he gone?”
“Yeah, he is. You can come down now.”
Cinda gasped when she got to the bottom of the stairs, but not at the state of the room. Instead, she pointed at Elly herself. “You’re . . . That’s . . . That’s a lot of blood. Are you okay?”
Elly glanced down at herself and saw the mess for the first time. “It’s his, not mine. He got a little, uh. Leaky.”
Now Cinda took in the room, including the trail the ghost had left. She paled. “I don’t think I can clean all that up before my mom gets home.”
“It’ll go away,” said Elly. “It’s ectoplasm.”
“Like from that movie? With the slime ghost?”
“Yeah. Well. The term’s a lot older, but yeah.” The kid probably didn’t want a lecture on ghost hunting in the eighteen forties right then. “If we let those burn awhile”—she gestured to the smudge sticks behind her—“they’ll clear it up. Sort of like sunlight killing mold.”
Cinda bit her lip. “Will it be gone before my mom gets home? In like an hour?”
“Enough of the way that she won’t notice it, at least. Let’s pick up the stuff she will see.” Really, Elly wanted to bolt. To gather her things, get out of here, and go look up that sigil. Someone had raised that ghost, and whoever did it had been fighting her attempt at exorcism. She wanted to know why, and who.
But Justin had been trying to instill some degree of social skills in her, and if she bailed on Cinda now, she had a feeling he’d be disappointed when she recounted the story later. Plus, the kid was all right in Elly’s book. She’d done as she was told—mostly—and kept a cooler head than most people would have when faced with a haunting.
So she stayed.
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CHAZ BOTH WAS and wasn’t a fan of October in New England.
About midway through the month, the weather got squirrelly as fuck—crisp fall days bookended by raw, cold, and rainy on one side and summery surges on the other. Not that his apartment was ever what you might call orderly, but the piles of clothes on his bedroom floor (what Val had once referred to as his floordrobe) had to serve three seasons at once.
There usually came a week when the temperature took its final dive, where you couldn’t just throw an extra blanket on the bed and ignore the chill any longer. When you had to grit your teeth and turn up the thermostat, and brace yourself for next month’s heating bill. Some years it held off until November, but Chaz was pretty sure this year, wearing shorts at Halloween meant you’d be risking frostbite on your bits.
He wasn’t one for leaf-peeping. He resented how the stores broke out their holiday decorations before trick-or-treaters’ candy-overload stomachaches faded. In fact, he’d long ago imposed the “Not one fucking jingle bell until Black Friday” rule at Night Owls.
The good thing about October, though, the best thing, was how sunset crept earlier and earlier every day. Sure, it’d been doing that since late June and all, but October was when it really got obvious. Night stole in, leaching away the illusion of summer, and that meant Val was around a lot more. Vampires rose when the daystar set, after all.
So his reasons for digging October were pretty selfish, and screw anyone who had a problem with that: Chaz got to see more of his best friend.
His best friend, his boss, and oh, also his master, though she curled her lip at the term. These days, if one were counting, he technically served two masters, though he had no intention of ever taking actual orders from Justin.
It had been easier, they’d decided after Justin’s turning a month ago, to let him stay with Val while he got used to his fangs.
And figured out what, exactly, the fuck he ought to tell his parents. Mom, Dad, I’m a vampire was right out: they’d either have him committed or donate him to science.
It wasn’t at the crisis stage yet, at least. The kid had a bit of breathing room: Thanksgiving break was a month away, and Justin had stayed on campus for it last year rather than flying home to Oregon. He could probably stay again this year, recycling the excuse that Night Owls needed him to work on Black Friday. The real reason, back then, was that his girlfriend lived on this coast and they’d been in that clingy-cute stage. He’d stuck around in the Ocean State so he could spend his long weekend necking.
The girlfriend was long gone, left him for jockier pastures last spring, but, well. He’ll still be doing some necking on Turkey Day, just a different kind. Chaz snorted to himself and checked the time. Another couple hours or so before Val would be around for him to share that particular groaner.
For now, he was alone in the Night Owls back room, sorting through bills and paperwork. The last of the repair invoices from last month had come in, and what insurance wouldn’t cover, Night Owls’ coffers miraculously could. Well, maybe it wasn’t entirely a miracle: once the news got out that a bunch of thugs had wrought havoc on the store, business had picked up. People from Edgewood and surrounding towns came in to show their support, spending money and rubbernecking and clucking their tongues at the senseless destruction. Of course, they thought the smashed front window and trashed state of the store was a case of vandalism, not a night of supernatural violence, but hey. People were reading.
They also had a bit of unexpected cash flow from the Clearwater estate. Henry and Helen had left clear instructions in their will about their library, and in it, Night Owls was named as the official broker for the massive collection of books. Many of them had been earmarked for Edgewood College’s English department. The rest, Chaz and Val had been working through bit by bit, inventorying, sorting, pricing, reselling.
The books in the first-floor library, that was.
The upstairs library, with its floor-to-ceiling stacks of old occult books, was a matter of more . . . creative handling. Two things worked in Val and Chaz’ favor: Henry had no family, and Helen’s was mostly on the other side of the country. What few relatives had flown out for the funeral hadn’t stuck around for a stroll through the house, not while Henry’s and Helen’s blood still soaked the carpets. While lawyers and appraisers and God only knew who else had been through the house once the crime scene investigation had finished, their interests had trended toward Helen’s jewelry (worth some serious cash) and Henry’s poor attempt at a coin collection (nothing in it worth more than twenty or thirty bucks, if your buyer was generous).
Val had told the lawyerly types from the start that the second-floor library was off-limits. Only once had two of them grown curious enough about the room while Chaz was there working, but they were that brand of New England polite that meant they didn’t try barging past him, just asked nosy questions and tried some good old-fashioned neck craning. He’d taken their business cards, promised Val would be in touch, and run some quick-and-dirty web searches to find their home addresses.
She’d been in touch, all right, though they wouldn’t remember it. The few times Chaz had seen them at the house again, they’d walked past the door to the second-floor library without even a cursory peek. It was almost as if they didn’t see the room at all. Val had probably Commanded them not to.
The books that weren’t quite right for the college, but not useful enough to be squirreled to Val’s or Cavale’s for safekeeping, were sold to collectors through Night Owls. A decent percentage of the sale went to the bookstore, but the majority of the proceeds went into a scholarship fund for Edgewood students the Clearwaters had established in their will.
Soon enough, all the paperwork would be done, i’s dotted, t’s crossed, and they’d have to pack up and move any books still unsorted from the house to the store. Or, more likely, to Val’s house. Night Owls’ back room was decent-sized, but not could-house-a-couple-decades’-worth-of-rare-books big. For now, though, morbid as it was in that house, in that room where the Clearwaters and Elly had made their stand against the Jackals, it brought a sort of closure. More for Val and Justin, who’d known Henry and Helen the best, but for Chaz, too. Much as the old man had spent the last few years hinting that Chaz was secretly a werewolf, he’d liked the old fucker. It helped that Helen had sent a constant stream of baked goods to the store, and Chaz got to eat Val’s share.
“It’s getting downright fucking maudlin back here,” he muttered, shoving away from the desk. He was in a fairly decent mood. Sticking back here with his thoughts seemed a good way to drag it down. He headed out to the front of the store, where it was bright and peopled, and even though the register lackeys weren’t quite as good company as Val was, they were still decent kids.
Five steps down the aisle he wished he’d stayed holed up back there after all.
Two aisles over, head bent in intense scrutiny over a book, was Cavale.
Fuck.
About the only thing he and Cavale had in common was their intense mutual dislike. They’d worked together without coming to blows with the Jackals and Justin and all, but soon as that business was done, the two had gone right back to being oil and water. Upon their first meeting, Chaz had decided Cavale was a pretentious know-it-all with a side of batshit crazy thrown in, what with the warlockery. Chaz’ enmity had nothing at all to do with Cavale being better suited to be a Renfield than he was. Nothing. At. All.
Maybe he hasn’t seen me yet. Slowly as he could, Chaz edged backward, toward the safety of the back room. He must have looked like one of those old cartoons: mouse sneaking past the sleeping cat, talking animal avoiding the hunter or the cowboy or the alien, bookseller ducking his archrival.
But this archrival was a Hunter with a capital H, and while Bugs Bunny might be able to get the drop on Elmer Fudd, Cavale’s senses were actually, eerily, sharp. He glanced up before Chaz had even retreated two steps. That kid must have killer peripheral vision.
At first, Chaz hoped he could get out of it with one of those chin tilts, the kind that said “hey” without actually exchanging words, and they could just ignore each other. He gave it a try.
But no. Of course not. Cavale snagged a couple books off the shelf and headed his way. His movements had a grace about them, his height lending fluidity to his stride. Chaz remembered how he’d prowled around the store after the Jackals had fled, searching every corner to make sure none were hiding out. It was the same today, though as far as Chaz knew there was nothing scarier here than college students cramming for midterms.
Chaz put on his best helpful bookseller face and reminded himself that, colossal dick or no, Cavale might actually be a paying customer.
“Val’s not here,” Chaz said by way of greeting. He cut his gaze toward the recently restored window, where the street outside had turned the molten gold of an October sunset. “She has some stuff to do before she comes in, so, uh, probably won’t see her here for a couple hours at least.”
“That’s okay. I needed a book. You guys are on my way home.”
“Right, right, from that new age shop.” Cavale’s day job involved reading tarot cards and tea leaves for people who believed in that mind-body-spirit shit. Chaz had Opinions on that, involving the morality of duping housewives and grandmothers out of their pocket money; but then again, some of those same customers probably headed over here and bought books on Visualizing Your Way to a Better Life Without Actually Making Any Fucking Changes. And he sold those without batting an eye, so he really didn’t have the high ground on this one.
Cavale’s eyes narrowed as he braced for the insult. Did I telegraph it that much? Chaz waved it off; he’d been in too good a mood to start a pissing contest. “Anyway. Uh. Something I can help you with?”
There was a look that Elly got about her sometimes, as though at any second she might bolt. Her mouth and eyes tightened, her gaze cut to the exits, and you’d swear the only reason she remained in her chair was because she was afraid to make any sudden movements. Never before had Chaz seen Cavale get that look. He did now, though. His grip on the books tightened. The fight went out of his sky blue eyes, replaced by wariness.
Chaz glanced down at the books. “What, are you—” Buying porn, man? was what he’d been winding up with, even though Cavale had been standing in the wrong section for that. Then he saw the covers and the titles, and his inner asshole went and put itself in time-out.
Cooking for Beginners. 101 Easy Meals for Kitchen Newbies.
“. . . uh. Are you trying to pick?” It was a terrible save, and Chaz knew it. He’d heard the smarm fade from his own voice; no way in hell had Cavale missed it.
Cavale took a deep breath, like Elly did when they were in the middle of Sunday dinner at Sunny and Lia’s, the same calming maneuver that, presumably, kept her from shoving back from the table and hiding behind the couch for the rest of the night. Or going to the knife drawer and finding the perfect cutlery for stabbing us all. It was mean, and Chaz knew it, but sometimes Elly was like a half-feral cat. He forgot sometimes that Cavale had been raised by the same man, that they considered themselves brother and sister even though they weren’t siblings by blood.
To his credit, Cavale recovered faster than his sister did. “Yeah,” he said. “I figure maybe I ought to know something more than ‘dump can of soup in pot, heat.’”
“Shit, man, that’s an advanced technique right there. I eat my Chef Boyardee right from the can.”
It earned him the ghost of a smile, there then gone. “Elly deserves better, though. It was fine when it was just me, you know? But don’t think I haven’t noticed how all the leftovers end up coming home with us on Sundays.”
“Huh.” That was as close as Chaz would get to admitting he hadn’t noticed it, but that wasn’t a big surprise. Not only could Sunny and Lia outmother most bears; they could be damned discreet about it while they were doing it, too. He tapped the cover of Cooking for Beginners. “We sell a lot of that one to the kids moving into the student apartments. It actually forgives you for using frozen veggies and shit. The other one gets a little, uh. Snobby.”
Cavale put Cooking for Beginners atop the other. “Beginners it is, then. I’ll put the other one back.” He took a step back, paused. “Hey. Uh. Thanks.” The word had a weight to it, more than just thanks for the help. Could’ve meant a lot of things, but Chaz figured it was, quite likely, thanks for not being a shithead about this.
Chaz gave him what he hoped was a decent bro-nod. “Sure thing.”
He probably could have walked Cavale up to the register and told Kate to give him the friends-and-family discount, but that might seem outright friendly. He wasn’t quite ready to take that step.
*   *   *
VAL HAD BEEN up and about for half an hour before Justin came plodding down the stairs. He smoothed the corkscrews out of his dark hair with one hand, rubbed the sleep-sand out of his eyes with the other. Not for the first time, Val was struck by how his tawny irises caught the low light. A month ago, they’d been liquid brown.
A month ago, Justin had been human.
He’d adjusted fairly well to the whole “becoming a vampire” thing, partly out of necessity, she supposed. If he hadn’t accepted the offer when Elly suggested Val turn him, he’d have joined the ranks of the Jackals—and that would have lasted about as long as it took for Elly to stake him with her silver spike. Then he’d just have been dust.
He’d dropped most of his classes for the semester, since attending during the day was no longer an option. He’d kept the one night class that had already been on his schedule, and a couple of his professors—the ones in the English department who’d also known and loved Henry Clearwater—had agreed to let him complete his courses as independent studies. Not because they knew what he’d become, of course, but because they’d received a call from his counselor suggesting he was too grief-stricken to function at his full academic capacity just now.
Val had been particularly proud of those calls, as guilty as they made her feel—neither she nor Justin liked using the Clearwaters’ deaths as an excuse, but there weren’t many other ways to keep him matriculated without exposing his newfound immortality. Justin had asked about practicing Command with them, but she’d shot that one down. She suspected he was too newly made for the ability—somewhere between hypnotic suggestion and flat-out mind control—to have any real effect, but if she was wrong, the last thing any of them needed was him accidentally turning his professors’ brains to mush over the phone.
They’d moved most of his things from his dorm room to Val’s house, where he’d taken over one of her spare bedrooms. He hadn’t quite made himself at home yet, insisting he’d figure something out, get an apartment of his own as soon as he could. Val found it unlikely unless he hit the lottery, but it was sweet that he didn’t want her to think he was freeloading off her.
“Morning. Uh. Evening,” he said, shuffling into the kitchen. He opened the fridge and stared into it ponderously: an old habit dying hard. His choices amounted to lamb’s blood, lamb’s blood, or lamb’s blood, since Chaz’ leftover meatball sub wasn’t something Justin could digest anymore. He opted for the lamb’s blood, pouring it from its plastic deli tub into a pint glass. He made a face as he drank it down, and Val couldn’t blame him. Cold, dead blood would get you through, but that didn’t mean it was enjoyable. Like cram, he’d said to Elly once, before he gave up trying to get her to read Tolkien.
“How’d you sleep?”
Justin eyed her over his breakfast. “If I say ‘like the dead,’ are you going to throw something at me?”
Val groaned. “No, but I’ll tell Chaz he’s being a terrible influence on you.”
“Then I won’t get him in trouble. I slept fine. No dreams, no . . . anything, really. I closed my eyes when the sun came up, and next thing I knew I was awake sometime after it went down. That’s normal, right? I mean, for us?”
Val resisted the urge to pat his hand. “Yeah, it is. Most of us sleep like that. I can probably count on one hand the times I’ve dreamed since I was turned.” She didn’t know why that was, what changed between life and death that would affect the capacity to dream. Of the vampires Val had met, only a few of them dreamed regularly, and those ones . . . they were a little fucked-up, as Chaz would say.
He drained the rest of his glass in one long, grimacing gulp and asked, “What’s the plan for tonight?”
“Get your running shoes on,” she said. “We’re going out.”
Elly was in charge of most of Justin’s training—he’d asked Elly specifically to teach him to Hunt: how to track down the Jackals, how to kill them, how to survive the fight. She’d taken the request seriously. A couple nights a week, she would lead Justin out into the abandoned streets that made up half of Crow’s Neck, run him through drills, and teach him what she knew about the Creeps, as she and Cavale called the Jackals.
But Elly could only show him how to do things at human speed. There were things he needed to know about being a vampire, too, and since Val was his maker, it fell to her to teach him.
It wasn’t like she was friends with many other bloodsuckers, as a rule.
They walked along Edgewood’s darkened streets, leaves crunching under their feet. It was too early in the evening for them to run at full speed out here—too many students walking home from classes, too many cars cruising past. They could have run through backyards and woods and side streets to get where they were going, but Val took the opportunity to test Justin’s other senses instead. She asked him to sniff the air and tell her what he smelled. They strolled behind a group of Delta Mus, and Justin relayed their conversation to Val in hushed tones. They continued on this way past the college, out toward Edgewood’s outskirts, until they reached the graveyard.
It wasn’t the sprawling modern cemetery the Clearwaters had been buried in. That was on the other side of town. This one had last been used in the colonial days, and while Edgewood’s historical society came by once a month to pull weeds and mow the grass, it was by and large forgotten by the rest of the town’s residents. It got some traffic in the summer, when tourists came through to take gravestone rubbings of the few Revolutionary War soldiers buried here, or when genealogy buffs came seeking out their ancestors’ resting places. Tonight, though, it was empty. Justin announced its lack of lurkers as they stood at the gates; Val’s nose had told her the same a block ago.
“I thought this counted as consecrated ground,” he said, peering inside dubiously. “Chaz didn’t think the Creeps could follow us to the Clearwaters’ funeral, at least.”
“If someone’s specifically blessed a patch of ground, sure, but the whole cemetery? They generally don’t. And anything blessed in here has long worn away.”
Justin got that look on his face, the one that said he was trying to find the diplomatic way to ask a question.
“Spit it out.”
“Uh. He’s your Renfield. Shouldn’t he . . . know that sort of thing?”
“If it were two hundred years ago, maybe. He and I don’t spend a lot of time hanging out in graveyards discussing the rules. Besides,” she said, quirking a grin at him, “has it crossed your mind he might have just been talking out his ass to reassure you? It hadn’t been a good few days for you.” He stood there, gaping and processing that last, as she hopped to the top of the gates and dropped lightly down on the other side. “Come on. Let’s get started.”
He made the jump easily, only a little bit of scrambling when his confidence faltered toward the top of his arc. Then he was over, and Val guided him deeper within, away from the street.
They spent nearly an hour among the graves, Val running Justin through the moves Elly’d taught him, only faster. She led him blurring along the faint old walking paths, disappearing with a burst of speed, requiring him to find her by scent and sound alone. They tussled between stones adorned with winged skulls and strange angels, careful not to stagger into any and knock them over: control was as important as speed.
He got the drop on her, once, barreling into her and sending them both sprawling. When they stopped moving, Justin was on top, his hands forcing Val’s shoulders to the ground. “Ha,” he said, then, “Wait, shit. If I let go on either side . . .”
“. . . I’ll have an arm free, yeah. That’ll cost you an eye, at least. Do you want to try again?”
But he was looking away, focused on something behind her head. “Do you see that?”
She bent her head back as far as it could go, but all she managed to do was tangle more leaves into her unbound hair. “I’d look, but you sort of have me pinned.”
Over the last month, he’d grown markedly more self-assured, though whether that came from his newfound vampire abilities or Elly’s training, Val wasn’t sure. He walked straighter, moved less timidly.
One thing he hadn’t lost was the ability to turn crimson at a moment’s notice.
He clambered off her now, muttering apologies as he offered a hand up. Val took it and let him lead her over to see what he’d spotted.
They were near the far edge of the cemetery, where only the old cast-iron fence kept the woods from encroaching. The gravestones back here were weathered, some of them little more than stubs sticking out of the earth like uneven baby teeth. Most of the names and dates on these ones had been worn away by three centuries of New England weather. An undisturbed blanket of grass and moss covered the ground.
Except in one spot, where the earth was freshly turned.
They approached quietly, even though Val still didn’t smell anyone nearby. No one but she and Justin had been here for hours, at least, but it seemed suddenly disrespectful to tromp over to an open grave. As though we haven’t been using the place as a playground all night long.
“Did someone dig this guy up?” Justin bent and ran his fingers over the stone. The letters had mostly eroded, but he found the faint grooves after a moment. Webb, they read.
Val picked up a handful of dirt and let it fall through her fingers. “I don’t think so. The hole’s not big enough for someone trying to get to the coffin.” The hole was maybe two feet all around and looked more like something had exploded up out of the ground than dug down into it.
“Look there.” She pointed at the edge of the churned earth, where five long, raking lines led into the middle. “I think it’s supposed to look like Mr. or Mrs. Webb climbed out themselves.” She straightened and paced around the grave in a widening circle. “There.” She showed him a bony handprint pressed into the dirt, and some footprints beyond it.
Justin came to stand beside her, eyes wide. “Are you about to tell me this guy’s a zombie? Because Elly hasn’t taught me the first thing about fighting zombies.”
Val snickered. “No, since I’ve never met one. I’m pretty sure what we’re looking at here is someone’s idea of a hilarious prank. Doesn’t one of the fraternities scare the shit out of their pledges every Halloween?”
“Beta Epsilon, yeah.” Justin had rushed them, Val knew, but he never made it past the first couple of weeks. Justin didn’t talk about it, but by the growl in his voice, he was still pissed about whatever had happened. “Ugh, fuck those guys. Can we get out of here before they come back and finish setting up? They’ll probably want to put buckets of pigs’ blood in the trees or something.”
“All right,” said Val. “Let’s go.”
“Assholes.”
“When we get you feeding on real people, maybe I’ll let you bite one.”
He made an even more grossed-out face than when he’d been drinking the lambs’ blood. “Did you ever notice the smell when they come into Night Owls to buy their CliffsNotes? Those guys bathe in so much of that body spray shit it’s probably seeped into their bloodstreams by now. I’m not eating that.”
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ELLY LAY ON her back on a plank spread across two ladders, painting runes of warding on the ceiling plaster with a toothpick. She’d found herself restless after leaving Cinda’s house, her mind abuzz with too many questions about the ghoul, who controlled him, how they were doing it. Runework calmed her, the more complex the better. It came to Cavale easy as breathing; Elly needed practice. So she’d driven into Edgewood, presumably to work on runes and calm her spinning mind. Not at all—at all!—for companionship.
The smell of chocolate chip cookies drifted in from the kitchen. They were being baked by a succubus, which didn’t move the needle on Elly’s strange-o-meter, but the succubus was making them specifically for her, which sent the needle well into the red. She wasn’t used to people doing nice things for her.
A clatter and a squeal almost made her botch the letter she was working on. Sunny ducked into the living room, and when Elly peered down at her from her plank, the short, dark-haired woman stood beneath, stretching up on her toes to offer a spoonful of pilfered cookie dough. The handle of another spoon protruded from Sunny’s mouth; she grinned around it.
“Raw cookie dough can kill you!” Lia called.
“Nah,” said Sunny. “I’m not human.” Or at least, that was what it sounded like. The spoon garbled her words a bit.
Lia poked her head through the doorway. Her blond hair was swept back in a bun, which was a good thing, the way she waved her dough-covered wooden spoon in admonishment. “You’re not, but Elly is.”
Elly reached for the spoonful of dough Sunny still held up to her. “I’ll take the risk.” The sweet combination of brown sugar and butter and chocolate chips exploded on her tongue, made her mmmm in appreciation.
Lia shook her head and heaved a dramatic sigh that was undermined by her smile. “Fine. Second batch is down two cookies thanks to you two, though.”
“Three,” said Sunny.
“What?”
“I caught you sneaking your own taste when I came to steal ours.”
Lia went completely poker-faced and said, with all the calm of a politician under siege, “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Then she disappeared back into the kitchen.
“Come on down,” said Sunny. “You’ve earned a break.” She held the ladders steady while Elly climbed down. “We really appreciate you doing this.”
Elly paused at the bottom and eyed her handiwork. From down here, the runes would look like irregularities in the plaster to the untrained eye, especially when the paint dried. Which was how Sunny and Lia wanted it, considering they entertained normal human beings from time to time. Both women held day jobs—Sunny as a counselor, Lia as a gym coach at the local college—and as far as their colleagues knew, they were just a happy suburban couple with a nice home.
Which, until Elly had arrived in town last month, had pretty much been true. Elly’d come to Edgewood full of grief and vengeance, and she’d brought monsters on her heels. They’d made a stand here, in Sunny and Lia’s living room, and Elly still felt a pang of guilt when she caught sight of a claw mark gouging the wood or a fresh patch of spackle to hide a dent in the wall from someone’s fist. They’d done a fantastic repair job in a short amount of time, but Elly knew where to look, what corners they hadn’t quite finished fixing yet.
They probably ought to have asked her never to come back, thanks, don’t let the door hit you on the ass on the way out, but they hadn’t. That wasn’t how they operated. Even asking her to help refresh the house’s wards wasn’t done out of punishment or repayment—Elly and her brother Cavale were good with wards, different kinds from the demonic ones the ladies had already put up on their own, and they’d insisted on paying her for the work she did.
The cookies were a bonus.
Sunny led her over to the couch—another new delivery—and they sat quietly, licking the last of the dough off their spoons. Elly appreciated the tasty distraction; she was terrible at small talk.
Lia joined them a few minutes later, peeling off her apron (which read Hell’s Kitchen) and plopping down in the chair near Sunny. “First batch is cooling, you vultures, so you can spoil your dinners.” She scanned the ceiling much as Sunny had, nodding in satisfaction. “Those look good.”
“I’m almost done,” said Elly. “The basic ones are down, and most of what I needed to tailor to you two specifically. The rest, I’ll need to know, uh, who to protect you from. Or what.”
Elly couldn’t read the look they exchanged. It held a lot of things: anxiety, a guardedness Elly herself was familiar with, other emotions she couldn’t parse from their faces.
“The underworld,” said Lia at last. She plucked Sunny’s hand from the armrest, ran her thumb over her partner’s knuckles.
“That’s . . .” Elly paused, not quite sure how to answer. “That’s kind of a tall order.”
“I know. We don’t know who might be looking for us. Or if anyone even is.”
“Someone always is.” Sunny’s good humor had fled. “We’d fetch a handsome reward for whoever dragged us back there.” A shiver went through her. She edged closer to Lia, though Elly wasn’t sure she was aware she was doing it.
“I’m guessing it was a bad situation?”
Lia nodded. “Bad then, exponentially worse if we’re brought back to face punishment for running away.”
“How’d you get out in the first place?”
“Easy enough to get lost in the chaos of a battle,” said Lia. “We waited until our master’s attention was elsewhere, took our knives, and fled.” She was referring to the keris knives they kept in a mahogany box upstairs. The serpentine blades had come out when they’d fought the jackal-headed Creeps, their silver lengths smoking with each kill. Elly knew they were sacred, maybe even imbued with some kind of spirits. She would have loved to try them out, feel their weight in her own hands, but she got twitchy if anyone else handled the silver spike that was her own preferred weapon; she could only imagine how wrong it would feel to Sunny and Lia if someone else touched their knives.
“How long ago was this?”
“Years and years,” said Lia, with a significance Elly thought might mean centuries instead. Millennia, maybe. In the kitchen, the timer beeped. “Oops. Second batch is done, excuse me a moment.” She headed for the kitchen, looking relieved at the interruption.
Sunny gave Elly a wan smile. “I’m going to see if she needs help,” she said, and hurried along in Lia’s wake.
Elly watched them go, then returned to her makeshift scaffold. Sunny and Lia had welcomed her as family this last month. She didn’t know what she’d done to deserve that, but she knew one thing: you defended family with your life.
*   *   *
ELLY’S CAR WAS in the driveway when Cavale got home from work. They’d realized pretty quickly, with him having a day job and her spending a few nights a week prowling the streets of South Boston for Ivanov, that they needed to be a two-car family after all. He’d taken a couple thousand dollars of his savings and (over Elly’s insistence that she’d take the bus until she could save up on her own) bought her something used but sturdy.
Chaz had taken one look at it and named it a shitbox, but from the way he whistled through his teeth and spent the next weekend with his head stuck under its hood, it was a good shitbox. Most days, Cavale couldn’t get a read on Val’s Renfield; that was a prime example. For a twig of a guy, Chaz loved to let his mouth run. Sometimes it seemed like he wanted Cavale to take a swing, even, and one of these days, Cavale just might. But the day they’d bought it, Cavale had mentioned the car in front of him and he’d volunteered to take a look. No prompting from Val, not an eyelash batted by Sunny. Not even a trace of his usual smarminess when he showed up at their house.
Probably because it was for Elly. If it’d been my car, he’d have filled the vents with spider eggs.
Chaz had gone over every inch of that vehicle and made the damned thing not just run but purr. Elly’d been driving it ever since without a problem, which Cavale had to sheepishly admit made him feel the tiniest bit better about her taking the job with the Stregoi. He hadn’t been able to talk her out of taking it, and he wasn’t there to watch her back while she wandered Boston looking for trouble of the bloodsucker variety, but at least he knew she wasn’t going to break down somewhere along 95.
He lugged the groceries inside, Cooking for Beginners tucked under his arm. He’d dog-eared a page that looked promising and stopped on the way home for ingredients, determined to have something ready for her when she got back from Southie. Full dark had fallen while he agonized over whether there was a noticeable difference between yellow onions and Spanish ones; he’d expected Elly would be on the road by now, but catching her here was a nice surprise. Maybe he’d be able to feed her before she left, if he could figure this stuff out.
“Elly? El?” he called as he bumped his way through the front hall.
“In the kitchen.” She sat at the table, head bent over one of the half-dozen books open in front of her. A legal pad with a sigil of some sort drawn on it lay atop one of them, notes in Elly’s cramped handwriting surrounding it. Her dark hair was getting longer, he noticed, as she tucked a lock behind her ear and looked up at him. The ragged edges were softening as they grew past her chin. A smear of paint had dried on the back of her hand; she must have spent part of the afternoon at Sunny and Lia’s.
It was still a surprise, seeing her here in his house. He kept expecting to wake up one morning to a letter of farewell, the idea of staying in one place too much for her after all. Or maybe not even a letter, just a call from somewhere on the road, her breathing Sorry into the receiver before hanging up.
He hadn’t even done that much for her, when he’d left her with Father Value.
“What’s that?” He pointed at her research.
She eyed the shopping bags warily. “You first.”
“I, uh. Heh.” He cast about for a place to put the bags down. The table was out: the counters were covered in drying herbs, spell components, and an assortment of stakes in various stages of sharpening. The chairs were draped with drying laundry. He settled the bags on the floor and showed her the cookbook. “I figured you’d have been on your way in to Boston. I was going to perfect one of these and have it ready when you got home. But I can make it now, if you’re hungry.”
She shifted one of the books over to reveal the open box of Girl Scout cookies it had been hiding. “I’ve sort of eaten.”
“That’s not dinner.”
“Says the man who considers Pop-Tarts a food group.”
“Fair point.” He abandoned the groceries for the time being, plunking down in a chair beside her. He perched on the edge of it, so his back wouldn’t get soaked from the wet jeans behind him. “So what is all this? And where did you get a box of those at this time of year? I didn’t think they came out until the spring.”
“I know a guy.” She passed him a cookie and watched him nibble around its minty chocolate edge. It was a practice they’d both picked up with Father Value. Treats were few and far between; you ate them slowly, so they lasted as long as possible. Elly’s quirked brow told him she’d noticed it without her calling him on it. Conversations about their childhood were full of land mines. “Actually, I know a girl. Do you know the Palmers? They live a couple doors over, down the hill.”
The name was familiar, but he didn’t make a habit of talking to his neighbors. “Should I?”
“Probably not. But I met their daughter today. Cinda. She came here looking to hire us.”
He stopped nibbling. “Hire us to . . . ?”
“She had a ghost in her house. I got rid of it for her, no charge, but she insisted I take a box of those from her freezer.” She passed him the legal pad with its blue-inked sigil. “I saw this on the ghost’s arm. I don’t think that it was a tattoo he had when he died, but I can’t prove that it was fresh. I don’t know.” She sighed, squinching up her face, looking for the right words. “It seemed like the most real thing about him. Besides the gunshot wound that kept opening up and leaking all over the place, that is. But this was newer.”
Cavale spun it around to get a better look. He was good with runes, was familiar with enough languages to recognize their characters on sight even if he couldn’t translate them. This one had the wedge-shaped style of cuneiform, but it wasn’t a symbol he recognized. It reminded him of a dagger, with its dominant line sweeping down into a point, and the shorter line at the top cutting through it like a quillon. But then, in his line of work, what didn’t remind him of weapons?
Elly kept talking as he studied it. “Not that knocking stuff over and blaming it on the kid wasn’t real. Just . . . I think someone put it there, after his death. When I tried exorcising him, it felt like something was fighting me. Not the ghost. Someone else. I tried sending him off easy, but . . . obsidian dust hurt him. Have you ever seen that happen?”
“Not that I can remember.” Most of the exorcisms he’d performed had been fairly routine: purify the area where the ghost most often appeared, set wards against its return, collect a paycheck. Now and again he’d had to figure out what was keeping crotchety Uncle Ralph from resting and relay that to the family. There were older ghosts around here, too. The towns around Crow’s Neck went back to the country’s founding—you didn’t get through centuries of history without some unquiet dead. But for the most part, when you told them to lie down, they did. “Did the girl know him?”
“No. I looked around the house and the yard a bit when we were done, but I didn’t see anything that screamed, ‘Someone dumped a body here.’ But I brought you something, figured maybe you’d be able to get a read on it.” She unburied a Food Stop bag from beneath the books and fished out a plastic container. It was one of those fast-food ones, the kind you got if you ordered your soup to go. He could almost make out the chain’s logo from the faded gold stamp on the side. Elly set it down between them and pried off the lid.
“Just what I’ve always wanted,” he said. “A tub full of snot.”
“It’s not . . .” she said. “It isn’t . . .” She faltered as she realized he was playing. Cavale suppressed a wince. The girl he’d left behind with Father Value had often been serious, but in the two years they’d been apart, Elly had become downright grim.
Even dead, Father Value gave Cavale reason to hate him.
“Ectoplasm,” he prompted gently, keeping the anger out of his voice lest she think it was directed at herself.
“Yeah. I collected this before it faded.” She showed him the underside of the lid, a ward neatly inked in marker in its center. “I thought maybe you could take a look and see if there’s anything left to learn.”
The viscous goo inside jiggled as he slid it closer. Elly’s exorcism ought to have banished the spirit completely and sent it back to whatever afterlife it had been torn away from. But there was always the chance that whoever else had been acting on the ghost—if there was anyone—might be traceable. Magic left a resonance, sometimes: not quite a fingerprint, more like a flavor. Even if it wouldn’t tell him who had done it, he might be able to glean how. “I’ll give it a whirl,” he said, replacing the cover. “But first, dinner?”
“I, uh.” She glanced at the grocery bags and the cookbook, at the pots and pans that had spent so long hanging untouched on their rack that they’d acquired a layer of dust. “I really do need to get into town.”
He didn’t blame her; he didn’t trust his cooking skills, either. A box of frozen taquitos lay in one of the bags, a testament to his self-doubt.
It was more than that, though. When they were little, Elly’d choked down plenty of his culinary abominations without complaint. With encouragement, even. Since their reunion, they’d eaten meals together, but always something microwaved, or brought home in take-out cartons, or glopped out of a can and heated in the one pot that wasn’t covered in cobwebs. Those were eaten here, but often with one or both of them studying a book liberated from the Clearwaters’ library while they ate. When they talked, it was academic: about the spells contained between the covers, how Justin’s training was going, mulling over the hierarchy of Ivanov’s Stregoi. They didn’t talk about each other. Cavale had a million questions he wanted to ask, but the how was your day? that sitcom families asked perfunctorily made her clam up. She rarely physically withdrew, but Cavale could see it happening all the same: the tightness in her eyes, the way she hunched her shoulders to make herself smaller than she already was.
So he didn’t ask, and she didn’t offer, and he was left without an answer to the one thing he wanted to know the most: Are you happy here?
He knew better than to push. This idea of the two of them sitting down to a meal he’d cooked—no matter how it turned out—wasn’t going to fly. Not yet. “All right,” he said. “If it doesn’t suck, I’ll leave it in the fridge. Maybe you can heat up a plate if you’re hungry when you get home.”
“I’ll do that.” She patted him on the shoulder as she passed. It was a compromise: I can’t give you that, so I’ll give you this.
He twisted around to watch her walk down the hallway. The stakes and other tools clattered as she scooped her backpack up from its place beside the front door. “Elly?”
She paused and turned, wary even though she had her keys in her hand and the door—escape—was two steps away. “Yeah?”
“Just . . . Be careful.”
“Always am.” She wavered there another moment, then turned abruptly and fled.
*   *   *
AN HOUR LATER, the kitchen table had been cleared of Elly’s books and notes. Cavale had wiped it clean as he could. He’d picked it up at a yard sale, more concerned that it could fulfill its function as a table than if it would be aesthetically pleasing. Its dark stained surface was scuffed and scarred. Lia said it had character; Lia was nice like that. What mattered was he could eat off it, which he’d just done. Like the table, the taquitos had done their job without being anything fancy—since they didn’t have to satisfy anyone but Cavale, it worked out fine.
They hadn’t been good, but they were fast. With his hunger sated, he could move on to his night’s work. Cooking for Beginners sat abandoned on the counter as Cavale laid his ritual tools out on the table. He’d cook for Elly after he had some answers; she’d be more interested in what he could tell her about the ghost than in eating a beef and cheese casserole.
He spread a square of linen in the center of the table and set the tub of ectoplasm atop it. The cardinal points were embroidered in the corners of the cloth; at each of them, he placed a stubby crimson candle. Sprigs of dried lavender and thyme hung in the window above the sink. Cavale clipped a few, twisting their stems together with a short length of black thread. He made three bunches and arranged them in a triangle around the container.
When all was to his satisfaction, he lit the candles and retrieved an old, well-worn pack of tarot cards from what in any mundane kitchen would be the junk drawer.
His work deck was fancier, the illustrations done by a local artist. His customers liked to examine the cards he drew, interpreting meaning from the artist’s flourishes whether their ideas had anything to do with the actual card or not. This deck, his home deck, was about as plain as you could get. It was the deck he’d learned on, the one Father Value had put in his hands ten, fifteen years gone, with a book on how to read them. Father Value didn’t do gifts, Cavale knew. The cards were yet another lesson, and a survival tool of sorts. And hadn’t he used them just that way? Hadn’t he put food in his and Elly’s mouths with money he earned from setting up a folding table at a flea market? Hadn’t his accuracy been uncanny enough to bring in tips that bought them warm coats from secondhand stores?
They were the one thing he’d taken with him when he walked out that he hadn’t paid for himself. He could have bought another deck—had bought others since he’d landed in Crow’s Neck—but he knew these best. His hands had been too small for them when he’d first shuffled them, spilling them across the floor as often as not. But he’d grown, until they’d fit perfectly in his long fingers, until shuffling them became second nature, the very act of it a meditation.
He flipped three cards now, a spread for the ghost. They told him little more than what Elly had relayed already: hints at upheaval in his past, which a gunshot wound certainly counted as; a feeling of lost control in his present; a return to contentment in the end. He passed his hands over the flame of the closest candle and crushed a bit of lavender between his fingers. Then he pinched off a piece of the ectoplasm and held it in his palm.
It lay there, cold and inert, drying as he watched. He’d been right: Elly had done a thorough job. Nothing left of the ghost for him to call forth, just the echoes of his end in the cards.
That was fine; he wasn’t finished yet.
He rubbed his hand clean on his jeans and took a piece of chalk from his pocket. He was good with tarot cards, but ritual work was where he excelled. He supposed there were more formal ways to do what he did; the few times he’d sat down and chatted with other practitioners, they’d been dubious of his methods. Most of them followed specific traditions: Norse mysticism, Kabbalah, Vodoun. Cavale’s training was informal and haphazard, pieced together from what Father Value had taught him and hours spent deep in library stacks. He pulled from wherever seemed appropriate, and it worked.
By the time he was done, the side of the table closest to him was covered in symbols, and half the ectoplasm Elly had collected was gone. All he needed to do now was activate the spell. He had half a jar of lamb’s blood in the fridge but dismissed it. Old, dead blood was usually perfectly good for cursory magic, but he had one shot at this. He needed something more potent.
The closest knife was atop the stove, where he’d set out the things he’d need for the casserole on a cutting board. He snatched it up and jabbed at the fleshy part of his palm, at the base of his thumb. It wasn’t dramatic, as cuts went—he didn’t need more than a splash—but it stung something fierce all the same. He gritted his teeth as he squeezed drops out over each candle’s flame. Four hisses as his blood hit, filling the air with the smell of hot copper.
He reached into the container with his wounded hand, blood and ectoplasm mixing as he closed his fingers around what was left inside.
It was faint, this sensation of someone else’s magic. Like the whine of electricity beneath a television’s normal volume, it was hard to pick up beneath Cavale’s own workings. He closed his eyes and concentrated on that whine, chalking the sigil Elly had seen onto the table. He pulled his wounded hand out of the ectoplasm and slapped it down atop the rune.
Everything slick and oily and cold, footsteps in an empty room, a thready heartbeat pumping its last, a dying breath caught in cupped hands, owls screeching overhead and the cloying scent of lilies.
Then he was choking, something thick and grainy filling his mouth, closing off his airway. With no breath to blow out the candles, he swept his hand across the table, smearing the runes and symbols into nonsense as he fell to his knees. Tarot cards fluttered around him as the spell broke, the whine dissipating with the last of the ectoplasm. The blockage went away, leaving him gasping and sputtering as he dragged in breath after sweet, sweet breath.
Something coated the inside of his mouth, his tongue, his teeth. Cavale spat, and his saliva was dark with dirt. Grave dirt, he thought. That’s grave dirt. He pulled himself to his feet and poured a glass of water from the tap, desperate to get rid of the taste. He rinsed, spat, rinsed again, and gulped down two full glasses before he turned back to the mess he’d made.
All of his cards had landed facedown.
All but one, that was.
It showed a man sneaking away from an encampment, a bundle of swords clutched in his arms. He looked back furtively, as if checking to see if he’d been discovered, or if anyone was in pursuit.
The Seven of Swords.
Or, as Cavale sometimes described it to his customers, the Thief.
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THE NICE THING about having a night-shift-type job in Boston was, Elly didn’t have to fight rush-hour traffic. She drove north at a decent speed, feeling only marginally bad for the people behind those miles and miles of headlights headed in the other direction. Still, she wasn’t entirely enamored with driving itself, despite the freedom the car represented. Strange, how the idea of flight kept her steady. She was doing okay in Crow’s Neck, living with Cavale. She didn’t want to go, but knowing she could if she had to kept her from hitching the first ride out of town some days.
It didn’t matter how much they said they wanted her around—Cavale, Justin, Sunny—something in her mind told her not to get attached. To get out. That staying in one place for so long was dangerous.
Those were things Father Value had taught her. She saw it in Cavale sometimes, too, and wondered if that was why he’d plunked down so much money on a house as fast as he had: it wasn’t so easy to walk away from something you were responsible for.
He walked away from me, didn’t he?
Guilt flooded in as soon as she thought it. She gripped the steering wheel, as if she could squeeze the ungrateful thoughts away.
That was different. He had to get out. It was the truth. Those last few months before Cavale left had been terrible. Constant fighting, fingers pointed, things said that you could never, ever unsay. Staying had been killing him just as sure as a Creep’s claws would, only slower. She understood that better than anyone else, maybe even better than Cavale himself did. She knew it wasn’t her fault, either, but that didn’t stop the hurt.
Maybe that was another problem with staying in one place: something was always rubbing up against that wound, keeping it from scabbing over.
It was why she kept him at arm’s length, why she deflected his attempts at conversations that were anything deeper than business and research. He wanted to know if she was happy, and she was, but if they went beyond that she might say the words that she sometimes screamed at him in her head: You left me.
One day she’d scream it out loud, and watch the guilt and regret etch itself on the angles of his face, and she wouldn’t be able to take it back.
That was why she kept working for Ivanov. Cavale didn’t like her job. He didn’t have to. It got her out of the house and away from poisonous thoughts like those. This way, she could stave off that confrontation a little longer. She could hit monsters that had it coming, rather than the brother who was only trying to make up for lost years and raw regret.
Once she turned off the highway, Southie’s occasionally narrow roads demanded her attention, as did the hunt for a parking space. Elly welcomed the distraction—she never liked going in angry, not when Katya might be there to pick up on her agitation and start needling.
Ivanov’s bar was on the edge of Southie’s gentrification project. The building above had been turned into luxury condos, but the downstairs retained its original narrow dimensions, the front section barely big enough for the bar itself, let alone the patrons. It opened up in the back, enough for a few pool tables and an ancient jukebox; down a short hallway, Ivanov’s office had been decorated to make the claustrophobic feel cozy.
A few people looked up as Elly entered, scowling at the sudden chill that followed her inside. It wasn’t winter-cold yet, but over the last few days the temperature had taken a dive. Most of the regulars lost the sour pusses once the door closed, turning back to their beers and the sports announcers on the television that hung above the bar. She couldn’t help but count the number of untouched drinks versus half-drained ones as she walked by, especially the ones whose heads had fizzled away. Some of the humans in the bar knew they were drinking with vampires, but not all of them did. It made sense—some of these guys were the bloodsuckers’ next meals. Katya had explained the arrangement to her, once: a few mouthfuls of blood every now and then in exchange for a limitless tab and even, for the favorites, a stipend. Elly knew there were other places like it around. Val fed in a club in Providence every few weeks. Justin had confessed it to her once, wide-eyed. He hadn’t quite gotten his head around the whole needing-to-drink-from-people thing.
One of the Stregoi she recognized nodded and raised his glass as Elly squeezed by. He was an older man, turned later in life than a lot of the other vampires she’d met, though when you tallied up the years he’d been on the planet compared to the others he was the baby of the lot. It had been jarring at first, watching a man in his late fifties deferring so meekly to people who appeared to be twenty or thirty years his junior.
She’d gotten past it until he’d started deferring to her, too. That was about when the reality of her place in Ivanov’s crew settled in.
Most of the vampires who served Ivanov had been turned decades ago. They remembered varying points from Russian history. She’d heard tales of the October Revolution enough times she felt like she’d been there, though she wasn’t sure she believed the woman who claimed to have served Catherine the Great as a girl. Elly’d always assumed Ivanov and Katya were the oldest; if the other woman remembered the latter half of the seventeen hundreds, that would put the other two at well over three hundred years old. For Elly, there were days she was shocked that her twenty-fifth birthday was only a few years away. Trying to imagine centuries upon centuries boggled her.
A handful of Renfields had commandeered the pool tables. None of them were really playing, at least, not by any rules Elly could figure. The game seemed mostly for show—no one came up to shoot in any particular order; no one seemed to care whether their team was solids or stripes; no one watched when someone did stand up to shoot. They were killing time, waiting for orders from their masters. These were the younger ones, closer to Elly’s age, all of them dressed a hair too nicely for a dive bar in Southie: designer jeans ripped just so, tee shirts that had been distressed by machine, not wear. Fancy shoes where the regulars up front wore scuffed work boots. These were the apprentice minions, in a sense, people being trained up to take the place of others as they hit retirement age. Not everyone was rewarded with immortality for a lifetime of good service. In fact, only a handful ever got blooded.
Elly’d seen the process, once. The image of Val shoving her hand first into her own chest, then into Justin’s, wasn’t the sort of thing you forgot. Not that she’d been frightened by it (though, she admitted, she probably ought to have been)—in truth, she’d watched with almost clinical detachment. Knowing how monsters ticked was part of her job. Sure, Val and Justin had become her friends, but that didn’t change the part where they were monsters, too.
The baby Renfields paused in their fake game as she approached. The past month had given her a better idea of who was in service to whom, and she could tell who among the Stregoi was in the back with Ivanov by the half-dozen sullen faces out here. They didn’t like Elly very much, these bootlickers who saw the new kid getting respect they thought should be theirs. For her part, Elly didn’t care. She was here to do a job, not make nice with Ivanov’s groupies.
She stopped in the no-man’s-land between the end of the bar and the start of the tables. “Will you go let him know I’m here?”
“We’re not secretaries.” The one closest to the hallway detached himself from the wall and came to tower over her. He was her age, maybe a year or two older. Elly would have pegged him for a football star if they were back in Edgewood, but here, he was one of Katya’s pets. Ivanov’s right hand liked them solid and chisel-jawed, but she also liked them smart. Which meant this was him showing off for the others, not actually picking a fight.
Thing was, they couldn’t see her back down or they’d all start copping attitude. Elly might have been shit at most social interactions, but she and Cavale had spent enough time being the shabbily dressed new kids in school for her to recognize this particular dance. Only difference between a five-year-old bully and his twenty-five-year-old counterpart was size.
She stepped in to him, so close he had to either press his chin to his chest to stare down at her or back off. “We can do this, if you’ve got a real pressing need to prove something,” she said, letting her voice carry. “But all that’s gonna happen is I’ll knock out some of your teeth, then Katya will pull out the rest and add them to that bracelet of hers.” The Stregoi woman wore her enemies’ fangs as jewelry. Elly held up her wrist and shook an imaginary charm bracelet.
Maybe the kid imagined the click of his own teeth amongst Katya’s morbid collection. He gave Elly her space and, with a glare toward his compatriots, beckoned her to follow him down the hallway.
Katya’s lackey didn’t even get to finish announcing Elly properly. From inside the office, Katya snapped, “Send her in,” and the kid got the hell out of the way.
Ivanov’s office was just big enough for himself, his massive desk, and two guest chairs. Both of those were occupied, and Katya had claimed the only empty corner of the desk to perch on. The Stregoi leader could have been at home in a boardroom on Wall Street: a young up-and-comer, the sharp angles of his face set for dealing, his dark eyes shrewd and calculating. Katya’s eyes flicked among all of them. Though she sat casually, twirling a lock of chestnut-colored hair around her finger, Elly recognized the tensed muscles of a bodyguard on alert. The fangs adorning her bracelet—taken from the mouths of those she’d defeated—rattled softly.
Elly edged her way into a corner, between a bookshelf and a thin bar cabinet whose contents, she suspected, didn’t actually include liquor.
“Good,” said Ivanov. “We’ve only just started. Theo, would you be so kind?”
Where Ivanov wore one of his signature tailored suits, and Katya an even more upscale version of what the Renfields outside wore, this Theo actually looked like he belonged bellied up to the bar. He had a few days’ growth of beard and dark hair that was about a quarter inch shy of being comically fluffy if he didn’t get it cut soon. His jeans were covered in paint splatters, likewise his tan construction worker’s boots. His Red Sox sweatshirt might have been a crisp navy when he bought it, but the color had faded with years of washing. An equally aged ball cap sat on his knee, removed respectfully in Ivanov’s presence.
Like the older gentleman out front, Theo was one of the rarities—a Stregoi not only turned here in the New World, but turned within the last ten years. And he’d been raised from the ranks of the bootlickers. Elly wondered what he’d done to be granted such a privilege.
“They say they just want to talk, but they’re up to something,” Theo said. “They asked for a meeting on neutral ground, over at Babe Ruth Park.” Yet another jarring thing about Theo—most of the Stregoi, even if they tried to dampen it, held a hint of Russia in their accents. Theo’s was pure Boston: for became fawr, Babe Ruth Park became Babe Root Pahk.
“Who’s ‘they’?” asked Elly.
“The Irish,” said the woman beside Theo. She didn’t bother turning around to address Elly directly. The most Elly could make out was the pointed tip of her nose past a fall of straight blond hair. “They’re organizing.” The way she’d said it, the Irish might have been walking around pantsless.
“Against you?” Elly noticed the fleeting frown that turned down Katya’s already pouty lips at her choice of you. It might have made Ivanov and Katya happy if she amended it to us, but the minions’ earlier demonstration had made it quite clear she wasn’t part of the club yet. Elly wasn’t going to pretend.
The blonde still didn’t turn around. “Because they want what we have. They’ve made a passel of greenlings, and they think that makes them deserving. Proles,” she said, the word dripping with contempt.
A shadow flickered across Ivanov’s handsome features, there and gone so fast Elly wondered if she’d imagined it. He waved a hand. “We’ll give them their meeting.”
“We . . . What?” Katya twisted around to face her boss. “Why would we do that?”
He sat back, leather creaking as he sank into the chair’s lush padding. “Because for all its population, Boston is a small city geographically speaking. And South Boston an even smaller part of that. There is room for us all.”
“You can’t mean that,” said the blonde. “It’s not how things are done.”
Perhaps Katya was allowed to question Ivanov, but he wasn’t having it from this other woman. “Dunyasha,” he said, his tone that of a father disappointed in his child. Elly’d picked up a smattering of Russian over the last few weeks, mostly swears. She knew a diminutive when she heard one, but all the sweetness went out of it when it was a centuries-old vampire saying it like you’d let him down.
Dunyasha—Elly had no idea what name it was derived from—took the hint and shut up.
“We’ll see what they want, how much, when. And if they’ll agree to our conditions, perhaps we can work with them.”
“What conditions are those?” asked Katya.
“That, I need time to consider. First we see if they’re even willing to talk, or if they merely wish to take. If it’s the latter . . .” He shrugged. “Then we teach them to mind their manners. I trust that’s a lesson you can impart, my dear.” He leaned forward again and ran one long finger beneath the chain of Katya’s bracelet. The sound of fangs rattling was loud in the quiet room. “Go to them tonight. I see no reason to delay. Take Elly with you. And Theo.” As he named the last, his gaze flicked to the blonde.
He’s daring her to argue. She didn’t, though she patted Theo’s hand. If the jewel-encrusted rings adorning her fingers were real and not colored glass, this woman had some serious money.
Elly could suss out things about the woman by what she wore and what she said. But the nuances of interactions with other people? She’d spent her formative years learning the habits of monsters rather than people; Elly didn’t know quite what meaning to read into that pat. Reassurance? Concern? Was Dunyasha Theo’s lover? His maker? She tucked the woman’s name away for later. Maybe Val would recognize it.
*   *   *
ELLY ATE A solitary dinner up at the front while the vampires talked other business. Ivanov’s bar lacked a kitchen, so they’d struck up a relationship with the sub shop across the street. Patrons were welcome to bring food in, as long as they were drinking. Elly wasn’t, but she was crew. It amounted to about the same. She felt a little guilty wolfing down her steak and cheese, imagining Cavale back at home wrestling with a recipe. I’ll be hungry again when I get home. I can at least try a few bites.
Wary as she was of Katya, it was a relief when the Stregoi woman came to find her and told her—with a shove on the shoulder—it was time to go. Theo, following in her wake, gave Elly an apologetic smile.
They’d barely gone ten feet from the door when Katya pulled up short. “I’m going ahead,” she told them. “I can scout around without those pups seeing me.” She didn’t wait for acknowledgment, blurring away before either Elly or Theo could react.
“Perks of bein’ fuckin’ ancient,” Theo muttered.
“You can’t do that yet?” Asking a vampire their age was a bit of a faux pas, despite the fact most of them seemed to want you to be impressed by their longevity. Many of them dropped names to give it away: “So I said, ‘Mr. Roosevelt—’ Teddy, this was, I said . . .” Sometimes they gave away the when of their making by their idioms or their style. “Working-class guy from Southie” could have put Theo’s creation anywhere within the last half century, but Elly had heard enough gossip to know he’d been turned sometime in the mid-aughts. The degree of his abilities interested her. Justin could move scary-fast, sure, and his new strength meant he had to hold back when she trained him, but he was no match for Val, who’d been around a few decades. Maybe if she got to see Theo in action, she could formulate a theory on how quickly their powers ramped up with age.
Theo shook his head. “Nah, not like that. I can do a couple things, but next to her, my training wheels are still on. Anyway, it’d be rude to make you get there by yourself.” He smiled. “Unless you don’t want the company?”
“Company’s fine,” she said, though her reasons were more about intel-gathering than friend-making. Just because he was being nicer than the Renfields now didn’t mean it would last.
It was a fifteen-minute walk from the bar to the park. They could have taken Elly’s car, but this let them get a better lay of the land. That, and at this time of night, finding a spot near Ivanov’s again after would be a pain in the ass.
Southie’s streets were familiar to Elly by now, although few of the patrols she’d been sent on since she’d been hired had yielded even a little trouble. Ivanov had brought her on board in case the Creeps started trouble in Boston. There’d been a few nests of them, clustered together like rats in places they could live unnoticed, but since the night they’d attacked Night Owls, they’d gone extremely unnoticed. As in vanished completely, which Elly didn’t believe for a second.
Ivanov had also wanted Elly as a bargaining chip, should the Brotherhood ever give the Stregoi trouble, but they hadn’t been around, either. Not that she’d know any of them on sight—the only people from the Brotherhood she knew were dead. Father Value had never even told her about its existence, and Henry Clearwater had only enough time to give her the basics before the Creeps killed him. She could ask Val, maybe, but Elly had the sense asking Val about her time as a Hunter would go over about as well as asking Cavale anything about his years with Father Value.
Tonight was the first time something might actually happen, and while wishing for confrontation was generally a bad idea, Elly couldn’t help but hope for some fisticuffs. Fighting the ghost in Cinda’s house that afternoon had gotten her blood up.
They passed a boarded-up storefront. Graffiti covered every inch of the plywood, most of it tags from local street artists or wobbly attempts at genitalia. It was the Stregoi symbol that caught Elly’s eye, and the fresh ogham script that had been scrawled over it. “Wait,” she said. Her first week on the job, Katya had provided her with a phone. Elly didn’t love how it tethered her to the Stregoi, but it came in handy now. She couldn’t read ogham script, but Cavale would know what it said. She snapped a picture, the flash making the drips of red spray paint look even more like blood. “Okay, let’s go.”
“They keep doing that,” said Theo. “We thought it was kids, you know? Then, a couple months ago, these little shits started showing themselves. Picked a few fights, flashed their fangs.”
“What happened to them?”
“They got the shit kicked out of them. Went running home to Mama.”
“Do you we know who Mama is? Where she sleeps?” They were well out of the gentrified section now, headed into an older part of Southie. The cars lining the streets here were older models, in varying degrees of repair. The houses were packed tightly together, some of them seemingly held up only by the buildings to either side. It was the kind of neighborhood the people living in the million-dollar condos would wrinkle their noses at. Or would buy out from under the residents, knock down their old homes, and price them out of the new ones.
“No to both of those. My maker thinks they have to be close, though. Too many of them appearing too fast. Someone’s churning out newbies quicker than you can breed rabbits.”
“Your maker. Was that the blond woman? Dunyasha?”
Theo winced. “Yeah. But you don’t want to call her that to her face, if she ever lets you look right at her. Stick with ma’am or miss.”
Elly disliked the woman more and more. “You two seem . . .”
“Mismatched?”
“Yeah.”
“Opposites attract, right?” His laugh rang hollow, but Elly didn’t push. After a minute he said, “I don’t know. Maybe vampires have midlife crises. Or maybe I was just a good enough minion that she figured this was better than finding my replacement in fifty years. Ain’t gonna question it too much.”
Elly did her best to suppress a shudder. Would Ivanov do the same for her, if she proved useful enough? It was supposed to be a choice, becoming a vampire. Sort of stupid to convert someone against their will—it would give them extra strength and speed if they decided to come at you with a stake as vengeance. And Ivanov wasn’t stupid. And if he was, Cavale would come help me kill him.
If Theo sensed her revulsion, he ignored it. “Anyway, it seems I get to keep being useful. I got Southie in my blood, unlike the rest of them. These guys we’re meeting, I’m the one they reached out to in the first place.”
They came out onto Columbia Road, crossing the tree-lined strip that separated its lanes, and entered Babe Ruth Park from the north. Fittingly, a handful of baseball diamonds dotted the grounds, though at this time of night no one was playing. It wasn’t deserted, though, even for a cold October night. A few clusters of people hung out, the bright red tips of their cigarettes flaring as they took drags.
Katya strolled up to meet them, her hands shoved deep into her pockets. Far as Elly knew, vampires didn’t feel the cold, but Katya liked to put on a show. “They’re on the far side,” she said. “Three of them. I could have snapped all their necks and put them in the bottom of the harbor before they even knew I was there. Make them swim home with their heads on crooked, stinking of dirty water.” She tilted her own to illustrate. “But no. We have to be civil.”
Civil or no, Elly let her right arm hang loose at her side, the weight of the silver spike she carried a reassurance. A good shake and it would slip free of its strap and into her palm, from there into a vampire’s chest. Silver didn’t kill vampires unless you got them in the heart, but it slowed them down. It was too bad the Stregoi frowned on her carrying cedar stakes—which did kill vampires—into the bar; they’d come in handy about now.
The three had claimed a bench overlooking Carson Beach, which bounded the park on one side. They broke off their conversation as Elly, Katya, and Theo approached. In their faded jeans, hoodie sweatshirts, and scowls, they resembled any of the other youth hanging out around here.
“Sent in the big guns, I see,” said one of them. She stepped forward, pushing her hood back to show her face. The breeze picked up tendrils of her long, curly black hair and waved them about like Medusa’s snakes. “Well, one of them, anyway.” The woman nodded to Katya.
“You wanted a meeting,” said Katya. “So talk.”
“I’m Deirdre. This is Thomas and—”
“I’ll forget your names before we leave the park. What do you want.”
Deirdre didn’t let Katya’s impatience rattle her, perhaps because the two at her back were huge. They didn’t say anything, but from their postures Elly could tell they were ready for violence. “We represent the Oisín.” She pronounced it o-sheen, a word that tugged at Elly’s memory. She tucked it away for later. “And we want to split the city with you.”
“You are lucky,” said Katya, “that I was instructed to hear you out. Otherwise you’d be standing there wondering where your tongue had got off to, for that foolishness.”
The other two tensed, their hands going for the front pockets of their sweatshirts.
The movement wasn’t lost on Katya. For a moment, Elly tensed, too, preparing to dive at the closer one at first twitch. She could at least get him on the ground, maybe even have time to lodge the spike in his side. But Katya held up a hand, as much to tell Elly and Theo to hold as to show off her bracelet where the Oisín could see. Her laughter rang out over the fields. “Oh, please, please tell me your instincts are still so human that you’ve brought guns. Tell me, can you draw them faster than I can take them from you and shoot you myself? Have you etched little crosses on the bullets’ heads, too? We can find out if it works, if you’d like.”
“It’s all right. Stand down.” Deirdre didn’t turn to her companions, keeping an eye on Katya. Smart woman. They obeyed her, but neither appeared happy about it. Deirdre didn’t seem very happy herself, but for other reasons. “Theo, I thought you said we could work this out.”
He shook his head. “No. I told you I could ask for a meeting. I never promised anything beyond that.”
“And here we are,” said Katya. “Meeting. I tell you now, we won’t split the city. If you’re very, very good, we will let you continue to live in it. That is where we start. Ivanov will have other requirements. Shall I do you the favor of returning to him with your grateful acquiescence?”
Deirdre stared at Theo for a long moment. Her posture was rigid, angry. Her face, though, was soft with shock and betrayal. Theo looked away. Deirdre’s eyes hardened as she dismissed him. “Tell him we will split the city, one way or another. Tell him the Romanovs fell; so can he.”
Katya’s smirk faded. “Run,” she said to Deirdre, all her mirth turned to fury. “Run now, or you’ll spend your millennia crawling.”
They weren’t stupid enough to test her. All three turned and fled, speeding across the boulevard between the park and the beach, running along the sand until their silhouettes were lost against the dark Atlantic Ocean.
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SO FAR, NONE of the neighbors had commented about the odd hours Chaz came to the Clearwater house. It wasn’t like sorting through books made a lot of noise, except when he knocked over a precariously stacked pile and filled the air with profanity. But he did that quietly, at least, when it happened. Bad enough hearing your voice echo through an empty house in the wee hours. Worse when the house had been a murder scene barely a month past.
Other people had the luxury of saying they didn’t believe in ghosts. Chaz knew better. His best friend was a vampire; he hung out regularly with succubi. You’re damned fucking right ghosts were real. His lone comfort, here in this home-turned-abattoir, had come from Cavale of all people. After a walk-through, one that involved smudge sticks and crystals and all sorts of occult ritual shit Chaz didn’t understand, Cavale had declared the house free and clear of lingering spirits. Which was good, since Chaz didn’t think Justin would take it too well if he bumped into his beloved old professor’s shade during a sorting session.
Not that he would’ve blamed the kid.
He only wished the crime scene cleaners had been able to do as thorough a job as Cavale. It wasn’t the police department’s job to clean up the aftermath of a murder. That responsibility lay with the homeowners, or in this case, their next of kin. Some of the cost was covered by insurance. The rest, Val had paid for out of Night Owls’ emergency fund when Helen’s family balked at the expense. Those services didn’t come cheap.
They weren’t paid to make it look pretty, just to remove the biohazards. The crew had been respectful as hell—since they did the cleaning during daylight hours, it had fallen to Chaz to be there with them. He’d done his best to stay out of their way, sticking to the shambles of the Clearwaters’ downstairs while they worked up above.
Elly had been there when it went down—she’d been the reason the Creeps came to Edgewood in the first place, chasing her and the book she’d stolen from them. The Clearwaters had given her sanctuary, and her hostess gift had been death. She’d been barricaded in the second-floor library with Henry and Helen, listening as the Creeps barreled around the house, making their way to where the humans had hidden. They’d dispatched the first few to make it past their wards, but for Helen Clearwater, whose only experience with the Creeps had been the stories her husband told, it was too much.
She broke and ran. Henry had followed after her.
They didn’t make it far before they were driven back into the library.
When Val and Chaz had come to the house the night after the murder, Chaz had gotten an eyeful of a real crime scene—something he’d never wanted to have. Blood everywhere, books and debris strewn about, ash and ichor from the Jackals they’d managed to take out covering it all like a film.
Now you could point out where they’d died by the missing sections of carpet, the heavy bleach smell in the doorway, and the places where chemicals had leached the color from the spattered wallpaper.
It was a terrible thought, and Chaz hated himself a little every time he thought it, but Helen’s last act had probably saved some of the books. The cleaning process wasn’t kind to sturdier materials, like walls and baseboards and flooring; it would wreak unspeakable havoc on books. Chances were, it would have destroyed some of the older tomes Henry had collected, the ones he stored on the shelves far in the back of the room that spanned half the house. Chaz never let himself think too far beyond that, about what and why, but there it was. Dying just inside the library’s entryway meant Val, Elly, and Cavale (and, he supposed, himself and Justin) had access to all kinds of obscure occult stuff.
Justin was with him tonight. He’d done the same as he had the first couple times he’d come with Chaz, refusing to look anywhere but straight in front of him until they got to the library—“straight in front of him” coinciding with “the back of Chaz’ head.” There was missing carpet leading deeper into the library, too, but only fifteen feet or so. One of the detectives thought Henry might have dragged himself away from the fighting for some reason, judging from the blood trail. Pulling himself out of the fray to rest by the shelves, then back to where Helen lay, to expire with his wife in his arms.
Chaz had pored over the books near that spot a hundred times, had brought them back to Val’s house and set them up in the exact order he’d found them, but neither of them had been able to find what the significance might have been. If there even was any. Maybe the old man had simply tried getting to the phone to call nine-one-one and realized it wasn’t going to happen. They could speculate for the rest of their lives and never know.
Justin had set himself down in the far corner, working on a stack of books Chaz had set aside the day before. He’d been quiet the last few minutes, none of the usual scritch of pen on notepad as he marked down the books’ conditions and subject matter, or the soft thunk as another one went into a box marked Edgewood, Resell, or Store. “Store,” to outsiders, might indicate the book would end up at Night Owls. In truth, those were the ones headed for Val’s.
“How are you doing over there, man?” Chaz turned around from his own stack to see Justin hunched over a particularly fat tome. It took up most of his lap, making him look like a kid reading an oversized book of fairy tales.
“This one’s annotated,” Justin said, not looking up.
“Anything interesting?”
“Probably only to me.” He tried to hide it as Chaz came over for a closer look, but then he relented. “It’s poetry. John Donne.” He passed the leather-bound edition to Chaz as though he were handing over the Holy Grail.
Chaz had never had much of a head for poetry, unless you counted the lyrics to eighties hair band songs as such. Tortured artists from the seventeen hundreds just didn’t do it for him. Still, he held the book reverently—as much out of respect for Justin as out of protocol. Sure enough, the margins were filled with notes in the professor’s cramped handwriting. As he turned to the front to see when it had been printed, something slipped out from between the covers and fluttered to the floor.
Justin snatched it up. Most of the time, Chaz still thought of him as the gangly, awkward kid he’d been when they’d hired him. Other times he moved with that ridiculous vampire speed, and Chaz was reminded of his own relatively weak physicality.
“What is it?”
“A picture.” Justin stood so they could both look at it: Henry and Helen Clearwater, waving from the open front door, keys in their hands. “I think it’s the day they bought this house.”
They looked so happy in the shot, so very goddamned vital. “You should keep it,” said Chaz. “The picture and the book. Get a frame, hang it up, you know?”
Justin didn’t respond at first, staring intently down at the photo. It took a few seconds for Chaz to register the way his nostrils flared, and how he’d started taking slow, shallow sips of air, the way you do when you’re trying not to smell something rotten.
“I can’t block it out,” Justin said. “The smell of death, it’s everywhere in here. I can’t . . .”
“Take a walk.” Chaz took him by the shoulders and steered him out of the room. “Go on, go for a spin around the block and clear your head. It’s okay. Take as long as you need.”
“Yeah, I . . . That’s a good idea.” He walked the first few steps down the hall, but by the time he reached the stairs he was moving at a lope.
Chaz waited until he heard the front door slam before he unclenched his fists. Close fucking call, there. The night they’d come in here after the murders, Val had nearly lost control when she got a noseful of the Clearwaters’ blood and the Jackals’ scent. She’d kicked him out of the library with her fangs and claws showing and bloodlust in her eyes. Justin didn’t have nearly her level of control. He hadn’t changed, not quite, but Chaz saw the fingertips of his cotton gloves stretching as Justin’s nails elongated. Sure, his hands hadn’t bent and twisted into a vampire’s ugly fucking claws, and no fangs had peeked out beneath his lips, but the transformation didn’t take terribly long.
And even without fangs and claws, if the kid had wanted to bash Chaz’ face off a wall or a desk while they waited, he was more than capable. Chaz wasn’t keen on the idea of being Justin’s late-night snack.
He figured when he came back, he’d remind Justin that he didn’t have to breathe, didn’t have to smell whatever the cleaners hadn’t been able to wash away. But it seemed prudent to first let him calm down and work some of that sorrow and anger out with good old fresh air. Later, he’d tell Val about it, to be on the safe side. Justin had come with him a few times now and had never gotten that close to losing it. Far as Chaz could tell, nothing had changed from the last time to this aside from finding that book. He didn’t know if strong emotions could bring on the old killing urges, but hey, it got the Hulk going; why not a new vampire whose mentor had been brutally murdered?
Chaz worked on getting himself back to calm. Wouldn’t do for Justin to come back in and pick up on Chaz’ fear. It’d be apologies and offers of atonement for the rest of the night, and fuck that noise. They were cool. Chaz was cool. Everything was goddamned cool.
He got back to sorting and stacking, losing himself in the rhythm of it. Most of the books up here were going to end up at Val’s. Whatever logic Henry Clearwater had used to categorize the books, it had died with him. No card catalog, no ledger, no mysterious ciphers for them to decrypt. Chaz had booted up the slim laptop they’d found downstairs, hoping for a stroke of luck, but the only one he got was that the professor hadn’t password-protected the machine. Once Chaz was in, everything on the drive was Edgewood-related. Any hopes the old man had gone digital—spreadsheets, Internet library sites—were quickly dashed. Which meant more work for Chaz, trying to get the gist of the books and figuring out where the hell this shit would go, according to the Dewey Decimal System.
“Have to see if we can convince Justin to take some library science courses next semester,” he muttered.
A prolonged thud came from downstairs, accompanied by the susurrus of pages that could only be a book avalanche.
“Speak of the devil,” Chaz said. He hadn’t heard Justin come back inside. The first-floor library didn’t hold much of interest—what they hadn’t already gone through could go straight to Night Owls when they ran out of time in the house—but maybe it was better for Justin to work down there tonight. Far as Chaz knew, no fighting had gone on in there. The smell of death shouldn’t be so bad.
Another series of thuds, these ones almost rhythmic, as though Justin were taking a book down and tossing it over his shoulder. Chaz stood frozen for a moment, making sure he was hearing right.
The whispery sound of a book sliding from the shelf.
A shirring of pages being flipped.
The thud of the book hitting the wall.
The slap as it landed on the floor.
Shuffle-step.
Repeat.
“The fuck?” He set down the book he’d been assessing and crept to the top of the stairs. If Justin was down there Hulking out, sneaking up on him was probably a colossally stupid idea. But . . . abusing books wasn’t Justin’s MO. Especially not when the volumes in question belonged to the Clearwaters. He would just as soon dig Henry and Helen up and piss on their corpses.
The noises came again. Chaz was halfway down the stairs when he realized he hadn’t thought to grab a weapon. Shit. Both libraries had fireplaces. If Chaz could get to the hearth before whoever was down there, he could grab the poker off the rack and use that. Other than that he’d have to rely on yelling and waving his arms about, and hope it was some neighborhood punk he could put a good scare into. It wasn’t like he could grab any knives from the kitchen; Helen’s relatives had made off with every bit of silverware and cutlery.
At first peek, his neighborhood-punk theory seemed solid. From the back, he caught sight of shoulder-length hair, a little on the greasy side. Then he saw what the guy had on, and it didn’t compute. Who wears a suit to do their breaking and entering?
A dirty suit.
The guy was filthy, streaks of mud not only ruining the suit but caking his patent-leather shoes as well. Now that he glanced down, Chaz saw the footprints the guy had tracked along the floor.
He was halfway to the poker before the idea that dude doing B&Es in a suit might equal mobster, but by then he was committed. “Hey. Hey, asshole! What the fuck do you think you’re—”
The guy turned around, startled, and all thoughts of grabbing the poker flew out of Chaz’ head. His skin was grey and mottled, his eyes sunken deep into their sockets. Stringy flaps of skin were all that was left of his nose, and his lips had peeled back to reveal a row of yellowed teeth.
“What . . .” said Chaz. “Who . . .”
The thing dove at him. Thought kicked back in, and Chaz fumbled his way toward the fireplace set.
Too slow.
It bellowed as it came on, the wordless shout turning into a grunt as they collided. Chaz hit the wall hard enough to hear the plaster crack. Then it was battering him, the loose grey skin of its fists coming into frightening focus with each hit. Its fingernails—the ones still attached, that was—were blue-tinged. And sharp. Chaz’ cheek opened up and oozed warm blood down into his collar.
He got his arms up, somehow, into the defensive guard he saw when he watched boxing matches at four in the morning. It seemed much easier on TV, like you could hold out for hours while some huge dude whaled on your arms. Now that he was trying it out himself, Chaz mostly felt like the kid on the playground screaming, Not the face! Not the face! while the bullies went to town.
This close, he smelled the graveyard stink of the thing: formaldehyde and congealing organs. It reared back to roar again, and looking out between his arms Chaz got a gander into its tongueless mouth.
That did it. He bulled his way past the thing, driving it enough out of his way that he could reach the rack and grab a poker.
Of course, that meant turning his back on it, and before he could bring his weapon around, it had him by the hair. “Fuck! Ow!” It dragged him around in an arc by his ponytail until he crashed, gut first, into the crest of a wingback chair. They seemed all comfy and nice until you had the wind knocked out of you by their hard back edges. The poker fell from his fingers and clanged off the hardwood floor.
“Shit. No you don’t,” he said, but it wasn’t like the intruder was taking suggestions.
It beat him to the poker by millimeters, yanked it away with one hand, and caught Chaz by the collar with the other. He heard the whistle as the thing brought the poker over its head, about to bring it down on Chaz’.
“Aw, fuck,” he rasped. He had time to wish his last words hadn’t been so shitty, when his attacker was yanked backward. Chaz’ collar tore, a hank of fabric going with the thing as it sailed across the room.
Justin.
“Careful,” Chaz yelled. “That thing’s fucking strong.”
But Justin didn’t need the warning. The fangs and claws had come out, twisting the affable bookseller that Chaz knew into someone terrifying. He towered over the thing where it lay dazed and picked it up by the scruff of its neck. The poker was still clutched in its right hand; Justin wrested it away so hard a few of the thing’s fingers went with the length of cast iron.
The loss of its digits didn’t bother it. When Justin pulled it to its feet, it curled its remaining fingers into fists and took a swing. The blow landed, but Justin barely seemed to register it. He swung the poker as though he were Big Papi going for the fences. It connected with the thing’s skull with a dry crunch, but that didn’t bring it down.
It staggered away, bellowing and clutching its ruined head, and made for the door. Justin chased after it, but he was only gone half a minute before he came back in and knelt next to Chaz. “Are you okay? How bad did it get you? Shit, you’re bleeding.”
“I’m fine.” He pushed Justin’s hands away from where his cheek had started throbbing. It wasn’t that he thought Justin would go all Gary Oldman–Dracula and lick the blood off his fingers, but better not to tempt it. “Where is it? Did you kill it?”
“No. It took off, and I didn’t know how bad you were hurt. I can track it, if you want me to. I think . . . I think that’s what I was smelling earlier. Not . . . Not the Clearwaters.”
“Nah. It’s gone for now. Let me hit up the medicine cabinet and see if there’s anything I can clean this cut with, then we’ll see if we can figure out what the fuck it wanted.” He winced as he tried to stand. The rib he’d cracked when they were fighting the Jackals had only just healed, his recovery accelerated by Elly’s salves and spells. That bash into the chair hadn’t been good for it.
Justin helped him keep his feet, only to push him down in the offending chair. “You sit. I’ll see what I can find.” A few minutes later he returned with hydrogen peroxide, cotton balls, and a bottle of prescription-strength ibuprofen just past its expiration date. “I know you’re not supposed to take other people’s medicine, but I thought this might be an exception. Also, let me see your eyes. I just noticed that dent in the wall that’s shaped like your head.”
“I’m not concussed,” said Chaz, but that was the last shreds of his dignity talking. This time, when Justin leaned in to swab the wound, Chaz bore it as stoically as he could, only wincing a little at the sting. “If that son of a bitch gave me, I don’t know, grave herpes, I’m gonna be bullshit.”
“I don’t think there’s such a thing.”
“Yeah, well, I’d better not be the world’s first case, is all I’m saying.”
“What was it doing here?” Justin looked around the room, surveying the damage. “It looks like one of those poltergeist things Elly talks about happened to the shelves.”
“It was going through them book by book. I don’t know what it was looking for, though. It wasn’t exactly the chatty type.” He paused. “Or maybe it was, but the whole no-tongue thing kept it from communicating. Maybe I should’ve brought it a pen and paper. I mean, obviously it can read.”
Justin walked over to the bookcases while Chaz shook out a couple pills and dry-swallowed them. He trailed his fingers along the books that hadn’t been evicted from their shelves, muttering their names to himself. “It’s all literature,” he said. “Stuff Professor Clearwater used for classes.” He stopped to pick up a fallen volume. “Oh. Hey. I think our guy dropped his shopping list.”
He brought it back over to Chaz to show him, but now Chaz’ head was throbbing in time with his cheek. “Sorry, dude, you’re going to have to read them off to me until this stuff kicks in. Anything on the bestseller list?”
“Nothing I recognize.” Sometimes humor went straight over Justin’s head and off into the stratosphere. “It’s occult stuff, though. He was in the wrong library. Going by the titles, it looks like he wanted to learn about raising the dead.”
Chaz blinked. “Uh. I hate to break it to him, but he’s already been raised, if you ask me. What else does he need to know?”
“Maybe how to bring his friends back?”
“Christ, I hope not.”
“The other question is, who brought him back?”
A sudden, extreme case of the willies slithered down Chaz’ spine. He’d seen his share of zombiepocalypse movies and, while his recent adversary didn’t seem like he was trying to eat Chaz’ brains, he’d certainly been trying to bash them in. Henry Clearwater might have thought his house defensible, but he’d been wrong at the cost of his life. And even though the rotting dude wasn’t a Jackal, it had still given Chaz a good ass-kicking. Justin had been able to handle one, maybe could even have handled another if one appeared. If a whole cemetery came shambling back, though, no way in hell was the kid that good.
“I think we’re done here for the night,” he said, and Justin didn’t argue. Chaz’ ribs and assorted other pains protested as they moved about the house turning off lights and locking up. The bruises from last month had finally faded; now he’d have new ones. It pissed him off—not like he was planning to show off his abs to anyone in the near future, but it’d be nice not to look down in the shower and see more colors than a Van Gogh painting.
The anger was better than what lurked beneath it: those moments where he’d been sure he was fucked, and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it. Didn’t matter that he didn’t have preternatural strength like Justin and Val: Neither did Elly. Neither did Cavale. They were as human as he was, and they could hold their own just fine.
It sucked, being the weakest link.
He tried not to think about it too much.
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VAL HAD BANKED on at least a couple hours to herself after Night Owls closed. Chaz and Justin had headed out to the Clearwater home around one, and she didn’t expect them back until at least five. It meant she’d come home with an armload of magazines, turned the TV on to some awful guilty-pleasure reality show, and sprawled out on the couch in her flannel pajamas to enjoy both.
Somewhere out there, cool vampires were shaking their heads in disgust at how she was squandering her immortality, but Val didn’t care. She was comfy, and on TV a man in a panama hat was pissing off a bear.
It wasn’t like the last month had been a trial—Justin was a perfectly good roommate, and even before he’d been turned, Chaz had spent several nights a week hanging out here with her until dawn threatened, so she was used to having company. It wasn’t like he was always underfoot, either—she had the house to herself when he was off training with Elly, and the nights he wasn’t, he tended to stay up in his room studying. Still, she looked forward to the alone time.
That was the thing about a change in routine: you didn’t know what you valued most until suddenly it was gone. Justin would have been more than happy to give her privacy if she’d asked for it. She probably could even shuffle him off to Chaz’ apartment or Sunny and Lia’s house for a day, as long as they made sure he was covered head to toe in blankets to keep the sun off. Val didn’t have the heart to, though. She didn’t want him to start thinking he wasn’t welcome, and so she intended to quietly relish having the night to herself.
So when she heard the low roar of the Mustang’s engine chugging down her street at four, she couldn’t help but be a little miffed. She sat on the couch, Cute Country Kitchens spread across her lap, poised like a parent ready to ask why their kid was out past curfew. Except in this case, she was tempted to scold them for not staying out late.
Until the key turned in the lock, the door cracked open, and the smell of Chaz’ blood wafted to her nose.
Val forgot all about being annoyed. Before the magazine hit the floor, she was already in the entryway, Chaz’ face in her hands as she inspected his injuries. The left side of his face was a bruised mess, with a gash on his cheek as the centerpiece. There were streaks of crimson in his pale hair from where it had soaked up his blood like a paintbrush.
“Val, no, come on, I’m okay,” he said, trying to squirm out of her grasp.
Too bad for him, her strength could rival that of the mama bear on TV. “What happened?” She let go once she was fairly sure he didn’t need stitches, but that didn’t mean she was finished with him. These were wounds she could fix herself. She’d dragged him three steps toward the living room before she noticed Justin wavering in the doorway, furiously averting his eyes. “Justin? You okay?”
Chaz snickered, then winced and clutched his middle. “I think he’s not used to seeing his boss in her PJs.”
“It’s . . . it’s fine,” said Justin.
Val looked down at what she wore. The ensemble was about as far from sexy as you could get: a burgundy plaid set, baggy and formless. Chaz was right—it was probably the boss thing more than a woman in her bedtime outfit. Oh, good lord. “Justin, there are some days I’d swear it was you who was born in the forties, not me. Do you need me to go change?”
“No. I just . . . what Chaz said.”
“All right. Then you can pour the smartass a whiskey while I get him to the couch.”
Justin disappeared into the kitchen while Val settled Chaz down in her former comfy spot. She let her fangs down and chewed open a spot on her own wrist. It hurt, but in five minutes it’d be as if it never existed. Perks of being a vampire. When the blood was flowing, she let it drip into her other palm, then smeared it onto the furrows running down Chaz’ cheek: the world’s most morbid antibiotic. The wounds closed slowly, her blood mixing with whatever Chaz and Justin had treated them with back at the Clearwaters’.
“This feels so damned weird,” said Chaz. He tucked his hands beneath his thighs to keep from poking at his face. He’d received her healing a few times over the years he’d served her, but it never stopped him from squirming and complaining like a kid at the doctor’s office.
“What did it to you?” Val sniffed, subtly as she could. Was it a Jackal? But even though she caught a whiff of rot, it wasn’t the spoiled-meat smell of the Jackals that clung to him.
“A dead guy.” He said it so casually, she knew he must be thoroughly freaked-out. “He was poking through the downstairs library, looking for books on necromancy. Maybe he was looking for a good post-grave skin care regimen.”
Justin came back in with the whiskey. “Oh, hey,” he said, seeing Val tending to Chaz’ cheek, “I should’ve thought to do that back at the house. I’ll, uh. I’ll remember for next time.”
Chaz’ scent got spiky. He’s upset. He hid it beneath a layer of sarcasm. “Let’s hope there isn’t one, buddy, yeah?”
“Oh! No, I didn’t mean . . .” Justin passed Chaz the glass and retreated to the armchair. “Anyway, that thing was strong, Val. I got it off of Chaz and chased it out, but I’m glad it didn’t stick around to fight.”
Ice rattled against the glass as Chaz lifted it, clicked on his teeth as he drained its contents. That prickly scent came again as Justin spoke, telling her the rest of what they’d seen, but it subsided as the whiskey worked its magic. As she looked at Chaz’ battered face, and at the post-adrenaline shine that haunted Justin’s eyes, an overwhelming sense of déjà vu swept over her.
Her first year in Sacramento, she knew nothing of the Brotherhood. The vampire who’d turned her had a coven of four, and Val made five. They were a bunch of idiots who were going to be young forever, partying their way through the neon-lit nights of the nineteen eighties and beyond. He didn’t tell them about other vampires, or anything else that went bump in the night, and they didn’t care enough to ask.
They didn’t know about the Brotherhood; they didn’t know about the Jackals. They had no way to know a Hunt was happening right in their own neighborhood until the night they’d come home near dawn and found their Renfield—a local girl who wasn’t quite ready to give up the sun—beaten within an inch of her life on their doorstep. A Jackal had seen them, figured they were with the others, and decided to send a message. The Brotherhood wasn’t far behind. A Sister, Delilah (who would someday be Val’s closest friend), healed Carrie’s wounds. She explained who they were as her companions—another vampire Val had never met, a man whose arms were covered in tattooed runes, an old man who looked like a preacher out of a western—milled about, looking for the Jackals’ trail. Delilah spoke about the monsters threatening the humans, and how the Brotherhood hunted them down. How they could always use more help.
That was when Val learned there was more to unlife than eternal parties. It was when she’d joined the Hunt, and it was her life for the next twenty-odd years, until she got out. She got out and came east so she didn’t have to Hunt anymore. Didn’t have to risk losing the people she loved. For nearly a decade, she didn’t. She’d opened her bookstore and lived a quiet life mostly away from vampires and their politics, away from monsters, away from a life of violence and bloodshed. Until the Jackals came to Edgewood on Elly Garrett’s heels, and she’d almost—almost—been drawn back in.
She’d refused Ivanov’s offer to rejoin the fold not only because she wanted nothing to do with the Stregoi, but also because the Hunt didn’t need her. Now, though, looking at Chaz’ face, bruised for the second time in a month, she thought maybe it did, after all. And it needed her right here in Edgewood.
“Well, shit,” she said. “Looks like I’m heading out tonight after all.” She glanced longingly at her magazines, at the TV buzzing away behind her. On the screen, the man in the panama hat was crashing through the bushes—seemed like the bear wasn’t taking his shit. The cameraperson had to have nerves of steel, to stand there and film it all.
“Heading out?” Chaz scowled when she pushed him back down in his seat. “Did you hear the part where that thing was strong? And obnoxious? And might have friends?”
“I did. I won’t be going alone.”
Chaz slowly swivelled his gaze to Justin, then back to Val. “Look, I know he’s in good hands training with you and Elly, but isn’t it a little soon to be taking Justin out on real Hunts? Putting him up against things that actually want to kill him? On purpose?”
“Hey,” said Justin. “I did okay.”
Val patted his hand. “You did. But Chaz is right.”
“I am?” You could see the realization dawning, as he traded one argument for another, the go easy on the kid scowl for the one that read oh come on, him?
“I’m calling Cavale,” she said, her words clipped to cut off argument. “Justin, you did a good job. You got Chaz out of there and I’m proud of you. But I’m out of practice. If we go back in and get attacked, I don’t want to make a mistake that gets you hurt because my instincts are rusty.”
They both looked pouty, but there wasn’t much she could do about it just now.
She had to change out of her pajamas first.
*   *   *
CAVALE WAS ALMOST glad to get Val’s call. The casserole . . . thing . . . had turned out all right, at least as far as he could tell. Nothing had burnt, the meat was cooked through, and the kitchen had even smelled pretty good while he made it. He hadn’t died when he ate a slice of it himself, and the plateful had done wonders getting the aftertaste of grave dirt out of his mouth. The rest he’d covered in tinfoil and put in the fridge with a note for Elly:
Look! It’s not poison!
But he didn’t want to be there when she got home, didn’t want to see whether she’d make excuses so she wouldn’t have to heat up a slab. Or whether she’d take it out of the fridge and, dutifully yet dubiously, give it a try. For him. To make him happy.
It was nearly five when he pulled into Val’s driveway. The Mustang was there, which meant Chaz was around. The front curtain twitched and there was his angular face, peering out. Cavale gave him a wave, got a halfhearted one in return as Chaz let the curtain go and turned to say something to whoever stood near him. A moment later, the front door opened and Val stepped out, a battered duffel bag slung over her shoulder.
Oh, thank the gods.
Much as he probably ought to have gone inside and asked Chaz and Justin to recap what they’d seen, he hadn’t wanted the face-to-face with Chaz just yet. He might have asked awkward questions about the dinner-that-wasn’t, and the rest of the night had been too weird for Cavale to want to deal with Chaz being smug.
Val flung herself into the front seat, her kit rattling as she set it down. Her long red hair was pulled back into a hasty ponytail. She wore faded jeans and a grey sweatshirt with the bookstore’s owl logo on its breast. He was almost certain the black boots peeking out from beneath her hems were army-issue; Elly would be jealous. “Thanks for coming,” she said. “Justin’s likely right. Whatever it was probably isn’t coming back, but I didn’t want to take the risk. He’s too green.”
Cavale nodded. “It’s fine. I sort of needed to get out of the house anyway. Weird night.”
She studied him as he backed out of the driveway and pointed the car toward the Clearwaters’. Her scrutiny could be unnerving sometimes, the weight of experience in her eyes as she tried to suss out what you were feeling. Most days it was easy to forget that Val was seventy years old. Some vampires wore the era of their birth like a cloak, letting it show in their word choice, their mannerisms, their style. Val did the opposite, keeping up with the times as though she were a Gen-Xer rather than a baby boomer. “Seems to be a running theme,” she said. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“Elly had a run-in with a ghost yesterday afternoon. Kid who lives a couple doors down came by and asked her to get rid of it.”
Val frowned. “Did you guys hang out a shingle or hand out flyers or something?”
“Nope. We’re the weird people living in the creepy house on the hill. It just made the most sense. I mean, if you believe there’s a dead guy hanging out in your basement, you’ve already gotten past the hard part, logicwise.”
“Fair enough.”
“So she went, and took care of it, and brought me back what was left to examine.” He sucked in a breath, half expecting to taste that stale dirt again. “Someone raised it, Val. On purpose. And when I tried tracing the source, it . . . reacted. I don’t know if it was an attack, or if I tripped their defenses. Probably the latter.”
“Bloody hell. Are you okay?”
“Yeah. I’ve seen spookier. But like I said, weird night. Anyway. Want to fill me in on what the guys saw?”
She’d given him the brief rundown on the phone. Now she went into a slightly longer version, adding in details as best she could from Justin and Chaz’ account. Partway through reading the titles off the crumpled list the thing had dropped, she paused. “Do you think they could be related? This and the ghost Elly dealt with?”
It had been at the back of his mind since her initial phone call. He nodded. “If the exorcism had been routine, I’d say it was just a coincidence. But with what I felt earlier, and how Elly described it to me, I’d say it’s a safe bet.”
The Clearwater house looked undisturbed as they pulled into the driveway. Like most of the other houses on the street, the windows were still dark. Only a few residents were up and about at this hour, probably people who worked in Providence or Boston, or teachers getting ready for a day of classes. In Crow’s Neck, plenty more lights would be on, cars already sliding out onto the early-morning streets, or more likely, people setting out on bikes or on foot to the bus station a mile away. They might as well have been different planets, let alone different neighborhoods.
They got out of the car and took a quick trip around the outside, Val sniffing the air the whole time. No matter how many times Cavale’d come here in the last month, he couldn’t help but marvel at the size of the house. He’d been in a few that rivaled it over the last couple years—old rambling Colonials collected their fair share of ghosts, after all—but the idea of living in a place this grand was beyond him. He still sometimes felt overwhelmed by all the space in his house, and that place could fit inside the Clearwaters’ two or three times over.
“Do you want to do a walk-through?” he asked, as they completed their circuit.
“I don’t think we need to.” Val gestured down the street. “He went thataway. I don’t smell anything newer, so I don’t think it came back after Chaz and Justin left.”
“Are we following it on foot, or driving?”
She checked her watch—one of the few things that (if you were stretching for it) might give away her age. So many people relied entirely on their phones to tell the time these days; not a lot of them bothered with watches anymore. Val always had hers on. It was a practical measure as much as an indicator of her era, though—if your phone died and you weren’t sure how close it was to sunrise, you were pretty well fucked, she’d explained once. “We have another hour and a half until dawn. Let’s walk. I can’t imagine it stuck to the streets for long.”
In fact, it hadn’t. Cavale followed Val through backyards and over fences, grateful that the cold weather had hardened the ground and meant they weren’t tramping through mud. Though that meant their prey hadn’t left much in the way of footprints, but Val said the scent was pretty strong. They trespassed over the greens at Edgewood’s golf course—were it summertime, there’d be die-hard players teeing off already, getting in a round as day broke. The golf course gave way to untended, overgrown fields, and Cavale had a vague sense of where they were. When they came upon the cast-iron fence of the boneyard, he knew for sure.
Val groaned. “Are you kidding me? Justin and I were here earlier tonight.”
“Did you see anyone?”
“No, we . . . Oh, shit. We didn’t, but Justin smelled something. And one of the graves was disturbed. We thought—no, I thought—it was a fraternity prank. Damn it.” Cavale knew that tone all too well, the distinct sound of someone kicking their own ass.
Because if she’d recognized what she was seeing, it might not have gone to the Clearwaters’, and Chaz wouldn’t have gotten hurt.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s see if it’s gone to ground, or what.”
“Yeah, okay.” Val turned to him, fingers locked together. “It’s a tall fence. You want a boost?”
He took it, pulling himself up and over the top and dropping down lightly on the other side. Val didn’t need to climb. Once he was out of the way, she took a couple steps back, gauged the distance, and leapt. By nature, she was a graceful woman. Seeing her move like this reminded him that there was an inhuman grace to her, too: the perfect arc of her jump, the lines of her body as her feet left the ground, the catlike precision of her landing. Cavale knew he’d hit the ground quietly; Val didn’t make a sound.
“This way.” She headed off along the fence, skulking low along the old, thin stones. Cavale kept up with her. They hadn’t brought much along for weapons—Val had grabbed a utility knife from her bag, stubby and single-edged, the bottom half of the blade serrated. He wondered if she’d robbed an army surplus store at some point. Cavale had a knife of his own, more of a dagger, really, that he’d rubbed with lavender and sage oil before leaving home.
They heard them before they saw them, the thunk, sssss of shoveling, the scrape of metal on wood. Two of them, neck deep in the grave they were digging up. Neither saw Val or Cavale sneaking up, so intent were they on their task. In the scant starlight, Cavale was able to get a decent enough look to put a name to what they were: “Ghouls,” he said, barely even breathing the word, knowing Val’s hearing was better than human. He’d encountered ghouls before, the first when he was barely twelve years old and Father Value had taken him out to Hunt. Cavale had dispatched it on his own, with the old bastard watching. Critiquing. Cavale was never sure whether Father Value would have stepped in if the ghoul got the upper hand. Maybe. Probably.
Val nodded and pointed at the opposite side of the grave. Her meaning was clear—she’d come in from one side, he’d come in from the other, and they’d take them by surprise.
It was textbook, really, and it made perfect sense why. She’d learned from the Brotherhood out west. Cavale’s training came at the hands of Father Value, who’d been Brotherhood since probably well before Val ever drank her first drop of blood. Once Val moved off, he gave her a ten-count.
Then he darted for the grave, dagger at the ready.
She swooped in from the other side, reaching it at the same time. Her strength let her pluck the first ghoul out by his moldering lapels, the thing letting out a wordless shout of surprise.
Cavale wasn’t quite as nimble, but that was all right. He hauled his up by the collar of the dirty sweatshirt it wore, dragging it up over the lip of the grave and sending it flailing along the leaf-covered ground. It got its feet and its brain working in tandem in fairly short order, enough to get itself upright again and wheel on Cavale.
Wait, is this one alive? For a second he was sure of it, until he saw the blue-tinged lips and the way the eyes had glazed over. No, but he was young, maybe even younger than Elly’s ghost had been this afternoon. “I don’t suppose you remember how you got out of the grave?” he asked.
He got about the answer he expected. The ghoul rushed at him, bent low like a linebacker, attempting to take Cavale out by the waist.
Cavale wasn’t much of a football fan. He dodged aside, his hand snaking out with the dagger as the ghoul went past, slicing open its sleeve. It managed not to fall back into the open grave, bringing itself up short and whirling around again to see where Cavale had gone.
Unfortunately for the ghoul, the answer was right behind you. Cavale caught its arm as it brought it up for a swing, his dagger flashing up to stab it in the gut. The smell of burning, rotting meat filled the air, the lavender and sage doing . . . not their intended job, but a job. The ghoul let out a ragged moan and sagged into Cavale. Even clouded, he could see the fright in its eyes.
Then he looked at its arm, the one he still held, and he blinked. That symbol, the same one Elly had drawn from him before she went to Boston, was seared into the ghoul’s forearm. “Shit. Shit!” He let the ghoul fall, dragged it a couple of feet to give himself room, and let it curl itself around its wounded abdomen as he swept the leaves away around it and enclosed it in a crude circle. He carved runes into the ground with his knife, similar to the ones he’d drawn on his kitchen table a few hours ago.
From the other side of the grave, he heard Val at work with her own knife, and the telltale thud and roll of a decapitated ghoul. You could destroy a lot of things by cutting off their heads and burning the bodies. They hadn’t brought lighter fluid with them, but for now, the way Val stood over it and wiped her knife clean, Cavale didn’t think they’d need either.
“Stay there, you little bastard,” he said. With the last runes in place, he realized he’d need a lot more blood than he’d get reopening the cut on his left hand. “Hey, Val?”
She was next to him before the words even finished echoing. “What’s going on here?”
“It’s the same magic. The same person who brought back the ghost Elly sent packing is controlling these guys.” He pointed at her knife. “I hate to ask, but can you provide the blood for this one? It’s kind of a big circle.”
“I don’t think there’s any need.”
“Sure there is. If we’re fast enough, I can trace it back to the source.”
She shook her head and hunkered down beside the ghoul. “He’s not moving, Cavale. Whoever did this, they just cut their losses.”
Sure enough, it lay perfectly still. The sigil had disappeared; that dull intelligence was gone from its eyes. “God damn it.” He reopened the cut anyway, just to see. No magic. No echo. All they had now was a corpse in the center of an inactive circle.
But there was something about it. Something utterly mundane.
“Val, I think I recognize this guy.”
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THE VAMPIRES WENT into a closed-door meeting once they got back to Ivanov’s. Elly hung around for a while, but eventually one of the lackeys came out to tell her she was free to go. She slid off the barstool where she’d spent an hour nursing a soda and pretending to watch TV and got out of there. On one hand, she didn’t like not knowing what was being discussed in Ivanov’s office. On the other, turf disputes didn’t actually concern her. Her job was to protect Ivanov and the Stregoi. How they handled the beef with the Oisín only mattered to her if she needed to stake some of the rival vamps.
Other than that, not her problem.
So she found herself with a free night. She could have gone straight home, back to Crow’s Neck and that dinner Cavale had promised, make an attempt at not being the world’s most ungrateful sister, but a few hours and a bloodsucker pissing contest hadn’t changed her feelings on it. It was early enough, too, that Justin would still be at work. Heading home for a training session led right back to the previous problem: time to kill while Cavale cooked her dinner.
She mulled her options over while she sat in her car waiting for the heat to kick in. Chaz had worked miracles on it, sure, but there was only so much even he could do for a twenty-year-old shitbox. The engine got warm on its own time, which would mean a winter of chattering teeth and blowing into her hands while she waited for the sweet, sweet hot air. It was more than she was used to having, though. She wasn’t about to complain.
Besides, she knew where she was going. Not home, not to Val’s or the bookstore, or anywhere in Edgewood.
Elly drove out of Southie, down the street that ran between Babe Ruth Park and the beach. Kids still roamed about the park, but if any of them were a bunch of mouthy newbie vampires, she had no way to tell. She headed down Morrissey Boulevard, past the UMass Boston campus, past more parks, past those huge painted gas tanks where, if you looked for them, you could see the silhouettes of Barney Rubble and Ho Chi Minh. Then she turned off into Dorchester and wound her way along the streets until she came to the one where she was pretty sure the Creeps had kept Chaz hostage last month.
He hadn’t had much for her to go on: the colors of the houses nearby he’d been able to glimpse through dirty windows, a street number but not its name, the shape of the tumbledown one-car garage in the back. He’d been unconscious when they brought him in, and was forced to lie beneath a blanket (and several Creeps) when they’d taken him back to Edgewood. The best he’d been able to do on the way out was try to count the turns, but even then his memory was unreliable. He remembered the turn before the highway best, the change in the tires’ pitch as they drove over some kind of metal grate.
Chaz hadn’t pressed Elly about the woman he’d met since that awful night, even though he thought the Sister looked enough like Elly to maybe be her mother. But when she’d asked if she could hypnotize him, to try to get him to recall a little more—“to see if we can track the Creeps”—his eyes had widened in momentary surprise. Elly wasn’t the type to ask favors. But he recovered quickly, maybe saw the forget it forming in the way she’d pursed her lips, and said yes before she could withdraw the request.
Elly wasn’t generally a fan of hypnosis. Even if the subject could be put under, what they remembered wasn’t always entirely accurate. It was better than nothing, though, and it turned out Chaz went under easily. He’d retraced the route for her, swaying to whichever side he said the car was turning, telling her what songs were playing on the Creeps’ tinny radio.
He couldn’t tell her how fast they’d been going, or anything the Creeps had said, but she didn’t need it. She’d written the directions down, then reversed them. When Cavale was at work during the day, she’d gone to the library and spent several afternoons with mapping programs open in one window and a cobbled-together YouTube playlist in another.
That was when she’d happened on the picture of the old red drawbridge over the Neponset River, with its metal-grated platform. She’d found her starting point.
It took another week for her to work up the courage to ask Chaz to come for a ride with her. He’d said yes as soon as she stammered out the request. He made some joke about owing her one for not planting any weird post-hypnotic suggestions, but she thought maybe he wanted to find those kids the Creeps had in their service as much as Elly said she wanted to find the nest itself. They’d tried tracking them by a few strands of hair Katya had yanked out of their leader’s head the night of the battle, but the Creep woman must have done something to make herself untraceable. Cavale’s spells had gotten them nowhere.
Chaz went, though, no fuss, and even kept his eyes closed once they got off the highway and went over that bridge. The sound of it made him break out in a cold sweat, but when Elly offered to pull over and call it off, he insisted she keep going. From there, she’d brought them into the heart of Dorchester, to where she’d estimated he’d been held, and they spent the afternoon doing a slow trawl through those neighborhoods. If you plotted their progress on a map, she figured, it would look like one of those mazes that show up in kids’ activity books: dead ends, sharp corners, routes traced and traced again.
But eventually, Chaz had bolted upright from where he’d been slouching farther and farther down in the seat, and said, “There! That one!”
It was a two-story house nestled in among triple-deckers. The paint might have been dark green once, but it had faded over the years. Huge chunks of it peeled away from the siding. The porch sagged, its boards exposed and rotting. The tiny patch of a front lawn was overgrown with brown, dead grass and littered with broken bottles and fast-food wrappers pitched from passing cars. Elly had insisted on going in first, just in case. Not that the Creeps would be awake with the sun up, but if they needed to take on a pack of kids brainwashed into serving the monsters (and they had to be brainwashed, didn’t they? Who would ever join up with the Creeps willingly?), she wanted to get in the first hits. Scare them enough and make them turn tail, maybe.
He’d bristled at the suggestion, but didn’t argue the point. Elly knew how to fight. She was the protector here.
Only there was no one there to protect him from. They’d both felt it, stepping up onto the rickety porch: no one was home. The front door swung open easily. They hadn’t even bothered to lock it when they left. Inside, Chaz took one look at the front room and spent a minute holding on to the door frame. Thin, stained mattresses lay abandoned on the floor. Someone had wiped out most of a ritual circle, but a few symbols remained chalked on the wall like a hastily cleared blackboard. Elly recognized some healing runes and wondered if they’d been drawn by her moth— by Marian, the Sister Chaz had met.
They’d walked through the house, but nothing useful had been left behind. Chaz declined a look in the basement, where the Creeps had slept while he was here. Elly only went down the first few steps before the putrid meat stink of them drove her back up. She saw flies alighting on trash heaps, boarded-up cellar windows, and eye-searing Creepscrawl defacing the concrete walls. But no Creeps.
Chaz was perfectly happy to get the hell out of there when she suggested it. They’d taken a stroll around the block, to see if anything else seemed significant. Of the scant few neighbors they encountered, none of them knew where they’d gone. None of them even really seemed aware anyone had been living there. When Chaz asked if they’d seen a woman who looked like Elly, they struck out there, too. She was relieved. Mostly.
He hadn’t come back with her since; there hadn’t been any need to. Far as Chaz knew—far as anyone knew—she’d gone back only one more time after that, to see if anyone came by at night. No one had.
The truth was she’d been here a few times now—more than a handful, less than a dozen—and the story was always the same. She didn’t expect anything different tonight as she parked on the street a couple houses down and settled in. Late as it was, people were still out. Probably coming home from the bars. It was just about two o’clock, time for last call. Even Ivanov’s kicked you out eventually.
People were bundled up against the cold, making it harder for Elly to get a good look. But no one scurried up that walkway. No one so much as looked at the Creeps’ old hideaway. Certainly not anyone who, when she could get a decent gander, might be the woman from the Brotherhood.
It was for the best, really. What would she even do? Invite the woman to come sit in her car and warm up? What did you say in a situation like that? “Hello, we’ve never met before, but I think you might be my mother. Also, I hear there’s a big nasty Jackal alpha who’s holding your husband hostage. Do you both need rescuing? Is the man they’re keeping my father?”
She sat for an hour with the engine running, fewer and fewer people trickling past. All around, houses went dark until, at three thirty, Elly gave up for the night. She had other things to do and a long drive to get to them. Like all the other times, she drove away with a mix of disappointment and relief.
*   *   *
STOPPING FOR COFFEE and gas on the way home meant she must have just missed Cavale. He’d left a note tacked to the fridge for her:
Gone to Val’s. Something up at the Clearwaters. Everything okay, will fill you in when I get back. Casserole on the middle shelf if you’re hungry.
—C.
She opened the door to peer at it, and couldn’t help the grin at the sticky note on the tinfoil:
Look! It’s not poison!
She’d grabbed a crappy breakfast sandwich with her coffee, the kind with limp, stringy bacon that probably didn’t even come from a real pig, and topped with cheese that got gross fast if you let it cool down. The guilt she’d felt wolfing it down in the parking lot and getting rid of the incriminating wrapper dissipated—if she was going to sample Cavale’s cooking, he ought to be home for it.
Of course, now she was keyed up with nothing to do. Her options here were bed and TV, neither of which appealed. She’d been denied a good brawl earlier, spent a couple hours holding down a barstool, and another couple doing fuck-all in her car. She needed to move.
Twenty minutes later, she pulled up in front of Val’s. Chaz’ Mustang was still there—he was probably waiting for Val and Cavale to get back to hear about what they found. When Elly’d called, Justin had answered on the first ring, sounding freaked-out and worried. He gave her the rundown of what had happened, and when she offered to come over to spar in Val’s basement, he answered as eagerly as if she’d offered to come over and bone him.
Which she hadn’t. Wouldn’t.
He was a vampire, for Christ’s sake, and one with vestiges of a Creep spell camped out in his head. That was just all kinds of no.
Justin met her at the door, ushering her inside. Chaz was sprawled out on the couch, his head resting on an ice pack, his face one big bruise on the left. He looked up from the Star Trek rerun he’d been staring at and gave her a wave. “Hey, Elly, how’s tricks?”
“Fine,” she said. “Do you want me to, uh . . . ?” She gestured at his face. From the way he winced as he sat up, she guessed his ribs had taken another knocking around, too. “I don’t have my kit with me, but I can figure something out.”
“Nah.” He picked up a glass from the coffee table and swirled the finger of whiskey inside. “I’m self-medicating.”
“But if that’s a concussion, you shouldn’t . . .” She trailed off when Justin plucked at her arm.
“He’s had a long night,” he murmured. “Probably best to leave it be.”
Chaz watched the exchange, the corner of his mouth quirked into a grin even though Elly was pretty sure he couldn’t hear what Justin said. “You kids go on and do your thing. I’m fine, I swear.”
She let Justin lead her downstairs. Val’s basement was half-finished, not the dreary, musty place Cavale’s was but a sealed concrete floor and walls, a laundry nook, and several pieces of discount-store furniture laid out on some clearance-sale throw rugs. It wasn’t a very lived-in space; the few times Elly had hung out here, they’d mostly stayed upstairs. There was enough room, with minimal rearranging, for her and Justin to be able to go over some moves.
He applied the same kind of intensity to Elly’s fighting lessons as she’d seen him display with his academics. Whatever she showed him, the next time they met it was always obvious he’d practiced in between. He didn’t get embarrassed; he didn’t get frustrated if she stopped and made him start from the beginning. It had been pretty clear to her he hadn’t been in anything more serious than a kindergarten slap fight before he’d met her and Cavale, though he’d taken a fencing class as an elective one semester.
They squared off now, Justin with his hands in a guard position, Elly on the offensive. “Tell me what you saw tonight, how he was standing, what you did.”
“Uh. Its back was to me when I came in. I tore it off Chaz and knocked it down. Then I took the poker away from it and swung and caved its skull in. Then it ran.”
As he spoke, Elly darted in, jabbing and feinting. He blocked well, not letting her get through. He turned with her when she tried getting around, danced out of her way when she went for a completely illegal kick. The first time she’d done that, the night of their first lesson, he’d complained that those weren’t fair. She asked if he thought the Creeps gave a shit about fair.
Considering they were the reason his heart no longer beat, he had to concede the point.
“And it didn’t react?”
“Nope. It didn’t react before that, either, when a couple of its fingers came with the poker.”
She got in close, went for a gut punch. It landed solidly, the air whooshing out of him, but he didn’t double over with its loss. Instead he sucked a breath back in, refilling his lungs so he could talk. He didn’t need to breathe the way she did. “Huh,” she said, and backed off a few steps.
“Is that ‘huh’ about the finger thing, or the punch just now?”
Busted.
It was hard to resist a bit of poking and prodding at Justin. She and Cavale had grown up fighting Creeps, and knew a lot about other creatures in theory, but to have one up close and punchable? She couldn’t pass up the opportunity to do some science now and then. Not the kind that’d hurt Justin—she’d never ask to scrape him with different metals and woods to see how the vampire and Creep in him reacted—but tiny things, things that would be good to know while she was working for Ivanov. “Both? I mean, with the finger thing, it sounds like it’s a ghoul. They don’t feel pain anymore. They don’t feel much of anything. The other, uh. Did it hurt?”
Those tawny eyes stared at her reproachfully from beneath his block. He’d also learned early on not to let his guard down when there was a lesson going on. Elly wasn’t above a sucker punch to keep him on his toes. “It was more of a surprise than anything. It felt . . . weird. Sort of like I’d deflated? But it didn’t hurt, no.” His brow furrowed. “That doesn’t mean I’m like a ghoul, right? I’d notice if I lost a finger?”
“Do you want to test it out?” She was only half joking; she honestly didn’t know the answer to that one. He definitely could feel pain; she’d knocked him on his ass enough times to know that. But his pain threshold was different now than when he’d been living, he’d said.
“Uh. No? It probably wouldn’t grow back.” He paused. “Would it?”
“When you’re this new, I doubt it. I’ve heard some older vamps can survive just about anything as long as their heads stay on, though. Figure, if you can turn into a bat, you can probably regrow a limb.”
“Oh. Right.” He shuddered.
Elly was glad they were having this conversation while training. Her blush could be explained away as exertion rather than embarrassment. Too morbid? Does it freak him out that I know these things? That would be silly; he’d asked her to train him. Not Val, his maker, but Elly. Which meant it was her job to know about vampiric abilities.
He was the student; she was the teacher. Why should she care what he thought of her?
Besides, now that he’s a vampire, he’s as much of a freak as I am.
But he never treated her like a freak. No one did, here in Edgewood—they all had this strange after-hours existence in common. Hell, now that Justin was a bloodsucker, the humans were outnumbered.
Aside from Cavale, though, everyone wore kid gloves around her, no matter how much they tried to hide it. Truthfully, Cavale wore them, too. She’d seen the wariness in his eyes as she was leaving the house. Val and Sunny and Lia, they talked to her about safe things, they walked carefully. The succubi were good enough that Elly could almost, almost miss it. Chaz was the straightest shooter, but even he backed off when he sensed her getting prickly.
Justin talked to her like she was normal. How she imagined him talking to girls in his class, or at Night Owls, or anywhere that didn’t involve monsters and the hunting thereof. She liked it, even when she didn’t know how to react, or how to answer his questions in a way that didn’t destroy that fleeting illusion that she could get by in his world.
Like now, when he asked, “So what did you do tonight, before you came here?”
I exorcised a ghost that didn’t want to go quietly. I hung out with succubi and they fed me cookies. I watched the second-most powerful of the Stregoi threaten three new vampires just because they want to exist in her city. I sat outside the house the Creeps abandoned in case my mother might walk by. They all were true, and if she told him he’d listen. He’d even care. And he’d ask follow-ups that told her he was actually interested and not only asking because it was polite.
For a moment she thought about stopping the lesson. They could flop down on the couches and talk, like she and Cavale used to do, and maybe some of his questions would help her figure things out. The part where Justin wasn’t Cavale was even better—he didn’t have years of old baggage stored up, or memories they’d have to steer far clear of. The words were there, ready to tumble off her tongue, if only she’d let them.
But those things she wanted to talk about were weird, and she was weird, and she didn’t want to witness the moment where that realization crept into his amber eyes.
“Nothing much,” she said instead. “It was a slow night.”
*   *   *
THEY SPARRED UNTIL nearly six thirty. There were no windows down here, but Elly could tell sunrise was getting close by the way Justin’s reactions slowed. Above them, the floorboards creaked as Chaz started pacing. Val and Cavale weren’t back from checking out the Clearwater house yet.
“Let’s go keep him company,” said Elly. “At least until you have to go to bed.”
Justin seemed relieved to be done with the drops and rolls she’d had him doing for fifteen minutes straight. He stood and knuckled his back. “Do you think they’re okay? They were only going to take a look around.”
“They’ll be fine. They’re professionals.” Still, when they got upstairs she went and got her phone out of her coat pocket. Chaz had his in his hand, his thumb hovering over the call button. He looked at them sheepishly as they joined him in the living room.
“She’ll dig herself into the ground if she needs to. Or hide in Cavale’s trunk.” He didn’t sound like he quite believed it.
“Did you try calling?”
“Not yet. I figure if they’re trying to be sneaky . . .”
“They’re back,” said Justin, a yawn cracking his jaw. A few seconds later, they heard Cavale’s car pull in and the engine cut off. The twin thunks of the car’s doors closing were followed by Val and Cavale’s entrance.
At a glance, both of them were unhurt. Val glowed with the exhilaration of a successful hunt. Cavale looked thoughtful, but that was his typical state of being. “Sorry,” said Val. “We found the trail and followed it. Ran into a bit of a . . . thing.”
Chaz eyed them. Dirt caked their shoes, streaked their knees and elbows. Val had leaves in her hair. “You guys are filthy. What were you doing?”
They exchanged a glance. “Hiding a body,” said Val.
“Hiding two bodies,” Cavale corrected.
“Right. Two bodies.”
Chaz’ eyes narrowed, as though he were jealous that the two were apparently disposing of corpses without him. Elly was right there with him—not that either of them (she didn’t think) were actually upset about the body-dumping part, but Val and Cavale had gone off and had an adventure together. And were practically giggling about it.
Then Chaz shook it off, pragmatism kicking in. “What happens if they get found? If the cops come banging down the door, I’m not going to be able to stop them. If it’s daylight, you’re going to wake up in a body bag. In a drawer. In the morgue.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Val said. At Chaz’ scowl, she sobered and came forward to examine his face, tracking dirt behind her. “Seriously, it’ll be fine. Trail’s covered, earth’s tamped down, and if it does get noticed, Cavale made sure it doesn’t point to us.”
“Misdirection spells,” said Cavale. He gave Elly a nod and a wink. They’d learned how to make those early, for when Child Services people came sniffing around, or truant officers, or anyone else in authority who posed a threat to their family.
Chaz waved Val off. “All right, fine. Then would you two fucking giggle twins like to tell us why you hid two bodies? And maybe whose they were?”
“Well, Val beheaded the ghoul that attacked you,” said Cavale, “so there’s that. The other one—whoever raised them in the first place severed the tie when I started trying to follow the magic. Dropped dead in the middle of my circle. Dropped dead again, I guess.” He looked at Elly. “That one had the same sigil on his arm as your ghost did.”
“Holy shit,” she said. “We got a necromancer?”
“We might.”
Elly couldn’t help the tiny thrill that went through her at the prospect. It was new and interesting; she’d never met a necromancer.
“Whoa, hold up.” Chaz ticked off points on his fingers. “So we’ve got a person who can raise the dead. And control them. And is sending them on errands around Edgewood. Oh, and they’re not shambling stupid ghouls, they’re apparently at least semiliterate and like a bit of fisticuffs. Have I got that right so far?”
Elly and Cavale nodded.
Justin, who looked even more incredulous than Chaz did, if it were possible, added, “Plus, this . . . necromancer . . . knew where to send their ghouls to get more information. Does that mean whoever it is knew the Clearwaters?”
“It’s possible,” said Cavale. “Or they knew he was former Brotherhood. Or there’s no connection at all, and divination led them there.”
“What, like throwing tarot cards?” asked Chaz.
He was still in the living room doorway, a few feet away from her, but Elly saw Cavale stiffen at that. Chaz had taken shots at Cavale’s day job before and it never bothered him. This is something else, then. But no way in hell would Cavale reveal it here, if Chaz was being a shit.
“Sun’s coming up soon,” Val said quietly. “Justin and I had better get up to bed.”
“What if this jackhole sends new ghouls back to the Clearwaters’? I’m not exactly going to be able to hold them off.” Chaz touched his bruised face to illustrate the point.
“You won’t have to,” said Cavale. “I’m going back there now to set some wards. Should keep them repelled while we figure out who we’re dealing with. Elly, you want to come with?”
No. No, she didn’t want to go back to that murder house again, where Justin said you could still feel death on the air. Where Henry’s wards hadn’t staved off the Creeps for all that long at all. Where the Clearwaters had died because she brought monsters to their door.
“Yeah,” she said. “Let me get my keys.”
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SUNNY SOUNDED SURPRISED to hear from Chaz so early in the morning. He’d waited until nine o’clock, when he was fairly sure she and Lia would both be awake and moving around. Chaz himself was normally quite thoroughly faceplanted at that hour, and nearly as dead to the world as Val. Except he could leave his curtains open without fear of burning to a crisp. So when he asked if they had some free time today, and if he could stop by, she said yes, of course. Concern filled her voice, palpable even over the phone, but she didn’t ask what was going on.
Sunny and Lia lived on the other side of campus from the bookstore, in a house that had been two thousand square feet of Victorian fixer-upper when they bought it. At the time, the acreage of their ridiculously huge backyard probably accounted for most of the listing price. The house itself had been nothing to write home about. Rather, it was the sort of thing you left out of letters home, it was so sad. But the couple had spent all their free time those first few years painting and scraping, tearing down walls and putting new ones up, spackling this and wiring that. For some of their bigger projects, they’d roped Chaz, Val, and Cavale into helping, but truly every beautiful piece of the house was Sunny’s and Lia’s handiwork.
Ever the good houseguest, Chaz showed up with coffee and pastries from Hill O’Beans, the bakery a few doors down from Night Owls. Sunny met him at the door, smiling, but her liquid brown eyes were cautious. She was short and plain and a little bit plump, with thick black hair falling to her chin. Of the two, Sunny was the more no-nonsense. Her day job as a counselor meant she was damn good at getting to the heart of a matter. With clients, Chaz suspected she led them gently but firmly to their conclusions. With friends, Sunny was more blunt, but never unkindly so. Even standing on the doorstep, breakfast offerings in hand, Chaz felt her sizing him up.
Before Chaz met them, he’d always figured succubi would look like porn stars and dress about the same. If they wanted to, they could. But this was the face and form Lia loved best, so it was the one Sunny wore most often. She wore a grey tailored suit with a robin’s-egg blue blouse beneath it, and her low, stacked-heel boots gave her an extra inch of height.
“Holy shit,” she said, finally getting a gander at his face. “What happened to you?”
“Long story. Well, no. Not really. A ghoul showed up at the Clearwater house last night and tossed me around the downstairs library until Justin got rid of it.” He was stiff and sore in places he didn’t even think got abused, but he tried not to show it as he held up the coffee. “Can we do this with more caffeine, maybe?”
“Oh! Of course. Come on in.” She backed up into the entryway, making room for him to pass. “Lia’s in the kitchen.”
They had to pass through the living room to get there, and Chaz still winced when he saw the boarded-up sliding glass doors that led to the backyard. Every pane had been broken the night the Jackals came, trying to get Justin and the spell that had lodged itself in his head. Chaz hadn’t been here—before he’d even turned off Val’s street, the leader of the Jackals had come for him. While her group attacked on this side of town, she’d been busy carting Chaz’ unconscious ass up to Boston in case the other team failed.
Which it had.
They’d made a stand here—Sunny and Lia, Elly and Cavale, Val—cutting a swath through the Jackals as they poured into the house. And Justin . . . he’d been the one to drive them away completely. Justin uttered a command in their language that sent them running with their tails between their legs. He’d still been human then. Mostly.
The battle had left the living room a shambles. Chaz had seen it a few days afterward—broken glass, ruined furniture, the greasy smears of ash left when you staked a Jackal with silver. Blood, too, rust brown from the injuries Elly and Cavale had taken, but most of it black from whatever ran in the Jackals’ veins. They’d replaced the carpet first thing—Lia had a tendency to shuck her shoes the second she came in the house. The furniture they were repairing or replacing piecemeal.
“We’ve gotta get that door fixed for you,” Chaz said, noticing the towels stuffed at the bottom to keep out drafts. “November’s coming.”
“You’re not here to play handyman today.” Sunny gave him a push into the kitchen. “Besides. We have someone coming next week.”
The kitchen hadn’t escaped unscathed from the carnage, either, but the damage was less in here. The dead Jackal-grease came up off the ceramic tile floor with a good steam mop, and they’d left only a few claw marks on the cabinets.
Lia sat at the breakfast bar, her blond head bent over the Edgewood Gazette. It was a testament to the recent cold snap (and probably the draft from that door) that she’d succumbed to wearing her bunny slippers.
“Look what the cat dragged in,” she said. She slipped off her stool to come kiss him on the cheek, which was really a ruse to get to the Hill O’Beans bag. “Tell me you brought me a Boston cream.”
“Of course I did. And the muffin of the day for Sunny. Apple-pistachio.”
Sunny let out a squeal you wouldn’t expect from a woman in a business suit, but she maintained her dignity long enough to set out plates and napkins. Sunny ate the bottom half of the muffin first, saving the sugared top for last. Lia didn’t even bother with her plate, devouring the donut like it was the last one ever and the other two might attack her for it. Chaz picked at his bear claw even though his appetite was fairly shit.
“All right,” said Lia, licking the last of the custard from her fingers, “spill.”
He’d been rehearsing speeches ever since he’d left Val’s house just after sunrise, variations on Oh, I’m looking to pick up a new hobby and My doctor says I should get more exercise, but what came out of his mouth was, “I feel fucking useless.”
Obnoxious, how being in the presence of a pair of succubi could make you cut right to the chase.
“Look, before either of you start in on how Val picked me for a reason, and how much she appreciates what I do for her, I know, okay? She and I have had that conversation a few times now.”
Sunny closed her mouth, biting off whatever comment she’d been about to make. Lia remained poker faced.
Chaz slurped his coffee. He contemplated asking for a slug of whiskey for it—it’s five o’clock somewhere—but refrained. It was more to shut up his own shame than any worry that they were judging him. That wasn’t their MO. “I get all that happy wishy-washy We love you for you shit. But none of that helps me when some big nasty is slavering all over me and none of you are in arm’s reach. Which, since it’s happened at least twice now? Kind of a concern of mine.”
The women exchanged a look, the kind that can substitute for a whole conversation when it’s between two people who know each other inside and out.
Lia turned to him, her full lips bowing down. A dab of chocolate clung to the corner of her mouth. “What are you asking from us?”
“I’ve seen you two fight,” he said. “I know you can’t teach me the part where you get all seven feet tall and scary looking, but some basic self-defense would be nice. Or tactics of some sort. How to kill some paranormal motherfuckers.”
“Why not ask Elly?” They knew better than to suggest Cavale to him as a teacher.
“Because she’s got her hands full with Justin. And that job for Ivanov. Poor kid needs a break.”
Neither spoke. Lia’s eyes bored into him. The moment dragged on.
Chaz sighed. “And I don’t want them to see me more vulnerable than I already am. It’s bad enough they’ve watched me get my ass kicked. Do they really need to see me fight and think Oh, no wonder why?”
“And Val?” asked Sunny. “Out of everyone, she’d be my first choice.”
“I’ve asked her before, a few times. She shuts that shit down stupid fast.” She’d lost her last Renfield out in Sacramento, hunting Jackals. It was a touchy subject.
“So what makes you think she’d be all right with us teaching you, if she doesn’t want to teach you herself?”
That made him boil over. All the goddamned coddling, it was bad enough from Val, but for Sunny and Lia to defer to her, too? Fuck that. “She’s my master, not my mother. I know she thinks she’s got all kinds of wisdom on me because she’s in her seventies and all, and you two are in your . . .” He peered at them. At a guess, he’d say midthirties, but no way in hell was that right. “How old are you, anyway?”
“That’s not a question you ask a lady,” Lia said, prim as an Elizabethan spinster. Her lips quirked, giving away her amusement, but she didn’t offer him an answer.
“Right, sorry. My point is, I don’t care about wisdom coming with age. I need to know how to fight because if I did, maybe I could’ve avoided this shit.” He pointed at his black eye and the bruise that flowed down his cheek, along his jaw. “Don’t make me sign up for classes at the community center. I’m sure everyone there is smart and competent. None of them are you.” He thought about that night at Night Owls. The way they’d danced and spun and made it all look so easy. He wasn’t dumb enough to think he’d ever be that good, but his ribs wanted a fucking break.
“Give us a minute?” Sunny plucked at Lia’s sleeve. They retreated into the living room. Chaz tried his best to eavesdrop, but all that came back was the gentle murmurs of their voices, no actual words he could make out. Probably doing it on purpose. He felt like there ought to have been some other sound blocking them out—radio static, maybe, or waves lapping at a beach.
They came back in like the world’s smallest jury. Neither met his eyes until they sat. Sunny acted the part of the foreman, only instead of reading from a brief, she stared at her coffee cup. “We’ll do it. We’ll teach you. But you need to understand why Val feels the way she does about keeping you out of the fray when she can.”
“If you don’t want to hear us out on that,” Lia said, “I can hook you up with someone in the athletics department at Edgewood. Someone who isn’t me.” She was a phys ed teacher there, and the women’s track coach.
For a moment, Chaz toyed with asking her for lessons in how to run the fuck away, if nothing else, but he thought better of it, and went with a nod. “Fine. I’m all ears.”
“It’s going to take more than listening.” One minute it was Lia sitting there—pretty blond Lia, with her angular face and pouty mouth—and the next it was Val, red hair spilling over her shoulders, her face softer, more oval, a smattering of freckles across her cheeks. Val, there in that bright kitchen, the sun setting gold highlights in her hair aflame. It was still Lia, inside, but the illusion was otherwise so perfect it hurt. “I’m sorry,” she said, thankfully in her own voice rather than Val’s. “This makes it easier to show you.”
Sunny reached for his hand before he could pull away. “You need to know what she felt that night.” She waited for his nod of consent before placing her free hand over Lia’s.
The kitchen dissolved around them. Day darkened into night. The smell of fresh coffee faded away and became the stench of blood and ichor and the smell of the Jackals: pencil shavings, wet dog, rotting meat. Light came back slowly, revealing the ruined living room. Shadows moved within, the impressions of all the others. He couldn’t see their faces, but he could feel them there: Elly, determined, exhilarated, in triage mode as she attended to Justin; Justin, confused and frightened and wanting to climb out of his own skin; Cavale, calm and methodical. Sunny and Lia were present, but their feelings were inscrutable. Whether it was because they were in their warrior forms or because they chose to block themselves out now, he didn’t know.
The beacon here was Val. She was the only solid shade among them, clear as though he’d been standing there with them. Her mouth was covered with black Jackal blood, her hands gnarled and twisted into claws. She held a stake loosely in one of them, but most of the gore was caked beneath those talonlike nails. Her emotions pitched and yawed like a plane out of control, and Chaz felt every bit of it because the succubi had, and were relaying it to him. Through him. One second Val’s bloodlust sang in her; the next she was ashamed of it. She felt the thrill of the fight, that adrenaline rush as everything comes down, and hated herself for liking it.
In the kitchen, in reality, Sunny’s hand was still warm on Chaz’ wrist, even though he couldn’t see her. He couldn’t even see himself, but thinking about that would lead to freaking the fuck out, so he didn’t. In the vision, Val shone. Every line of her face was limned with worry, even as she upheld her end of the conversation.
Then her cell phone rang.
Chaz? Where the hell are you? He heard it twice over, as Lia donned Val’s voice and said the words with her. The relief that had coursed through her as she answered the phone turned to cold dread. Chaz felt it in the pit of his own stomach. Thank you, Mrs. Hagerty, I’ll come move it, she said. This was the call from her neighbor, the one who found Chaz’ car running without him inside.
Anger as she hung up, boiling quickly into fury.
What is it? The ghost of Lia’s voice, muffled as if she were talking through a thick quilt.
He never even left my street. Katya took him.
Val had been wrong about that, but it was a logical enough guess at the time—Katya and Ivanov had been there when Cavale called to say the Jackals were coming. What better time for the woman who’d taken him once before to try stealing him away from Val again?
The other shadows in the room got moving—Elly and Cavale springing up to flank her, offering themselves up for the rescue mission. Justin tried to stand, but Sunny wouldn’t let him leave the couch. Lia strode over to Val, a hand out to offer comfort, but Val shook it off. Lia’s shadow snatched her hand back as if she’d touched a hot pan.
Chaz could understand why. It wasn’t only rage driving Val, as her suspicion settled in. It was guilt and sorrow, too, and threaded through all of it, fear. Chaz didn’t know how Val was even still upright—sitting here, safe in Sunny and Lia’s kitchen, feeling only the echoes of what she went through (and, powerful and real as the succubi’s abilities made it feel, he knew it wasn’t the whole fucking gamut of what Val went through), he wanted to crawl under the table and hide.
Sunny let him go. The vision faded. When Chaz’ sight came back to him, the world settling back into its rightful place, he was relieved to see that Lia had reverted to her usual self.
He didn’t think he could handle Val—even a fake Val—looking back at him right now.
“She’s afraid for me.”
“She’s terrified for you,” said Lia. “It was an awful thing to feel.” Sunny scooted her chair over so she could put an arm around her partner. Chaz realized Lia was shaking.
He felt bad that she had to experience it not once, but twice, but it only served to prove his point. “If I can fight, she won’t have to be that scared anymore. I’d be harder to catch, harder to hurt.”
“And you’d be right out on whatever passes for the front lines. So you’d be a million times easier to kill than if you weren’t in the fight at all.”
“I wasn’t in the fight that happened here, was I? And this?” He pointed at his cheek. “Last night? I was cataloging books. It’s not like I went to the local monster bar and told some vampire its mother was a remora. She can’t protect me from everything. I’m sorry, but she can’t. And that’s a conversation Val and I need to have. But in the meantime, I need this. Please?”
“We said we would,” said Sunny. “Just . . . we want to make sure you know she’s not doing it because she thinks you’re incapable. She’s protecting herself as much as she’s protecting you.” Sunny let out a sigh and twisted a lock of Lia’s hair around her finger. “I can’t say I blame her.”
They gave each other one of those looks that had Chaz thinking they might want a few minutes’ privacy, but Lia settled for catching Sunny’s hand and brushing her lips across her knuckles. “All right,” she said, thumping the table a tad too heartily. “Come help me move furniture in the living room. Sunny’s patient isn’t due for a couple hours. I figure I can teach you some throws to start.”
*   *   *
IT WAS WHEN he was lying on his back an hour later, staring up at the ceiling and pretending he wasn’t utterly fucking winded, that he saw the new wards. Usually, he never even noticed them in Sunny and Lia’s house—Val had explained that they were demonic in origin, so most of them weren’t even visible to human eyes. In some places, they’d added more mundane ones, if there even was such a thing. Cavale had come by and added more when he first met them, to keep them off monster hunters’ radar.
Others, they’d worked into the decor—the pretty pattern on that vase? Actually a protection spell. The swirling design on the border Lia had painted in the bathroom? A big ol’ nothing to see here. He suspected there were others, things he had no idea to even look for, but this one was definitely there and hadn’t been before.
They’d repainted the ceiling after the attack, using some kind of paint effects to make it look all stuccoed. They weren’t so obvious as to write the whole thing large with the paint brush or scraper or whatever-the-fuck tool you used to do fancy shit to your ceiling, but in between the lines, in those vinyl-record-looking grooves, he saw the characters.
He couldn’t read them, of course. Chaz could dredge high school French up from memory if he had to, and knew the good swears in a couple other languages (he always ordered new titles in the Go **** Yourself series for the store—how could he resist guide books that taught you how to mouth off in foreign countries?). But these, he was pretty sure, were written in a tongue that had been dead for millennia, if they’d ever made an appearance on this plane at all.
“What do those ones do?” he asked as Lia loomed above him, offering a hand up.
“Those are my boobs, Chaz. I think you know the answer to that one.”
“No, I . . . Damn it.” He’d be lying if he said he hadn’t ever taken a gander at the girls, but he liked to think he was more subtle about it than that.
She snickered and hauled him to his feet. “What does what do?”
“The stuff on the ceiling. I don’t remember those from before.”
“Because you spend so much time looking up there.” Something about the way she folded her arms and hunched her shoulders in gave him pause. The woman who’d spent the last sixty minutes tossing him around like a rag doll was suddenly defensive.
“Look, uh, if it’s a Thing, no big deal. Pretend I never asked.”
“No, it’s fine. It’s . . .”
“Just a few extra protection wards,” said Sunny. She delivered the line smoothly enough that Chaz almost bought it, except for the way her eyes flicked to Lia.
Which meant Chaz couldn’t leave it alone. “Is something threatening you guys? Someone?”
“No.” For a tiny woman, Sunny could sound stern as a drill sergeant with one syllable. She softened immediately, though, as if she’d bruised Chaz’ ego. “We figured, with all that went down here last month, people might come sniffing around. Been there, done that, you know?”
He did. They’d met Cavale through the succubi, when some asshole came into Edgewood looking for demon trophies to stick on his mantelpiece. The dude hadn’t been a capital-H Hunter like Val used to be, but there were people out there who styled themselves as modern-day Van Helsings and went looking for trouble. That guy could have ruined the life Sunny and Lia had built so carefully. With Jackals causing a ruckus—and brawling with vampires on Edgewood’s main street—it made sense for the ladies to be extra cautious. Far as any of them knew, that fight hadn’t had any witnesses. But you never could be too careful.
“Yeah, sure,” he said. “Makes sense.” He dropped it for the time being, but something tweaked at the back of his mind. It was the way Sunny’d hesitated when she said “people,” as though whoever might come looking didn’t actually deserve the term. He tucked it away to ask Val about later, and got ready for another one of Lia’s throws.
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EVEN THOUGH HE’D been awake for nearly a day, Cavale found himself too keyed up to sleep. After they’d ghoul-proofed the Clearwater house, he and Elly had headed home. He’d told her about his strange results with her ghost’s ectoplasm, and they’d compared and rehashed notes for a while before the last of Elly’s caffeine kick wore off. When she couldn’t hold the yawns in any longer, he’d sent her off to bed and got back to researching.
He’d built up a modest library since striking off on his own. With Father Value, books were precious, fleeting possessions. They were bulky and heavy, hard to carry too many with you if you had to pack up and go in a hurry. When a new one fell into his lap, he’d pore over it and mark the places he wanted Elly and Cavale to pay close attention to. They memorized entries in arcane encyclopedias the way kids at Sunday school learned Bible verses. Except, for Father Value’s children, every day was Sunday. Once they could parrot passages back to his satisfaction, the book would soon disappear. Cavale wondered where they’d gone, sometimes; he’d found none of them at the Clearwaters’, though Henry often had similar editions. In all likelihood Value had sold them off to collectors. Cavale didn’t have the eye for rare books that Val and Chaz did, but he was fairly certain at least a few of them would have brought in some decent coin.
Much as he hated looking back on those years or that man with anything but contempt, Cavale had to admit that Father Value had never let himself and Elly go cold or hungry if he could help it. Selling those books probably put food in their mouths.
The bookshelf in the corner of Cavale’s living room held more books than he’d once thought it possible to own. He’d found the shelves abandoned a couple blocks over, left behind by a family who couldn’t afford to stay even in this broken-down neighborhood, and spent the better part of an afternoon pushing it carefully end over end back to his house. The dings and scratches it had incurred along the way were covered up with wood putty and a coat of paint. The moment the piece was in its final spot, when he’d finally placed his then-meager armload of books on the middle shelf, it was as though a floodgate had opened. He had shelves. He could fill them. He could get more shelves when he filled the first.
His collection was decent now—certainly nothing near as broad as the Clearwaters’, nor even on the level of Night Owls’ rare books room—but it was his. He drank most of a pot of coffee leafing through books of sigils and symbolism, rune dictionaries and the published memoirs of (legitimate) mediums and psychics. He had no patience for charlatans.
The sun was streaming through the windows by the time he found it. It was a last-resort book, one of the few purchases he’d made on a whim. He’d been drawn in by the scuffed leather cover, maybe, or the way its weight felt good in his hand. Or he’d found something useful on a casual flip-through and since forgotten what exactly that was. Perhaps he’d liked the title: The Book of Forgotten Names. Or it could have been the occasional illustrations, pen-and-ink sketches that gave faces to the unknown. He’d bought it and brought it home, and there it had sat, unused, unread, ever since.
Cavale almost didn’t see it. He was drowsing more and more, his eyes finally slipping closed after a day without sleep. In fact, his hand kept turning pages while his brain caught up and suggested that maybe, if he took another look, he hadn’t dreamed what he’d seen.
He snapped awake and paged back, scanning frantically as if the ink might twist itself into another shape if he didn’t find it fast enough.
There.
The dagger Elly had drawn for him, the one he’d seen raised on the flesh of the younger, more recently dead ghoul, drawn alongside an entry midway down the page. Udrai, it read. In service to Ereshkigal.
That one, he knew. She was the Mesopotamian goddess of the underworld, a counterpart to—or perhaps the inspiration for—Persephone in the Greek pantheon. Both represented the change of seasons; both had come to their positions by being dragged away from their lives in the world above. Though for Ereshkigal, that was only one version of the story, an older one. Many others had the goddess as the sole ruler for a long time, until she was forced to share the throne with a god of war and plague and took him, eventually, as her husband.
Elly had always chafed at that story, at the goddess being forced to share her power.
He couldn’t remember a servant or a godling by the name of Udrai, though, which was only fair if he was reading it in a book of forgotten names.
More research, then, but here was where his collection tapped out. It might be worth another trip to the Clearwaters’, but he didn’t want to go alone. The wards they’d set this morning would work just fine, but that didn’t mean he was going to tweak fate’s nose and tell it to test them out while no one was there to watch his back. Night Owls was out for now, too, at least until the sun set. Chaz would let him into the back if he asked, but Cavale was way too damned tired to deal with Mr. Sarcasm.
That left one other place, if he wanted information right away. He’d have to go in to work today, after all.
*   *   *
HE CATNAPPED FIRST, half an hour on the couch to recharge, followed by a travel mug of the highest-octane coffee he could brew. It was one step down from chewing the grounds, but it did the job. Over the years, his body had acclimated to his inconsistent sleep schedule. Val called it being in your twenties, and warned him he’d probably pay for it in a decade or two, every part of his body going fuck this all at once, but for now, Cavale was able to function on a few hours’ sleep when he needed to and make up for it in long bouts later.
They weren’t terribly surprised to see him when he strolled into the occult shop. With Halloween encroaching, there was plenty of business to be had. Gage, the manager, kept several card readers on the schedule, adding extra shifts in October as the season of spooks and spirits drew extra customers in. Although it was technically Cavale’s day off, he wouldn’t be turned away if he commandeered one of the privacy booths and slapped his nameplate up on the magnetic strip. Reducing the wait time for walk-ins was good business.
And oh, were there plenty of walk-ins. Hecate’s Cabinet was nestled in between a florist and a consignment shop on a busy stretch of mom-and-pop stores in Granville, on the other side of Edgewood from Crow’s Neck. Three local routes converged in the middle of town, and Granville’s public planners had taken good advantage of the fact. Not only did travelers passing through get an eyeful of all the cheery storefronts as they drove along at a stately twenty-five miles per hour; they saw ample free parking and wide sidewalks. Stretch your legs, the message went, grab a bite, take a stroll.
Spend your money here.
It worked on locals, too, not just out-of-towners. Most of Cavale’s frequent clients were from Granville itself, or Edgewood, or other surrounding towns. He saw some familiar faces browsing the shelves, hefting healing crystals, sniffing incense sticks, reading the labels on different aromatherapy oils.
Gage was at the front, appointment book open before him. He was in his early fifties, his hair gone a salt-and-pepper that he refused to dye back to black. It was the only place his age actually showed, though. His medium brown skin had no wrinkles, not even crow’s-feet at the corners of his eyes. He glanced up as Cavale approached, a smile lighting his face. “Cavale! Clocking in some extra hours today?”
“If you don’t mind,” he said. He couldn’t help but feel a little weak-kneed around Gage. Twice his age or no, the man was easy on the eyes.
“Sure thing. I’ll send someone back to you in a few.” He slid a second logbook out from beneath the register and passed it over. When the card readers were scheduled, they received hourly pay in addition to a percentage of the reading price and tips. If you came in unscheduled, Gage considered it as freelance work—the house took a cut for providing you with reading space and customers, but it stayed off the books. Or went on them in a different way. Cavale had never asked about the accounting.
He signed in, took his name card, and headed to the back of the store. On his way, he paused in the book section and grabbed a few volumes that touched upon Mesopotamian mythology. Research between readings.
Before it was Hecate’s Cabinet, the space had been a clothing store. The old dressing rooms were the perfect size to be turned into reading booths. Take out the hooks and corner benches, add some soundproof padding, a few coats of paint, a bistro table and chairs, and voilà—a space intimate enough to read tea leaves or tarot cards without feeling cramped.
Once he was settled in, there wasn’t much time for research. Gage sent a steady stream of clients back to him, leaving only five or ten minutes between readings to flip through the books. By two o’clock, he realized he needed to get home, get some sleep, and plan to stay in that night to study uninterrupted. Gage had worked a break in for him, and he was ready to head up front and say he was done for the day when a woman tapped at the door and stuck her head inside.
“Cavale? Gage said maybe you were free for one more?”
“Trina, hey!” His plan to sneak out evaporated. Trina was a regular. She’d been coming to him monthly since he’d started here at Hecate’s. Other times, he might have pawned her off on one of the other readers, but she’d lost her husband over the summer and he couldn’t in good conscience send her packing. Not with the still-haunted look in her eyes. “For you, I’ll always have time. Come on in.”
She sat down, shrugging off a jacket that was far too big for her. It took him a minute to realize the snaps and fasteners were on the wrong side for a piece of women’s clothing. It’s probably her husband’s. James’ death had been sudden, a hit-and-run accident that killed him instantly. Trina had said she was glad he hadn’t spent days hanging on, that she couldn’t have taken it. He was forty-five, leaving Trina a widow at forty. She was handling it as well as Cavale imagined anyone could; she had friends who stuck by her, men and women who popped up in her readings so often that Cavale felt like he knew some of them.
“How are you doing?” he asked. This was one of those times he really felt the lack of normal socialization he and Elly had grown up without. They’d never made long-term friends. The funerals they’d attended had been more about making sure the deceased stayed in the coffin than being there to support the bereaved. So he didn’t know exactly what to say to Trina.
Then again, he was fairly certain no one knew the right words for a woman who’d suffered a loss like that.
“All right,” she said. “Better, I guess. I hear it’s a relative term.”
He nodded and reached across the table to hold her hand. Her skin was cool and smooth, the kind of soft you got with a regular application of hand cream. She’d had her nails done, orange, with black cats and white ghosts on alternating fingers. She followed his gaze to them. “Oh those. Jill took me out for a girls’ day yesterday. I couldn’t say no.” She hesitated. “Is it too soon, do you think? Too . . . bright?”
“No. It’s not the eighteen hundreds, Trina. You don’t have to go around for a year wearing mourning clothes.”
She nodded, relieved. “I like them. And James would have, too.”
“There you go, then.” He pushed the cards over to her. “Go ahead and shuffle for me, and tell me what we’re asking about today.”
She took them. As she shuffled, the dim light caught the orange polish. “General outlook, I guess. My finances coming up. Lots of bills are kind of in the air right now.” When she was done, she handed the pile back and rested her chin on her hands. Cavale liked doing readings for her, the intense way she watched him flip the cards, the questions she asked.
He laid them out in the Celtic Cross pattern, a spread that told a good story and looked at issues from several angles. He saw what he expected in the first few turns—she was hurting, on the cusp of starting to rebuild her life but not quite sure she was ready. James came up in the card representing the past—the Knight of Cups. It didn’t surprise Cavale to see him there now. The insurance payments would come in; the bills would get paid. It was a decent reading, for a woman in mourning.
Until he pulled the Seven of Swords.
There it was again, the Thief card, popping up as the external influence on Trina’s current situation.
It’s her reading, not mine. It’s not the same thing.
“Someone unethical,” he told her, “someone who doesn’t have your best interests in mind, or might try to take advantage of your grief.” The air-conditioning kicked on, a sudden blast of cold that made the lit candles gutter. The hell does Gage have that on for? It’s October. The gust pushed the cards out of formation, laying the Thief over the Knight of Cups.
That was when he remembered there weren’t any vents here in the back. In summer, they hooked fans up to move the cool air in from the front of the store. Last winter, they’d pooled their cash and bought space heaters for the booths.
He looked up at Trina. When she exhaled, he could see her breath. “Cold in here,” she said, and pulled James’ coat around her shoulders.
The table started shaking.
“Earthquake?” Her dark eyes were wide with fright. “Do we get those in Rhode Island?”
“I don’t . . . I don’t know.” But he did know. He knew from the thrumming of the table beneath his fingers, the temperature drop that made mid-January feel tropical, and the sudden taste of grave dirt filling his mouth.
They weren’t alone.
The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He snatched up one of the quartz crystals he kept on the table: half for its calming properties, half for pure decoration. “Trina, here, hold this,” he said, and she reached for it.
But she didn’t get to take it. “What’s it f—” Her head snapped back so fast he heard vertebrae crackle. A shudder racked her whole body, set her vibrating at the same frequency as the table. Cavale tried to get up to go to her, to hold her still, but no matter how hard he shoved against the chair, he couldn’t stand. Phantom hands clamped on his shoulders, holding him pinned.
Then the rattling stopped, and Trina’s head dropped back down. Cataracts filmed over her eyes; her skin had gone grey.
It was a textbook possession.
Might as well get some answers. “Who are you?” Cavale asked. Any second now, he expected one of the other readers to poke their head in to see what the commotion was. Guilty as he felt not expelling the spirit right away, some old teachings died hard. He wasn’t quite as cold as Father Value, didn’t think of Trina as an interesting anomaly, but as he’d told Val this morning, neither did he believe in coincidence. The Thief card was up and a spirit was in control of his client. The two had to be related. “What do you want with me?”
When she opened her mouth, all that came out was static.
That’s what happened with Elly’s ghost. “I’m sorry. You’re not getting through. Can you . . . can you nod if you can understand me?”
Trina’s head bobbed, once.
“Okay. Good.” He looked down at the Knight of Cups, made the leap. “Am I talking to James?”
Nod.
“Are you, uh. Are you here alone?”
Nod.
“James, have you been with Trina this whole time? Since your accident?”
Her head turned side to side, but the dark shadows in the middle of those filmy eyes never left Cavale’s face.
“No, okay. So someone brought you back. Recently?”
Nod.
“Within the last few days?”
Nod.
“Do you know why?”
Head shake.
“Do you know who it was? Was it someone you knew?”
Shake. Hesitate. Shake again.
“Let’s talk about where, then. Have you been at home or with Trina?”
Shake.
“With the person who called you?”
Nod.
“Do you know where they were holding you?”
Nod.
Cavale tapped his lips. Twenty questions was going to take forever. He almost wished he had a Ouija board back here. Or a map. Pen and paper. Anything. My phone. He slid it out of his pocket and woke it up. “Can you spell the place out for me on this?”
Trina—no, this is James—thumped the table to get his attention. Those pretty hands came together, thumbs hooked, fingers splayed. They fluttered like wings.
“A bird?”
Nod. Then they unhooked, and her right hand came up jerkily to tap at her collarbone. Moved up an inch.
“Throat. No, neck. Crow’s Neck? They’re holding you in Crow’s Neck?”
Nod.
When Trina’s hand dropped back into her lap, a smudge marred the skin of her throat. It twisted, becoming less and less a smear. Cavale watched in horror as it squirmed into lines that assembled themselves into that damned sigil. “Udrai,” he whispered. “Is that who’s holding you?”
Trina’s head whipped violently from side to side.
The temperature was rising. I’m losing him. The necromancer’s pulling him away. He wanted to ask more questions, to glean as much as he possibly could about whoever was controlling the ghosts and ghouls, to find out just what the hell it was they wanted while James still had control. But he only had seconds left now, and maybe Father Value hadn’t taught him compassion, but God damn it, he’d learned it once he got away. “James, Trina misses you very, very much. She loves you. I know she wishes she could have said good-bye. Do you hear me? Do you understand?”
Nod. Nod, and nod, and nod. Tears streamed down Trina’s cheeks, but they weren’t hers.
One last exhale, and Trina slumped forward. Cavale caught her head before it could smash into the table, easing it down gently. Now he could stand, and he rushed around to kneel at her side.
She came around after a minute, groaning softly. The tears were gone, her eyeliner not even smudged. Must’ve been ectoplasm. “Cavale? Did I faint?”
It was easier than telling her the truth. “Yeah. Only for a moment. I thought you were looking kind of peaked when you first sat down. Have you been feeling all right?”
“I guess I’ve felt a little under the weather,” she said. Amazing how simple it was to get people questioning themselves, with the right kind of nudge. Elly used to say he could be a grifter if he wanted, he was that good. Except he always felt bad when he did it. Not exactly a good trait for the job.
“Maybe you should take it slow for the rest of the day. Go home and get some rest.”
Trina nodded. This time the movement was natural.
“Do you want to sit here for a while, make sure you’re okay to drive?”
“No. I’m all right.” She stood and slipped her arms inside James’ coat sleeves. “It’s funny,” she said. “I haven’t been able to smell him on this since I’ve started wearing it. But I just got a whiff of his aftershave.” She picked up the Knight of Cups and smiled. “Do you think he knows, wherever he is? How much I miss him?”
“I’m sure of it.”
*   *   *
TRINA HADN’T WANTED time to recover, but Cavale needed a few minutes to regroup once she’d gone. He tidied up the room for the next reader, picking spots of dried wax off the tablecloth from when the candles had sputtered. The necromancer was in Crow’s Neck. They had some tie to Udrai, but Cavale thought it was unlikely a forgotten deity—was Udrai even a deity?—would have dedicated priests or priestesses. James’ accident was only a couple months ago. If he went back and looked at the obituaries, would he find a gunshot victim in the papers around the same time? Would he find a picture of the ghoul from this morning there as well?
Judging from the lack of disgruntled faces peeking out from the other rooms, no one had heard a damned thing. Which was a relief—he could convince Trina nothing had happened, but other readers? No, not likely. Though one of the guys a couple doors over claimed he was a medium. His lack of reaction had Cavale seriously questioning that now. He ought to have noticed.
He picked up his cards and his crystals and carried the books he hadn’t been able to read to the front. Gage let them sign books out, as long as they came back in perfect condition. He made small talk as Gage cashed him out and noted down the titles, but his mind was busy churning over what James had said. Or nodded.
A man stood outside by the door, handing out business cards. He was bundled up against the chill, coat buttoned all the way, scarf covering his mouth. He was overdoing it a bit, Cavale thought; but then again, he never tended to wear a heavy enough coat for the weather himself.
“Take a card? Psychic services and spiritual advice,” the guy said. He had a heavy smoker’s voice, and collapsed into a cough to go with it. At least he hacked into his elbow, like the public health posters suggested, rather than into Cavale’s face.
“Sorry, buddy, I’m all set.”
“First session’s free, though, so you know it’s the real thing.” He went for the ballsy, obnoxious move of sticking one of his cards in the top book like a bookmark. “You hold on to that and think about it, maybe.”
Cavale sighed. This wasn’t all that unusual, people standing outside Hecate’s Cabinet trying to poach their business. Gage was protective of his stable of readers, so he didn’t allow the competition’s flyers up in the store. He also didn’t hire just anyone to come and take his customers’ money. Most of the people who came in to audition for a spot were turned away. “Barking up the wrong tree, my friend. I work here.”
“Oh. Uh . . . Oh.” The guy peered at Cavale and his stack of books. “I’m sorry, I didn’t recognize you.” He backed away, cringing as if Cavale might haul off and hit him. Usually these guys railed on about free speech and public sidewalks when he tried moving them along. It was a refreshing change.
Cavale was glad to be on his way home. It had been a long day, full of weird shit, and he was ready for it to be over. Not that in his world things like this ever truly stopped coming—he’d be out of a job if they did. But a few hours of what passed for normalcy wouldn’t go amiss, and he was looking forward to a night in with pizza and beer and research.
As he walked to his car, he couldn’t shake the sense that someone was watching him. He sat behind the wheel awhile, looking around for anyone conspicuous, but nothing stood out. He pulled a chunk of quartz out of the glove box and tucked it in his pocket, but it didn’t alleviate the feeling. Probably just tired. And paranoid, he thought, but he didn’t really believe it.
When I get home, I’m burning a whole bushel of sage.
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IT CAME DOWN to two things: Cavale was asleep, and Elly woke up famished. She heated a square of the beef and cheese casserole . . . thing . . . in the microwave and wolfed it down while she read the notes he’d left for her before he crashed.
It wasn’t much to go on.
Udrai, servant (?) to Ereshkigal. Minor deity? High priest? Will do more looking tonight.
He’d described the encounter with the spirit for her, too, a quick rundown that left her wishing she’d been there to witness it. Not that she’d necessarily have noticed anything beyond what Cavale had, only . . . They worked well together, the two of them, and maybe something would have come of it. We’ll go over it when he wakes up. He’ll be thorough. She’d suggest mesmerizing him, the way she’d done to Chaz, but Cavale had never been susceptible to it. Father Value had trained too many defenses into them for either of his children to fall asleep because someone else wiggled their fingers and told them to.
She was shoveling the last forkful into her mouth and contemplating seconds when her phone rang.
Katya.
Usually it was a Renfield that called her, or one of the vampires lower in the Stregoi hierarchy, but certainly not Katya herself. She was above such mundane communications. Unless something’s gone very wrong. She slid the icon to answer. “Hello?”
“Eleanor.” Katya’s voice was hushed, annoyed. “I need you to come into town but not to the bar. There’s a cafe on H Street, Oliver’s. Do you know it?”
Of course she did. These last few weeks, she’d walked all over Southie learning its layout, seeking out alleys and escape routes. “Sure, with the dancing coffee cup in the window.”
“Yes. Come now. I will meet you there. Do not go to the bar.”
“Is everything all right? Did something happen?”
“When you get here, I’ll tell you. Hurry, now.” Then she hung up, leaving Elly to stare dumbly at her screen.
She thought about calling the bar, or one of the lackeys, to see if they sounded at all frazzled. She could call and hang up, even do it from Cavale’s phone to mask that it was her. But Katya was her boss as much as Ivanov; that had been made clear to her from the start. If her orders were not to go there, the don’t call was implied. “Shit.” She grabbed her things and scrawled a note for Cavale:
Called into work. Weird vampire shit. I’ll be fine.
She paused a moment, eyeing her empty dish, and added:
Thx for breakfast. Wasn’t poison.
Then she grabbed her keys and kit and left.
*   *   *
SHE COULDN’T RESIST cruising past Ivanov’s bar on her way to meet Katya, to make sure it wasn’t on fire, or that a crowd of vampires weren’t brawling in the streets. It probably skirted right up to the line of her orders: don’t go in and don’t call carried an element of don’t be seen with them, but Elly’s car was nothing flashy. She’d never given any of the Stregoi a ride, and tended to park down the street a ways, so the chances of someone recognizing it were slim.
It was early yet, not even seven thirty, so the bar was far from hopping. The after-work crowd had had their drinks and gone home by now. The social drinkers would be finishing their dinners elsewhere before they trickled in for beer and shots and yelling at the sports channel. That only accounted for the humans, of course. The vampires—who were not, in fact, tearing one another apart on the sidewalk—were likely off taking care of their nightly business before they’d show up at Ivanov’s. So what the hell could be making Katya so secretive?
Is she setting me up? It had been on her mind during the drive up, but it seemed unlikely. She hadn’t done anything wrong, hadn’t crossed any lines or fucked over the Stregoi. Last night she’d played her part as backup during the meeting with the Oisín, and done nothing else vampire-related since. So it shouldn’t be a trap she was walking into, but she parked a block down from the cafe anyway, and checked the straps on her silver spike. She considered trading it out for an ash stake instead, but at least with the silver, if it all turned out to be a misunderstanding Katya would heal.
If Katya was planning on tearing Elly’s throat out, though, she wasn’t telegraphing it. She’d planted herself on one of the stools in the cafe’s window, peering out from behind the dancing coffee cup’s boogieing knees. The place had undergone renovations recently, in an attempt to draw in both the old-school Southie residents and the newer, hipper citizens with their fatter wallets. You could still get coffee and pastries at decent prices, but the menu had expanded to include overpriced fancy things, too. The decor was classic and clean: hardwood floors, beige walls hung with paintings from local artists for sale, shiny chrome equipment.
The vampire had a cup of coffee in front of her, untouched. As Elly slid into the seat beside her, she passed it over. “I don’t know how you take it.” She pulled packets of cream and sugar from the pockets of her scuffed leather jacket and set them down beside the cup.
Whatever comfort Elly had taken from Katya picking a public place disappeared. The woman was never polite, certainly wouldn’t buy Elly a cup of coffee like they were equals. She eyed it warily, tried to sniff conspicuously as she took off the lid.
“Oh, come now,” said Katya, some of the snap returning to her voice. “Do you really think I’d poison you? Or, what, drug you? If I want you to do something and you balk, I’ll Command it.”
Fair point. She took a sip, to smooth Katya’s ruffled feathers, and hoped the woman wasn’t bluffing. “Old habits. And, uh. You have to admit this isn’t how we normally do things.”
Katya scowled, the tips of her fangs peeking out from beneath her lips. She might not always leave them fully extended, but she never retracted them all the way, either. Sharp, pointy canines, all the better to eat you with. It made her face all the more foxlike. “No, it isn’t. But our work tonight calls for a level of discretion.”
Elly looked pointedly at the window. Anyone walking by could see them sitting here . . . Conspiring? Is that what we’re doing?
Katya shrugged. “It’s what we do after this that needs quiet. I didn’t want to discuss our plans in the bar, though. Too many ears pricked, listening for opportunities.”
That surprised her. Ivanov seemed to have the Stregoi so well in hand. “Is there someone there who’d try to challenge Ivanov?”
“Here is your first true lesson in our politics, myshka: Everyone is looking for a way to fuck us over. Only a handful will ever try, but if someone were to succeed, you’d want to be in their good graces, yes?”
Where is this going? Possibilities raced through Elly’s mind. Katya was making her own play, maybe, or she was getting in tight with someone else who was. Or she was testing Elly’s loyalties, or . . .
“No, no, no.” Katya sighed. “I see it on your face. Not me. Never me. And you are here because he trusts you. Which means I do, too. Even though I saw you pondering using that spike of yours when you came in.”
Elly didn’t bother denying it. “Where is it we’re going, then?”
“Hunting.”
“Creeps?”
“No. They’ve gone seeking easier prey, I think. This is worse. This is one of ours.” She drew the bracelet out from her sleeve and toyed with one of the fangs. “The boy from last night. Theo.” It spoke to Katya’s age that she called Theo a boy, rather than a man. When you got to be as old as she was, nearly everyone was a child.
He’d been so . . . normal when they went out to meet the Oisín. “What did he do?”
“He’s gone missing. The Renfields say he came to the bar just after sunset. He wouldn’t even acknowledge them, just went into the back and tried to get into Ivanov’s safe. One of mine tried to stop him and now she’s at Mass General with a broken jaw. He picked her up by the chin and threw her. Stupid girl,” she said, but there was pride in it.
“Why would he do that, though?”
“Unhappy with his paycheck? How should I know?”
“What about his maker, that woman from the meeting with Ivanov. Dunyasha?”
Katya placed her hand over Elly’s. The heat from the coffee cup warmed her palm, making the vampire’s marble skin on the other side feel icy. “Remember what I said, about someone always listening. If she were to learn of this, and find him first, she might get it in her head to protect him. Best we bring him in ourselves.”
“What about the Renfields, and whoever else was there? Won’t they talk?”
Katya smiled. “I got there quickly. They can’t discuss what they don’t remember.”
*   *   *
THEY WALKED ALONG the streets side by side, hands shoved in their pockets against the cold. Well, Elly’s were. Katya, she imagined, did it to keep up appearances. It seemed to be a common theme with the vampires—Val had spent days teaching Justin how to do things the human way when she’d first turned him, which made an odd kind of sense. Before, he’d been human—he didn’t have to think about how fast to walk, how many times a minute to breathe, the limit of what he could lift for his size and shape. Living people simply did those things. Vampires had to bring their own natural inclinations down to a human level.
Not for the first time, Elly wondered how they’d all—vampires, Creeps, even the Brotherhood—managed to stay hidden all these centuries. In the past, it was probably helpful that communication hadn’t been instantaneous. Today, though? When the majority of people in any crowd could take and upload video almost before an incident was over? People would post anything to the Internet—fistfights on a subway train, skateboarders wiping out and breaking bones, protests turned violent—but when she’d gone looking, not a single video that declared Vampires are real! Here’s proof!!! was anything of the sort. She saw tricks of the light, and flat-out tricks filmed by charlatans, but no actual proof. No one popping claws or fangs, or doing any of the things Val and Justin and the Stregoi could do.
If it was out, though . . . She couldn’t imagine much of an accord between people and monsters. Tempting as it was to have help from, oh, the army with taking the Creeps out, would anyone draw a distinction between Creeps and vampires? Could she, when it came right down to it? What about succubi like Sunny and Lia? They didn’t hurt anyone, but they weren’t human, and that’d make them targets. The Brotherhood? Pressed into service, likely. No. You kept it hidden, you kept it quiet, and if you were smart, you assumed someone with their finger on a big red button or with access to lab-filled bunkers fifty stories below a mountain knew all about you anyway.
They tried Theo’s apartment first. He lived over near Castle Island, where crowds thronged in the summertime to watch ships in Boston Harbor, or to eat hot dogs while watching the fireworks on the Fourth of July. The complex was a square brick building, five stories high, twenty apartments per. Theo’s was on the third floor, on the side facing away from the water. They knocked, but no one answered.
Katya pressed her ear to the door, listening. Then she got down on her hands and knees and stuck her nose against its bottom edge. “He’s not there,” she said. “Let’s go in.”
“Do you have a key?”
Katya snorted. She grabbed the doorknob and twisted. Metal groaned within the lock mechanism as she let out a low string of swears in Russian. With a final tortured clunk, the knob gave way and the door swung open. “Keys,” said Katya. “Feh.”
Inside was a shambles. Not in the way Chaz’ apartment was, with what he called bachelor pad chic, but in the there was a fight here sense. The blackout curtains had been ripped from their rods. The couch was torn to shreds, stuffing everywhere, as though a tiger had come in and used the cushions as claw sharpeners. Drawers were emptied, their contents strewn around the room.
Katya picked her way into the kitchen while Elly found the bedroom. It was the same story in there—mattress tossed, closet emptied. But none of that mattered as much as what was on the wall. “You might want to come see this,” she called.
Katya was beside her in a heartbeat. No need to move like a human where the only one present knew what she was. She held one of those magnetic wipe-off boards, but it fell to the floor as she looked where Elly was pointing.
Not that she needed to point. The ogham marking took up most of the wall above the bed, one long vertical line from the top of the headboard to the ceiling. Diagonal slashes extended from it in groups of one to five on either side, their tips still dripping red paint. “Can you read it, myshka?”
“No, but Cavale can. Do you mind if I send him a picture?”
“Please.”
Katya paced as they waited for him to get the text and respond. Elly was sure he’d be awake by now, and she was right. Less than five minutes passed before he sent back one word: traitor.
Another string of Russian expletives. Elly caught something about whores and mothers and quite a few inventive uses for fuck before Katya dragged her fingers through her long chestnut-colored hair and regrouped. When she reverted to English, she said, “I think I know where to find him.” The wipe-off board had an address written down on it, the date and time two days ago. “It must be where he met those little leeches before they requested their meeting. Let’s go.”
They left without bothering to lock the door. On the way out, Elly’s phone buzzed with another text from Cavale.
Are you okay?
Fine, she replied, watching the pissed-off Stregoi woman stride down the hall. With Katya.
That’s not terribly reassuring, he texted back.
*   *   *
THE CLOSER THEY got to that address, the louder the alarm bells rang in Elly’s head.
“There wasn’t any blood there,” she said.
“So?”
“So they didn’t take him at his apartment. Assuming you’re thinking now he was taken?”
“This might be a rescue mission now, yes.”
“Let’s say something tipped him off that they were coming for him and he went to the bar. Why go for Ivanov’s safe? Why not call his maker and get her to protect him? Or if he couldn’t get hold of her, why not have the Renfields rally the troops?”
Katya slowed her ground-eating pace momentarily. Her fangs were longer now, had been ever since they left Theo’s apartment. She hadn’t pulled out the claws yet, but that wasn’t far off. “I don’t know, Eleanor. Dunyasha made him hastily. Perhaps he’s simply stupid and tried to get money so he could leave town. Do you have another theory?”
“The Renfields said he was acting weird, right? Could another vampire Command him? Does it even work on other vampires?”
She considered a moment, then shook her head. “Not any of these Irish whelps. They’re too new to be that strong.”
“How old would someone have to be to control a vampire Theo’s age?”
“At a guess? At least a century, probably two.”
“From everything you all have said, these guys have sprung up here all of a sudden. One day, the Stregoi were the only game in town, now . . . How did Dunyasha put it? Someone made a passel of them. I’ve . . . I’ve seen a vampire being made.” Elly had guarded the door to Night Owls’ back room while Val turned Justin. She should have been watching the front the whole time, to make sure no Creeps came hurtling back toward them, but she hadn’t been able to look away as Val tore into her own fucking chest to get to her heartsblood, then did the same to Justin. The holes had closed up quickly for both of them, enough that they could walk without dripping internal organs on the floor, but it had taken a lot out of her. Elly couldn’t imagine her doing it all the damned time. “How old does someone have to be to be strong enough to make all those vampires in that short amount of time?”
Katya twigged onto her meaning at last. “You think we’re walking into a trap, myshka, don’t you?”
“I wouldn’t rule it out.”
She’d hoped to make Katya stop and think, to call for backup. To call the bar and tell Ivanov where they were, if nothing else. Instead, Katya only smiled, her fangs making it into a devil’s grin. “Oh, I certainly hope so.” She picked up her pace, making Elly hurry to keep up.
The address led them to one of the quieter side streets, filled with triple-deckers that reminded Elly of the ones in Dorchester. Elly and Katya crept around to the back of the house. No cars were in the driveway; no lights shone from any of the windows. Blackout curtains, maybe?
A beam of light streaked out from the basement windows, like a flashlight swung wildly around. Katya needed no encouragement. She skulked up to the first-floor porch and waited at the door for Elly to go through first. “Invite me in,” she said.
The door was unlocked. The apartments in these buildings were connected by a steep spiraling stairwell, with doors to the homes themselves at each landing. Here in the back, a flight extended downward, too. Into the cellar. Elly stepped out of the way and whispered, “Katya, will you please come in?”
She patted Elly’s shoulder as she entered, the fangs on her bracelet clicking together with the gesture.
At the bottom of the stairs, the basement door yawned open. Katya might have been able to see inside, but Elly was going in blind. Whoever had the flashlight had switched it off. Quiet as they’d tried to be, there wasn’t any getting around the old wood creaking beneath their weight. Katya probably didn’t care. Elly was happy to let her go first.
She slipped the silver spike from its sheath and waited, listening for anything that could clue her in to who, or what, was inside. And where they might be standing.
Silence settled in. Elly counted heartbeats to mark the passage of time. She got to about thirty when her senses adjusted enough to make out shadows against other shadows, and to pick up the sound of thready, frightened breathing. She reached out carefully to touch Katya and warn her—as though the vampire hadn’t already picked up on it with her far, far keener senses.
Katya spoke close to Elly’s ear, only the faintest tickle of breath passing those icy lips: “You are the only living thing in here, myshka.”
Then she was gone, around the door and into the cellar, snarling as she rushed whoever hid within.
A woman—not Katya—screamed, the sound echoing off the stone walls. “Please! Please, no, he’ll kill me, please.”
Elly darted in, keeping her back to the wall. A foot inside, a metal lump protruded. Light switch, she thought. She almost let it be, then thought better of that. The woman’s screams had killed whatever stealth they had anyway. The only one at a disadvantage in the dark was Elly herself. Fuck that.
Dust covered the bare, ancient bulb, making its low wattage seem even lower. But it was better than nothing. In the dim light she saw Katya, holding a woman against a set of rusted steel shelves. It was the girl from last night, the delegate. Deirdre. All her cool was gone, that bravado so utterly shattered she looked like a frightened teenager in the hands of a monster from nightmares. Katya’s talons had pierced Deirdre’s neck, the skin slowly tearing as she craned her neck to see Elly.
There were two others in the cellar, lying in a heap. One of them groaned. The other, the one sprawled across him, was dead. Well, dead-for-real dead, not vampire dead. Elly knew this because his head was no longer attached. She glanced around and saw a lump in the far corner that might be it.
“Where’s Theo?” Katya shook Deirdre and got another shriek for her trouble.
“I don’t know. I don’t know, I don’t know Idon’tknow Idonno . . .” She trailed off, her lips forming the words but no sound coming out.
Katya gave her another shake. “Where?”
“He’ll be back,” she said, eyes rolling in fear. “He killed Ciaran, and Thomas was fighting him and he heard you coming and he’ll come back, he will.”
It was like she’d summoned him. His footsteps were heavy on the stairs; he wasn’t even bothering to sneak. Elly had the perfect spot, really. She could have done one of those exaggerated stretches you saw on TV when the kid wanted to put his arm around his date, staked Theo at the bottom of that arc, but Katya shook her head.
He stamped into the room, not even glancing at Elly as he passed. She adjusted her position, easily in range to stab him in the back if Katya gave the signal, and still able to keep an eye on Thomas over there in the corner, in case he had any designs on getting up and starting trouble.
“Give her to me, Katya,” he said. “You can have her fangs. I just want to put this piece of cedar in her heart.” He held up a crudely made stake. “Turns out someone upstairs had one of those cedar chests. Convenient.”
Something’s wrong. It wasn’t just the one-eighty he’d pulled, from their sympathetic ear in the Stregoi the night before to their executioner. That on its own made no sense. But watching him move, he wasn’t carrying himself the way he had last night, either.
“You have to stand down, Theo,” Katya said. She sounded almost sad. “What you’ve done . . . I could forgive, but Ivanov won’t.”
“Come on, now,” he said, sidling to his left a bit to get a better line on Deirdre. “You don’t want to give part of the town to these guys. Who cares if we thin the herd a little?”
It’s the way he’s talking. Not only the formality of his speech. His accent was gone. Heart and cedar and part rather than haht and cedah and paht. “Katya,” she said. “He—”
But Katya wasn’t there anymore. Deirdre fell gasping to the ground, clutching at her bleeding neck. Theo let out a squawk of surprise as Katya plucked the makeshift stake from his hand, drew back her arm, and plunged it into his chest.
He buckled. Katya caught him, and Elly darted forward to help lower him to the floor. As he lay back, his eyes cleared. He reached for Elly, recognition blooming. “Not right,” he said, “not . . .”
She took his hand. “Who had you? Who was it?”
But cedar worked fast. Elly suspected his stake had been coated with something when they built the closet; otherwise he would’ve been ash before he hit the ground. She watched its progress bloom outward from his heart, holding his hand as long as she could.
It was only when she glanced down during that last crumbling second that she saw the mark. There and gone so fast she couldn’t be sure. Had he had tattoos? Could it have been a streak of Ciaran’s blood, or Thomas’? It was the sigil. I know it was.
Katya wiped her hands on her jeans and stood. “Come, Eleanor. We’re done here.” She threw a glare at Deirdre. “You tell your maker justice was done. One of ours did you wrong, on his own, and we took care of it. You tell them.”
*   *   *
UPSTAIRS, KATYA PAUSED outside the door to slam her fist into the side of the house. One flat crack split the air, but Elly knew it contained the sound of many fine bones breaking. The vampire woman barely even grunted with the pain. If anything, it soothed her. As they walked away, Katya massaged the back of her hand, the thumb of the other pushing the bones back into place. Elly tried not to hear them re-forming.
“Their maker,” said Katya. “He’s a ghost.”
“Literally?”
Katya snickered. “No, myshka, not one you can sprinkle some of your holy water on and banish. I mean, he’s nowhere to be found. No trace of him.”
“You can’t, uh, trace him through them somehow? Through their blood?”
“No.” The crack of another bone setting. “If I could, we wouldn’t be standing here right now. Whoever it is, they’ve hidden themselves very, very well. Which makes me think they’re old. Canny.” She snapped the last bone into place, held up the wrist with the bracelet of fangs. “When I find them, I’ll be making a necklace to match.”
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JUSTIN HAD A seven-thirty class, and Chaz was on shift at the bookstore, which meant Val got a do-over on having the house to herself, at least until she had to go in for the tail end of Night Owls’ day. Her clothes from last night lay in a heap on the floor, where she’d tossed them before falling into a heap herself in bed as the sun rose. When she picked up her jeans, grave dirt flaked off of the knees in chunks. Going to need to steam-vac that.
A steam-vaccing vampire. When had she gotten so domestic?
When I chose to be.
Val shoved that thought away and went to draw a bath. There were still leaves in her hair, and more of that dirt . . . well, all over. It streaked her arms and smudged her cheeks. It had gathered in her socks and made rings around her ankles. She didn’t know how, but it had even made it into her bra. Chaz’ reaction to her and Cavale this morning finally made sense.
She looked like one of the ghouls herself right now.
When the water was scalding hot, she stepped in. The dirt that wasn’t quite as caked on floated up, making it more like a dirty toddler’s bath time than a grown woman’s. It used to be worse, though. Blood and gore and ichor and sweat.
Stop. Stop it.
Val submerged herself completely, as though she could escape her thoughts by lying like a dead thing at the bottom of the tub. If anything, the heavier silence underwater amplified the voice in her head insisting how much she’d liked rolling around in the dirt with dead things.
Predator. Killer. It’s in your blood. It is your blood. You know you want to go back to it.
I don’t. I walked away from it for a reason.
But that didn’t mean she didn’t miss it. When she’d first been turned, her keen new senses had been a marvel to her: all the scents and sounds and sights her human faculties were too dull to experience now present in sharp detail. It was like coming out of a fog, and she didn’t think it could get any better.
Until she went on her first Hunt. Oh, she’d run through the streets of Sacramento with her first coven, leapt from rooftop to rooftop with the sky wide-open above her and the ground so very far below. She was no stranger to the exhilaration that came with moving faster, farther, higher than human ability. But she’d never done it with the scent of prey in her nose, the bright taste of their fear on her tongue. A dead woman, bent on taking a life (no matter how vile), only then feeling truly, finally, alive.
The price, though. The price was too damned high.
Hunting got people hurt. People she cared about. And when she’d moved out here, hanging out with the Stregoi had taught her it wasn’t just the Jackals that posed the problem; it was monsters of all types. Including her own. But trying to pass for human wasn’t making her happy, wasn’t fulfilling her. Maybe she hadn’t realized it until now, or maybe she’d always known and had been that convincing in her own lies, but there it was. She thought about that fight and a thrill went through her. Same as happened when she thought back a month. The Jackals could’ve killed Chaz; they’d forced her hand and made Val kill Justin (though he got better). Terrible as that was, she’d felt good while it was going down. For the first time in a decade, her blood sang in her ears; her skin tingled with the warm rush of battle. That dead lump in her chest thudded to a semblance of life, all because she was doing what she was born to. Reborn to, she supposed. Or undeathed.
And there it was again—Delilah, the person she’d have enjoyed picking apart those semantics with, was ten years dead. Killed at the hands of the Jackals the night Val abandoned the Hunt. Too great a price.
She lay there until the water got cold. She was so still, her eyes open and unfocused. Not once had she come up for air. Her hair floated around her like a mermaid in the tiniest pond. If anyone had walked in, they’d think she’d drowned.
But she couldn’t drown those thoughts.
She got out and toweled off, noticing the layer of grime left behind after the water drained. The badass killer at home, thinking about bathtub ring. Yeah, I’m a predator all right.
Step two of Operation Don’t Think About It was an hour of prime-time sitcoms while her hair dried. The volume was loud enough that she could feel the bass rumble of the lead actor’s voice in her toes. For the next hour, she watched bad television and flipped through yesterday’s stack of magazines. The idea was they’d put an end to those ridiculous thoughts, but no. She spent the time staring at both but not really seeing either. Her mind was too busy replaying the fight. Then she realized she was swaying in time to the memory, dodging where she’d dodged, bending forward when she’d thrown a punch. Val propelled herself up off the couch. “No. Uh-uh, we’re not doing that.”
Am I hungry? Maybe that’s all this is?
Into the kitchen, then, to raid the fridge. She didn’t feel like such a mighty hunter now, stalking a great motionless metal box in her own home. She had her pick: lamb, pig, or deer. She hadn’t even brought the animals down herself. She hadn’t even bought their blood herself; Chaz picked it up for her at the butcher’s every other month.
Old blood, cold blood, unjustly gotten blood.
She swiped the closest one, the lamb, from the shelf and tore the top off the container. The plastic lid went skittering across the kitchen floor as Val guzzled the quart of blood down in one continuous swallow. It washed over her tongue, cold and coppery, not even the tiniest bit satisfying.
It had been over thirty years since she’d eaten human food, but she still remembered her grandmother’s cooking. The woman had boiled the shit out of everything, leaching away its flavor and leaving behind a tasteless mush. It fed you, sure, filled you up without fulfilling you. That was what this was, this poor excuse for a meal.
Still, blood warmed her, energized her. It pooled in her belly, churned there, and spread out through her veins. Her mouth watered for more, for the real thing.
When she closed her eyes, she saw the graveyard again. Now, with (weak, bland, pitiful) blood singing through her, her pulse quickened and her cheeks flushed. So long since she’d hunted with someone, not like the drills she ran with Justin—though she had to admit, part of why she took him out like she did was to feel her own body move near its full potential. She’d nearly forgotten how it felt, moving like that. In sync with herself.
She’d missed it, the Hunt. These last few years she’d told herself it was the camaraderie she’d been craving the most, and that the company of Chaz and the Night Owls crew was a fine substitute.
It was, to a point.
But vampires were predators. She had no desire to stalk victims in dark alleys, or chase—who, the Delta Mus?—through the forest behind the college. Still, prowling through the night, letting her fangs drop, feeling her claws tear into the ghouls’ rotting flesh . . . She wouldn’t mind doing it again.
No. People get hurt. People die.
What is wrong with me?
She didn’t want the night to herself anymore.
*   *   *
BY THE TIME she strolled into Night Owls, it was nearly ten o’clock. The strolling was intentional, even though she felt more like skulking. Val had it in her head that if she projected normal, normal would be forced to settle in. It was pretty shit as strategies went, but three-quarters of the books in the self-help section could be boiled down to the same advice. Why not test it out?
Justin was up at the register, keying in a reorder. His fingers flew over the number pad, just shy of inhumanly fast. “Slow down there, kid,” Val said as she passed by, “I don’t know if that old machine can keep up.” She was only half joking; the computer was ancient, one of those things that did the job it needed to do, and thus stayed at the bottom of the “upgrade when we have money” list. Justin looked suitably sheepish and brought the typing back down to people-speed.
She met Chaz coming down the aisle, a stack of books in his skinny arms. He moved stiffly, though he was trying his best to cover it. That’ll happen when a ghoul uses you as a punching bag. His bruises looked even worse under the bookstore’s lights.
“Hey,” said Val. “How are you feeling?”
“Hey. Fine.” The fine felt loaded, somehow, one of the ones that meant the other person wasn’t fine in the least.
Val took a few books from the top of the pile, partly as a ruse to get close and get a sniff. Guarded more than prickly, but the latter increased as soon as he realized what she was up to. Her nose itched as if she’d snorted pepper.
Chaz stepped away. “Don’t do that. I said I was fine.”
“Yeah, but you’re full of shit.”
“I’m not having this out with you right now.” His tone was calm, but Val could hear the undercurrent of anger beneath. He set his stack down on the counter and took hers. Chaz was a scowler, always had been, but Val wasn’t used to it being directed so keenly at her. “Last night sucked, okay? That’s all there is to it. It’s been busy in here since I got in, and I’ve got three stacks of shelving as tall as I am to get put away.” He pointed toward the back, where the bins full of new books sat waiting.
She knew him well enough to know he was leaving things out—up front, in earshot of customers, it was ix-nay on the ampire-vay—but there was more to it. His nostrils flared while he waited for her response; he gripped the book in his hand like he didn’t know whether to throw it at her or use it as a shield.
Like a toddler reaching for a stove she knew was hot, Val put a hand on Chaz’ arm. He slapped her hand away—it didn’t hurt, but the sound made a few heads swivel. A muscle twitched in Chaz’ jaw as he stared at her. The silence was worse than any rebuke.
Val let go. “I’m sorry.” She glanced around to see who was looking, but everyone had their noses buried in books. Pretending not to watch the drama. Except for Justin. She and Chaz had had their exchange right up at the register, which left Justin with pretty much nowhere to go. He’d pressed himself into the far corner and turned his back to them, frantically straightening and restraightening the bookmark display. “I’ll . . . go do something else,” Val said, before the hat trick of awful—awful boss, awful master, awful maker—got any worse.
She started toward the back, figuring there must be bills to pay, catalogs to pore over, a bucket to stick her head in, when Chaz called softly after her. “I brought back some of those books we were talking about. From the estate. If you want to give them a look.” He didn’t sound contrite, but it was the closest to an olive branch she’d be getting.
“Thanks.” She didn’t turn around. There was a level of humiliation there, a bit of how dare he that the insistent voice from earlier was latching onto. Chaz was her Renfield, her employee. He had no right to dismiss her like this, talk down to her like—
Enough.
She stalked back to the rare books room. Her keys rattled in her shaking hands as she found the silver one on her chain, fumbled it into the lock. Once inside, she closed the door behind her, leaned against it with her head tilted back, and breathed. Funny, how human calming techniques still worked, even though breath was one of those things, like food, she no longer needed. She supposed it was less about getting oxygen to her brain than it was the rhythm of the exercise. Cavale had tried teaching her about meditation once. She didn’t have the patience for it.
When she was calm enough to keep from putting her fist through a wall, she opened her eyes.
Half a dozen books sat on the table, their spines cracked with age. Chaz had re-created the ghoul’s list in his blocky handwriting, checking off the ones he’d found, question marks next to those he hadn’t. None of them rang bells; but then again, most of what she’d learned out in Sacramento had been via lecture. Sister Delilah had been a walking fount of esoteric knowledge; whatever Val needed to know, the Sister laid it out for her.
Val herself wasn’t an expert on necromancy, and she’d never been all that curious about it. What she did know about it mainly had to do with vampires and Jackals. It could be argued—and was, often, between Delilah and Clara, their team’s other vampire—that vampirism was itself a form of necromancy. The body died, only to rise again if the human heart was given a dose of the vampire’s fresh heartsblood. Add to that a few mouthfuls of the maker’s blood and bam. New bloodsucker reporting for duty.
Necromancy, said Delilah.
Blood magic, said Clara.
It used to be that Jackals could spread their condition with a bite from their filthy, disease-ridden mouths. Venom in the teeth, maybe, or infected saliva. A bite didn’t guarantee transformation; there was another step to it that made it a deliberate choice on the siring Jackal’s part. That method worked fast—whoever got up afterward carried little of the person they’d once been. Even before she fled the West Coast, she’d heard rumors that the technique was failing more often than not.
They had another way, a slower one that seemed to let the victims retain more of their prior selves. It involved eating a piece of the heart. And shoving a piece of raw Jackal flesh into their candidate’s lifeless mouth, making them chew. Hoping they woke up.
Val shuddered at the thought, as though she hadn’t performed her own gruesome surgery on Justin in the back room a month gone.
It’s different. We’re different.
She pulled the stack of books closer to her and picked one at random. Better to read about necromancy on a human scale, and forget about her own bizarre history for a while.
*   *   *
THE RARE BOOKS room door clicked closed, and Chaz let out the breath he’d been holding. Behind him, Justin let one out, too. “Dude,” said Chaz, “you literally don’t need to do that.”
“I, uh.” He was still squeezed into the corner, no sign of last night’s ass-kicking, name-taking vampire to be found. Instead, he looked nervous, embarrassed. The bookmark in his hand took the brunt of it as he picked at the knot holding the tassels in check.
“‘Mommy, Daddy, please stop fighting’?” Soon as the words were out of his mouth, Chaz winced. Christ, I’m an asshole. He didn’t know a whole lot about Justin’s home life, but he did know one thing: the kid’s parents—his real ones, not his surrogate bookstore ones—fought. All. The. Fucking. Time. When they’d first hired him on at Night Owls, he’d specifically requested the late shift. Not because he particularly dug working until three a.m., but because it reduced the window during which his parents, who were three time zones behind, could call and drag him into the argument du jour. “Ah, fuck, man. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”
“No, it’s fine.” He put the poor tortured bookmark down. “I’m just not used to seeing you two, y’know, like that. I thought you were going to start hitting each other.”
“Nah. If it came to that, it’d be her getting ready to paste me and me squealing like a toddler and running away. Probably wetting my pants while I was at it. I’m a delicate fucking flower.”
“You’re not. I mean, not that I want to see you and Val get into fisticuffs, but you held your own last night.”
“That thing was trying to kill me. I generally try not to let that happen. Anything that looked smooth was me trying not to die. Oh, and failing at it, when you got there.”
A customer came up to the register, and they broke off their hushed conversation. Wouldn’t do to have everyone know they were spending their free time fighting beasties and baddies, or that hanging out in the back room and right up here at the register were a pair of Edgewood’s beasties. Chaz’ bruised face was getting enough curious looks as it was.
Justin returned a moment later. He helped sort the books in the pile, but it was clear there was something on his mind: his brow furrowed, he kept taking those little breaths that prefaced a statement, but then he’d shake his head and remain silent. Chaz let him chew on whatever it was. He put the books away, brought more up to the front, rinse, repeat. Every time he came back to the register, Justin would be on the verge of speech. But again and again, he stopped himself.
“Here’s the deal,” said Chaz, after what had to be the fifth or sixth time, “you tell me what’s going on, or I’m sending you out back to clean the bathroom. I don’t care if you don’t even use it anymore.”
It wasn’t like the restroom was gross; it was for employees only, and Val shared out cleaning duties on a rotating schedule. Still, who ever actually wanted to scrub a toilet? Justin sighed. “It’s . . . complicated.”
“In case you haven’t noticed, kiddo, that word pretty much describes your whole life from here on out. You want to narrow that down a bit?”
Instead of answering, Justin slid a book out from beneath the counter. It had been hidden under the plastic bags with the bookstore’s owl logo on them; the kid must’ve been sneaking peeks at it while Chaz was off shelving. Usually, its home was in their occult section, nestled between the Necronomicon and a bunch of bullshit titles about healing with crystals. Val kept it in the inventory for sheer hilarity value, but they hadn’t sold a copy in years. In fact, with Chaz’ habit of talking Edgewood’s young and impressionable out of buying it, this was the same copy they’d originally brought in.
“Dating the Paranormal? You’ve gotta be shitting me. Is there some demon hottie in your poetry class?”
“No.” He’d gone six shades of crimson. “I’m the paranormal. I just figured . . . maybe it’d have some advice for me in here.”
“You want my advice?” Chaz didn’t give Justin the time to yay or nay. “You do what you would’ve done before Val turned you. Don’t plan any midday picnics or anything, but ask her out, take her to dinner and a movie, and if she lets you kiss her good night, don’t bite her. What you are, that’s not first-date-confession fodder. Assuming she believes you at all, that’s the sort of thing that could get you, or Val, or Sunny and Lia, or whoever killed if it gets out. Not a fucking word until you know beyond a doubt you can trust her.”
“I already know that.”
“The fuck you do. Why haven’t we heard word one about her, then?” Great, all the blood he’s drinking is going straight down to his dick so he can think with it. He was working himself up for such a brilliant rant, he almost missed the two words Justin breathed:
“It’s Elly.”
Wind. Sails. Out of. “Elly. Huh.” He pondered that a moment. “You mean Elly, the girl who’s always half-ready to stake you? Could kick the shit out of both of us without batting an eye? That Elly?”
Justin pinched the bridge of his nose. “If you’re going to make fun—”
“No! I’m not, I swear. I’m . . . surprised is all. Didn’t see that one coming.” Not that it was any of Chaz’ business, but Justin’s odds of getting into or out of that relationship without permanent scars were pretty much nil. And that meant both scars on his body and on his psyche. Elly was trying, but she wasn’t used to being around people. Not yet. Or at least, not around people who weren’t trying to kill her.
A glance around the store told Chaz they were in the middle of the evening lull. Edgewood’s older population was at home, settled down in front of the TV or nestled in their beds. The students were still mostly on campus, finishing up their classes, their club meetings, their last bites at the dining hall. When the library and the campus center closed for the night around eleven, business would pick up. For now, though . . . “Come on,” he said, abandoning his work and heading for the cluster of couches toward the front. “The doctor is in. Let’s chat.”
“Val doesn’t want the register person stepping away,” Justin said. He eyed the rare books room’s door warily.
“You saved my bacon last night. She’ll give you a pass if she catches us. Come and sit.” He settled himself creakily into one of the overstuffed chairs. It was probably shit for his injuries, but with how every-damn-thing ached after the morning’s training session with Lia, he didn’t care. He was comfortable, damn it, and if he was going to act all Dr. Ruth for the kid, he was going to do it with his ass cushioned and his feet up.
Justin eased himself down from the register area’s raised platform as though if he stepped too heavily, Val would hear and come flying out from the back. He took a look around Night Owls and apparently came to the same conclusion Chaz had: the store had cleared out. Still, when he finally sat down, he kept himself perched on the edge of the couch, ready to fly up if the phone rang or a customer cleared their throat for assistance.
“So, okay, you’ve got it bad for Elly. What answers do you think you’re going to find in any of those ridiculous relationship books?”
“You know, for a guy who works in a bookstore, you’ve got a pretty low opinion on the product you sell.”
“For dating advice? Of course I do. Have you read those things? They’re mired in the nineteen fifties. ‘Open the door for her. Buy her flowers.’ And the advice for women? Fuck, dude, it’s all crap: ‘Look your prettiest. Laugh at his jokes even if they’re fucking stupid. Don’t act too into him or he’ll think you’re a slut. But be a little slutty because guys like that.’” He shook his head. “God forbid they suggest you treat each other like people, right?”
“Uh. Right. So treat Elly like people, is what you’re saying?”
“Nah. I’ve seen you two together. You’ve got that one down already.” Probably better than any of us, really. Maybe even better than Cavale. “Have you tried asking her out?”
“No. I don’t . . . I don’t think she thinks of me that way.”
“Why not?”
Justin’s mumbled reply was lost when he buried his face in his hands.
“Wanna try that again? Your mortification kind of drowned it out.”
He picked his head up enough so that this time, Chaz caught it: “Her scent never changes when we’re together.”
Chaz blinked. “Dude, that’s . . . that’s kind of creepy.” It wasn’t until Justin slumped down even farther that Chaz realized the statement worked both ways: creepy and Creepy.
“I knooooow,” he moaned. “I’ve tried shutting it off and I can’t. Every human I talk to, I know what they’re feeling. It’s pheromones. It has to be, and I can’t make it stop.” He looked at Chaz with those tawny eyes. The ones that had come with the Jackals’ spell. “Val says she has to be right up close to someone to be able to read them like that. This isn’t the vampire part of me, Chaz, it’s the Creep, and I can’t . . . I can’t . . .”
“Whoa, buddy. Hey.” Chaz shifted closer so he could put an arm around Justin’s shoulders. The kid was shaking like a leaf. “Let’s roll that back a bit, okay? It’s not your fault. You’re gonna have to learn to adapt to it, but you’ve only been at this a month. No one expects you to know how to do everything that fast. I don’t give a shit what kind of genius you are at school. This is different. You’re different.” He said that last as gently as he could. “So we’re going to have to adapt right along with you. We’ll figure it out. Okay?”
He nodded miserably. “Okay.”
“And as for Elly . . . Maybe you just don’t know how to interpret it all yet?”
“I know what attraction smells like,” he said. “I go to college, remember?”
“Fair point. But Elly doesn’t. Maybe she’s just good at masking her emotions.”
Justin nodded, looking encouraged for the first time since the conversation started. “Maybe. I mean, you do it all the time.”
Chaz froze. “I . . . do?”
“Yeah, um.” Justin looked at him, then away. “You probably don’t know you’re doing it, but with Val, you . . . you hide it. Or you try to. Not enough, though. I’m pretty sure if I know, she has to have figured it out by now.” He moved away an inch or two, slipping out from beneath Chaz’ arm and looking like he wanted to disappear in the couch cushions. “I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t have said anything.”
“No, it’s . . .” Chaz sighed. Of course Justin had put it together. Pheromones aside, he’d probably figured it out the day of the Clearwaters’ funeral, when Lia had walked in wearing Val’s face. The succubi responded to strong emotions, and she’d been hit with a wall of it from Chaz. He’d passed it off as worry, but . . . No point in lying to him now. He’d probably smell that, too. “I love her. And she knows. We don’t talk about it, but she knows.”
“How did she react? When you told her?”
Chaz shrugged. “I was already her Renfield. I asked her on a date and she shot me down nicely.” The ghost of old embarrassment brushed against him. He’d never forget the way she’d tilted her head and said, I’m sorry, Chaz. I don’t think of you that way. “It was weird for a bit, but she’s my best friend. She was then, too. We got past it. I’d be kind of an asshole if I was only sticking around hoping she’d change her mind and fuck me, you know? We moved on.”
You could make a whole line of paint colors from the shades of red Justin turned at that. “Have you?” he asked. “Moved on?” He didn’t need to point out that, in the three years he’d been working here, Chaz hadn’t dated anyone.
“I haven’t met anyone else I like well enough. That’s not Val’s problem. Or anyone else’s but mine.” He forced a smile; this was supposed to be Justin’s heart-wrenching session on the relationship drama couch, not Chaz’. “Let’s get back to your schoolgirl crush, yeah?”
Mercifully, Justin nodded. “I just don’t know what I should do.”
“Ask her out,” said Chaz. He ignored Justin’s Thanks, Captain Obvious glance. “Worst case, she says no. If she does, you be fucking cool with it and move on. If she says yes, you figure out someplace to go that won’t freak her out. And don’t mention the scent thing. If you do and she smacks you for it, you have it coming.”
“Okay.” The bell over the door rang, the first students of the late rush stamping their feet and blowing on cold fingers as they came in from the cold. “I should, uh, get back to work. But thank you. And I’m sorry if I said things I shouldn’t have.”
Chaz waved it off. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, kiddo, it’s that honesty and communication are fucking important.” His tired muscles protested as he levered himself up out of the chair. Val still hadn’t emerged from the rare books room, which was good. He was still pissed but after the talk with Justin, guilt had slipped itself into his feelings cocktail. A lot of his anger bordered on irrational: he wasn’t a fighter. Cavale was. But that didn’t mean Chaz liked being made to feel protected. Coddled. Fragile. I should tell her about the training.
Then another group of students came in, and one of them made a beeline for him. “Can you help me find a book?” she asked. “I saw it here last week but I forget the title. It had a blue cover?”
He’d catch Val later.
Maybe.
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CAVALE NEVER DID well with suspense. He didn’t like mystery novels, bounced right off movies that kept you guessing, and if he knew a surprise was headed his way, he’d dig and dig and dig until he had an idea what it was. It probably had something to do with long nights when he and Elly were little, waiting for Father Value to come home from vanquishing Creeps. No one who went into a nest was ever guaranteed to come out, not even the man they saw as their father, and thus imagined invincible, or immortal, or both.
Turned out he wasn’t either in the end, a fact that Cavale had long since come to terms with. Elly, though? Father Value had been in the ground five weeks or more, and she still wasn’t quite there. She didn’t doubt that he was gone—Elly wasn’t one to surrender to fantasy—but he knew she pored over those last few days with him, looking for something she’d done that had broken his mojo. Point was, he’d never had any. He was a member of the Brotherhood, trained to be good at what he did. That didn’t make you unkillable; it just made it harder on whoever was trying.
Elly knew that, too, but she didn’t always act like it.
Like tonight.
She’d be on high alert—she always was. But her texts had set Cavale’s own alarm bells ringing, enough that he wanted to jump in the car and race up to Southie himself to help. Nothing good came from vampire turf wars. He’d tried telling her that when she took the job for Ivanov, but she’d taken it anyway.
Because if there was one other thing Father Value had passed down to them both, in spades, it was pride.
His internal scales teetered between don’t smother her and fuck her pride. The more he checked his phone, where that last text (Fine. With Katya.) waited for its follow-up, the harder it was to sit tight. He busied himself with projects that were absolutely not related to her situation. The holy water supply needed replenishing—if he filled a few extra bottles, so what? The duffel bag of monster-hunting equipment he kept by the front door needed reorganizing; so what if the cedar stakes ended up at the top?
She’s fine. She said so. Katya’s a pain in the ass, but she’s on Elly’s side. They’re all right, they’re all right, they’re all right.
His phone buzzed at last. New text: We’re all right.
He was in the kitchen when it came through, wearing a track between there and the front door with his pacing. Relief coursed through him as he read it; he clung to the counter to keep his knees from giving out. The phone buzzed again: Saw sigil on a vamp. Necromancer sent him after the Oisín. Too far gone before I realized.
After the ghouls this morning and his reading this afternoon, it was all he could do not to text back Come home. Instead, he tapped out a Be careful, and a Call if you need, and let her go about her night.
Then he grabbed his coat and keys and set out into the neighborhood. He had leads to follow up and nervous energy to work off.
Cavale’s house was the last officially inhabited house in the neighborhood. When he looked down one side of the hill, he saw lights on in the other residences, could see people moving about behind curtains as they went about their nighttime rituals. Down the other way, the houses were dark—no heat, no electricity, no one watching the news before ascending the stairs to their cozy beds.
But there were people there, all the same.
It had come to him in his sleep, why the ghoul’s face had been so familiar that morning. Cavale had seen him before, hurrying along the sidewalk, hands shoved deep in his pockets because he had no gloves. In the mornings, he’d been headed toward the bus stop, maybe off to work, maybe just getting out of the neighborhood. At night, he’d shivered his way past, back to one of the houses that sat empty, but not. Sometimes a plastic bag full of stuff from the gas station hung from his wrist; most times he’d been empty-handed.
Cavale hadn’t paid that kid much more attention than he paid any of the others who walked the same route. The community of squatters down the other side of the hill was an open secret in the neighborhood. No one on this side begrudged them what warmth and shelter they could claim because this neighborhood, like so much of Crow’s Neck, was full of people who were one crisis away from the same. One trip to the emergency room, one expensive car repair, one unexpected bill, any of them setting off a cascade that went beyond a bounced check and a bank fee (potentially catastrophic themselves) into bigger problems—lost hours at work leading to a firing; firing to a missed rent check; missed rent check to an eviction notice.
He descended into the forgotten part of town, assuming the same stance the squatter kids did: hands in pockets, shoulders scrunched, head down. The posture was as much about keeping warm as it was signaling you weren’t looking for trouble. Cavale figured it was like other places he and Elly’d been with Father Value: most people would leave you alone down here—if you lived in one of these houses, you had fuck-all worth stealing anyway. But sometimes new faces appeared, intent on taking as much of your nothing for themselves as they could.
Growing up, they’d lived in enough bad neighborhoods to know that most of the inhabitants were good people.
About half of the streetlights still worked along this stretch of road. The power company wasn’t in a huge hurry to fix the ones that were burnt out or broken. The amber glow threw long shadows across overgrown lawns gone to seed and gave a washed-out look to the graffiti on the boarded-up houses. Lots of the homes had been broken into, boards ripped off the windows, locks forced on the doors. Copper pipes could be traded in for good money, and the local scrapyards didn’t ask questions. Cavale had been in some of these houses when he’d first moved into his own. In some of them, whole chunks of wall had been sledgehammered or crowbarred in, so scavengers could rip out the electrical wire. Strip the coating off that and you got even more copper.
A lot of the squatters nailed blankets to the windows. It trapped in the heat and blocked out the light. When a cop car cruised along, the officers tended not to look too closely as long as it wasn’t obvious someone was inside. Cavale caught flashes of light here and there, as curtains twitched or a corner of fabric fluttered in the breeze. Some of the houses had functioning fireplaces, which was good. Others, the residents had dragged old grills or camp stoves inside, or snagged barrels from construction sites.
Cavale paused at the bottom of the hill, where his road and another intersected. Crossroads were places of power, if you were looking to conjure someone. Or something. Tradition had it you could sell your soul at them, trade it like so much copper wire for fame and riches. They were places where worlds touched, where the veil wore thin.
It was the symbolism that mattered for Cavale’s purposes. He pulled a pendulum from the pocket of his jeans, a heavy quartz crystal strung from a silver chain. Then he unfolded a square of white silk. He’d drawn Udrai’s sigil on it in black marker in the middle. At the corners were the runes of a tracking spell. Didn’t even need blood to activate this one. Not when he was starting at a crossroads. He held the pendulum over the cloth and waited.
At first it hung steady, unmoving. Cavale took slow, deep breaths and relaxed as best he could. It was cold out here, the first hint of winter numbing his fingers and the tip of his nose. He could see his breath on the still air when he exhaled. That feeling of being watched came back, but it could be anything, out here: squatters wondering what the hell this weirdo was doing, standing in the middle of the street staring at a necklace; ghouls or ghosts watching him at the necromancer’s bidding; or the simple feeling of being out in the open, exposed, with no one watching his back. Father Value would be having a fit right now if he saw this. If you got bit, Cavale, you’d have only yourself to blame.
No, actually, if Father Value saw him out here alone, he’d say, Why aren’t you with Elly? Why aren’t you watching over her? If she gets hurt, it’s your fault.
Old man never did give a shit about me, did he?
It had never been a case of Dad likes you best between Cavale and Elly. Cavale’d never once begrudged her the affection Father Value showered on her. She was his sister, and he’d take a Creep’s bite to the throat for her. He’d never deny her anything if he could avoid it. It didn’t stop him from wishing, back then, that Father Value could show even a fraction of that fondness for Cavale.
Didn’t matter. The man was dead, and Cavale had walked out on that life well before the Creeps got him. He tamped down the old hurts and concentrated on the pendulum.
It moved in tiny circles at first. Those, he could ascribe to the turning of the earth, or to his own micromovements—his muscles moving in such minuscule increments that his eyes and brain agreed he was holding steady. It’d be a fair assessment. Dowsing worked that way, as did Ouija boards, when the people holding the forked stick or the planchette weren’t trained in magic. But in the right hands, they worked, they responded. They answered to nudges from spirits, or fluctuations in the ley lines. They could sniff out a magic user’s trail like a bloodhound. If you knew how to work with them. If you were good enough.
Cavale was pretty damned good.
The pendulum stopped its lazy circles and began describing a small arc, only a few degrees from vertical. North to south, east to west, points in between. Then, when its swing was moving northwest-southeast, it found the path. The crystal hung at an angle, defying gravity at thirty degrees or thereabouts, like someone had pressed pause on a recording. The chain was pulled taut, pointing off into a cluster of houses. When Cavale started walking in that direction, the pendulum stuttered back into motion, only this time, instead of moving in all directions it stuck to that northwest-southeast arc, even if he turned.
Better than a compass.
He skirted up close to the house directly in the pendulum’s path, bent at the waist to keep below window height. It was a one-story ranch, its formerly cheery red siding faded to rust with neglect. The place seemed empty, not a single blanket covering a window, no sound of conversation from within. When Cavale risked a glance inside, he saw only bare rooms—peeling paint, loose floorboards, part of the ceiling buckled from water damage. Nobody home but us mice.
The pendulum swung again, sticking almost straight out toward the south.
Did he sneak around me?
He followed its lead, moving as quickly and quietly as he could toward where the crystal pointed. As he darted across the street, he kept an eye out for other movement in the area—for shadows shifting when they ought to be still, or for ghostly orbs flitting about like pale fireflies. Other hunters, modern-day ghost chasers, swore by gadgets that read electromagnetic fields or detected temperature fluctuations. Cavale supposed they were valid, in their way—same as with Ouija boards and dowsing rods, as long as the user was competent, they could make it work.
But Cavale liked the older methods. Technology wasn’t his thing. He felt clumsy around it—other people his age were constantly wired; he only accepted the weight of his phone in his pocket because Elly might call. So he got it done the old way, following the pendulum, looking for orbs, feeling for cold spots rather than reading them off on infrared from a distance.
Another house, and again while he scouted the vacant property the crystal swung in a different direction. The necromancer was fucking with him. Had to be. That feeling of being watched—a gentle pressure at the back of his head, the itch between his shoulder blades, the suspicious, furtive, too-perfect silence throbbing in his ears—came on even stronger.
It was all Cavale could do to stay where he was and not dive for cover. Father Value would be shaking his head and I told you so-ing in whatever afterlife he’d gone on to. Rather than feel embarrassed, though, that realization strengthened his resolve. Funny, the way resentment worked.
He tucked the crystal and the scrap of silk back into his pocket, and, rather than walking in the new direction it had tried to point him, he picked his way over the uneven lawn of the nearby house, the thigh-high grass shushing against his legs like a librarian demanding quiet.
The backyard was just as much a mess as the front. The bones of an old swingset rusted off to one side. The slide had a crimp in it, as if a vandal had taken a hammer, struck once, and gotten bored. One swing had been wrapped around and around the pole, so it hung only a few inches from the top. The other dangled forlornly by one chain.
On the sagging deck, he found a dog bowl full of rainwater and a plastic patio set turned brittle from freezing winters and scorching summer sun. He set the bowl atop the table and lowered himself gingerly onto the chair. It held his weight.
When the water had stilled, Cavale stared into it. He got right down close, so his breath made tiny ripples on the surface. The simplest way to attract a ghost was to sit quietly and open yourself up to the interactions. He’d seen those shows where a passel of tough guys ran around abandoned asylums and jails, hollering macho taunts at the spirits. There was a reason they rarely found any useful evidence or got more than a banging door for their troubles: ghosts didn’t answer to shitheels.
So Cavale sat, silent and respectful, and waited. Now that he was no longer rushing to and fro, the cold settled into his bones. He tucked his hands into his armpits and tried not to think about how warm his house would be right now. If there were ghosts around, they’d most likely twigged onto his presence; he wasn’t exactly being subtle. It was a matter of patience, and seeing if any of them wanted to talk.
He heard the rattle of chains and the rusty creak of groaning metal.
The swing that had been half hanging down had been reattached. It twisted as though moved by a breeze, but the air was still.
Cavale held still, too, and after a moment, he saw her. She was thirteen, fourteen maybe, dressed in jeans and a too-big sweatshirt. Her scuffed sneakers toed the bald patch beneath the swings, carved there by years of children’s feet. The tall, dry, dead grass was gone, replaced by a carpet of freshly mown lawn. Cavale smelled it now, the bright green of cut grass.
“You shouldn’t be here,” she said. “He doesn’t want you interfering.”
“Udrai?”
“No.” She gripped the chains and spun herself around, twisting them tighter and tighter. Then she lifted her feet up and leaned back, spinning around and around. Her hair flew out around her as the chains unwound. “The thief.”
He thought of the tarot card, lying on his floor like an accusation.
“What did he steal?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “Come swing.”
He was too big for the swingset, but if he declined, she might fade away. The other swing hung at its regular length, unwound from the top bar. An invitation. Cavale came down from the porch and paused in front of it.
“It’ll hold you.”
He sat as carefully as he had on the deck chair, and once more the plastic held. He didn’t so much swing as rock back and forth; his legs were far too long to get any height without dragging the ground. It seemed good enough for her, though. She nodded and went back to her twisting. Cavale tried to find a delicate way to ask the question foremost in his mind, but he couldn’t find one. The ghost girl reminded him of Elly at that age: the hand-me-down clothes, the way she watched him warily even though she seemed to be playing. Elly wouldn’t appreciate him dancing around the subject, so he decided not to with this girl, either. “Did he bring you back?”
She paused and rolled her eyes. “No. I’ve been here a long time. Longer than him. He’s not the boss of me.”
“But he’s the boss of other ghosts?”
“Some of them.”
“How does he do it, do you know? How does he pick who he’s bringing back?”
She stopped her twisting to scowl at him. “I have no idea. I stay away from him.” The duh was unspoken.
“That sounds like you know where he is. Can you tell me?”
She shook her head. “He doesn’t stay in the same place for long. I think he’s afraid someone’s coming to find him.”
“Me?”
She laughed, dry and husky. “No. You don’t scare him; you piss him off. You and the girl.”
“Fair enough. Can you tell me what he looks like, then? So I’d know him if I see him?”
She opened her mouth to speak, and at first Cavale thought she was gathering her thoughts. Then he heard it. Static, so soft at first it sounded like the wind through the dead grass. Then it grew louder, and louder. Cavale went cold as he realized it was coming from her.
Her eyes bulged with sudden fear. She let go of the chains, and stood, her hair whipping as she cast terrified glances around the yard. “Have to go,” she gasped. “He sees us.”
“Where—” he started, but he was alone again, the grass thigh high once more, the swingset gone to rust.
That watched feeling from earlier returned. He forced himself to take deep breaths and turn in a smooth, careful circle, looking for anything at all.
There.
Furtive movement at the corner of the house, someone ducking back around the corner.
Got you now.
He didn’t bother shouting. Best not to bring the whole neighborhood’s attention to this if he didn’t have to. He took off toward where the figure had been, leaving a flattened swath through the overgrowth in his wake.
He wished he’d brought a weapon, something more substantial than his keys and the multipurpose knife that lived in his pocket. No forgotten garden tools leaned against the house for him to grab on his way past; not even a broken bottle lay discarded on the ground. All he had was his momentum and his fists.
Turned out they were enough.
The spy didn’t have Cavale’s grace. Halfway to the street, his feet had tangled in the tall grass and sent him sprawling. As Cavale came tearing around the corner, his prey was just gaining his feet and taking off again. Closing the distance was easy, half a dozen steps and the kind of tackle that’d make a football coach proud. The other guy kissed the ground for the second time in less than a minute, this time with Cavale atop him.
“Fuck,” the guy sputtered. “Fuck, come on, hey, there’s no need for th— Ow.” That last from Cavale’s knee meeting his kidney.
“Who are you?” Cavale considered the merits of using the pendant’s chain as a garrote, but so far the guy didn’t seem keen on fighting him. In fact, he’d gone limp under Cavale’s weight, his hands laced behind his head like the cops asked you to do during an arrest.
“No one,” he said, his voice muffled. “I’m no one. We saw you wandering back and forth earlier and it looked weird so I came out to see if you were all right. Okay? Can we be cool?”
He’s not the necromancer. If he were, Cavale ought to have been jumped by ghouls, or found himself besieged by poltergeists, or any number of other magical protections he’d expected the man to have in place. The other night, with the cards in his own kitchen, hadn’t been a fluke. “Shit, I’m sorry.” He eased off the guy, still wary of a last-second deception, but none of the instincts he’d developed from his years of fighting were pinging. He stayed crouched nearby, ready to bring his new companion down again if he had to.
The guy lay there another moment before he took his hands from behind his head and—slowly, as though he expected a blow from a baton or a Taser shock—pushed himself up onto his elbows. “You a cop?”
“No.”
“Sure felt like it.” He was Cavale’s age, maybe a year or two younger. A mop of dark curls hung down to the collar of his sweatshirt, which was all he had on to keep out the cold.
One of the squatter kids. That explained the wariness lining his thin face. “I promise I’m not. I thought you were someone else.” And how goddamned hollow did that sound?
But he barked a laugh. “You thought I was the drifter?”
“I . . . guess so?”
“Look, I’ll tell you what I know, but can we stand up? The ground’s fucking cold.”
“Oh. Yeah, sorry. Sure.” Cavale rose and helped him up. The kid’s callused hand was freezing in his grip.
“Mike,” he said, turning the clasp into a handshake.
“Cavale.” With a pang, he realized he hadn’t gotten the ghost girl’s name. Better that way. If the necromancer was listening, he might have used it. It didn’t make him feel much better.
“I recognize you now. You live up the top of the hill.”
“I do.”
“You should go back there, Cavale. Shit’s been fucked around here recently. Since this new guy came to town.”
“Fucked how?”
“You wouldn’t believe me.”
“Maybe I would. Try me.”
He sighed. “Weird noises, sometimes even in the houses we’re in. We’ve seen lights in others that no one’s staying at. Couple of the guys I’m sharing space with, they’ve seen people who just can’t be there. And when they go looking, whoever they saw disappears.”
“Ghosts,” said Cavale. He kept his voice neutral. Sound too skeptical and Mike would clam up; sound too eager and he’d do the same, only with the added bonus of thinking Cavale was a crackpot.
“I know. No such thing. But these guys . . . You’re probably standing there thinking we’re high, but we’re not. We’re clean. Number one rule of our house: no drugs. Not even pot. Maybe someone comes home with a bottle of whiskey or a twelvie of beer on payday, but we’re not getting blackout drunk. I swear.”
“I believe you. And you think it’s this drifter doing it?”
“I think it’s awfully coincidental that we never saw any of it before he came along.”
“Which house is he in? Do you know?”
“Is that why you were running back and forth earlier? Trying to find him? We saw you holding something. T said maybe it was a GPS tracker.”
“Something like that, yeah.”
“Well, T’s right about another thing, then. It’s broken. Far as we know, he hasn’t been in any of those houses. But he doesn’t stay in them for very long anyway.” Mike pointed at a stubby saltbox six houses down. “He was in that one awhile, but he left. Vacates, I dunno, every few days at least, pops up nearby.”
“So where is he now?”
“There’s the funny thing. We never know which one he’s in until he’s leaving it. No lights, no sounds. T tried following him last time and lost track. I don’t know how you lose track of someone walking down an empty street, but T managed. So he’s gone again. Probably see him moving out in a couple days.”
“What’s he look like?”
“Couldn’t say. He’s short. It’s all I got. He keeps his face hidden when he does go out—baseball cap, jacket with a hood, you know. This time of year, no one’s going to think anything of it.”
Damn. “Okay, well, it’s a start. If anyone sees where he’s living, will you have them come knock on my door and tell me? I don’t have much in the way of reward, but I can figure something out.”
Mike nodded. “This guy owe you money?”
“No. He’s trouble, though. Caused a disturbance a couple doors down from me.”
That got Mike’s attention. His house rule might’ve been no drugs, but the community as a whole operated on you don’t shit where you eat. Break into one of the homes on the other side of the hill, give the residents a hard time, and the police could end up poking around over on this side, turning everyone out. They took their sweet-ass time responding, sure, but they’d get around to a B&E complaint eventually. It didn’t matter that most of the people here weren’t doing a damned thing wrong; one asshole could ruin it for all of them.
“We’ll keep an eye out,” said Mike. “I’ll spread the word. That shit’s not cool.”
“Thanks,” said Cavale. He decided to leave out the details of the disturbance. Mike didn’t need his burgeoning belief in ghosts confirmed quite yet. “Hey, wait. There used to be a guy who lived down here. About my height, had an AC/DC sweatshirt he wore a lot?”
“Sounds like Ryan.”
“Do you know him?”
“Only in passing. He lived in one of the other houses, by himself. Came by a month or two ago and said he had a lead on a job. If it worked out, and they were hiring more people, he was going to come tell us, help us out.” Mike shrugged. “He hasn’t been back around. Why? Have you seen him?”
“No,” Cavale lied. What was he going to say? Sorry to tell you, but he’s dead. My vampire friend and I buried him this morning after the drifter used his corpse as a graverobber? Nope. Best to steer clear of that. “I just realized it’s been a while since I’ve noticed him in the mornings.” And it had been. Weeks, at least. He added that next to not getting the ghost girl’s name on his guilt pile.
They parted ways outside the house Mike and his friends had claimed. The kid had brushed off Cavale’s offer of compensation with a pride Cavale understood, and found incredibly familiar. At the top of the hill, he stood looking back at the houses, willing the necromancer to show himself. He stood there until his teeth chattered and his knees knocked from the cold, and finally went inside, defeated.
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SUNNY AND LIA loved Halloween. The first year he met them, Chaz had expressed surprise they weren’t out on the town doing . . . demon-y things the night monsters were supposed to run amok. They’d laughed at him. Sunny’d handed him a mug of hot, bourbon-spiked apple cider and told him the most evil thing they did was slip the shyest trick-or-treaters an extra piece of candy.
His first year with Val, she’d given him all kinds of warnings leading up to the end of October, lessons on what to expect from the supernatural side. The veil between worlds was thin on Halloween, she said, and described any number of weird-ass things she’d witnessed since her turning. Then they’d spent the night at the bookstore, handing out candy to Edgewood kids in their costumes, and gone back to Val’s house after closing to watch slasher flicks.
Chaz had long suspected that the weird shit Val saw on Halloweens past was more about her being turned in the seventies than anything else. Probably drank the blood of someone who’d dropped acid.
The succubi had about the same level of mundane going at the parties he’d been to, but at least theirs involved booze and good music. They held a bash every year, one that had a mandatory costume rule. Anyone who showed up in their everyday clothes claiming they were a banker or a professor or a person who forgot their costume was handed a basket full of accessories: bunny ears, pig noses, fox tails you clipped to the back of your pants. There wasn’t a room downstairs in their house without cobwebs, or orange and black fairy lights, or candles shaped like black cats and ghosts and pumpkins. Lia made a killer blood orange sangria; Sunny spent weeks planning the menu.
The guests were always interesting—Sunny’s colleagues from her practice, Lia’s cohorts from the college’s phys ed department—and the women knew who to introduce to whom, which ones to steer apart, the likeliest candidates to get up and do the Time Warp with them. They were also utterly, completely, human. Val and the ladies, supernatural population: three. Chaz got why they hadn’t ever invited the Stregoi down from Boston. Those guys were dicks. But no other succubi mixing and mingling with the mortals? No low-level demons? Not even someone with vague claims to demon blood six generations back on their mom’s side?
Nope, nope, and nope.
Like he’d done the last couple of years, Chaz had wrangled the schedule so he and Val could cut out of Night Owls early. They were on hand for the little kids, the munchkins whose parents brought them storefront to storefront on Main Street (or, quite often, who gossiped over mulled cider in Hill O’Beans while their children were set free to swarm the clerks). After nine thirty, though, the younger kids had been herded home to collapse into sugar-crash sleep. By ten, the teens who showed up with pillowcases and hastily done costumes had come and gone.
By ten thirty, the store was deserted. Up at the campus, the Epsilons held their joint Halloween galas. The girls of Gamma Rho Ep turned the football field into a haunted hayride. Once you were scared shitless, you went to the rec center for the Beta Ep boys’ masquerade mixer. It was as dead as Night Owls got, and was the one night a year Chaz told the closing shift to hang out on the couches, do their homework or stare into space or whatever, and close at midnight if they wanted.
He drove over to Casa de McTeague to pick up Val and Justin. Val had gone full-out with the cowgirl outfit, brown suede chaps covering a pair of stitched leather boots. Silver spurs clinked as she walked. She had a cap gun in a holster, peeking out where her long duster was open at the waist. A red bandana hung around her neck, and her red hair spilled down from beneath the requisite ten-gallon hat.
Chaz applauded as she got in the car. She’d never admit it, but she liked Halloween almost as much as Sunny and Lia. Justin, on the other hand, looked like a man trudging to the gallows. He’d dressed for the occasion, too: black jeans, black button-down shirt over a black tee shirt. Even his eyes were rimmed in kohl. He’d slicked back his hair to show his widow’s peak, and that was when his costume dawned on Chaz. “You aren’t.”
His morose expression veered toward sheepish. “Val talked me out of the cape.”
“And the fangs,” she said.
“You were going to be a vampire for Halloween.” Chaz stared between the two as Justin clambered into the backseat. Val covered a smirk.
“It just seemed easiest. I hadn’t exactly planned anything.” He eyed Chaz in return. “And where’s your costume?”
“As long as no one’s claimed the deely-bobbers, I’m going to be an alien. Otherwise, bunnycow.”
“Bunny . . .”
“Bunny ears, cow tail. Or the other way around.”
“Chaz is lazy,” said Val, but there was no malice in it, only old affection.
They hadn’t talked much since last night. She’d emerged from the rare books room frustrated and exhausted, and he’d decided it wasn’t the right time to air his grievances. Which, in other, more honest words, meant he was chickenshit and had dodged the conversation. She was in a good mood now, though, and so was he. And he didn’t want to argue in front of Justin again, not if they could avoid it. “Damn right I am. Buckle up, kids, this bunnycow is thirsty.”
Late as they were, he had to park out on the street when they arrived at Sunny and Lia’s. Plenty of the cars sported Edgewood College bumper stickers. The others, presumably Sunny’s peers, were varying degrees of ludicrously expensive: Jags and Benzes, Porsches and Fiats. If it weren’t for the promise of drinks and decadent noms inside, Chaz would’ve been happy out here by himself, drooling over cars he’d never be able to afford. He patted the Mustang’s dash as he killed the ignition. “It’s okay, baby. I’ll always love you best.”
He ignored Val’s snort from the front seat and Justin’s awkward shuffling in the back. The kid was probably thinking about last night’s confession time, but fuck it. One thing he was going to have to figure out: Chaz honest-to-dog wasn’t pining or mooning, and he sure as shit didn’t load his statements with the same.
The only other shitbox on the street was Cavale’s. Chaz considered giving Justin a ribbing about Elly, but decided against it. Better to sit back and watch the two of them shuffle around each other without getting the kid preemptively paranoid.
Sunny opened the door as the three of them came strolling up. Tonight, she was Lynda Carter–era Wonder Woman: star-spangled boy shorts, golden lasso, and all. Of course, hosting a party that was ninety percent normal people meant she was Sunny-as-Lynda-Carter, rather than wearing the actress’ face.
“Whoa,” said Justin. “Did you make those bracers?”
“I did!” She held an arm out so he could see. The basket of miscellaneous costume pieces was looped over it, and she gave Chaz an exasperated once-over while Justin cooed. “One of these years—” she said, then actually got a load of Justin. “Tell me you’re not a vampire.”
“Um. I was going to be? But—”
He didn’t get to finish the thought. She dug a pair of bunny ears out of the basket and slipped them on his head. “There. Now you’re a vampire bunny. Much better.” When Justin raised a hand to paw at them, her stern look stopped him. You didn’t fuck with a five-foot-tall Amazon princess. Especially not one who could kick your ass for real.
“Damn it,” said Chaz. “There goes half my costume.”
Sunny found the cottontail and handed it to Chaz. “Tie that on. I expect you to shake your skinny bunny ass when ‘Thriller’ comes on.”
“You got it,” he said. She looked a pointed question between himself and Val, but Chaz pretended not to see it. “So where’s the other lady of the house? Did she save me any of that sangria?” He snagged the cow ears from the basket and headed down the hall, fastening them on as he attempted to lose himself in the crowd.
Creepy Halloween decorations did a lot to hide the changes in the house. The missing furniture left room to dance, as evidenced by several of the guests shaking their groove things in front of the sliding doors. Even those, in their boarded-up state, had been made into part of the scenery. What had been a plain plywood surface the day before had been transformed into a spooky mural, rife with ghosts and graveyards and trees with spidery branches. A witch’s silhouette crossed the moon, and Chaz thought it looked a bit like Lia in profile, which made Sunny the likely artist: she loved drawing Lia.
The woman in question was in the living room, holding court as the Statue of Liberty. She wasn’t above a bit of cheaterfacing when it came to costumes; Chaz was pretty sure the green tinge to her skin wasn’t just expertly applied stage makeup. “Sangria’s in the kitchen,” she said, excusing herself from her friends to come closer to him. “Punch bowl on the island. And speaking of punches . . .” She touched his cheek, and the bruise that covered it. It was fading already, but it wasn’t actually what she was going for. “How’s the patient?” she asked, her fingers fluttering from his face to his shoulder, skimming down his arm. Warmth spread wherever they landed, as she gauged his soreness from their training session yesterday.
It wasn’t healing magic—that wasn’t in their wheelhouse—but Lia was a succubus. Soothing aching muscles made you feel better, and damn could she do that. Better than a long hot bath, or lying on a heating pad all afternoon. “I was going to say creaky, but uh, not anymore?”
“Idiot,” she said, grinning. “I told you to do some stretches.”
“Yeah, but that sounded a lot like exercise, so I didn’t.” He craned his neck for a look around the party. “I saw Cavale’s car out there. Where are the wonder twins hiding?”
“Kitchen.”
“Near the sangria?”
“You’re trying to escape questioning, aren’t you?”
“Yup,” Chaz said as Val’s voice drifted down the hall, getting closer. He didn’t want Sunny to get close enough to start needling him about whether he’d filled Val in on the training session. It’d kill the party mood.
“Fine,” said Lia, “go.”
The noise level dropped dramatically as Chaz ducked into the kitchen. A few clusters of people were gathered, some around the punch bowl, others around a dining room table practically groaning from the weight of the dishes laid out on it: a tower of sandwiches, a massive dish of lasagna, more chips and the dips to go with them than Chaz could dream of scarfing down, at least in one night. A sea of desserts, everything from fruit to cat-shaped cookies to cupcakes decorated with spiderweb frosting. Chaz nodded to the guests he recognized from past years, ladled himself a cup of sangria, and made a beeline for the buffet.
Where, of course, he found Cavale being chatted up by the Edgewood girls’ soccer coach. Chaz had been so intent on his rumbling belly that at first he hadn’t noticed the other half of Team Hiding-the-Bodies-Tee-Hee standing there, possibly because he’d donned a green and gold Mardi Gras mask and a half cape. Elly stood at his side in her everyday clothes, a pair of black cat ears peeking out from her mousy brown hair. Her knuckles were white on her glass; she looked like she wanted to jump out the window and escape. In fact, Chaz saw her eyes flick toward the nearest one as the woman put her hand on Cavale’s arm and laughed at whatever witticism he’d just spewed.
Or maybe Elly was contemplating pitching the woman through it. Or Cavale. Or both. Chaz sauntered the rest of the way over to see if she needed help, snagging a scallop wrapped in bacon along the way. “Hey, you two,” he said around his mouthful. “Gina.”
Gina the soccer coach had come dressed as—wait for it—a soccer coach. She did it every year, but Basket Keeper Sunny allowed it because she always came as one of Edgewood’s rivals’ coaches. Whoever they were neck and neck with that season, somehow she always got her hands on that coach’s uniform. Chaz pictured her training her players to sneak about silently in their cleats and break into the other team’s locker room. Val said she probably just asked to borrow it. But Gina never said, and the local coaches kept mum, so it remained one of Edgewood’s great mysteries.
“Chaz.” Gina leaned in for an air-kiss. “How’s the bookstore?”
“Good,” he said, and pointed at Elly’s glass. “Pardon me, though, I came over to see if Miss Garrett here needs a refill.”
She didn’t, really. Her glass was more than half-full. But she fixed that in about half a second, draining it in one long swallow. “Yeah, I’ll . . . I’ll come with you,” she said, and squeezed between Cavale and the woman to stand by Chaz. “Nice to meet you, Gina.”
Cavale, surprisingly, gave Chaz a grateful nod as Elly pulled him away. Gina had already dismissed them both.
“Thank you,” Elly muttered. “God, they’ve been doing that all night.”
“Cavale and Gina? Doing what?” He peeked back over his shoulder to see that Gina had closed the gap between them. Cavale didn’t look too put out by it, but he’d taken an extra step back, placing his back against the wall. Shit, do I have to do the five-minute rule with him? Wander over and offer him an excuse to bail if he needs it? It had been years since he’d had to play wingman. Which was generally a position you played for someone you liked.
Elly shook her head. “Not just her. Half a dozen people since we got here. I was starting to wonder if someone’d spiked the punch. Or if Sunny and Lia were broadcasting their, uh. You know.”
“Succubi pheromones?”
“Yeah.”
It was Chaz’ turn to shake his head. They’d made it to the island and found themselves alone for a moment. He poured a generous amount of sangria for her and topped off his own. “Much as I hate to admit it, Elly, they’re doing it because your brother’s kind of a hottie.”
She made a face and took another long gulp. “How do people do it? Parties, I mean. Everyone all crowded in, everything so loud you can’t hear yourself think. How do they know if . . . Mmph.” Another sip.
When she put her glass down, he covered her wrist gently. The lack of a flinch on her part spoke volumes about how much she’d had to drink so far. That, and her cat ears had fallen askew. She wasn’t slurring yet, or swaying, or (thank God) stabbing, but her defenses were lowered. “Maybe you want to go easy on those, huh? Lia puts like half a bottle of brandy in there.”
“It’s this or go hide in a closet,” she said. “Or . . .” She lifted her sleeve enough to show the point of the spike strapped to her arm.
“Right, yeah.” He hoped it wouldn’t get to that point. That was when Justin came wandering in, his get me out of here face relaxing when he saw Chaz and Elly. “There you are,” he said to the space somewhere between the two of them. “I don’t think I can do this.”
“What’s the matter, buddy?” His fangs weren’t showing, which was a good sign. Val wouldn’t have let him come out if she didn’t think he could handle it—he’d been going to school and working at the store since his turning, so it wasn’t like he’d been people-deprived. Still, Chaz didn’t know what could have him looking so damned freaked otherwise.
“They’re all offering condolences. The people from the college. Sunny’s friends don’t know me, but Lia’s do. And I just, I can’t . . .” His elbows thudded on the counter as he leaned down.
Elly edged over to him, so carefully that Chaz didn’t quite dare move, for fear she’d retreat if he did. She laid a hand on Justin’s arm. Patted it stiffly, like a toddler first learning how to interact with the family pet. He lifted his head to meet her gaze, and the two shared a look of mute terror borne of social interaction.
“Tell you what,” Chaz said. “Fill up a couple plates, grab your drinks, and go on up to the spare bedroom. Justin, you know where it is.” He nodded. He’d stayed here for a few days while they were still trying to de-Jackal him. “Hang out in there, watch a movie, play some cards, whatever. I’ll cover for you and come get you when it’s time for cleanup duty.” He and Val always stayed after the last guests left, to help clear away plates and wrap up food. Chaz didn’t mind; Sunny and Lia loaded him up with leftovers to bring home.
“You sure?” asked Justin. “No one will get mad?”
“I’ll deal with them if they do. Go ahead, no one will even see you if you go up the back staircase.”
Now that they had a plan and permission, Elly and Justin moved fast. Drinks, check; heaping piles of food, check; and an escape up the stairs that no one noticed except for Chaz. So intent were they on getting the hell away from the party, they forgot to be awkward at each other. Mission accomplished, thought Chaz.
He leaned against the counter and wondered whether that was his good deed for the day, or if he ought to wait around and see if Cavale gave him get me out of here signals. He decided to give it two more minutes. After all, he had the sangria to himself.
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COACH GINA HAD finally left him alone after another half hour of chatting. Cavale had seen Elly and Justin sneak upstairs, and noticed Chaz hanging out by the sangria bowl. He’d talked to whoever came into the kitchen for food or refills, but the way he never left Cavale’s line of sight . . . They couldn’t stand each other, but Cavale had the distinct impression the lanky bookseller was offering his silent services as wingman.
Not that Cavale needed them, really—he had no intention of going home with any of the guests, but he was all right with the attention. He’d had flings over the years, never anything serious. With Elly home now, though, the two of them feeling each other out, it wasn’t the time to start a new one.
The party started winding down around one thirty, and by two fifteen, only the traditional cleanup crew—himself, Val, Chaz, Justin, and Elly—remained. While the tidying up got under way, Chaz had gone upstairs to summon Elly and Justin.
Cavale looked up as Elly came tromping down the front stairs now. That she made any noise at all telegraphed her distress, though her face gave no hint of anything being wrong. He passed the trash bag he’d been holding open to Val and moved to intercept. “What’s going on?” he asked.
“Nothing. I’m fine.” She forced a smile that fell just shy of a snarl.
“That’s a lie. Did something happen up there?” Justin might look snappable as a twig, but he was a vampire, with all the strength that went with it. Elly could take out a Creep with her eyes closed—probably had, for all Cavale knew—but those circumstances were always clear-cut. See a Creep, kill it. If her vampire-protégé-slash-friend had gotten handsy . . .
“Nothing happened,” she said, and that wasn’t a lie. “He was a perfect gentleman. Is there coffee? Chaz said there was coffee.” She moved him gently but firmly out of her way and set off for the kitchen.
Justin drifted down the stairs on Chaz’ heels, wearing a hangdog expression. When he saw Cavale eyeing him, he flinched. He kept Chaz between them until the landing opened out, then fled toward Val.
“Dude,” said Chaz, pausing on the step above Cavale so they were eye to eye. “I don’t know if vampires can have heart attacks or not, but keep glaring at Justin like that and we might find out.” There was no malice in his voice, only the normal amount of smarm, tinged with sangria.
Elly slunk back into the living room, clutching a steaming cup of coffee. Lia—still green, still crowned, but sans torch and book—joined her for a quiet conversation. Cavale couldn’t make out the words, but he saw the tension leave Elly’s shoulders. She snuck a shy peek at Justin, her lips quirking into a goofy little grin. That, combined with the way Lia leaned in conspiratorially after, her pale green hair blocking both their faces, made the last puzzle piece fall into place. “Oh.” She’s upset because she wanted something to happen, and nothing did.
“Look who finally boarded a bus to Cluetown,” said Chaz.
He resisted the urge to throttle. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her like that.”
“I’m guessing, with what you two have been through, a long time is more like never.” He held up a hand. “That’s not an insult, buddy. I’m saying I see kids mooning over each other all the damned time at the store. You probably don’t. And from what you two have shared about how you grew up, I doubt it was a frequent topic of conversation at your dinner table.”
It was a point Cavale had to concede.
“They’ll be fine,” said Chaz. His gaze flicked to a point behind Cavale’s shoulder, and Cavale turned to see Val standing behind him. She’d lost the cowboy hat but hadn’t quite given up the swagger.
“Are you two up to no good?” she asked, flashing her sheriff’s star.
“I was just talking our juvenile delinquent friend here out of toilet-papering the neighborhood, ma’am,” said Chaz.
“Yeah, because that’s . . . something I’d ever do.” He knew it was banter, that he should’ve rolled with it—take advantage of the rare occasion of Chaz not being an utter shit. But in hindsight the suggestion that Chaz knew Elly better than he did, even the tiniest bit, rankled, and he wasn’t feeling charitable.
“Well, I’m taking you both in for questioning anyway. Captain Marvel over there wants to take your statements.”
“It’s Wonder Woman,” called Sunny. “You own a bookstore, at least spend enough time with your comics to know DC from Marvel.”
“Val doesn’t want us reading comic books at the register.” Chaz stepped down past Cavale. “So I would have no way of knowing that Captain Marvel’s a woman now. At least Val got that right.”
“A hot blond woman,” Sunny said, and scowled. “Damn it, Lia, we have to do Halloween over. You need to be Captain Marvel.”
“I’ll be Captain Marvel later,” said Lia, crossing the room to slip her arm around Sunny’s waist. “Just for you.” She leaned down and whispered something that made Sunny squeak.
“Right,” said the now-flustered succubus. “Chaz filled us in on the ghouls. You need to tell us about the . . . the symbol . . . thing.”
Cavale came to Sunny’s rescue, snatching up a discarded slip of paper from the earlier spooky charades game. On the back of Creature from the Black Lagoon, he sketched Udrai’s sigil.
Sunny and Lia went quiet. They’d been poking at each other, giggling and snickering as he drew. Now he looked into their somber faces, and for the first time since he’d known them, he saw fear.
When that hunter—lowercase h, arrogant, amateur shithead—had come to Edgewood looking to make a name for himself by killing them a few years back, they’d been more annoyed than anything. Inconvenienced, sure. Worried their cover would be blown and they’d have to leave town, definitely. But afraid? No.
Sunny squeezed Lia’s hand so hard her knuckles went white. Lia curled herself around Sunny, like she needed to shield her from the scrap of paper. The smaller woman shook her head, as though she could deny the symbol’s existence. She closed her eyes like a child counting to ten to make the boogeyman go away, to make the monster crouched in the corner turn back into a heap of toys on a chair. It was a tactic Cavale had heard on daytime talk shows, not something he’d ever been taught himself; Father Value had told them the horrors in the shadows were probably real.
Seemed Sunny was having one of those moments herself. Her eyes popped open, and she stared at the sigil with dread.
“Udrai,” Lia said, swallowing like her mouth had gone suddenly dry.
“His servant, I think.” Cavale folded the page, hiding the sigil from view. Sunny stared at it anyway, unable to look elsewhere. “Did he have priests? People dedicated to him?”
They exchanged a glance. Sunny said, “I don’t know. Maybe. It’s been a long time. We . . . we can’t let him find us.” She’d gone pale. One hand fluttered mothlike to her mouth to cover a sob. The superhero illusion was gone, only a costume now on a frightened young woman. And considering that that frightened young woman could literally turn into a seven-foot killing machine, Cavale felt his own fear stir.
“Shh, now. It’s all right.” Lia sank onto the couch and tugged Sunny down beside her. She kept a protective arm around her as she spoke. “Justin, be a dear and bring us the whiskey and some cups? Let’s all sit, now, and talk about this.”
Justin did as he was asked; Chaz went with him. While they waited for the two to return, Val sat on Sunny’s other side and held her hand. Elly paced behind Cavale. Eventually, Chaz came back with the coffeepot on a tray, cups and spoons, cream and sugar neatly balanced around the carafe. Justin followed, cradling a bottle of Irish whiskey.
Chaz poured and passed out the cups. At Lia’s signal, Sunny’s was whiskey with a splash of coffee rather than the other way around.
“She’s right; if he finds us, we’re screwed,” said Lia.
“Is he looking for you?” asked Val. “Do you think that’s why he’s here? Or his servant?”
“No. He’s not who our old, uh, boss would send after us, if he’s put out a call. But if Udrai stumbles across us, he’d know that knowledge would be valuable.” Lia stroked Sunny’s hair as she spoke. “The question is whether he’d make us an offer first, see if we can pay him to keep his mouth shut, or go straight home and sell it to the highest bidder.”
That wasn’t in the books. “Who is he? What I found said he was in service to Ereshkigal, but not whether he was a god or some favorite devotee,” said Cavale.
“He’s an opportunist.” Sunny finally lifted her head. Hate filled her eyes. “First and foremost, he’ll be looking out for number one.” She sat up straighter, downed the contents of her mug. “He’s a godling. Lady Ereshkigal raised him up through the ranks, as it were, promoted him right past plenty of people who’d been currying her favor for centuries. No one really knew why, or where he came from. He had a few priests. A couple of shrines. None of them big enough to piss off the real gods, but he ruffled feathers all the same. New guy gets a stake in the soul game, people get upset.”
“‘The soul game’?”
“He’s a death god. It’s part of his job, but . . . Udrai made deals. Makes.”
“Don’t want to die?” said Lia. “Make him an offer.”
“Want someone else to die?” added Sunny. “Make him an offer.”
Chaz scratched his chin. “So what’s that have to do with you two? Did you have someone whacked so you could escape?”
Lia shook her head. “No. But we weren’t free to go, either. We’re not godlings like he is. We’re not anyone’s favored. We’re a pair of demons on a god’s long-ass roster of underlings, that’s it.”
“We were,” said Sunny softly.
“Were. When we left, we didn’t tell anyone we were going. We just . . . didn’t come back.”
“And that can’t have gone over well.”
“If Udrai finds out we’re here . . . It’s a small underworld. He’ll know someone who knows a guy who can get word to our old boss. He gets paid, they send in the troops, we get dragged home.”
Cavale imagined demons marching on Edgewood. The people surrounding him now were good, but they wouldn’t be able to hold out against even a handful of demons whose skills matched Sunny and Lia’s. Chances were, they’d send more than a handful. “If there’s any good news to this,” he said, “it’s that we’re not dealing with Udrai himself. The ghost I talked to yesterday said he wasn’t the one in control.”
“If someone’s acting in his name, it’s just a matter of time until he shows up,” said Lia. “He guards his power closely. We’ll do what we can to help you, but it’s going to have to be on the down low. I’m sorry. We can’t take the risk.” Spots of red crept onto her green cheeks. Anger, embarrassment, shame.
“Of course not.” Val scooted closer to get her arm around both women. “We don’t expect you to. Whatever you can do, we appreciate.”
“Right now, I just want to go to bed,” said Sunny. Tears glittered in her eyes. “You guys go home. Please. We’ll finish cleaning up in the morning.”
*   *   *
OUTSIDE, THEY STOOD around Cavale’s car and watched the lights go out in the succubi’s home, one by one until the front of the house was dark.
Val and Justin had plunked down on the curb. Elly resumed her pacing along the sidewalk, her forehead furrowed in deep concentration. Chaz leaned against Cavale’s car in a way that would’ve had him in fits if anyone did the same to his Mustang. Cavale himself hovered in among them. He didn’t quite feel Elly’s need for constant motion, but sitting still wasn’t an option, either. The cold might not bother the vampires, but neither was he going to macho it out like Chaz.
Chaz, with his hands stuffed deep into his pockets, his shoulders hunched, trying to keep his teeth from chattering. “I’ve never seen them scared before,” he said, echoing Cavale’s earlier thoughts.
“They’ve never needed to be,” said Val. “All these years, I’ve been the only other game in town. Anyone coming by looking for a monster to kill was going to twig on the pale nocturnal bookseller before they ever even looked at these two.”
“So, what, you were their shield?” Justin looked around uneasily, as though a swarm of hunters might come slinking out from between the suburban homes. As though he weren’t flanked by two already, not counting his maker.
“Not in so many words, but sure. The concept has to have crossed their minds at some point. They’re just too polite to say it out loud.”
“Except last time someone did come, they had no idea you existed.” Chaz lost the battle for stoicism and blew on his fingers. “They came gunning right for the succubi.”
“Different circumstances. Lia placed a ward wrong and it tipped him off. He knew something demonic lived here, but not what. Not who.”
Cavale nodded, remembering the events from a few years back. The flawed ward had been like a beacon to magic-users; he’d felt it all the way over in Crow’s Neck, like a faucet dripping in another part of the house. It was what led him to protecting Sunny and Lia, and meeting Val and Chaz. The only thing that had surprised him about Lia’s mistake was that it hadn’t drawn more rubberneckers. “That guy was an amateur. They needed our help with him the same way you ask someone to help you get rid of, I don’t know, a moldy couch. Unpleasant but not life-threatening.”
“But they’re not being threatened now.” Elly paused in her pacing. “This necromancer, he’s seen the five of us if his ghouls and ghosts and goddamned possessed vampires are reporting back, but Sunny and Lia haven’t been there. So our job is to keep it that way, yeah? Try not to lead any of his thralls to their doorstep and he’ll never know they’re here. So if his boss shows up, he won’t know, either. Problem solved. Right?”
“Theoretically. The faster we can get rid of the necromancer, the better.”
“Get rid of him how, though? If he could mask himself against your scrying, our next option’s a house-to-house search. I don’t think that’s going to go over very big with the locals.”
Cavale had filled them in via e-mail after his encounter the night before. Much as he tried to hold on to his Luddite ways, he had to admit it was a handy medium. Not to be technologically outdone, Elly’d followed up with a report about the rogue Stregoi. He’d found her composing it in bed when he’d stopped by her room to say good night. Face lit only by the screen, thumbs flying as she typed, she’d looked almost the way he pictured normal young women her age might after a night on the town with friends.
Until she’d looked up at him and said, “This fucking auto-correct thing keeps trying to change ‘Stregoi’ to ‘stereo.’”
Normal young women didn’t text about vampire killing.
“I asked someone who lives down there to be on the lookout,” said Cavale. “Other than that, more research. More footwork. A spell that’ll slip past his guard. We’ll figure it out.”
Chaz raised his hand. “I’ll volunteer for research brigade. I haven’t had a chance to get back to the estate since the attack. Now that we have the name, maybe there’s something there we missed. I mean, you don’t think this asshole’s going to send ghouls out in daylight hours, right?”
Cavale shrugged. “Probably not. They’d be conspicuous.”
“Right. So unless he decides to do his own dirty work, I should be good. And if he does, I can take a human, at least.”
Cavale bit his tongue, but Elly missed the subtle head shake he directed her way. “Unless he’s doing other magic.”
“Or he’s built like a brick shithouse,” added Val.
The look Chaz shot her was one of pure betrayal. “Oh, come on. I’m . . . scrappy.” He glanced around for support, but Justin found something fascinating on the sidewalk, and Cavale couldn’t hide his own skepticism. “So none of you have faith in me holding my own. Well, that’s just fucking great, thanks.”
“I have faith in you, Charles.”
They all whipped around at the smoky, sultry voice. The silver spike was already in Elly’s hand; Cavale was weaponless, but instinct made him fall into a defensive stance. In less than an eyeblink, Val and Justin had stood and formed a two-vampire wall in front of Chaz, which only made him scowl out from between them.
“Jesus, guys, it’s Katya. Munching on one of us would be a bad idea, what with Elly working for The Man.”
“I’m not insulted,” she said, slinking out from the shadows in the neighbors’ driveway.
At Val’s nod, everyone stood down. Cavale let out a long, slow breath. Outwardly, that was all the frustration he showed. Inside, though, he was kicking himself for letting them all be out in the open like that, their guards down. From the way Elly resheathed her spike—tightening the fastenings as though she could throttle someone with them—she was thinking the same.
Lesson learned.
Katya stopped on the sidewalk a few feet away from the group. She wore a leather jacket that had seen better days, like it had protected its wearer from asphalt at high speeds more than once. Black combat boots were laced up to her knees. Her long hair was tousled, as though she’d driven along I-95 with the windows down. “And I have no plans to . . . munch on any of you.” When she looked at Chaz, though, it was like watching a hungry diner eye a perfectly cooked steak. “Unless you’d like me to.”
“Nah. I’m good, thanks.”
“Sorry to tell you,” said Val, “but the party’s over.”
“You know I wasn’t invited, Valerie. Feel lucky I’m not like the fairy that got snubbed in the story. My vengeance would be so much bloodier.” She tilted her head and hummed a few bars of a song Cavale almost knew. “You know, I was at the premier of Tchaikovsky’s ballet. If I’d been a dancer, I’d have wanted to be Carabosse. But they gave that part to a man in those days. Sometimes they still do.”
“The fuck are you even talking about?” Chaz was possibly the only one who could get away with talking to Katya like that, but Cavale cringed all the same. Wondered if he’d have time to help out if she decided she was done letting him mouth off.
“‘Sleeping Beauty,’” said Justin. “That’s what they called the evil fairy in the ballet.”
Katya clapped with glee, the staccato sound echoing in the early-morning air. What did she care if she woke the neighbors? “Look at you!” She stepped closer to Justin, nostrils flaring as she took in his scent. “Aren’t you just coming along so well? The last I saw you, you had a hole in you right . . . here.” She leaned forward to tap him on the chest, but Val interspersed herself between them.
“Leave him alone, Katya.”
Her lower lip stuck out in a pout. “It was a compliment to both of you. Why are you so nervous around me, Valerie? I took your toys away once. I’ve given my word it won’t happen again, haven’t I?”
“Then why are you here?”
She was shorter than Val, even with the added height from her clunky boots. Still, she got up in Val’s face, close as a lover, and held the other woman’s gaze. Neither of them breathed.
Val was an obstacle for both Chaz and Justin, blocking either from getting to Katya. Elly stood warily off to the side, holding her decision as long as she could. Val was her friend; Katya her boss. If it came down to it, Cavale was nearly certain she’d make the right choice, but if she played her hand too early and attacked Katya, it could land her in serious trouble with Ivanov. The kind of trouble that would spread to everyone down here in Edgewood.
That left only Cavale in good striking distance. Elly couldn’t be held responsible for his actions.
The Stregoi aren’t known for their reasonableness.
Didn’t matter. If Katya was here to pick a fight, they could sort it out later. He eased himself into position. If she makes a move I can spin her around, give Val time to react if nothing else.
But she stepped back from Val with a laugh, nearly colliding with Cavale. “So touchy, you are. I didn’t come here to throw down with you and yours. I came here for Eleanor. Your sparkling presences are merely a bonus.” As she said that, she flashed her pointy teeth at Cavale. “Yours especially, Mister Evans. You’re nearly as delectable as our Charles.”
He didn’t react, instead watching as Elly reached into her back pocket and pulled out her phone. “Were you trying to call me?” she asked. “Nothing came through.”
“No, myshka, I didn’t. Remember what I told you last night? About the walls having ears?”
Elly nodded.
“I thought it better to simply come fetch you.”
“But how did you know where I was?”
Katya turned to the others, her perfectly penciled eyebrows raised in mock incredulity. “Last I checked, I was the ancient among us, no? Can it be I’ve embraced the modern era faster than one of its own children?” She held up her own phone, its custom case bedecked with rhinestones in the shape of the Stregoi symbol. With a few taps, she woke up her screen to reveal a map of Edgewood, of Sunny and Lia’s street, a blue dot labeled E. Garrett blinking on and off where Elly stood. “Ivanov owns your phone, Eleanor. He turned on the GPS and I followed it.”
“Oh.”
Katya couldn’t know it, but the answer let them all relax a little. She hadn’t tracked them through magical means, or her vampiric senses, which meant Sunny and Lia’s nothing to see here wards were still working as intended. Cavale had helped set them; while they didn’t extend too far beyond the front yard, he was confident they were still inside the wards’ area of effect.
“It’s pushing four now,” said Chaz. “Figure you guys get back to Southie it’s, what, five thirty? What could you possibly need Elly for in the last hour before dawn? Shouldn’t all good vampire girls and boys be getting tucked into bed by then?”
She tittered. “Do you get tucked in, Valerie? A glass of warm blood and a teddy bear to help you sleep?”
“Not usually,” said Val. “But now you suggest it . . .”
“Oh spare me. Eleanor,” she said, turning her back on Val. “We need you to stand guard during the day, as it turns out. After last night’s events, I have it on good authority those . . . those whelps want to come at Ivanov. By day.”
Elly frowned. “But they can’t. You’re centuries old and you can’t do it. The Oisín are closer to Justin, turning-wise. How could they . . . ?”
“The Jackals found a way.” Chaz’ voice was hollow. “Katya, this could be dangerous. Have Ivanov sleep somewhere else for the day. Hell, have all of your people crawl into other crypts. Don’t . . . Elly can’t do this alone. I don’t care what kind of a badass she is.”
When he dropped the swagger, Chaz was all right. Cavale had heard his recap of the time he’d spent in the Creeps’ captivity, but what he’d seen with those kids—their servants, their willing minions—had left him shaken. “He’s right,” Cavale said now. “Move them to new places.”
“They won’t.” Katya shrugged. “This is about turf, gentlemen. Whoever gives ground first, loses.”
“Then let me come with her,” Cavale said. “I can help.”
“No.” Elly came over to him, clasping his shoulder. “You’ve got work to do down here. Important work.” She inclined her head toward Sunny and Lia’s house. He couldn’t help but wonder if they were still awake, watching all this from a darkened window. “Ivanov’s Renfields aren’t complete idiots. We’ll be fine.”
He sighed. She was right; the necromancer needed taking care of, too. “Put my number in your phone, set it so it’s ready to call me. First sign of something out of the ordinary, you call, okay?” Down in Crow’s Neck, he’d be over an hour away. Too far to help physically, but magic didn’t care as much about distance. “Promise me.”
“I promise.” She crossed her heart like they did when they were children.
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IVANOV MIGHT HAVE kept his bar in the not-yet-gentrified part of town, but his lair was another matter entirely. Elly knew squat about housing prices, but the ultra-modern condo Katya brought her into, with its sleek lines and chrome fixtures, its art pieces meant to be admired from the luxury of a sitting room that was a work of art itself . . . This place had to be in the half-a-million range, easy.
The head of the Stregoi himself sat in one of the massive wingback chairs. He gestured for Elly to sit on the couch beside it. At first she balked—something this fine, she didn’t think she was allowed to touch. She felt like a grubby six-year-old again, grave dirt under her nails, cemetery mud on her shoes, fingers sticky from milking dandelions for one of Father Value’s spells. If I touch it, I’ll ruin it, she thought, and we can’t afford to replace it. An old mantra, one Father Value had drilled into them time and again when they went anywhere he needed them to behave.
When she and Cavale were in their teens, it wasn’t Father Value making them feel that way anymore: it was other people. People who saw their secondhand clothes, or noticed how they stuck to the clearance aisles, and assumed poor equaled dirty. Or stupid. Or that they were there to steal. Those people, they let you know exactly what they thought of you.
They hovered, as though you’d stuff the contents of the shelves in your pockets if they turned their backs. They commented to colleagues about the decline in quality customers, voices pitched loud enough so you couldn’t miss it, but just quiet enough that they could deny it if you confronted them. They turned their noses up as though they’d smelled something foul, no matter how clean you were. No matter how polite you were. No matter if you dug your wallet out and showed them your money.
They didn’t want you there, and they let you know it.
She was twenty-three now. She had a dresser in her room in Cavale’s house and a job that paid her enough to fill it with new clothes. Her jeans and sweater were such new purchases, bought for the Halloween party.
She was in a home she’d been invited to, by hosts who’d never shown her a shred of contempt. Being human, she wasn’t pack, in the way vampires arranged themselves, wasn’t even a Renfield, but she had Ivanov’s trust.
And still she wavered.
“Please, Miss Garrett,” said Ivanov, “sit and speak with me.”
What drove her bottom down onto the butter-smooth leather wasn’t his invitation or the warmth in his voice (false, she suspected), but the feeling of eyes on her. Not only Ivanov and Katya, but the Renfields milling about as well. The ones who were used to this luxury, who felt it was, in some way, their due. They pretended not to watch, to go about their tasks and ignore their master and his guest, but Elly knew those sideways glances.
I won’t be their freakshow.
“Katya said you think the Oisín are planning to attack during the day?”
“It’s the word on the street. Literally.” A tablet rested on the glass coffee table between them. Ivanov leaned over and woke it up, then spun it around to show Elly the picture it displayed. She recognized the sidewalk in front of the bar. Two neat lines of ogham marks were spray painted on the concrete. “This address,” he said, pointing to the first line. Then below it: “Date and time. Today, eleven a.m.”
“How did they get this address? How do they know it’s where you sleep?”
“That, my dear, is one of the great mysteries. I’ve vetted all my Renfields. Katya questioned all of them; they’d chew off their tongues before they’d lie to her. None have revealed it to anyone. No one thinks they’ve been followed. Katya and I, we’re careful when we come and go. The Stregoi who stand guard are perfectly loyal to me. But these little ones, they are clever.” He shrugged, seemingly disinterested in exploring the subject further.
“So, all right, they’re at least sending in their Renfields to do the job. They can’t have too many, right? The Oisín themselves haven’t been around that long.” She sized up the sycophants present with them now: five warm bodies, two men, three women. “Can they fight?”
“Not as well as you.” Katya leaned on the back of Ivanov’s chair. “But they’re the best bodyguards we have. They’ll do as you say.”
They didn’t look like much to Elly. None of them tall or particularly thick-necked. Then she caught a glimpse of herself in the tablet’s darkened screen. Guess I don’t look like much of a threat, either. “All right. We’ll set up defenses. What else do I need to know?”
Katya bent to whisper in Ivanov’s ear. One of her beringed hands came down to rest on his shoulder. Ivanov tilted his head toward her, reached up, and twined his fingers with hers as he listened. Eventually she straightened, and Ivanov turned back to Elly. “There are rumors that the bean sí rides with them.”
“The bean . . . You’re saying they’ve got a banshee. How?” She couldn’t read ogham script, but Elly knew her Irish mythology. The bean sí were fairy women, whose keening cries foretold impending death. Usually violent ones—murders, accidents. The spirits themselves mostly appeared to the soon-to-be-deceased’s family and wailed, though sometimes the bean sí were violent, too.
“Another mystery,” said Ivanov. “Perhaps one of them followed a family from the old country.”
And now it’s confused, since the dead person’s still walking around. She could almost buy it, if her previous few days hadn’t been filled with another flavor of death entity. Believing in coincidence was the luxury of the mundanes. “Theo,” she said. “What do you know about what happened to him?” She’d told Katya about the sigil she thought she’d seen as his body crumbled, how his accent had disappeared. On the drive in, she’d shared what little they’d learned about Udrai.
“Why he did it doesn’t matter,” said Ivanov. “Not for today. We reached out to the Oisín after you went home last night and got no answer; they were likely too frightened to come talk to my emissary after what Theo had done. Tonight, we sent someone again, first thing, and he barely made it home alive. They do not wish to talk.”
“But Theo was possessed. I’m sure of it now. By the same person who’s running around in Crow’s Neck.” Elly watched Ivanov’s face for any hint of compassion, but he might as well have been carved from marble. “Don’t you see? Someone’s fucking with both the Stregoi and the Oisín. They’re pitting you against each other and you’re both falling for it. You should be working with them, not fighting them.”
At last, a flicker of emotion: cold, cold fury. “Are you questioning my leadership, Eleanor?”
In the corners and nooks, the Renfields froze. They dropped their pretense of nonchalance and stared openly. Still hovering above him, Katya gave Elly the tiniest shake of her head. Don’t push.
Elly took a slow, deep breath. Exhaled. Found a gentler, more subservient tone. “No, sir. I’m only suggesting . . . there might be another angle to all this. You hired me to guard you, and to me that means more than beating people up for you. If you’d prefer me just to guard you with my fists, I can, but all due respect, sir, I thought my mind and my experience were part of the package, too.”
She waited then, as curious as the Renfields over whether this might result in her abrupt termination. And whether that came in the form of an escort out the door and down to the street, or a sudden gaping wound in her throat. Even Katya didn’t dare move.
The longer he looked at her, the more certain she became she was staring at her own end. She hadn’t had a chance to plug Cavale’s number into her phone, ready to dial like he’d asked. Not that he’d have time to get here and help if she had. Not that she’d have time to even reach for the phone, let alone wake it up and call him.
Then Ivanov’s lips quirked into a grin, and she saw no hint of fangs. The mirth didn’t reach his eyes, but he sat back and chuckled. The Renfields relaxed and returned to their preparations. Some of them, Elly thought, seemed a mite disappointed that it hadn’t ended in blood. Katya stayed on alert, but unlike the minions, she looked relieved.
“You must pardon me, Eleanor. I come from a different world in more ways than one, yes? Our politics, these modern times, I forget how casually people address one another.”
He’s lying. He doesn’t slip like that. Something had happened just now, but she didn’t know quite what, and didn’t dare step any farther out onto ice that was already creaking beneath the weight of her audacity. “Of course,” she said. “I understand.”
“And you are right. We have avenues that must be explored. Questions in need of answers. But tonight it is too late.” He nodded toward the windows, where the few visible stars had faded and the sky—never completely black here, with Boston’s lights staving off full dark—had taken on the grey tinge of predawn. “We can’t find them in time, not soon enough to make them listen to reason.
“Keep us safe while we sleep. Shed as little of their blood as you can. In the evening we’ll sue for peace once more. Yes?”
She didn’t need Katya’s encouraging nod to agree. He had a point. “All right. You two ought to go turn in for the day, then. I’ll handle things out here.”
“They are yours to command,” said Ivanov. He rose from the chair and took Katya’s proffered hand. As they glided away, toward a steel-doored room in the back, Elly couldn’t help but wonder if Katya knew her liege was a liar. And if she didn’t, whether Elly dared bring it up to the woman at all. Katya wasn’t her ally; she likely thought of Elly the way a cat thinks of a mouse. Called her a mouse, in fact, in her native Russian. She’s too loyal to risk it. Their talk in the cafe, the way Katya looked at him, their long history . . . No, even if Elly could suss out what he was keeping back, Katya would kill her rather than expose Ivanov.
Get the job done, Eleanor, whispered Father Value in her memory.
Get the job done and get out, replied Cavale.
*   *   *
MOST DAYS, ELLY suspected, the minions set to lounging about after their masters went to sleep. The five assembled before her were by no means slouches, but they seemed tired. Two of them kept casting longing glances at the plush couches surrounding a massive flat-screen television.
“I’m sorry to keep you from your cooking shows,” said Elly. It snapped their attention back to her. Their indignant gasps were heartening: it meant they gave at least a partial shit. Whether that shit was for having her respect or not getting into trouble with Ivanov didn’t much matter. She could use either.
One of them was Katya’s chisel-jawed jock from the other night, the one who’d gotten in her face when she’d told him to go announce her presence to his master. “Do you actually have a plan?” he asked. “Or are you just going to berate us for a while?”
She considered putting his ass on the ground for that. It wouldn’t take much—couple steps, a grab, a sweep, she doubted he’d even see it coming. But, no, they had to be together on this. It’d be five against one, and much as she’d rather do this by herself, if the Oisín crew were anything other than human, she might need this lot. “I have one,” she said, “but you guys know this place better than I do. I’m going to need your help refining it. What’s your name?”
“Trent. You’ve been working for Ivanov for a month. Haven’t bothered learning it?”
“I haven’t needed to.” They hadn’t done anything interesting enough to warrant it, really. Far as she saw, they fetched and carried for the vampires in the hopes that someday they’d be turned. Elly had no time for bootlickers. But they didn’t need to know that. “It’s not like any of you were going to invite me to hang out, were you?”
Trent glanced at the others, all of whom avoided meeting Elly’s eyes. “No,” he said. “I guess not.”
“Good. Because we’re not friends. This isn’t a bonding experience. If you all go out for victory drinks after this or whatever, you don’t have to invite me along. Okay?” She didn’t wait for their assent, warming up to her speech. “The next few hours, though? I. Am. In. Charge. If you don’t like it, suck it up or go the fuck home. I don’t really care.” As pep talks went, it wasn’t terribly uplifting, but Elly never saw much point to the rousing addresses they gave in the movies. Battle sucks, do your best not to die, the end.
Her words at least had some effect. The Renfields were never going to carry her around on their shoulders, but they lost the mulish expressions. Trent backed off, too. “What do we need to do?”
She set them to work, rearranging furniture, keeping watch, assisting her in laying down extra wards or reinforcing the ones that were already there. That struck her as curious, too—they were professionally done, so much so that if she hadn’t known better, she’d have said they were hers, or Cavale’s, or Father Value’s. Which meant the Brotherhood had been here . . . except Ivanov had no dealings with their Boston contingent. When he’d hired Elly, he’d said he wanted her on staff in case they came around.
The wards were oldish, though, settled so deep the walls practically sang with them. Elly’d been in places where the magic had had centuries to soak in, where you could feel it as soon as you crossed the threshold. Ivanov’s condo was a relatively new construction, less than a decade old. Plenty of time for the original wards to make themselves at home, but young enough for Elly to be able to make improvements. Change a character here, tweak a rune there, take the basic structure the Brotherhood taught and add her own flourishes. The Brotherhood’s protections were good; of course they were. They simply needed a little . . . updating.
As the sun rose and natural light filled the space, Elly took time to gauge their fighting skills. Katya was true to her word—they were all competent at minimum. Vampires were born fighters—ideally a servant wouldn’t ever need to see combat. Val had told her it used to be mark of shame for a Renfield to have to defend their master. Times had changed, though. Advances in technology, weaponry, body armor, all those things made it easier for a vampire’s enemies to strike during the day . . . and win.
Which meant that while the Stregoi weren’t going to hire trained assassins out of pride, neither were they stupid enough to hamstring themselves when it came to their staff’s survivability.
At nine o’clock, she called a halt. “You have an hour and a half,” she said. “Get some rest. Nap if you can fall asleep, sit quietly if you can’t. Meditate, watch TV, whatever.”
“What about you?” asked one of the women. Holly. She was one of Ivanov’s. Stocky, plain, not fashion-catalog pretty like Katya’s Renfields were. Everything about her seemed . . . blunt. Her nose, her haircut, the way she spoke.
“I’ll keep watch.”
“That’s not relaxing.”
“It is for me.”
They drifted away without further argument. Elly folded herself onto the window seat and kept one eye on the street below, the other on Ivanov’s tablet. It was hooked into the cameras placed around the building—she wasn’t sure if he’d had one of his people hack into the feed, or whether he’d simply bribed the security company to grant him access. She switched between those cameras, watching for anyone suspicious, though she didn’t expect visitors yet. If the Oisín were going to infiltrate early, they’d have been here by now. Her gut told her they’d come at eleven, like their threat had said.
At ten thirty, she roused the Renfields. Only Trent had stayed awake, reclining on the couch Elly had occupied earlier and keeping his own watch.
The last half hour was interminable. Elly had long ago learned to wait it out, to ride the wave of anxiety and adrenaline and turn it into something useful: check your weapons, check your supplies, do it over and over until all hell finally broke loose. The Renfields paced; they watched the clock; they watched the doors. Elly let it happen; she was neither their master nor their mother. She wasn’t even really their mentor, though she did stop them now and again, get this one to breathe, that one to count the bottles of holy water she’d filled just in case.
Elly checked the point of her spike, then gave her box of healing materials one final inventory. She kept a kit at the bar—nowhere near as good as the one she kept at Cavale’s, but really, very little of what she used on humans would apply to vampires. And the Stregoi would be reluctant to let her tend to their Renfields’ cuts and bruises if they weren’t life-threatening. Still, she was glad Katya or Ivanov had thought to have it brought here. With no vampires around, her skills as a medic might be needed before the sun set.
At eleven o’clock, the wards tripped. All of them, flashing so bright Elly had to shield her eyes. She felt them singing all through her body, the cheat sheet of runes she’d scribbled on her arm burning like a brand as every single one of them went off at once.
They’re everywhere.
“Hold tight,” she said. “They’re coming.”
The building’s alarms were silent, though. The security guard downstairs was dealing another round of solitaire; the cameras were empty.
Then the bay window—the one Elly had been perched in half an hour before—shattered inward. Holly cried out as shards of glass sliced ribbons in her exposed flesh. They all turned toward the sound, to see what was coming through. Rushing to meet it.
Mistake.
Elly spun back toward the entrance, cursing as she did. One by one the locks rusted, corroded, fell thunking to the ground. The door shuddered as whoever was on the other side delivered three booming kicks. Then it opened, swung inward to crash against the wall.
The Oisín’s people poured through, half a dozen of them, some in ski masks and gloves, others with hoods or hats pulled low. Those ones reminded Elly of the Creeps, who kept their faces in shadow when they walked among the living, seeking out their victims, hiding their snouts and their fangs and their yellow, yellow eyes.
But these were humans, not Creeps. No stink of rotting meat and pencil shavings rolling off them, only sweat and cold fall air.
And in their midst, the banshee.
*   *   *
SHE WAS CLAD all in grey, from the top of her cowl to the dusty boots peeking out from beneath her . . . dress? Robes? Fabric swathed her, layers and layers of it, so much that Elly wasn’t sure where one piece ended and the next began. They billowed in the crosswind between the smashed window and the open door.
Elly braced for the earsplitting wail, ducked her head to get a glimpse of the face beneath the cowl, but all she could see was brown hair shot through with grey. Shadows hid the woman’s face.
“Stop,” said Elly. She held her silver spike loosely—she wasn’t foolish enough to let it go, but it was as close to a placating gesture as she’d get. “This is wrong. Go back and tell your masters you’re all being set up. Ivanov will send someone tonight and you can talk. Work together to figure out who’s doing it. Please. You don’t have to—”
She trailed off as she realized how still they were, how puppetlike. It wasn’t that they were ignoring her words; they weren’t even hearing them, at least not to comprehend. Only the banshee had any life to her, ironic for the one ghost in the room. She tilted that grey head as if in faint recognition. “Are you in charge of them?” Elly asked her. “Call them off. If he’s not controlling you, too, call them off. If he has you bound, we can set you free.” Did she understand? Could she? If the necromancer was listening through her, Elly’d tipped him off that they knew about his involvement with the vampires.
Doesn’t matter. He knew Cavale was after him, too.
“Udrai? Is it Udrai doing this? Or—”
At his name, one of the others let out a strangled moan. Dark curls spilled out from beneath her ski mask, and Elly saw her blue eyes widen in terror. She’d seen those eyes before, at the meeting with Theo, and again the next night, when he’d killed her friends. “Deirdre?”
The moan grew into a wail, and Elly saw the woman’s fangs unsheathe.
Then the Oisín surged forward, and she was shouting at the Renfields. “On me, God damn it. They’re vamps! They’re all vamps!”
Whether it came from their fighters’ instincts or from having to jump to every time their masters snapped their fingers, the Renfields responded fast. Even Holly, whose left arm was a mess of blood and ragged flesh. Glass shards sparkled like diamonds in her hair as she made for the stock of holy water.
We’re fucked, we’re fucked, we’re fucked.
They’d have been in trouble with three vampires, but six plus the banshee? Didn’t matter that they were only one up on Elly’s team—undeath granted the Oisín advantages her people couldn’t make up for. The other woman among the Stregoi Renfields—Ji-hye—went tearing past Elly. She caught one of the bottles Holly lobbed her way, unscrewed the cap, and doused the nearest vamp with twenty-four ounces of blessed sparkling water.
Interesting, what sanctified expensive fizzy water did when it hit. And fizzed. And burned.
The vampire clutched at his soaking wet mask and tore it away, exposing the smoking skin beneath. Curling up from the collar of his shirt was the tip of a now-familiar sigil. The necromancer’s mark. Before she could get a better look, Ji-hye lashed out with a kick to his knee. Elly heard the snap as the bone broke and he went down.
In the time it took for Ji-hye to get him on the ground, all the vampires should have been on them, should have torn through them. Instead Elly saw the other Renfields—Trent at the front, Yuri and Sam flanking him—meet the vampires halfway. Deirdre alone got past them, making straight for Elly. In the back, the banshee spread her arms and chanted words Elly almost knew.
I need to get to her. But she couldn’t, not yet, because Deirdre was coming at her at a run.
A run.
She should be a blur. Realization dawned, as sharp as the snap of the Oisín’s bone: They weren’t invited in. It’s daytime, and they weren’t invited in.
And they’re not in control of themselves.
She knew from sparring with Justin that his abilities waned as dawn grew near. And if they entered a house they hadn’t been invited into, their powers were lessened even more. There was no way to know how deeply the necromancer was controlling them—every move? A general order to fight? Were they in there at all, resisting him, or had their minds fled with the sun, and he worked with empty shells? She thought of Justin, the time he’d let her watch what happened as the sun rose. How fast he collapsed, how utterly dead he appeared.
Elly caught Deirdre’s raised fist on her arm, let the taller woman’s momentum stagger them both backward. She got close enough to grab a fistful of Deirdre’s hair, wrapping the locks around her left wrist like a rope. The ski mask lifted up, exposing Deirdre’s chin. With her other hand, Elly brought up the spike and dragged it across the curve of her jaw.
The skin smoked and cracked beneath the silver. Deirdre hissed in pain.
Holly, God bless her, was watching. She pitched a few more bottles of holy water to Trent, then ducked beneath the counter. A huge racket went up in the kitchen as she tore drawers off their rails and dumped the contents on the floor. She came up a few seconds later, fiddling with the catch on a mahogany box. More clattering as it opened and she upturned it into the sink. She fished around with her good hand, plucking out knives, serving forks, anything with an edge.
Then she came around and slid them across the floor toward her friends.
“Cut the sigils!” Elly shouted, scrabbling to keep Deirdre from clawing at her face. “It should drop them off to sleep!”
There was a moment where it might have ended well. Where they could have done as she said, sent them all back to vampire dreamland, dealt with the banshee, and put the Oisín somewhere safe until sunset. There could have been a grand ol’ bloodsucker parlay, everyone hugging it out over blood packs or willing donors or whatever it was vampires did to seal a deal. That was how it was supposed to go, in Elly’s head. They’d come out of it with only Holly in need of stitches, and hooray, good guys win.
But Sam was slow in picking up the serving fork. He looked away from the vampire in front of him a second too long, and that was all the time the vamp needed to swipe down with his claws and tear out Sam’s throat.
Ji-hye screamed as her friend’s blood coursed out on the cold marble floor. The vampire she’d kneecapped was still writhing in pain at her feet, closer than the one that had taken out Sam. Ji-hye stared down at him for a heartbeat, her face contorted in grief and shock and hate. The vampire stared up at her with empty eyes as the girl hauled him up by the back of his shirt and yanked him along.
Not toward the others.
Toward the patch of sunlight streaming in through the broken windows.
She shoved him into it, but didn’t stick around to watch him burn. She turned back to where Trent and Yuri faced the other four, scooping up a carving knife on her way.
Elly’s nose filled with the scent of burning flesh and scorched cotton as the vampire tried dragging himself away from the sunlight. He got one hand out, but it didn’t matter. The rest of him caught, and he went up as fast as if he’d been staked with cedar. Clothing didn’t protect them—not completely. Not enough. Val had said it bought them time, maybe, if they were old enough. But the Oisín were young, in the scheme of things. He had no chance.
So how did they get over here in the first place?
Deirdre didn’t give her time to chew on that. She lashed out again, forcing Elly to scamper back out of her reach. Trent and Yuri and Ji-hye were driving the other four into a corner. Holly’d come out from the kitchen to help them, a bread basket full of wicked implements cradled in her injured arm.
Still the banshee chanted.
This time when Deirdre struck, Elly snatched at the collar of her shirt. The tip of the spike tore into the cotton and Elly ripped it wide. Udrai’s mark stood out on the woman’s pale neck. Elly switched her grip on the spike, holding it like a child first learning how to hold a pencil, with the tip just barely poking out from her fist. She scribbled over the sigil, felt Deirdre’s flesh bubble where silver brushed skin.
Deirdre’s eyes rolled up in her head and she dropped to the floor, literally dead weight.
In the corner, it had gone from four on four to four on two, in the Renfields’ favor. One of the fallen Oisín was nothing more than a heap of ash-streaked clothing. The other was quickly joining him, the filigreed handle of a knife protruding from his chest.
The banshee was unguarded.
Elly stalked toward her. No time to grab some salt from the kitchen (probably ridiculously fancy sea salt, judging by the ridiculously fancy water they’d had to work with); she dug into her pocket and pulled out the crystal she’d used at Cinda’s house a few days back. The words of an exorcism formed on her lips; she was shouting them, screaming them as she got in close.
Close enough to make out the banshee’s words.
Close enough to smell the myrrh.
Close enough to see her face beneath the cowl.
She’s not a banshee. She’s Brotherhood.
“Who are you?” Elly whispered.
The woman shook her head, brown eyes wide with surprise. Her fingers flickered in a pattern Elly knew: a rune of command drawn in the air. The Renfields shouted profanity-laced warnings as, out of the corner of her eye, one of the two vampires standing broke away. He came shambling at her. They’d gotten the ski mask off, and his face was covered in burns from the holy water. Strips of charred flesh showed through holes in his shirt, where they’d grazed him with the silver but hadn’t managed to stake.
Elly turned, smoothly, easily, and drove her spike into his heart.
When she turned back toward the door, the Sister was gone.
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CHAZ HALF EXPECTED to find both of the Clearwaters’ libraries ransacked, books on the floor, whole sections missing. Or that he’d come whistling around a corner and find himself nose to nose with the ghoul from the other night, ready for round two. Even though Val said they’d put him utterly out of commission. He hadn’t gotten around to asking for details on that one, and didn’t plan to.
His ribs certainly weren’t ready for another go. Learning throws from Lia hadn’t helped in that regard, but at least if an unauthorized visitor were there, he could be a smidge more useful this time. Get them on the ground, then run like hell.
He strolled around the perimeter before he went in. Far as he could tell, the house was undisturbed. He paused at the front door, key in lock, ear to fiberglass. Only silence from within.
Once inside, he took the house in baby steps. Move a few feet, stop to listen. Crouch low before peering into the next room. He started feeling a bit like a burglar himself. Soon enough, he was convinced he was alone, at least enough to walk upright again and stop trying to soften his footsteps. Either the ghouls hadn’t been back, or Cavale’s wards had repelled them.
Even in the aftermath of violence, certain parts of the Clearwaters’ home had retained their coziness. Places the relatives and estate lawyers had picked up but not picked over, like Helen’s pantry, stocked with flour and sugar and more kinds of chocolate for baking than Chaz had thought possible. Or the nook in the downstairs sitting room with its jumble of coin-collecting magazines and clippings from the alumni newsletter highlighting the achievements of Henry’s former students.
Justin would have been one of those clippings someday.
Cozy and homey, sure, but then those sad reminders kicked you in the teeth. He could stand in the pantry and inhale the smells, run his fingers over pans that Helen had inherited from her mother, her grandmother, but she’d never again send Henry into Night Owls with a tin of fudge and a cheery note. Justin could still graduate—would, if Chaz had any say in it—and might go on to write the definitive work on Donne or Milton or Herbert. But Henry wouldn’t get to read it, wouldn’t be cutting the publication announcement out of Edgewood Achieves! and tacking it to his wall of pride.
It should have been comforting here, with the November sun shining in, warming the chair where, Justin said, Henry liked to nap on Sunday afternoons.
He left the first floor behind, moving cautiously up to the second. Still alone, still undisturbed. It was less cozy up here, what with the smell of bleach and missing swaths of carpet. And of course, the knowledge that this was where most of it had happened. But it was also his work area, and in the daylight it was much easier to put himself into that mind-set: sort and catalog, find what’s useful.
Chaz pulled his notebook from his pocket and flipped pages. Henry’s sorting system was still a mystery to Chaz, even after working with it for a month. Some books were grouped together logically—by author, by year of publication, by subject—but not always, and not in any order Chaz had been able to suss out. He was good with puzzles, too, which frustrated him to all hell. Put one of those brainbuster activity books in front of him and he’d plow right through it. Those ones where you got a sequence of numbers or letters or words and had to figure out which came next, or which was missing? He was a fucking pro at those.
There was a pattern here, to these books. He just couldn’t see it. For a moment he debated calling Cavale, to see if he could whip up a spell that’d make the right book . . . glow or slide forward or levitate over to him. Something. Anything. But the dude was likely asleep, or off on a research mission of his own, or pacing the floor waiting for Elly to call. Best to leave him be.
And not give him the satisfaction of figuring out a puzzle Chaz couldn’t.
He found the shelf that, far as he could tell, was dedicated to world mythology. Mesopotamia had its own neat section. Best place to start.
Index after index failed to mention Udrai. Chaz sat amid a pile of books most scholars would sell a limb to even hold, turning onionskin pages with his cotton-gloved fingers, and had to resist the urge to pitch the books across the room like the ghoul had. Instead he forced himself to start again, with Udrai’s patron, Ereshkigal. The information on her was overwhelming—major part of the pantheon, one of the chief deities, scads of adventures, all with variations.
Now and then he found notes in the margins in Henry’s tiny print. He found page numbers referenced, would turn to it within the work to find another, and another. Chaz followed Clearwater down his own rabbit hole, until he came to what seemed like a dead end: cf. Blumenthal, DD p. 78.
“Well, that does me fuck-all,” he muttered. But, no, wait. There was a Blumenthal; he’d seen it recently. It was . . . it was . . . “Right fucking there.” He stood, leaving a Chaz-sized hole in the middle of the book pile. Being so lanky, he could step over them without kicking down the stacks he’d made. The Blumenthal was in the section he’d labeled tricksters on his cheat sheet.
Jonathan Blumenthal, The Devil’s Dice. That explained the DD in the annotation. It was a skinny volume, more like a published thesis paper than a textbook. In fact, the cover page named it as such, written for the school of archaeology at Oxford in 1946.
Chaz didn’t bother with the table of contents, opening straight to page seventy-eight.
He almost dropped the book.
There, sandwiched between blocks of text, was the sigil Elly and Cavale had shown them the night before. The label beneath read Udrai’s dagger. Chaz mouthed a thank you toward whatever flavor of god might be listening, and hoped they’d take the message to the old man himself. He paged back to the start of the section.
Among Ereshkigal’s servants was a priest by the name of Udrai. Stories suggest he gained favor with the goddess by bargaining with her, though what he promised in exchange for his godhood remains unclear. Once his position was confirmed, Ereshkigal presented him with a ceremonial dagger that became his calling card.
Udrai had the power to prolong the life of someone doomed to die, or to trade one man’s death for another’s, provided the petitioner made the right offering. The dagger sealed the bargain once it had been struck, but if the indebted failed to pay when their reckoning was due or otherwise betrayed Udrai, that same dagger brought them a swift death.
Sources also suggest that Udrai did battle with an incarnation of the demon-goddess Lamashtu (Sumerian: Dimme). Lamashtu was known as a slayer of children and the unborn, a drinker of blood, a devourer of flesh, and a bringer of plague. As Lamashtu stole life from men and women, so Udrai stole from her, robbing her of her free will for a time and compelling her (in her guise as one of seven witches) to do his bidding.
Mentions of Udrai are few and far between, and are found not at all after 2500 B.C. Whether he displeased Ereshkigal at last and was removed from the pantheon, or whether he—like the devil in Baudelaire’s poem—convinced the world he did not exist is a question for another thesis.
This page was the end of the line, far as Chaz could tell. Still, Clearwater hadn’t left it completely unmarked. In the margin beside the paragraph on Lamashtu, the professor had drawn an arrow to the word. Beside it, he’d written Jackals?
“Well, fuck,” said Chaz.
*   *   *
SHOULD’VE GONE WITH her. Should’ve insisted.
The mantra repeated itself for hours after Cavale left Sunny and Lia’s house without Elly. He’d dozed off on the couch with his phone in his hand, volume all the way up, every notification set to vibrate so he wouldn’t miss her call if he fell into actual, deep, useful sleep.
He didn’t.
By nine o’clock he couldn’t stay cooped up inside anymore. The people who lived on the other side of the hill, the ones who had day jobs, had long since passed by Cavale’s on the way to the bus stop. Others would be asleep still, clustered together against the morning cold. Didn’t matter much; the houses he wanted a look inside were likely still empty.
He shrugged on his jacket and gloves and headed back to where he’d explored a couple nights back. The scrap of silk and the scrying pendulum were still in his pocket, but he didn’t think he’d need them. He remembered which houses they’d led him toward.
Memory, it turned out, served him perfectly well. He found the houses again easily, without having to retrace the steps of his mad dashing about. In daylight, they all appeared ordinary. Bland, even: beige or off-white siding, brown shutters where the windows weren’t boarded up.
The first house had a real estate agent’s lock on the front door, the kind where if you pushed in the right three numbers, it’d spring open. Only, it had been on the door so long, the whole damned thing had rusted shut. He had more luck around the back: ordinary key lock. In the inside pocket of his jacket, where the manufacturer had meant for you to stash your wallet or your sunglasses, Cavale had a set of lockpicking tools.
Father Value had taught them not to steal, had drilled it into them how wrong it was to take things that weren’t yours. It hadn’t stopped clerks and shopkeepers from giving him and Elly the hairy eyeball, but they’d never gone for the five-finger discount. That didn’t mean, however, that Father Value hadn’t taught them the theory of it. Sleight of hand was important in their line of work. Being flashy with your left hand so the Creeps didn’t see the silver in your right, say, or bypassing a lock so you could get to the nest full of Creeps sleeping on the other side. Cavale had taken to lockpicking quickly, the challenge of it, the way the tumblers felt as he wiggled one into place.
He felt the familiar rush as the doorknob turned now, mixed with old residual guilt. Technically, this was breaking and entering; Father Value wouldn’t approve. But I’m going in after the necromancer. I’m not stealing. I’m not exploring out of my own curiosity. I’m not . . .
I’m not his ward anymore.
He tamped it all down and crept inside, switching on the flashlight he kept on his keychain. Kitchen, emptied of appliances, light fixtures gone, cabinets left open by whoever had last gone through, looking for anything left behind. Off to the left was the laundry room. The only evidence there’d been a washer and dryer here before was the silver worm of duct pipe, a fluff of lint stuck in its mouth. In the living room, he smelled wood shavings. It was the boards: they were newer on the wall that faced the side yard. Had the necromancer taken the old ones down to let light in?
And why would he bother putting them back up when he left?
The answer was on the boards themselves. Cavale almost didn’t see them, peering through the dusty windows—marks scratched lightly in pencil, the words of a spell. He didn’t know all the letters, not enough for a smooth translation, but his rusty Sumerian recognized the basic form of a misdirection spell. Not the same nothing to see here he and Elly knew, but the same principle. That’s what sent me running the other direction, then. And there, on the other window, the ones that had drawn his pendulum in the first place.
After a walk-through that yielded no other clues, he moved on to the next house, and the next, and the next. Each one told the same story: no sign of the necromancer besides the new boards and the spells written on them. He’d been so sure he’d find something, some small thing left out of carelessness that would help him find the guy, get them a few steps closer to figuring out what the hell his game was.
Cavale snuck outside the last house, contemplating a return to the swingset to see if he could summon the ghost of the girl again, when he saw a familiar car parked across the street. It wasn’t a fancy car—only a couple years old, on the low end of the price scale—but for this neighborhood it might as well have been a Ferrari. And if the car was out of place, so was its driver.
“Trina?”
“Cavale?” His client from Hecate’s Cabinet looked a million times better than when she’d left his station the other day. Probably because she wasn’t coming down from a possession. “What are you doing here? You’re not . . . you’re not here for a viewing too, are you?”
“No. I live up the hill. I was just”—doing some light breaking and entering—“out for a walk. What do you mean, a viewing?”
Trina blushed and twisted the wedding ring on her finger. “It’s probably stupid. But there was this guy, outside the shop. He said he could tell I’d lost someone, and he could help. He could arrange for me to see James again. To talk to him. And after that last reading I thought . . . I thought . . .”
You motherfucker. Cavale glanced around at the houses surrounding them. Where are you? The few windows that weren’t boarded up were empty. The rest, he’d never be able to see someone peering out from a gap in the plywood. “Trina, that’s not how this works. Remember that Thief card that came up? Whatever this guy told you, he’s a liar. You need to let James be at rest. It’s the only way you two can both move on.”
But she shook her head. “I’d do anything to be able to see him again, Cavale. You know that. It’s . . . it’s not fair.” Her shoulders hitched as she fought a sob.
Cavale moved toward her carefully, reached for her. A few years ago he’d have stood there, not knowing what to do, let her handle her grief by herself. Since leaving Father Value, he’d at least figured this much out. Trina pressed her face into his jacket and cried. He stroked her hair and held her, all the while scanning up and down the street for any movement that might be the necromancer.
When she pulled away from him a moment later, he asked, “What did he look like, this guy? Do you remember?”
“He was shorter than you. Shorter than me, even. I couldn’t really see his face, though. He was dressed more for January than October.”
He remembered the man outside the shop, handing out cards. “Sounded like he smokes a few packs a day, had the cough to go with it?”
“That’s him.”
“Trina, you don’t want to get tangled up with that guy, okay? He’s bad news. He’ll only—”
But Trina wasn’t paying attention to him anymore. She looked past Cavale, up the hill. He turned to follow her gaze.
On the sidewalk, wearing shorts and a tee shirt advertising a restaurant on Martha’s Vineyard, stood James. Cavale had seen him in pictures Trina brought in: brown hair in the same buzz cut he’d had since his army days, tall and muscled, his teeth white and straight and even. He waved at her and blew her a kiss, mouthed I love you, and faded away.
“James!” she cried. “James, no, come back! Please!” She ran up to where he’d been, passed her hands through empty air. She turned back to Cavale, tears streaming. “You saw him, didn’t you? You saw James?”
He nodded.
“You said he was a liar, that man. But James was here. Right where I’m standing. You saw him.”
“I did. But that man . . .” He wasn’t, he realized, going to be able to convince her. Not after a spectacle like that. Best he could do was get more information before the necromancer could move on to his next stage. Cavale felt his stomach twist at the idea. “Did you visit James’ grave recently?”
“Only every night,” she said. “He was cremated. The urn’s in our house until I can figure out where to scatter his ashes. Why?”
“No reason. Look, you should go. This neighborhood isn’t the safest.” He’d bet James’ urn was a handful lighter than it had been, if anyone had a pool going. Trina came back to him and let him walk her to her car. “What did the man say was next, after this?”
“He said he’d show James to me, to prove he could bring him back. Then he’ll bring us face-to-face, for a talk. He said I’ll be able to touch him, Cavale. How is that possible? I know what I saw just now, but . . . Can this man really do that?”
“Not in the way you think. Trina, he’s going to ask you for money next. Promise me you won’t give it to him.”
“But if he can . . .”
“I could tell you ten ways he might have projected that image. You were far away, enough that if there were any flaws, you wouldn’t have seen them.” He felt awful telling her this, especially knowing that it had been James. And that the necromancer, in all likelihood, could bring him back to hold Trina one more time. But it was wrong, the way he was doing it. What he was doing. “Trina, do you trust me?”
“Y-yes.”
“You know I believe in this stuff? That I know a little about it?”
“Yes. Of course.” She gave him a watery smile. “It’s why I keep coming back to you. You’re the real deal.”
“Okay. I’m telling you I don’t think this guy is. Just . . . if he gets in touch with you again, see if you can get some information out of him for me. His name, his phone number, where he lives. I want to check him out. And if I think he can really do what he says, I’ll tell you. But if he’s full of shit, I’m going to tell you that, too. Sound good?”
She nodded. “I want so badly for it to be true.”
“I know you do. Now go home, have a glass of wine, call a friend. I’ll be in touch.”
As she pulled away, Cavale’s phone trilled in his pocket. Finally, a text message from Elly. But reading it didn’t make him feel any better:
I’m fine. Things are fucked up. Necro can control vamps, pass it on.
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HUNTING SEASON.
Val knew the dates mostly out of curiosity. All of the state’s regulations told hunters to pack up by half an hour after sunset at the latest, which meant she ought to be alone in the woods by six o’clock on the first of November. Shotgun-hunting season didn’t start until December; hunters with muzzleloaders—she imagined people with bright orange vests over their Revolutionary War costumes, stuffing steel balls into their muskets—had two more days to wait until they could come after the deer. So it ought to have been just Val and the wildlife. She could avoid any archers on their way out.
She could’ve fed somewhere else, too. Could have grabbed a blood pack and sifted through the Clearwaters’ books stored in her house. Could have gone up to Providence. But she’d woken up hungry, and the texts from Chaz and Cavale, the ones mentioning necromancer and Jackals and vampires, filled her with the need to get out, to run, to hunt.
She liked the quiet and the cold. Out here, the early stars winked between the bare branches. If she looked north, she could see the tinge of orange to the sky that was one of the bigger towns. Probably not Providence, but a reminder that civilization wasn’t all that far away.
The deer knew she was about, not from her movements (which were silent as could be), and probably not from her scent (she was smart enough to stay upwind of them), but from that ancient sixth sense hardwired into most creatures that tells them danger is near. Val stalked them awhile, nudging them this way and that, letting their uneasiness build. She waited until one got split from the rest by an inconvenient stand of trees, and closed the gap.
It twitched when it caught her scent. It trembled and tensed, but stood frozen. There was no good direction to bolt, and maybe in its (delicious, tender) heart, the deer knew it couldn’t outrun her.
Val leapt, fangs out, claws extended.
BLAM.
Agony in her chest. The flash of the deer’s eyes as it bounded away. Smell of scorched cotton and hot blood. Carpet of leaves coming up to meet her.
The hunter’s voice, getting closer: “Oh shit. Oh shit oh shit oh shit OH SHIT.”
He knelt beside her and rolled her over. (Terrible idea, my friend.) Her cold back grew suddenly warm as more blood leaked out of the hole he’d put in her. Bits of bone ground together where they’d chipped off from her shoulder blade. The hunter shoved a pair of fancy-looking night vision goggles up on his forehead and switched on his headlamp. “I’m sorry,” he said, “Oh God oh Jesus I’m sorry I’m so sorry.” He pulled a rag from his pocket, covered in gun oil and black powder, and pressed it to her chest.
Oh. I’m bleeding from there, too.
“Not . . . gun season. Out . . . after dark.” Sure, Val, like shooting a person hasn’t taught him his damned lesson.
His eyes went wide as she spoke. If he saw her fangs, he was too far into shock to figure out what they meant. “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t think anyone would be out here. And the infrared didn’t pick you up. Just the deer. I saw the deer and took the shot and there you were and . . .”
“M’okay,” Val said, but it sounded . . . gurgly. Bubbly. Punctured lung. Fuck. “Be fine. Just need—”
Blood, warm blood, frightened blood, HIS blood.
No.
He took a deep breath, filling his lungs. His unpunctured lungs. Calming him down. “Ma’am, I don’t know what you were doing out here either, but you’re not okay. I . . . I shot you. Gonna get you help now, just . . . just lie still and we’ll get someone out here, okay? Just hold on for me, can you do that?”
Sure she could. She could hold on. She could reach up and snake her arms around his neck and hold on while she sank her fangs into his warm, warm, veins and drank.
No! Stop it. If she wanted fresh human blood, she could go up to Providence, up to the club where volunteers gave you their wrists or their throats and let you slake your thirst. They had a whole rotating goddamned menu up there. Missed the rush of caffeine? They’d slug down an energy drink or sip at an espresso while you dined. Wanted to get a bit tipsy? Buy them your old favorites and they’d drink them down for you. Let you taste it in their bloodstream.
But what they didn’t have on that menu, what they couldn’t serve, was fear.
It had been so damned long since she’d tasted human fear. The adrenaline rush, their cold sweat on her lips like salt on a margarita glass.
She could smell it on him now, beneath the gun oil and her own dead blood and the earthy smell of decaying leaves beneath her. It wasn’t quite the same fear as if he were prey—he was still the hunter; his fright wasn’t of her but for her—if she died, he’d go in for manslaughter. If she didn’t, he’d probably lose his house, lose his family. But if there was a difference in taste between Life as I know it is over and My life is literally over, Val doubted she’d know it. She’d never had the chance to develop her palate that far.
I could start now.
She grabbed his shoulders, drew him down.
Groaned.
So close she could count the fine hairs on his neck, see how her breath made them flutter. Flutter like his pulse, his sweet, strong pulse beneath that thin layer of skin. Rip into it, tear, feel his hot blood on my tongue, yes, so warm, warming me up, oh—
“Get out of here,” she said, every word dragged through gritted teeth. “You came out here, froze your balls off for a few hours, went home. You missed the one deer you shot at, and that was it. Clear?” She wanted to Command him otherwise. Tell him to stay, to lie down beside her and loosen his collar for her. “Go. GO.” She gave him a shove, though her shoulder screamed as she did so.
He scrambled backward, his face gone slack with Val’s Command rattling around in his brain. She didn’t know how he’d find his way out of the woods, and right now didn’t much care. What the ability didn’t account for, the human brain tended to fill in. She’d accounted for the spent casing, or the . . . What the fuck had he shot her with?
She touched the hole, found it ragged and too fucking big—an inch across? Two? Her last Renfield had been former LAPD SWAT, had taught her a thing or two about exit wounds and what they could tell you about the weapons that created them. Lead ball, she thought, maybe. He’d tossed the gun aside as he’d approached her, but she thought she might have seen a ramrod attached to the barrel.
At least he was only a day early.
But still out past sunset. Asshole.
She counted to ten, listening as his shuffling footsteps faded. Then she pushed herself up, hissing with the pain of it. Her body was knitting itself back together, but slowly. Dinner would speed up the process. Fresh blood. Deer blood, she reminded herself, ignoring the twinge of disappointment from that darker part of her mind that still wanted the hunter for her main course. She lurched away from him, toward the scent of game.
Good thing there were no state laws on bringing a deer down with your bare hands. Or claws, as the case may be.
*   *   *
VAL ARRIVED AT Night Owls at ten, after a trip home to wash off the deer blood and change into a shirt that didn’t have a hole blown in it. Chaz wasn’t there yet; he’d be coming in to close, but after how late things had gone last night and his day spent among the Clearwater collection, he’d asked for—and earned—part of the evening off to get some sleep. She had a feeling he’d be freaking about the warning Elly had sent via Cavale, about the necromancer’s new vampire-controlling trick, but she was all right. She felt just fine, thank you very much.
“You have a visitor,” said Jen, the register person on duty. “She went next door to get a coffee, but she should be right back.”
“Did she leave a name?”
“No, sorry. Shorter than me, brown hair to her chin, kind of twitchy?”
“Elly,” she said, and as though speaking her name had summoned her, the girl came into view in the front window, cradling a cup of Hill O’Beans coffee and blowing on the steam. The way she paused before entering the store—glance around the street, glance into the store—reminded Val of Henry Clearwater. He’d done the same, before he was killed. For the longest time, Val had thought he was simply dramatic, or maybe was checking to make sure none of his students were inside, waiting to accost him with questions about papers and quizzes if they spotted him. But no, he’d been Brotherhood once, and Elly had been trained by an old friend of his. Of course her wariness was familiar.
She saw Val watching her and came inside. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said. Her nose was red with the cold; dark smudges marred the skin beneath her eyes. “I’m only home for a few hours. I was hoping I could pick your brain before I go back to Boston.”
“Sure.” Rather than guiding her to the couches at the front of the store, she brought Elly out back to the office. The break couch wasn’t nearly as comfortable, but this way they’d have warning if anyone was coming their way. You had to enter a code to get in, and they’d hear the clicking of the buttons long before anyone came through to interrupt.
Elly perched on the edge of the couch.
“You look like you’re about to fall over.”
“I feel like it.” She took a long swallow of coffee. “I need to know what you can tell me about the Stregoi. About Ivanov and his people.”
“Elly, what’s going on?” She looked . . . not frightened, but frantic, her fingers tapping at the cup, her knee jittering out a rhythm of its own.
“Ivanov’s keeping something from me. Or maybe he’s keeping me from something. I don’t know. Does that even make sense?” She didn’t wait for Val to answer that. “The necromancer’s controlling the Oisín. I saw it. We got one of them out of commission, and I kept the Renfields from killing her. We shoved her in a closet until Ivanov and Katya woke up. But he didn’t want me there for her questioning. I debriefed him and he thanked me for my work and that was it.” She raked her fingers through her hair. “He’s sending people to go talk with them, and he told me to go home and get some sleep.”
Val frowned. “You’ve been up since last night, Elly. I might have made the same call.”
“No. This is what he hired me for. Guarding his people, watching for . . . I don’t know. Weird things.”
“And how well can you do that if you’re sleep-deprived?”
“When have you known Ivanov to show concern? Real, genuine concern?”
Elly had a point. “Never.”
“He sent me home because I was asking good questions, not stupid ones. He wants me back tomorrow, but I can’t help but feel like he’s getting me out of the way tonight. Like there’s something he’s afraid I’ll ask the wrong questions about. I’m missing a clue here, or I don’t have the context. Or maybe the history. I need you to catch me up.”
Val sat back, the squeal of the office chair beneath her a reminder that she’d built something here, and Ivanov couldn’t reach southward and take it away. Not easily, anyway. “What do you want to know?
“What do you know about the Oisín?”
“The what now?” The word jogged memories, but none related to the Stregoi. Her grandmother used to tell stories about the Old Country—a vastly different Old Country from the one Ivanov referred to on occasion—and that word rang a bell.
“The Irish vampires. That’s what they’re calling themselves now.”
Val shook her head. “When I was going up to Southie regularly, Elly, the Stregoi were it. There might’ve been Irish vampires among them, but not organized into their own separate coven.”
“Southie’s got a huge Irish population, though. You’d think they’d have more vampires. Even over time, as Ivanov’s people made new ones.”
“Two things—Ivanov’s very selective. It’s not that his people aren’t free to make their own vampires, but they’re . . . encouraged to seek his approval first. He’s not going to let them bring in outside influences if he can help it. Second thing: I can’t prove it, but I always thought he had a deal with the mob.”
Elly blinked, took another sip of coffee, blinked again. “You want to repeat that? Like, Al Capone? Gangsters-and-tommy-guns mob?”
“Irish mob,” said Val. “Been around since the eighteen hundreds, and right up through the last century they were a big presence in Southie. They might still be, for all I know; I haven’t been around much recently. But Ivanov has. Figure, he doesn’t want them coming after the Stregoi financially, or trying to infiltrate them, or finding and staking them, so he goes to their bosses and makes an offer: Leave us alone and we won’t take your people. Probably threw in some muscle as an offer of goodwill, but they left each other alone otherwise.”
“Why wouldn’t they want vampires in their own ranks, though? You guys can fight.”
“Oh, they did. Any big city, you’re going to find singletons who aren’t affiliated with anyone. Ivanov allowed a few. But they didn’t procreate. Or if they did, the newbies didn’t last long.”
“Ivanov took them out?”
“Or the mob itself. Gesture of goodwill.”
Elly nodded. “I saw something like that a few nights ago. One of the Stregoi went . . . crazy. I thought it was the necromancer then, but I didn’t have solid proof. Now I’m sure of it. He attacked some Oisín, and Katya killed him. Told them to tell their leader that the debt was paid, basically.”
“That’s about how it works. Blood is their politics, Elly. Ivanov might wrap it up in a layer of civility, but that’s what it always comes back to.”
“Katya said . . . Mmph.” Her thin lips twisted, her shoulders hunched. She was getting ready to retreat.
“Said what?” Val wasn’t about to try touching her, so she softened her voice as much as she could, after all that talk of violence. Her own system still sang with the deer’s blood. It had quelled the predator’s voice in her mind somewhat, but hunts always left her feeling sharp-edged, keen enough to cut. She took a calming breath. “I’m on your side, Elly. Whatever you say to me, I’ll keep in confidence.”
The girl struggled with her conscience a moment longer, caught, Val presumed, between loyalty to her employer and that employer’s potential breach of trust. “She said the walls have ears up there. That someone might be looking for a weak spot.”
“To challenge Ivanov?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s happened once or twice. No one’s ever succeeded, though.” Val herself had never been part of it, but she’d heard the stories-turned-cautionary-tales. “Do you know who it might be?”
“There’s a woman. He called her Dunyasha. I don’t know her real name. Blond, lots of rings. She called the Oisín proles, and it pissed off Ivanov.”
Val remembered her. Pixie-faced, holding her own court in the bar some nights, acting as though Ivanov had named her his successor when he never had. “She’s not as old as Katya,” said Val, “but she’s old enough to be trouble. Certainly old enough to want power of her own.”
“The vampire we . . . Katya . . . staked. She was his maker. They didn’t seem to fit together, though. He was Southie Irish. Working class.” Elly ducked her head. “He was nice to me.”
“It seems unlike her, yeah.”
“He was the one the Oisín came to, asking him to set up a meeting with the Stregoi. And then he’s the one who went after them.”
“You want to run your theory by me? Sounds like you might have one.”
Elly nodded, but first she wriggled back onto the couch all the way and closed her eyes. At first, Val thought she’d drifted off. Then—eyes still closed—she spoke, feeling her way around the words as though she were weaving one of her spells. “For the Oisín to have the numbers they do, this fast, they need a vampire capable of putting their body through that kind of abuse over and over. Or someone capable of restoring the vampire’s body on, what, a weekly basis? I saw you turn Justin. It wrecked you both.
“Dunyasha’s old enough for it, let’s say. Say she has her eye on leading the Stregoi. Say she’s been playing a long game. Theo’s been hers for years now. Maybe she even took him from the mob. Or hell, maybe she was working with the mob herself, and Theo was payment for services rendered. That would give her power and pull against Ivanov, right there. Theo’s too dead now for me to ask, and I can’t trust anyone else to tell me. She turns him, and she waits.
“Southie changes. The police and the feds neutralize some of the mob’s major players, they crack down, Southie gentrifies. Ivanov stops watching the mob because it’s not as much of a threat. Dunyasha starts making vampires on the quiet. Her own little army. Only a handful, though, because it hurts.”
Elly opened her eyes. “Then she meets the necromancer. I don’t know how. That’s a gap I can’t fill in. But she does. And the Brotherhood, too. They had a Sister with them today. She’s probably doing some of the patching up that the necromancer can’t. Starts a turf war. If she’d taken Ivanov and Katya out today, she probably could’ve stepped right in and taken control.”
“And either accepted her children into the fold or destroyed them all, destroyed the evidence,” Val finished.
“Yeah.”
“Shit.”
“So why would Ivanov send me away before I could do anything about it?”
“I’m sure he’ll have you do something about it soon. Right now . . . Like I said, it comes down to blood. You’re not one of the Stregoi; you’re not one of their Renfields. He’s put a lot of trust in you, but you’re his outside influence. If they think he’s leaning on you too much, it adds to the idea he has a weakness. Plays right into Dunyasha’s hands.” Val gave her an apologetic shrug. “That was me a few years ago. Part of them, but not. And they didn’t let me forget it. Welcome to the club.”
*   *   *
ALL ELLY WANTED to do when she got home was go upstairs, flop onto her bed, and sleep. But she smelled the roasting garlic as she got out of her car, and by the time she opened the door, her traitor stomach was yowling.
Cavale was in the kitchen, his cookbook propped upright by several spellbooks, a solid chunk of amethyst wedged up against the front to hold his page. One pot bubbled merrily away, and the shiny new pan he bent over seemed to be the source of the garlic scent. There were tomatoes in there, too, and half a dozen spice bottles lined up like soldiers on the counter. They looked new, and mostly full, so she was fairly certain they didn’t come from her stash of spell components.
Probably not, anyway.
“What’s the occasion?” she asked.
“No occasion. Val called to say you were on the way home and I figured hey, hot meal.” He turned from the stove and gave her a tired smile.
He’s as exhausted as I am. “Long day?”
“Not as long as yours.”
“You should be in bed,” she said. “I could’ve heated up leftovers from the party.”
“Nope.” He tasted the sauce, added more salt. “I wanted to do this. Besides. Garlic. Repels vampires and all.”
Elly snorted. “You’ve seen Val when Sunny does Italian night, right?” She’d sit there with a plate in front of her, heaped with pasta and sauce and a hunk of garlic bread, blissfully inhaling the scent while everyone else ate. Justin hadn’t quite picked up the habit yet; he was fifty-fifty on whether the smell of food repulsed him or made him nostalgic, though he’d sit at the table and talk, hands folded politely in front of him, napkin on his lap.
“Point. Anyway, wanna get some plates down? This is about ready.”
She set the table as formally as either of them had ever learned. That was, plate and fork in front of their chairs, can of soda behind it, paper towels as napkins on the side. Cavale pulled spaghetti out of the pot with a pair of tongs, dumped it into the pan, and tossed. What he set in front of her looked and smelled divine.
“You going to give up reading cards and become a chef?”
“I might,” he said. “Why not? Anyone can change their career, right?” He said it too lightly, too clumsily.
Her fork clattered to the plate. “What’s this about, really?”
He winced. “Elly—”
“No. Spit it out.” Her appetite was gone, replaced by a sour churning. The same sick feeling she used to get when Cavale and Father Value had their rows. ‘Whatever you’ve been storing up to say all day, just say it.”
He set his own fork down, wiped his mouth with the napkin, folded it neatly. When he looked at her, she didn’t see the storm in his summer sky eyes like she had with Father Value. Now they were only sad. And afraid. “I think you should stop working for Ivanov.”
“Why.” She said it flatly. Not a question but a challenge.
“Because he’s going to get you killed, El. He doesn’t give a shit about you beyond your value as a tool. He’s got you involved in his turf war and you know that’s bad news. If you won’t take it from me, take it from Father Value. That was his lesson for us when it came to vampires. His only one.”
“Don’t. You. Dare.” Elly shoved back from the table so hard her chair tipped over when she stood. “You don’t get to use him against me. You left us. You want to talk about his lessons? How about the one where we stuck together? How about the one where three is better than two, stronger, sturdier, and you fucked off? How about that one?” She was screaming it now, all the hurt of the past few years pouring out in her voice. She wanted him to get up, to reach for her so she could bat his hand away, swing at her so she could swing back, connect, make a mark on that pretty face, make him hurt the way she had. She stood there, ready for it even though Cavale would never hit her, not ever, no matter how hard she pushed.
And oh, she wanted to push.
But he only hung his head and said, “You’re right. I’m sorry. I want to make it up to you but I don’t know how. And I’m scared that—” He glanced up—not at her but at the light, the way you did when you were trying to keep tears from spilling. “I’m scared that Ivanov’s going to get you killed and I’ll never get the chance to fix this.”
The fight went out of her, fled to wherever her appetite had gone. The fight, but not the rage. If she stayed here, she’d say something irrevocable. She stormed past him, back down the hallway, and snatched up her coat, her duffel bag, her keys. Her car probably hadn’t even had time to get cold. Good. It took for-bloody-ever to warm up.
From inside, she heard the muffled sound of pottery breaking, and could only think, Good.
Then she saw the figure at the end of the driveway. “Who the fuck is there?” she asked, reaching for her spike. Maybe she could have that brawl after all.
But when he stepped into the glow of the garage light, the shadow resolved itself into Justin, and for the second time in as many minutes, she unclenched her fists.
“Are you okay?” he asked. “I thought I heard shouting.”
The energy needed to go somewhere, this pent-up anger, this need to run until her legs gave out or drive too fast with the music so loud it hurt her ears. No one trusted her. No one thought she could take care of herself, make the right choices, do anything useful. They were all waiting for her to fuck up, to fall apart.
All of them except Justin.
Elly closed the distance between them, met him as he drew even with her car. She pushed him back against the door, stood on her toes, and kissed him.
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IN HIS YEARS at the bookstore, Chaz had learned plenty of reliable truths: that within ten minutes of a book being on the news, someone would call and ask if you had that book that was on that show just now, as though you’d spent your shift watching TV; that as soon as you decided Joe Procrastinator wasn’t coming in for the book he’d put on hold three months ago (but not paid for), and sold it to someone else, Joe would roll in and get all pissed off that it wasn’t still there waiting for him; that there was always, always a picture book with a lollipop stuck between its pages, or smears of chocolate on the cover.
And that, at least once a month, someone would come rushing in five minutes before closing and insist they’d only be a moment. That was the stuff of his recurring bookstore dream, the one where he could never close, where customers kept pouring in despite the sign on the door flipped over to show the sleepy owl with its head tucked beneath its wing.
Here was tonight’s example, the mousy woman slipping in like maybe she wouldn’t set off the bell above the door, stamping her toes to shake off the cold.
Chaz paused in his sweeping, winding up with a polite-but-pointed Is there something I can help you find? when she turned, and he saw her face.
“Marian?” He’d met her in the Jackals’ nest the month before, when they’d taken him as collateral. Seemed it was a common theme with them: take someone you care about, force you to do what you’d rather not. In Marian’s case, she was their pocket Sister, fully trained in the Brotherhood’s healing arts, offering her medic services in exchange for her husband’s life.
“Shh.” She peeked outside, flipped the sign over to Closed, and did a quick stalk across the front of the store, glancing down each aisle, checking the security mirrors. Satisfied they were alone, she came up to where he stood frozen with the broom, unsure whether to hit her with it or to hug her, if she’d even allow that. Her daughter sure as fuck wouldn’t.
He had no doubt about it now, under Night Owls’ lights: this was Elly’s mother standing in front of him. They had the same shaped face, the same color hair, though Marian’s was shot through with grey. The same dark eyes that never quite trusted. “How did you get here? Did they let you go? Did you run? Those friends I told you about, I can call—”
“Don’t. Don’t call anyone, you can’t. They can’t know I was here.”
“Who?”
“The Jackals.” She cast a glance over her shoulder toward the door, as though naming them would summon one.
A thrill of fear xylophoned down Chaz’ spine. Sure, Marian knew how to fight them, but she worked for them, albeit unwillingly. The last time he’d tried facing one with a broom—this same broom, in fact—he’d ended up in a choke hold with the asshole threatening to put his eye out with a claw. “We have to go,” he said, drawing her farther down the aisle toward the back. “We can go out the back door, and my car’s not too far, if we’re quiet. And fast.” We don’t stand a fucking chance. It wasn’t daylight anymore; the throws Lia had taught him in case he met up with a ghoul would be utterly useless here.
Marian pulled up short. “They’re not here,” she said. “It’s all right.”
“I don’t understand. If you got away, and they still have your husband, we can do something about it. We can get my friends and—”
“Is a girl named Eleanor one of those friends? Eleanor Garrett.” Marian twisted her gloved hands together, and Chaz couldn’t tell which answer she was hoping for. He thought yes and no stood an equal chance of breaking her heart.
“Elly, yeah,” he said. He took the risk and touched her, fingers brushing the smooth leather covering her knuckles. “I can call her. She’ll come to see you.” Maybe. Probably not if I tell her the truth, but I can get her here. Tell her there’s a Creep sniffing around. She’d kick his ass for lying to her, and probably be right to do it, but God damn it, this was her mother.
Marian let out a ragged sigh and shook her head. “I’ve met her.”
“You . . . what?”
“Today. She didn’t see my face; I don’t think she knows. How could she? For all I know she thinks I’m dead.”
“No, she doesn’t. I told her about you. That I thought I’d seen her mother when the Creeps had me. And her brother told her you might still be alive.”
“Brother? She was our only . . .” Her forehead wrinkled the same way Elly’s did when she was puzzling over a statement. “Oh. The boy, Value’s other ward.”
“Cavale.”
“Yes. That’s it.” There was something detached about her, maybe the same thing that had let her give up her daughter to keep Hunting. It wasn’t that she didn’t seem to care, but . . . She shook her head, refocusing them both. “No. I don’t want to see her, not now, not under these circumstances. Do you understand?”
He did and didn’t. Elly would hate the woman for working for the Creeps—that was what Marian meant. But she’s doing it under duress. She’s doing it because they’re holding someone she loves hostage. Problem was, Elly saw the world in black and white when it came to the Creeps. To her, you took as many out as you could before they killed you, end of story. She’ll think her mother’s weak. Chaz exhaled. “I do. I don’t like it, but I do.”
“Good boy. You have to keep her away from South Boston. From the Stregoi. It’s bad and it’s going to get worse.”
“I’m getting that impression from what she’s told us. I don’t know that any of us can talk her out of it, though.” Appealing to her emotions wasn’t going to work, he realized. She was as calculating as Elly could be. Probably more. This is tactical for her, whatever she’s doing. “Convince me, Marian. So I can convince her.”
“There’s a necromancer,” she said. “He’s holed up a town over, it’s why I’m here right now.” She pulled a scrap of notebook paper from her pocket and unfolded it. Taped to the middle was a strand of long blond hair.
“Is that mine?” He didn’t remember her yanking any hair from his head when they last met, but at that point he’d been kidnapped and had spent the day witnessing some very fucked-up shit. Probably plenty he’d missed. That, and Val said he shed like a dog; she could’ve pulled it from his shirt when his back was turned.
“Yes. I tracked you with it. I didn’t think you’d be anywhere nearly this close to where he is, but here you are.”
Funny, how that sort of coincidence keeps popping up. “We know about this necromancer, but not where he is. Can you tell me which house he’s in?”
“He moves. The house I saw him in today isn’t the house where he’s based, I know that. It was just . . . shelter from the cold. Nothing in it. Anyway it’s not important. What is, is that he’s working for the vampires. And the Jackals. And God only knows who else. He’s selling himself to any bidder, provided they can pay. I don’t know why. And if Elly stays in Southie, she’s going to get caught in the cross fire.” She clutched at him. “It’s all going to boil over and you can’t let her be there for it.”
Her fingers were bunched in his tee shirt; there was no prying them off. “I’ll do what I can, I swear, but Elly . . . she has a mind of her own. I can’t exactly send her to her room and tell her she’s grounded. And if I tried to restrain her, I’d only end up in traction.”
The ghost of a smile crossed her lips. Was that parental pride he was seeing? “I got that impression this morning.”
He couldn’t resist one more try. “Maybe you’d be the best one to convince her, then. Let me call her. Let me take you to her and you can explain.”
“No.” She let him go and folded up the paper with his hair on it. “I’ll find you again when I can.”
“What if they don’t let you out of their sights after this? After they’re done with the necromancer?” Or after we take him out? he wanted to ask, but he didn’t quite trust her enough not to reveal that to the Creeps, if they found out she’d seen him. And what business do they have with the necromancer, anyway? “What if they find that on you and take it away?”
Marian patted his cheek. “Not everything needs to be done with magic,” she said, and pointed at the front window. At the big owl that perched on the words NIGHT OWLS. “I’m sure I can find the phone number for the bookstore.”
*   *   *
ELLY WASN’T ANSWERING her phone. Chaz left the third message in five minutes, a simple, “Elly, it’s Chaz, please call me back,” then got in his car and drove to Cavale’s. Maybe she was asleep. Probably was, even. Val had filled him in before his shift started, and she’d mentioned how exhausted Elly’d looked. Probably just out cold, nothing to worry about.
But those kids, the life they’d lived, their constant vigilance? They’re light goddamned sleepers. I’d put money on it.
It might have been easier to call ahead to Cavale and have him wake Elly up. Chaz wanted to be there, though, wanted to tell her himself that her mother had come around with the warning. He didn’t know why; it wasn’t like he understood her any better than Cavale did—or anywhere nearly as well as Cavale did, for that matter. I like her. She’s a friend. That’s why.
He almost hoped the house would be dark, that both their cars would be in the driveway and he could let them sleep awhile longer. Block Elly’s car in, maybe, recline the Mustang’s driver’s seat and take a snooze himself. She could wake him when she wanted to leave.
When he pulled onto their street, though, the house at the top of the hill was the only one with lights still on, and Elly’s car was gone. Cavale leaned against the porch rail, bundled up and staring off down the other side of the hill. He stayed that way as Chaz pulled in, only flicking his gaze to Chaz because he moved into Cavale’s line of sight.
“Hey,” he said, and shifted a bit to see past Chaz.
“Hey. I, uh, I guess Elly’s not home?”
“No. She went out a couple hours ago.”
It was the way he bit off the words, how he wouldn’t look directly at Chaz, the outline of his clenched fists in his pockets. “You two had a fight, huh?”
Now Cavale looked at him. “The fuck do you want, Chaz?” He sounded tired, resigned.
“Elly’s not answering her phone, so I thought I’d try to catch her in person. Her mom came to Night Owls. She was the Sister Elly saw at Ivanov’s, and she was down this way talking to our pal the necromancer.” Chaz paused. “How long have you been standing out here, man? Did you see anyone wandering around down there?”
“I’ve only been out here a few minutes. Needed some air.” He tossed his head to get a lock of hair off his face. Chaz resisted the urge to ask if he was auditioning for shampoo commercials. “Look, I’m sorry. Do you want to come in for a cup of coffee?”
Yep. I’m an asshole. “Yeah, sure.”
He pretended not to notice the broken dishes in the dustbin as Cavale poured their cups, or the splatter of pasta sauce on the refrigerator door, missed in the cleanup.
“She’s not answering my calls either,” said Cavale. He straddled a chair across the table from Chaz. “I thought about scrying after her, but I don’t want to crowd her.”
The coffee was some aggressive roast, dark and bitter and perfect. Chaz let the quiet drag for a couple sips before asking, “Can I ask what you fought about?”
At first, he thought Cavale was going to clam up. Tell him to finish his coffee and go, or skip the cup-draining part altogether. They were far from the confessing and confiding part of their relationship. “I asked her to quit the job with Ivanov. He’s going to get her killed, and I said so. It . . . didn’t go well.”
“Well, crap. I was coming her to ask her the same thing. On behalf of her mom. But . . . on behalf of me, too.”
“No way in hell she’d listen to her mother. But you . . .” Cavale shook his head. “She likes you. You’ve been a good friend to her.”
“She’s a good kid. I like her, too.” The girl was squirrelly as fuck, but he liked having her around. “What if you scryed out where she is and told me? I can go find her and have a chat.”
“Even if I could, she’d know you got her location from me, and there goes your credibility with her.”
“‘Even if you could’?”
“She might also have warded herself against tracking. And her car.”
“Fuck.”
“Yeah.”
Silence descended again as they mulled that over. It didn’t last long; Chaz wasn’t one for prolonged periods of mulling. He needed to be out doing something proactive. And comforting Cavale wasn’t exactly in his mental how-to. “Okay, new plan. I’m going to Val’s. Maybe she’ll have some ideas, or maybe she knows how to get Ivanov to let Elly off the hook. She comes home, you’ll let me know?”
“Sure thing. And if she calls you back first?”
“I’ll check in with you.”
“Thank you.” Cavale stood to walk Chaz out. “And thanks for . . .” He gestured to the table, the evidence of them sitting down together and not being total dicks to each other, Chaz supposed.
“No worries, man. It’ll be okay.” He wasn’t sure it would be, not really, but it sounded good. “Do you think I could take a mug for the road?”
*   *   *
VAL WAS HOME, sitting on the floor in the living room with half a dozen books open before her on the coffee table. Chaz had told her about Clearwater’s annotations, and from what he could tell, she’d come straight back from the bookstore and gotten to work. “Anything good?” he asked as he shrugged off his jacket.
“Not yet. Well, interesting, yes. Helpful to our current situation, no. What’s this?”
“Cavale makes a non-shitty cup of coffee,” he said, passing her the travel mug he’d borrowed.
She popped the lid off and took a deep sniff. “Mm, yes he does. Listen to you, complimenting him.”
“Don’t get used to it. He was upset. He had a fight with Elly, and neither of us can get through to her. Did she say if she had any plans aside from going home and going to bed?”
“No.” Val stood, knuckling her back. “But come to think of it, Justin went out earlier and hasn’t come back. Maybe they’re out training?” She pulled her phone from her pocket. “No messages, but let’s give him a call.”
Chaz leaned closer so he could hear if Justin picked up. That was when he noticed how warm Val was. Her skin was normally barely room temperature. She wasn’t exactly radiating heat like a furnace, but when he brushed his wrist against her arm, it wasn’t ice cold. Her skin had more color than usual, too, a healthy glow he only saw when . . . “Did you go out and feed tonight?”
She held up a finger. Justin’s tinny voice came out of the speaker, asking the caller to leave a message. “Justin, it’s Val. Are you with Elly? Can you call one of us and let us know where you’re at? Thanks.” She hung up and turned to him. With her shoes off, they were the same height. “Yes, I did. I took down a deer.”
“Oh.”
“That all right with you?” She stayed where she was, close enough to bite off his nose if she wanted to. Chaz wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t.
What crawled up her ass? “Uh, yeah? Not that you need my permission?” He held her gaze, gave her a lopsided grin. “I was going to ask if I got venison stew out of the deal. Or if I could mount the antlers on my wall and say I hunted it.”
It got her to back off. Her smile returned, her lips, too, pinker than most days, making her teeth seem very white against them. “Sorry, I didn’t quite feel like lugging the carcass home. Kind of conspicuous, you know?”
“Right. So, listen, I had a visitor tonight.” He changed the subject both to distract himself from her sudden flare of temper, and because they still had a few good hours before daybreak to find Elly and talk her out of going back into Southie. He and Val weren’t exactly Mom and Dad, but maybe if they could present a united front on this, she’d be more inclined to listen. He half hoped Justin wasn’t out with her, that he’d come strolling in and they could talk him over to their side, too. He told Val about Marian, and his brief talk with Cavale.
When he finished, he said, “I thought, if we can’t catch her before she goes back, maybe you could talk to Ivanov. He probably needs to hear what Marian told me just as much as Elly does.”
“I’m not . . . Chaz, no.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and sank down on the couch. “We’ve never exactly come out on top when it’s come to Ivanov and his Stregoi, you and I.”
“But the necromancer—”
“Ivanov knows about him. Elly told him when he rose this evening.”
“And he’s still going to have this fucking war?”
“Politics.”
“Fuck their politics. He’s got one of ours involved.” Chaz’ blood ran cold. Politics. Spin campaigns and sleight of hand. He’s working for the vampires, Marian had said about the necromancer. She didn’t specify which vampires, Stregoi or Oisín. But in this area, “the vampires” were understood to be Ivanov’s crew, the same as someone mentioning going “in town” meant they were going to Boston. The Stregoi
were the vampires here. “Val, what if Ivanov’s setting this whole fucking thing up? We need to get Elly out.”
Val froze. “And how do you propose we do that?”
Chaz flopped down beside her. “Hell if I know, Val. Go in and ask nicely? Go in and shout? I can chuck some pint glasses around, hit someone with a pool cue? I don’t know. But Elly shouldn’t be part of this.”
She sighed. “I’ll think it over. It’s complicated, okay? Ivanov digs in if you push, if he even thinks you’re giving him an order. And if you’re right, and he’s behind the attacks on his own people . . . I do it wrong, and Elly could be in even more trouble.”
“What if I go in? During the day? I could talk to the other Renfields and—”
“No. Absolutely not. You do not talk to them without me there.”
“Fine, I—”
“In fact,” she said, taking his face in her hands, “you’re going home right now and going to bed.” Her words rang in his skull, in his chest, like the bone-thrumming feeling you got when the marching band’s bass drum passed by on parade day. “And you don’t talk to any of Ivanov’s people about this without my say-so. Clear?”
He had no other choice but to nod. And stand. And be a passenger in his own head as his arms picked up his jacket and put it on. As his fingers dug into the pocket and pulled out the keys. As his legs carried him out of Val’s house and into his car, and his whole body put itself into the driver’s seat and took them home. While the whole time, inside, he was screaming no no NO.
*   *   *
THE CAR WINDOWS were fogged up. Elly thought that was a thing that only happened in teenage slasher flicks, but no, here she was parked by the beach, sitting astride Justin in the backseat of her car, and the windows were covered in steam. All of it hers, probably, since he wasn’t giving off much heat himself.
He’d been pretty okay with her kissing him in Cavale’s driveway. It took all of three seconds before his arms had come up around her and he’d made this soft little sound in his throat—not a growl, which might have ruined everything (or then again, might not have)—but an oh sort of sound. An I like this sort of sound, and then he was kissing her back.
He was good at it, too.
It took effort to pull away from him, but she had. Only to say not here, so they could drive away and have some privacy. Pissed at Cavale as she was, she really didn’t want him catching her making out with Justin. He’d probably have opinions about that, too.
They were fifteen minutes or so out of Edgewood, a town or two east. Elly’d driven until her instincts said stop. Justin had only tried speaking once, and when she’d told him to shut up, he had. When she slewed the car into a parking spot overlooking the water and told him to get in the backseat, he’d turned bright red, but didn’t argue. It was logistics more than anything—the car had a center console. A gear stick in the ribs wasn’t very romantic.
She thought maybe this was the strip of beach where she’d faced off against a Creep after Father Value died, where she’d run to the end of a pier and threatened to drop their precious book in the water. It was the book that had made Justin’s eyes turn yellow, as the Creeps’ spell worked its way into his head and started turning him. Elly’d escaped the Creep and climbed aboard a bus to Edgewood, where she brought the book to Henry Clearwater, and then Henry Clearwater had entrusted it to Justin, and Justin had opened it up and read words he never should have.
If it weren’t for me, Val wouldn’t have had to turn him.
The thought came not with guilt but a tinge of awe. Maybe she ought to apologize to him, but right now, it wasn’t time for that. They’d been at it nearly an hour already, sitting next to each other at first, Justin’s arm draped around her shoulders, his other hand touching her cheek, the swell of her hip, cradling her elbow, but going nowhere that wasn’t utterly chaste.
That was when she’d swung herself up onto his lap. He wanted her; she could feel it. When she moved her hips, he let out a gasp and fluttered his tongue against the pulse in her neck, but his hands stayed locked at the small of her back. She reached behind and took his wrist, moved it between them. She thought maybe, when she pushed her breast into his cupped hand, he’d take the hint.
He almost did—he let her throat be and drew her down to kiss her again. There’d been a few times, when they’d retreated upstairs at Sunny and Lia’s party, that Elly’d thought he might kiss her like this. Awkward pauses while they’d shared the bed and watched old black-and-white horror movies. Pauses that could have been filled with either of them leaning over and planting one on the other. She’d been frustrated then—too timid to start anything herself, too embarrassed to ask him flat-out if he even liked her that way. Now, she decided, it had been worth the wait.
He kissed her carefully, like he was waiting for her approval before he opened his mouth, before the tip of his tongue touched hers. Far as she knew, he hadn’t been telepathic as a human. The Creeps weren’t, by nature, and he was far too new a vampire to have picked up any mind-reading that way. But as she was thinking she wanted him to kiss her harder, he did. When she wanted him to let up, to give her lips a break and nip at the hollow of her throat, he did.
Then his thumb brushed her nipple, and she couldn’t help but bear down with her hips, put pressure on that one part of him that was so warm beneath her, and he pulled away.
“Elly, no, stop.” His hands came to rest on her hips, not pushing her off him, but not letting her wriggle atop him like she wanted to, either. Goddamned vampire strength. “This isn’t . . . we can’t.”
“We can do anything we want, Justin. Wait, are you worried about . . .” She twisted around, but she couldn’t reach the glove box. “I’m pretty sure you can’t knock me up, but I’ve got condoms, if you’ll hold that thought.”
“No. No! That’s . . . that’s not why.”
She remembered the Creeps going after him, before he’d turned. When one of them drew blood, and they’d all clambered over one another to get to him. Ready to tear him apart for a taste of it. “Is it the virgin thing? I don’t care about that.” She stole another kiss, and whispered in his ear. “I can tell you what I want you to do.”
“Please don’t,” he said, his breath tickling her neck.
She drew back, stung. “I don’t understand.” Of course I do. He doesn’t like me, not like that, and he’s too good a person to just fuck me and forget it and I’ve screwed it all up. She hunched in on herself and tried to swing back off his lap, but he still had her hips and misunderstood the movement for another shot at a grind; he held her in place. He let go a moment later, to brush a lock of hair from her forehead, but by then she was too humiliated to move.
“This isn’t how I want it to go,” he said. “I didn’t even think you thought of me like . . . like this.”
Oh. “Surprise?” She smiled shyly, her bravado melting away. So much easier when it was just about sex, but she couldn’t deny the feelings that had been sneaking up on her this last month anymore. Elly’d never had a crush before, never met anyone worthy of one, so she hadn’t known what one felt like when it was smacking her upside the head. But judging from how—appropriately—crushed she’d felt just now, when she thought he didn’t want her . . . “So what do we do now? I mean, we could still . . . now that we’ve crossed that bridge. I mean, if you want.”
“Not yet, okay? I’m not asking for roses and a king-sized bed, but my first time, uh. Maybe not in the backseat of a car, where Murphy’s Law will send a cop by with a spotlight while we’re. Um.”
That blush. She liked that blush of his a hell of a lot. “Can we go back to kissing, then?”
“I’ll kiss you until sunrise, if you want.”
“I’ll get you home before you turn into a big pile of ash, I promise. Wait.” She’d thrown her duffel bag in the back before leaving Cavale’s. From one of the outer pockets, she took a bottle of lavender oil. Three quick runes—on the car’s ceiling, on her forehead, on Justin’s, and she was done. Then she took out her cell phone and silenced the ringer. Old habit wouldn’t let her shut it down all the way, but setting it to vibrate would have to do. “Now no one will interrupt us.”
It was Justin’s turn to wriggle as he drew his own from his back pocket and shut it off. The movement left both of them beet red, but they regained their composure. Mostly. Then Elly dipped her head down and Justin met her halfway, and she sent up a silent prayer to any dawn goddesses listening: Take your damned time.
*   *   *
SHE WOULD HAVE stayed with Justin until dawn—or nearly so, since stuffing the guy you’d spent hours making out with into your trunk would be really fucking weird, necessary or not—but at four o’clock, her phone started buzzing. Not Chaz or Cavale, whose inevitable lectures she’d decided to ignore for now, but Katya.
She couldn’t ignore a call from the Stregoi.
“I have to take this, I’m sorry.” She clambered off Justin’s lap and staggered out of the car to answer.
Katya sounded hushed and boxed in, as though she’d ducked into a closet or beneath a desk to make the call. In the background Elly heard snarls and tears, breaking glass, more than a few swears in Russian.
And screaming. There was that, too.
“Myshka. We need you. Now.”
For the last few hours, she’d been happy. Her lips felt puffy from all the kissing; she’d been contemplating resting her head on Justin’s shoulder and drowsing off for a while, safe and sound and content. That all drained out of her now, replaced with the cold calculation that Father Value had ingrained into her as she grew up. “Where are you? The bar?”
“No.” Katya gave her an address, one Elly’s tactical brain approved of: a place unlikely to attract human interference.
“I’m on the way,” she said. She held still a moment, phone pressed to her ear even after Katya hung up, considering her options. Justin was a good fighter; he’d have her back if she brought him with. But he’d only been a vampire a month, and even though some of the Oisín were newer, he’d never been in a real, honest-to-god fight. But I trained him. Val and me both. That’s a leg up.
He’d go with her if she asked. And that makes him part of the turf war. As convoluted as vampire politics could be, that aspect was clear-cut. If Justin came with, that put him more firmly on Ivanov’s radar. Good for him if he went into Boston if the Stregoi won, but if any of their opponents survived, Justin became a target for vengeance. Him and Val both. And Ivanov wouldn’t bother sending protection down here for them.
He waved at her from the backseat, and Elly made up her mind. She put on the most casual face she could and hoped he couldn’t see through it as she returned to the car. Or sniff through it. “I have to go into town,” she said. “Everything’s all right, but I have to leave right now. Or, after I drive you home.”
He scuttled across the seat and pulled her down for another kiss. “It’s okay. I can run from here.”
“It’s kind of a long way.”
“Vampire.” He stood and nipped at her neck—no teeth; she might still stake him. “I’m kind of wired after, uh. What we, uh.” He blushed, and Elly smiled.
Leaving him behind’s the right decision. “I’ll call you tonight, okay?”
“God, yes.” One last kiss and he stepped away from her. Then he turned and sprinted away, human-speed for now, but once he turned off the road, she figured, he’d open the hell up.
Before she pulled out of the parking space she texted Cavale. She was still raw about the fight and his attempt at talking her out of doing her job, but the lingering effects of her good mood made her check in. She left out the details. He didn’t need to worry, and she didn’t want the I told you so. Short and sweet: Going into Boston. We’ll talk when I get home.
He texted her back a few minutes later, but she was already headed for 95 North and couldn’t look. She was perfectly sanguine about fighting a nest of Creeps, or jumping into the middle of a vampire turf war, but Elly would never be so reckless as to text and drive.
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CAVALE WAS IN the parlor, contemplating summoning a death god, when the headlights splashed across the room. He rushed to the window that looked out over the lawn, but the angle and the porch beams didn’t let him see who it was. Elly, he thought. Has to be. So he stayed where he was, a bit back from the window so she wouldn’t see him peering out like a worried parent, and waited for the rattle of her keys in the locks.
Only the footsteps that clumped up onto the porch were too heavy to be Elly’s. And she’d have no reason to knock; she lived here.
Any number of possibilities ran through his mind in the half second it took him to lean over and peer out the window: Chaz come back for another awkward round of coffee and commiseration; Justin looking for a lesson before daybreak; Mike, from down the hill, with information; the necromancer showing his face at last, looking to throw down. Worst was the fear it was a police officer, knocking to say Elly’d been in an accident, and they were so, so sorry.
When he twitched the curtain to see, he was wrong on all counts.
Lia turned from the door to look straight at him. She smiled a tight, nervous smile, accompanied by a terse wave.
It had been ages since she or Sunny had been here, and he’d never had one visit without the other. Which was why, when he undid the locks and let her in, he couldn’t help sticking his head outside to see if maybe Sunny was waiting in the car.
“I’m alone,” Lia said. “She’ll be furious if she wakes up and realizes I’m not there, but I had to come.”
He led her into the parlor, which, despite the rug rolled up to reveal the ritual circle, was less cluttered than the kitchen or small office he used as the actual living room on the other side of the house. Lia—with her blond hair styled even at four thirty in the morning, her perfect manicure, her outfit ready for a fashion magazine photo shoot—should have looked out of place here, among Cavale’s shabby secondhand furniture and pressboard bookcases. But she sank down onto the couch and clutched a throw pillow to her chest like she’d been curling up on it for years.
“What’s going on?” asked Cavale.
“Sunny’s terrified. I am too, but this . . . She didn’t go to work today. When I told her I was headed to the college, she freaked. We . . . We had a fight about it.”
He thought of his own argument with Elly and winced. He knew how Sunny felt. “Are you guys okay?”
She plucked at a loose thread. “Yeah. We worked it out. But I don’t want her to be scared anymore. It’s only been a day since we found out Udrai might be around somewhere, but we’ve been afraid of an incident like this since we came here. If it’s not him that finds us out, it’ll be someone else down the road. We can’t shove our heads in the sand and hope you can make it go away every time. That’s not the kind of life either of us wants.”
He couldn’t deny her that. It would put him firmly on Sunny’s shit list, but Cavale was tired of dead ends. Aside from being a friend, Lia was a damned good resource, if she knew Udrai. “What do you want to do?”
“Let’s go for a walk,” she said. “Show me what you’ve found.”
That wasn’t a step he’d imagined she’d suggest. His mental list of books they could pore over or rituals she could walk him through fell apart. “Isn’t that kind of a big risk to take?”
“If it’s a devotee of his, they won’t have any idea what or who I am. And if that’s the case, we can go down to yellow alert instead of red. Maybe be able to help you out a bit more overtly.”
“And if Udrai’s with him, giving orders?”
“He doesn’t know this face.” Lia got up and went over to the dresser Cavale used to store his ritual tools in. Bottles of oils and pigments covered the top, along with a set of paintbrushes of varying widths and the mortar and pestle he used for mixing various magical concoctions. “I want you to put a spell on me. The one you do that makes people look the other way.”
“Lia, that’s for things. Places. If you give me the day I can find one for people, but—”
“I’m not people,” she said, and for a moment there were two of her: pretty blond Lia, phys ed teacher and fashion plate; and her true self, towering, deadly, beautiful and terrible together—Galadriel, had she taken the Ring. That second Lia faded, and she smiled up at Cavale from her human face. “I can change it a little. Enough to hide . . . that. If I mix my magic with yours, bury it underneath, he won’t feel it. Shouldn’t.”
The problem with arguing with a succubus was, they had an answer for everything. He’d once asked how they knew what faces to wear for people, in their former lives. Sunny’d called it instinct mixed with mind reading and a dash of precognition. They couldn’t suss out your actual thoughts, but they got the gist of your feelings and acted accordingly. They molded their appearance faster than the eye could follow, tweaking as they went until they settled on the perfect face for whomever they were with. It worked with conversations, too, tipped them off to what topics to bring up, which to avoid.
They usually didn’t use it on their friends, they’d assured him.
Usually.
In this instance, he could forgive it. Lia needed to convince him, and he wanted to be convinced. It worked out.
He drew the don’t-see-me symbols on her forehead and the backs of her hands, and while her appearance didn’t change, his sense of her did. You worked with magic long enough, you could start to sniff it out nearby. He’d always felt a low buzz around Sunny and Lia, humming away at the edge of his conscious like a muted television: a sound you forgot about until it stopped. It stopped now, and Lia beamed. “You’re a genius,” she said. “Let’s go.”
On their way down the hill, his phone buzzed. Elly at last:
Going into Boston. We’ll talk when I get home.
Lia wasn’t subtle; she craned her neck to read the text. “Whoa. You just went all tense. What’s going on?”
He sighed, not sure what to say in response—to Lia or to Elly. “We had a fight, too.” Unable to look at Lia and see the sympathy on her face, he tapped out a reply: Stay safe. Here if you need. Then, much as it galled him to do so, he sent a follow-up: Call Chaz. He has info for you on necro & woman from Brotherhood. He wanted to call her, to say I’m sorry. Come home. Please. But that would only make her drive north faster.
Lia waited until he slipped the phone back into his pocket, then took his arm in hers. “You’ll be all right. You and Elly have a lot to work through still. Sunny’d probably have technical terms for it all, but truth is, it’s only been a month. You’re going to butt heads now and then.”
“This is different.”
She waited, but he didn’t elaborate. Of all the people they knew, Lia and Sunny would have the best advice, but this was too raw, too personal. It was the old need to circle the wagons speaking, Father Value’s insistence that they could handle anything the world threw at them, that others weren’t to be trusted. Cavale knew better by now, that the old man’s adages were—when it came to non-monster subjects—shit, but he also knew Elly. And knew himself. They had to try fixing it themselves first, or it wouldn’t work, period. Because Value’s ghost hung over them both, no necromancer needed.
He didn’t articulate any of that to Lia. Didn’t need to, really. Either her succubus instincts told her, or his body language, or several years of the things he’d left unsaid about his past let her make the leap. She put her head on his shoulder for a few steps, slipped her arm about his waist, and he felt a little less alone.
At the bottom of the hill, though, he started feeling crowded. Trina hadn’t called him since they’d parted the day before, but here was her car, pulled up to the curb a few houses down, at a quarter to five in the morning. Trina herself was nowhere to be seen.
“Shit,” said Cavale. “Lia, this is your last chance to go back home and let us handle things.”
She pulled away from him, into a wary fight-or-flight stance. “What is it?”
“The woman who owns this car, her husband died a few months ago. The necromancer’s offered her a chance to see him again. I’d warned her off, but . . .”
“But someone’s seen Ghost a few too many times?”
“Pretty much. If she’s here, it means he’s active.”
“Well then,” said Lia. “Lay on, Macduff.”
*   *   *
THE HOUSE WAS full of ghosts.
They’d come in through the back, Cavale jimmying the lock and leading Lia into the darkened kitchen. Light from the front room threw long shadows down the hall, and at first he thought their movement was simply that of dancing flames.
Then his eyes adjusted, and they resolved into shapes. Human shapes, six of them queued up at the threshold like customers waiting for the next teller at the bank. Old and young, male and female, waiting listlessly for . . . what?
Lia clutched his arm. “I can feel it,” she whispered. “Udrai’s power.”
“Is it him?”
She held still, listening. For a second, he felt the low tingle at the edge of his perception that was her magic. Then it faded, and Lia frowned. “No. I don’t think so. But it’s . . . strange. It’s too strong not to be him, but it feels wrong.” She jerked in surprise, then stared around, her jaw dropping. “Cavale, they’re . . . everywhere.”
He tried following her gaze, but all he could see were himself and Lia, and the lined-up ghosts. “What are?”
“Spirits. All of them just . . . waiting.”
He couldn’t see them, not without performing a spell that might tip the necromancer off to their presence. Yet now that she’d called attention to them, he discovered he could feel them, brushing at the edges of his thoughts. Cavale wasn’t clairvoyant; all his readings at work were based on what the cards or the tea leaves told him, but they were there nonetheless.
“He’s drawing them,” said Lia. “They don’t want to be here.”
“Then let’s see if we can’t send them home.” He scuttled forward, down the hall alongside the corporeal ghosts. On some of them, Udrai’s mark peeked out from beneath shirtsleeves or crawled up their necks. They didn’t turn to regard Cavale and Lia as they skulked past, bent low to avoid being seen. The ghosts merely stood, listless and silent, held there by the necromancer’s will.
Low murmurs came from the front room. Cavale recognized Trina’s voice but couldn’t make out the words. He got down, close to the ground, hoping the necromancer would attribute any stray movement to a ghost shuffling, or the candlelight making the shadows flicker. He peeked around the door frame.
The room was mostly bare: a couch, a chair, an end table. Battery-powered hurricane lamps and cookie sheets covered in candles lit the room, illuminating Trina in harsh white light on one side and soft yellow on the other. She sat on the couch, in the arms of the man they’d seen in the street the day before: her husband, James. Trina’d been crying. Her hands fluttered over James’ face, his arms, his back, as though proving to herself he was truly there.
In the armchair, leaned back, legs crossed, watching them, was the necromancer.
“Son of a bitch,” Cavale breathed. Last he’d seen the guy, he’d been loitering outside of Hecate’s Cabinet, passing out business cards to the shop’s customers. He’d shed the coat and hat but still had his scarf bundled around his neck. It might have been the hurricane light, but he looked sickly: skin grey, bags beneath his eyes. He brought up his arm to cough into his elbow, the way he’d done outside the shop. Cavale moved back, away from the doorway so the necromancer wouldn’t see or hear him.
“You know him?” Lia was close, but out of sight.
“I’ve seen him before.” Damn it. If I’d been paying attention I could have had him two days ago. But what would he have done? Assaulted the man in broad daylight and be the one to get arrested? Even if he had realized who he was dealing with at the time, there wasn’t much he could have done. Cavale moved out of the way so she could get a quick peek herself.
She only looked for a second, ducking back with a sigh of relief. “It’s not Udrai. But.” She opened her mouth and sucked in a breath, the way wine tasters did to get the air flowing over their taste buds. “It’s his magic. Not, like, channeled through him, or gifted. Actually his, all stored up like a well inside the man.”
“That mean Udrai is dead, do you think?”
“No. We wouldn’t be so lucky.”
“Damn.” He dared another look. The necromancer was consulting his watch and making notes in a logbook. Trina and James were in deep conversation, oblivious to their surroundings, ignoring the man who sat watching them. “Enough of this,” said Cavale. He’d brought a small selection from his usual kit. The lightest things: salts and obsidian dust, a fat quartz crystal, a butterfly knife whose handle he’d covered in runes and sigils.
Before he could spring into the room, though, Lia held him back. “No. Not yet.”
“What?”
“Wait until she goes.” She tilted her chin toward Trina. “This has ended in horror for her once already. Let’s not add to that.”
“She wouldn’t want her husband held against his will. This is . . . The necromancer’s not going to let James show it, but it’s torture for him.” He remembered James’ manifestation at the shop, that staticky scream that had started it off. How the tears had spilled as Cavale tried to tell him good-bye in Trina’s stead.
“You see.” She was doing that emotion-skimming now, had to be. Her eyes were far away, like she was listening to music from another room. She’s reading him, and picking me up as a bonus. “It hurts him. But he’s handling it. He gets to see her again, too.”
She was right. Cavale couldn’t fathom what Trina had gone through when she got that phone call. If he were to burst in there, calling out spells and waving his knife around, whatever bittersweet good-byes Trina and James were exchanging now would fast become a nightmare. But were they good-byes? Or was this asshole going to milk her for as many meetings as he could? Doesn’t matter. If this is the last time she sees him, it ought not end in blood.
He sat back and closed his knife. Lia nodded as reassuringly as she could, considering the circumstances.
The meeting went on for another five minutes before the necromancer spoke. “I’m sorry,” he said, not unkindly, “but time’s up. Bringing your husband through is taxing for both of us, and I won’t be able to keep the veil parted for much longer. You understand, surely.”
“I . . . I do.” Trina hesitated. Cavale knew that hitch in her breath: it meant she was about to ask a question whose answer she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. “Mr. West, is there a way to bring him back? Permanently, I mean?”
It was a salesman’s pause, a carrot being readied for dangling. “We could try. But the materials I’d need to do it, they’re hard to come by. Precious, some of them. Rare, others. You can see from our surroundings I’m not quite set up for that sort of high ritual.”
“I can help,” said Trina, and it was only Lia’s hand clamped on his wrist that kept Cavale from running out there and putting an end to the sham.
“I’ll get a list together and be in touch, then,” said the necromancer, West. “Now, say your au revoirs, and I’ll get your coat.”
Rustling as all three stood, a few last, choked sobs from Trina, and a moment later James came drifting past where Cavale and Lia crouched. The liveliness was fading from his eyes as he crossed the threshold, growing cold and uncaring as the others in the queue. Then he caught sight of the two of them and he stopped. His face unslackened as hope bloomed.
Cavale placed a finger to his lips.
Help me, James mouthed. He turned to look back as the front door closed.
Cavale nodded and opened his knife once more. “Now,” he said to Lia, and pushed through into the living room. He didn’t get far.
The necromancer stood facing them, his back to the door, hands clasped behind him: a dignitary greeting petitioners. “She’s a good customer.”
So much for getting the jump on him. Much as he’d like to rush forward and take the man out, Cavale knew better. You didn’t make a run at a necromancer while you were still within arm’s reach of the ghosts he controlled. “You’re exploiting her grief.” Cavale stepped farther into the room warily. Never trust an enemy was one of Father Value’s early rules. Later had come If you can’t see their hands, they’re likely holding your doom.
“I’m giving her what she wants. It’s no different than the readings she goes into your shop for. Wait, it is different. It’s better.”
“You have a choice. Get out of my town or I’ll throw you out.”
That struck West as funny. He brayed laughter, so loud and so hard it turned into a coughing fit that left him doubled over, wheezing and fighting for breath.
Cavale knew an opening when he saw one. He launched himself forward, intent on getting the necromancer to the ground. Lia was on his heels.
West flung a hand up, and Cavale saw the bloody sigil smeared on his palm. Where’d that come from? He wasn’t bleeding from anywhere Cavale could see.
There wasn’t time to chase it down. The presences that had been skittering at the cusp of his awareness went quiet.
All except for one. It giggled madly, shrilly, from right behind him. Poltergeist. He’s called a fucking— The giggling dropped sharply, and he felt the grip of invisible hands on his ankles. It yanked him off his feet. Instinct made him twist at the last second, his shoulder taking the impact rather than, say, his jaw. A weight settled on his side, heavy enough that it became an effort to draw a full breath.
Lia grunted as she went sailing across the room, as though there were a rope tied to her waist, pulling her backward. She hit the wall and scrabbled at her throat as the poltergeist lifted her up and up and up. Her heels drummed against the plaster as she tried to squirm free.
The necromancer straightened, palm still raised. “You couldn’t leave well enough alone for another week? Another three or four days? I’ve left you be, even when you and your friends were making a mess of my work. I counted up my losses and moved on. Just a little more time, that’s all I wanted.” He coughed again, and Cavale realized where he’d gotten the blood for his palm. He spat a wad of it into his other hand and wiped it on his hip. “Just a little more time.”
“You’re dying.”
“I don’t have to.” He cocked his head. “But you can. And that will help me immensely. Kill them,” he called, and in the hallway, the ghosts stirred. “I’ll come back later and take your finger bones,” he said, “and then you’ll serve me, too.”
The weight remained on top of Cavale. Spots danced across his vision as it got heavier. Soon enough he’d black out, and the half-dozen ghosts coming for him would carry out their master’s bidding with ease. He saw James and a few others split off toward where Lia still flailed against the grip of her invisible attacker. Any hope Cavale had that James might have enough awareness to stop the others died as he saw the film across the man’s eyes. No one’s home anymore.
The poltergeist shifted atop him, not letting up, merely getting comfortable. As it did, it pressed against the lump of quartz in Cavale’s pocket. If I can get to it . . . He bucked once, twice, not dislodging it, only getting himself the range of motion to reach in—there!—and clasp his fingers around the stone. The second he had it, the poltergeist tumbled away. It howled in fury, swirling around Cavale like a tiny tornado.
But it couldn’t touch him.
He threw himself past it, toward Lia. She saw him coming, stopped slapping at the empty air, and stretched out a hand toward him. When they touched, the spirit that had her recoiled with a fingernails-on-chalkboard screech that Cavale felt in his teeth. Lia’s boots hit the floor and she plucked his butterfly knife from his fist. Burst capillaries ringed her blue eyes with crimson, and angry purple bruises were already welling up on her throat. “Get us out of here,” she rasped. “Too many.”
Much as he wanted to argue, to insist they stay and send them all to rest, he knew running was the right call. The necromancer had touched off a storm in this house, and God only knew how many other spirits were lining up for a shot at them. “Stay close.” He dug out the baggie of salt and obsidian dust and scattered it ahead of them like chicken feed. Lia held on to his belt loop so she could watch their backs. She muttered under her breath as they went; it sounded like a prayer. Cavale knew banishing spells in a dozen languages, but this one was new to him.
Ask her to repeat it later. Get out alive first.
Then they were at the door, and outside, and he spread the last of his salt and dust across the threshold to keep any of the ghosts from following.
The farther across the lawn they got, the harder she leaned on him. Out on the sidewalk, Lia stopped and sat down, hard.
“Lia? Jesus, are you all right?”
She smiled wanly. “Need a minute. Forgot how to fight without . . .”
Without being a seven-foot-tall demon. He nodded. Voices tended to carry in the quiet before dawn. He wondered if any of the neighbors had heard the fight itself, but no curtains twitched, no frightened faces peeked out from gaps in the boarded-up windows. Bet he’s got it warded for sound. They’d put similar ones up at Sunny and Lia’s when the Creeps were coming, to keep the humans next door from getting involved. From getting themselves or the police hurt if they called.
“Tell me when you’re ready. We’ll get you back to my house and I’ll break out Elly’s medic kit. Fix you up so Sunny doesn’t have a heart attack when she sees you.”
Lia was looking past him, up the hill. Her face had slowly been returning to its normal color from the strangled purple she’d turned, but now she went past that, straight to deathly pale.
“I can carry you piggyback if it’s too much,” he said, keeping his voice casual as he could as he turned. He knew it couldn’t be the climb freaking her out.
A man was coming down the sidewalk toward them. His hands were shoved deep in the pockets of a down coat. He had light brown skin and a full beard, the coarse dark hair shot through with grey, though the hair on his head was all pepper, no salt. He had to have noticed them, but he swivelled his head from side to side to peer into the houses as he walked, a man on a pleasant morning stroll.
Cavale pulled Lia to her feet. She stayed slightly behind him, not quite hiding, but allowing him to protect her. He felt the cold metal of the knife as she pressed it into his hand.
The man stopped before them and tipped a hat that wasn’t there. “Mornin’.”
He wasn’t part of the working crowd, or if he was, he was headed the wrong direction. “Good morning,” said Cavale. “You look a little lost.”
He studied the house they’d fled moments before. “Nope. I think I just found what I was looking for.”
Another customer? “I’m sorry. The person who was staying here . . . left.”
The man’s liquid brown eyes reminded Cavale of Sunny, how she never missed a trick, whether she called you on it or not. He couldn’t place the man’s age, aside from older than me. “That’s . . . inconvenient. I was hoping to speak with him. Do you know where he went?”
“I’m sorry, I don’t.”
He looked past Cavale, to Lia. “And you, lady? Did you see—” He paused, and against Cavale, Lia began to tremble. “Do I know you from somewhere?”
“N-no sir. I don’t think so.”
“No, maybe not.” He tipped his nonexistent hat again. “Well. If you see him again, will you tell him an old friend was looking for him? He has something of mine, and I was hoping to get it back.”
Cavale nodded, though if he caught West again, setting up a meeting with this man was at the bottom of the priority list. “Who should I tell him is looking for him? And how can he find you?”
The man had started walking again, past Cavale and Lia, past the house full of ghosts. He turned and said, “Tell him Udrai is looking for him. And that I’ll come to him.”
Lia’s nails bit into Cavale’s wrist.
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VAMPIRES RARELY, AS far as Elly knew, were so crass as to fight out in the streets. The Stregoi had done it in Edgewood a month ago, sure, but that was because the Creeps were that uncouth. When it came to bloodsucker versus bloodsucker, they preferred venues that discouraged spectators. Val had talked about brawls out in the deep desert, or in subway tunnels late at night, after the trains stopped running.
In the Old World, she’d said, one of the wealthy old vampires had a castle in the mountains where, once every ten years, anyone with a grudge was welcome to come and stay. At dark the Renfields closed the gates, and the fighting raged through the halls all night. The villagers down below closed their shutters and hunkered down and said it was the wind. Whoever won, the next morning their Renfields dragged the losers into the sun.
Seemed they’d carried on some form of the tradition here in the New World, only Boston wasn’t exactly rife with abandoned castles. Near the water, though, were acres of warehouses and buildings that had fallen into disuse. The address Katya had given her led to what once, in its golden days, had been a firehouse. The building was a slab of concrete three stories high. Black paint blocked out the windows; chains secured the garage doors.
As she walked around to the back entrance, spike and stakes and holy water at the ready, she smelled the seawater and motor oil scent of the harbor. Beneath that, blood.
“Oh, fuck me,” she muttered.
Elly slipped through the unlocked door. The reception area was frozen in the mid–nineteen seventies, the yellowed calendar declaring it May 1976. A thick layer of dust covered everything except the path from the entrance to the door that led to the garage. As she crossed the threshold, the sounds of fighting hit her like a wave. She turned and looked, saw the spells drawn in the dust on the wall. Brotherhood spells again. The banshee woman must be here. The Sister, that was, from yesterday. She almost wished she’d called Chaz back after all.
She remembered those moments after the fight outside Night Owls, when Chaz had talked about the woman the Creeps were forcing to help them: “I met a woman today who looked enough like you to be your mom.”
“She hasn’t given a shit about me for twenty years. Why should I go running off to the rescue?”
If it was her, she was helping the Creeps then and the Oisín now. All it does is make my job harder. That’s all.
Despite those nights outside that house in Dorchester?
She took the flutter of hope in her heart, shoved it in a box marked later, and threw away the key.
Then Elly entered into the abattoir of Ivanov’s turf war.
When it came to inter-vampire conflict, they weren’t fond of staking their own kind. Bit too easy to realize you were only a pointy stab away from dust yourself. They favored claws and fangs, and for all Ivanov demanded civility of the Stregoi in public, what Elly saw when she skirted around the doorway was nothing short of animal.
She hugged the wall, keeping out of sight the best she could. It was hard to tell who was dead from which side, because so many of them had been reduced to little more than meat. Someone had started a corpse pile in the corner, a tangle of arms and legs and torsos, all of whose necks ended in bloody stumps. They’d fall to ash eventually, if some poor Renfield wasn’t already tasked with dragging them into the sun in the morning.
Others, who hadn’t received the swift death of decapitation but who were effectively out of the fight, lay writhing on the cracked concrete floor. At least, it was probably concrete. Enough blood had been shed to cover it like a coat of varnish.
Ivanov had never been forthcoming about the number of Stregoi in the colony. Val had guessed it at about fifty, once, and from Elly’s attempt at a tally over the last month, it had seemed about right. They were moving too fast now for her to get a count of who was left, but it couldn’t be more than a couple dozen altogether.
This isn’t right. The numbers, the layout, the whole damned situation. Opposing instincts set to war within her. Father Value’s oft-decreed Get out, run, live to fight another day was strong enough to make her twitch back toward the door. But if I can find out what Ivanov’s planning . . .
Just a peek. She’d do her recon and go, and figure out how to explain her absence to Katya and Ivanov later. Maybe she’d even bring Cavale with her as backup when she did.
First thing to do was get the numbers. Had both sides sent all their people here? No, she decided. There weren’t enough vampires here for all of Ivanov’s to be present. Maybe a third of them, all told. She craned her neck, looking for familiar faces in the fray, but the ones she caught sight of in the dim light were too gore-streaked for her to make out features.
A hand landed heavy on her shoulder. Elly spun, stake raised. “Katya.” Shit.
“So glad you could join us, myshka.” Her mouth was streaked with red; the tips of her chestnut hair looked like they’d been dipped in crimson paint. The outlines of what Elly was sure must be teeth bulged from the front pockets of her jeans.
Her chance at getting out of here without fighting evaporated. I’m going to have to see this through. “Where do you want me?”
“With Ivanov. Come.” As Katya led her around the perimeter of the garage, it struck Elly once again that this whole setup was too clean, too contained. She tried catching up to Katya to express this, though she had no idea what she could possibly say to convince the Stregoi woman of her misgivings. But she didn’t get the chance. Twice on the way, one of the Oisín scuttled close. Katya bared her fangs, and both times the new vampires found somewhere else to be. They kept on until they came to a set of stairs, and Katya sent Elly up first. At the top was a balcony overlooking the bays where the fire engines used to be housed. Ivanov stood in the middle, alone, observing the fight.
“You want me up here?”
He glanced at her briefly, a smile playing about his lips. He might as well have been a rich man watching a pack of dogs fighting, for all the concern he showed about his people dying down below. His fangs weren’t even out. “Yes.” He nodded at Katya. “Go on back to your collecting, now. I am in good hands.”
Katya didn’t wait to be told a second time. She hopped up on the railing, found herself a target down below, and leapt down atop one of the Oisín.
Elly scanned the roving mass of violence, partly to make sure no one was coming up to attack Ivanov, partly trying to find the woman from the Brotherhood. If she was down there, she was no longer clad in grey. How did it get to this point? They were supposed to talk. She ought not ask. She should keep her mouth shut and do her damned job, and, when the sun rose, help drag the dead and dying into the light. Then she could go home, shower, sleep, make up with her brother. And when the sun set, she could go find Justin.
But this all seemed so wrong, and her mouth was open before she could stop herself. “What happened after I left? You were going to talk to them.”
“We tried, Eleanor. I had two of mine bring word to them, requesting a talk, and offered to give the girl Deirdre back to them if they met me peacefully. An hour later, they sent their answer. My people’s heads were delivered to the bar in a trash bag.” He shook his head. “I am glad my bartender was smart enough not to open it where there were paying customers.
“So I let Katya take the girl’s fangs and sent her back to her people. With the message to come meet us here, so we don’t call attention to ourselves on the streets.” He shrugged. “They came. And here we are.”
“I think you’re being played,” she said. “Both of you.” Fuck, why didn’t I call Chaz? “There’s a necromancer. He was controlling Theo, and he was controlling the ones who attacked yesterday morning. Either he wants you to take each other out, or—”
Ivanov leaned over the railing suddenly, showing the first signs of concern she’d seen him display in weeks. Elly stepped forward, looking to see what had alarmed him.
Katya had taken a pair of Stregoi with her into the thick of things, facing off against a cluster of Oisín. From the looks of it, the Stregoi were winning, except . . .
The Stregoi’s movements slowed, the way the vamps had in the daylight yesterday. Katya was too intent on the enemy she was trading blows with to notice her companions’ sudden change, or the way the other Oisín stopped paying attention to them and turned their focus on Katya. Elly was too far away to recognize them, but she saw the mark appear on one of them, the necromancer’s sigil appearing on his neck as if drawn by a ghostly hand.
“They’ll kill her. She can’t fight all of them.”
“Go to her,” said Ivanov.
That’s suicide. I’m good, but not that good. “I’m not enough. Come with me. The three of us—”
“Go.”
There was no more arguing. Elly was down the stairs and sprinting across the floor before her brain could catch up. He Commanded me.
Cold fury washed over her as her limbs propelled her toward Katya. It wasn’t like she’d signed a contract with Ivanov promising he’d never Command her, but Elly had assumed it anyway. Professional courtesy and all. Shame on me.
There was a pack of vampires between herself and Katya—would she be able to stop and defend herself if they noticed her? Or would the Command make her push straight through, leaving her exposed and vulnerable? She braced for it, but thankfully, she didn’t get to find out. The vampires were too busy tearing one another apart to come after Elly.
She reached the cluster of fighting around Ivanov’s second and staked the first of the Stregoi puppets with the silver spike. She gave it a shove away from Katya and heard the sucking sound as the spike pulled out of the wound she’d made. One down. The order took away her ability to stay up there and question Ivanov, it seemed, but didn’t hinder her fighting skills.
Katya stared at her, incredulous. “I told you to stay with Ivanov.”
“And he sent me to you.” She turned so she and Katya were back-to-back, afraid if she maintained eye contact the woman might try to Command her right back up the stairs. How would that work? How badly would it scramble her brains, to have the two of them sending her back and forth? “The necromancer has control of Stregoi, too, Katya,” she said, as the vampires began to circle around them. She tucked the spike into a sheath at her waist, trading it for a cedar stake. “If you see the mark on them like Deirdre had, cut it. It should break his hold.”
“Turning our own against us. I’ll find him and tear his throat out myself.”
“Have to survive tonight first.”
Katya laughed, the peals carrying over the snarls and screams and sounds of maiming. “Oh, myshka, I plan to.”
They attacked then, four of them at once. Elly threw herself to the left, toward a vampire who looked no older than seventeen. His shirt might have been white once, but several gashes had been torn in it, the wounds staining the fabric dark with his blood. He didn’t expect her to come at him, or for her to use his own momentum against him. She caught his arm at the wrist and dropped, sending him ass over teakettle to the floor. He oofed as he hit, but was scrambling back up even as Elly spun with her stake in hand.
She missed his heart, but the wood plunged deep into his abdomen. He made a soft noise—hhhhh—and clutched at his belly. It wasn’t the kind of wound that emptied your guts onto the floor. Wasn’t like he needed the use of his digestive tract even if she had—at least, not the way humans did. But she’d stabbed him with cedar, and that meant the flesh was already dying all around it. It might heal, given time and a healthy infusion of blood, but that wasn’t going to happen here in this fire station turned charnel house. He staggered away, either taking himself out of the fight to die quietly in a corner or heading out onto the streets in search of blood.
Elly hoped he wouldn’t eat anyone, but she had more pressing matters at the moment.
The other one was on her now. A woman, Elly’s height and build, but several times her strength. She grabbed Elly’s hand, squeezing until it felt as if Elly’d reached into a wasps’ nest and swatted. All the tiny bones bending, crushing, on the edge of fracture.
Elly cried out and dropped the stake.
The woman spun her around, her teeth on Elly’s throat. She felt the twin pinpricks of her fangs, but the vamp didn’t bite, not yet. She’s waiting for me to be afraid. She wants to taste my fear.
“Go ahead, you bitch,” Elly hissed. “Do it. I bless my water before I drink it. See how that agrees with you.”
The woman snarled and shoved. Like a dancer, she kept hold of Elly’s injured hand, letting her twirl out to the end of her tether. Red-hot agony flared as Elly’s shoulder popped out of its socket.
Don’t feel it don’t feel it don’t feel it. Easier said than done. Her right side was one throbbing jolt of pain, and the Oisín was reeling her back in. Elly scrabbled for Silver and Pointy with her left hand. She could see Katya, a whirlwind a few feet away, taking out one of her companions while one of the Oisín got a fistful of that chestnut hair. Up above, she saw Ivanov, a shadow in the shadows. Still watching. Why isn’t he down here? Why isn’t he helping us? Helping Katya?
No. Oh, no. The final piece of the puzzle she’d been gnawing at the last few days finally clicked into place. He’s not being played. He’s the one doing the playing. Ivanov set this whole thing up.
Pain flared in her side, the left this time. Another vampire sandwiching her in. She felt warmth on her hip, felt it spread down the leg of her jeans. No time to look down and see how bad. She flailed about with the spike, her motions slow and sloppy. Father Value would be so disappointed.
She got in a glancing blow, heard one of them hiss in pain as the spike rent a furrow in its face, but then the woman had her again. Close, like a lover, her breath hot on Elly’s neck.
Breathing, because they were Oisín and hadn’t quite forgotten they didn’t need to. Hot, because she’d probably gorged herself on the Stregoi as they fell.
Justin’s breath had been cool, enough to give her goose bumps. If she’d ignored Katya’s call, she’d be there still, in the backseat of her car, safe. I should have stayed with him. Where I wanted to be.
“I don’t have to drink from you to kill you,” the woman said. Her teeth were needle sharp at Elly’s throat. Then they tore—not the neat punctures from the movies, but gaping, ragged holes. The woman growled as she ripped the flesh away. Elly flailed as the pain shot through her, kicking out at empty air, missing the other Oisín with one last swing of the spike. As her vision crept toward black, she thought she heard a wailing, soft at first, then growing louder.
The wail of the banshee signifies impending death.
I’m sorry, Cavale. I’m so sorry.
*   *   *
CHAZ’ PHONE WAS ringing. He’d never bothered to change the snappy riff from the factory setting, but at seven thirty in the goddamned morning it was enough to make him want to pitch the phone across the room. Then find out whoever was calling him and pitch them across a room, too.
Chaz lay in his bed, sprawled atop the blankets in last night’s clothes. He hadn’t taken off his shoes. His keys were still in his hands. He had to piss something fierce, and the phone was still ringing.
He fumbled it from his jacket—which, he was sensing a theme here, he still wore—and squinted blearily at the display.
Incoming call from:
Elly Garrett
“Fuck. Fuck!” The previous night came flooding back to him. He choked down his fury at Val’s betrayal, and stabbed at the answer button. “Elly?”
At first he thought, Hooray, she’s calling after sunrise. He could talk some sense into her before Ivanov and Katya woke up and swung her back the other way.
But there was hesitation on the other end, and when the person spoke, they sounded like Elly, but it wasn’t her. “Chaz? From the bookstore?”
“Marian?”
“Yes.”
He licked his lips. Didn’t want to ask the obvious question. But he had to. “Why are you calling me from Elly’s phone?”
Another short sip of breath. “She’s hurt. Badly. I need . . . You need to come get her.”
Give one thing to Val—sending him to bed fully dressed meant he didn’t have to search the floor for his pants. “Tell me where,” he said. “I’m on the way.”
He stopped in Crow’s Neck to pick up Cavale. Mr. Suave looked like shit for once, and Chaz suspected it wasn’t all due to the call from Marian. As they drove, after he’d had Chaz repeat the conversation with Marian four or five times, he told Chaz about Lia showing up, and what they’d seen in the house down the hill. That they’d met not only the necromancer but his master, too. There was probably an angle there they could play, but fucked if Chaz could see what it was just now.
Cavale stared out the window as they drove toward Boston. Chaz kept his mouth shut. Not because he might fuck up and say something to piss Cavale off, but because there was nothing useful he could say. Elly will be fine was a statement he couldn’t guarantee. Same with It’s probably not as bad as it sounds or Marian can fix her. He wanted to believe all of them, but unlike everyone fucking else he knew, Chaz didn’t have a single drop of supernatural anything in him to nudge those hopes into reality.
So he drove, and watched the sun rise over the city, and pretended not to see Cavale swiping away tears now and then.
He pulled into an old firehouse not far from the industrial parks. Marian had said to bring the car around the back. Cavale was up and out before Chaz got the key out of the ignition, but Chaz caught up to him at the door. It was open a crack, but something kept it from opening enough to admit them.
It took three good shoves for it to give enough for them to get through.
Cavale’s boot slid as he stepped inside. Chaz caught him and steadied him, then almost went reeling right back out. The stench was overwhelming: blood so thick he could taste it, ash swirling in the air as some of the bodies—bodies everywhere oh God oh Jesus Elly what the fuck—withered away.
Sunlight streamed in at the other end of the back wall. Before Chaz realized there were people moving around down there, Cavale had produced a knife and started toward them.
“Cavale, wait!” Chaz chased after him, trying not to notice the puddles of blood he splashed through. Never wearing these sneakers again ever. The others looked up as Cavale advanced. If he gets stabby, this is going to go poorly for us.
Val had told him not to talk to the Renfields without her there but (a) she’d said it before she gave the Command, so it wasn’t drilled into his brain, and (b) the situation had changed, so fuck her. Still, his head felt swimmy when the obvious what the fuck happened? rose to his lips. She’d Commanded him not to talk to Ivanov’s people about the turf war, and that still stuck. It was fine; he wasn’t here to talk about that now, anyway. Fuck them and their slap fights; he was here to get Elly and go home.
He didn’t know all the Stregoi Renfields on sight, but he was fairly certain most of the people here served Ivanov’s bloodsuckers. A handful of them stood together weeping over what Chaz presumed were their masters’ ashes, but for the most part, the Renfields seemed calm. Grim and grossed out, sure, but upset? Afraid their world was about to change? Nope. If Chaz were a betting man, his money would have been on Ivanov’s people kicking the shit out of the Oisín. Which was, at least, good for him and Cavale.
One guy, a burly football player type, stood in front of the others, ready for confrontation. Chaz knew his face. He was one of Katya’s Renfields. One of the ones who’d stood by and done nothing when she’d tried stealing him away from Val three years back. Still owe him a punch in the nuts for that. But now wasn’t the time, so he tilted his chin in the most neutral greeting he knew: “Trent, hey.”
Trent squinted. “Chaz? Why are you here?”
“Because you assholes have my sister,” said Cavale.
Chaz closed the gap between himself and Cavale and got a hand on his shoulder. “Okay, easy now.” Cavale tried shrugging him off, but he didn’t let go. “Do you guys know where Elly’s at? We got a call saying she was here, but she’s hurt.”
The Renfields exchanged uneasy glances. Chaz couldn’t blame them; they knew how deadly Elly was. If Cavale decided to cut his way through them, they’d be fucked. “Come with me,” said Trent after a moment. He skirted wide around Cavale, kept more than an arm’s length between them. “The good thing about being in a firehouse is, she had access to the first-aid stuff they left behind.” He didn’t elaborate on who she was, but Chaz had a good idea. And if the Stregoi Renfields hadn’t killed her on sight, that meant Chaz’ suspicions had been fucking right: she was working for Ivanov. Her, and the necromancer both. Whether the Renfields knew it or not didn’t matter right now. Fuck the vampires and fuck their politics. Only Elly mattered.
In the far corner, laid out on a stretcher older than most of the people in the station, was Elly. She was too pale. Red seeped through the bandages around her middle and at her throat. Her right arm was in a sling made from bedsheets. The gauze wrapped around her hand smelled of myrrh and had herbs tucked in between the layers.
Marian stepped out from the shadows. “I’ve done what I can for her.”
“Have you?” asked Chaz. He was holding Cavale in place, but seeing Elly like this, he was tempted to let the kid have at her, and any of the Renfields who felt like joining in. “Because you had her fucking cell phone. You sure as shit could’ve called an ambulance.”
Marian shook her head. “Then this whole place would be a crime scene, for a case they’re not ever going to be able to solve. Bodies disappearing, evidence gone missing, and the only witness, ever, would be Elly. You think they’d simply discharge her when she got well and leave her be?”
“She’d at least have a chance to get well!”
“You assume the vampires wouldn’t get rid of her. She’d be a loose end. A danger to their secrecy.”
“Oh, fuck them,” said Chaz. He dug for his phone.
“No,” said Cavale. “She’s right.”
“You too? Oh come the fuck on.”
He ignored the outburst. When he looked at Marian, she flinched. “Can she travel?”
“If you keep her lying down, and still as you can.”
“All right.” He approached the gurney carefully, took Elly’s good hand. “We’re taking you home, El, okay? Hold on a little longer.”
Chaz couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Are you out of your fucking mind? She needs a hospital or she’ll die.” The last word echoed in the cavernous space. The Renfields paused in their work to steal a glance, then looked away, ashamed. Yeah, fuck them, too.
“We’ll bring her to one closer to home,” said Cavale. How he could sound so fucking calm was beyond Chaz. “If she’s down our way, no one has to know where she got hurt. And Ivanov’s not so likely to send his lackeys after her. Too far for him to give a shit, as long as he’s not implicated.”
“Fuck.” He didn’t like it, but he knew the Stregoi. Cavale and Marian were both right. “Okay. Let’s get going, then. Sooner we’ve got some doctors looking at her, the better.”
“Yeah.” Cavale got on the other side of the stretcher. It took him close to Marian. He leaned down, making sure he had her attention. “You chose this life,” he said, and his words were filled with hate. “You chose this life over your daughter, and that meant you chose this life for her, too. You gave her up to be raised by the man that put her on the path leading right. The fuck. Here. If she dies, this is on you as much as it’s on Ivanov. As much as it’s on me. You understand?”
She nodded, miserable, but unlike Cavale, no tears shone in her eyes. “She has you because of my decisions, though. She’s lucky.”
“That’s not luck,” he said. “That’s family.”
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VAL WOKE UP feeling the same way she had when she’d gone to bed: shitty. You didn’t use Command on your best friend, no matter how much trouble he was aiming to get himself in by running his mouth off at the wrong people. You didn’t do it because you were scared he’d get hurt, and you’d be snuggled up under your blankets sleeping the day away, literally dead to the world.
You didn’t do it, because it had been done to him before, and those were days he still won’t talk about, and now you were no better than Katya goddamned Mironova.
I’ll apologize to him. I’ll eat crow. I’ll eat a whole skyful of crows.
She thought she’d have more time to compose the apology, maybe get to practice it in the mirror before she called him.
But as Val descended the stairs, she saw the light on in the living room and caught Chaz’ scent: strong coffee, the secret, musky smell of old books, the mineral oil he used on the Mustang’s interior.
And, tonight, blood.
She took the last few steps at a leap, her sluggish heart coming to life and crawling up into her throat. “Chaz? Oh God, are you all right?”
As soon as she rounded the corner she saw he was fine. Perfectly, blessedly fine, except for scraped knuckles, but they couldn’t account for how cloying the smell of blood was. “It’s not me.” He batted her hands away, then stood, listless. Uncertain. “It’s Elly. They got her good, Val. She’s not dead, but fuck, it can’t be far off.” When he looked at her, she saw he’d been crying, was about to start again.
“Come here.” His breath hitched as she pulled him into her arms. He sagged against her, head resting on her shoulder. Chaz had little use for stoicism; if he didn’t give in to sobs now it was because he was too damned tired, too damned drained.
And because Justin hadn’t risen yet.
Val held him, keeping her questions in check. His composure returned a few minutes later, and he extracted himself from the embrace. “We brought her to the hospital. She’s over at St. Eustace Memorial. But we picked her up in Southie. I don’t know if the drive . . . if I should’ve stopped in Providence. Or put my foot down and told Cavale we were calling a fucking ambulance right then and there and to fuck with the Stregoi.”
“No. You were right to get her out of there. From what Elly said to me last night, and from what Marian told you, that was the best call you could make.” She winced. That apology needed to happen, preparation or no. “Chaz, about . . . about what I did, this morning.”
A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Yeah, I’m still fucking furious with you over that, but . . . Not now. Elly’s more important.”
Letting it go like that was the coward’s way out, Val knew, but she took it anyway.
Probably for the better. Justin was shuffling about upstairs. He’d come in late, close enough to sunrise that Val had started to fret. His grin had stretched ear to ear, his hair had been mussed, and he’d smelled more like Elly than himself. She hadn’t needed to ask where he’d been.
When he rounded the corner, he was already wary. His nose picked up so much more than hers did—he’d probably sensed something was wrong before he’d even been fully awake. “What happened? What is it?” He braced for bad news as he came closer, like a dog about to be struck.
Val had been there when the news of the Clearwaters’ murder had devastated him. He wasn’t done mourning them, not yet, and here she was, about to tell him he might be burying another friend soon. “Elly’s been hurt,” she said, softly. “Chaz can tell us what he knows on the way to the hospital, but we should . . . we should probably get going. Before visiting hours are over.”
Though what she really meant was, In case she doesn’t make it through the night.
*   *   *
THEY’D PUT ELLY in a private room once they’d stabilized her. For the first few hours, Chaz told Val and Justin, only Cavale was allowed in to see her, and that only after pleading with official after official. He had no papers to prove he was her next of kin, and Elly wasn’t waking up anytime soon to confirm that she knew him. Chaz understood their caution, and Cavale did, too, of course: two men bring a half-dead young woman into the ER, their story thin as onionskin, and for all the staff knew they were the ones who’d done it to her in the first place.
In the end it was Sunny who’d gotten Cavale permission to see her. When Chaz called their house to tell her and Lia, he’d mentioned the wall they were hitting. One of Sunny’s colleagues split his time between St. Eustace’s and the private practice where Sunny worked, and she’d pulled strings.
When she and Lia arrived in person, of course, they’d mind-whammied the staff to allow themselves and Chaz to go in, too.
Val did something similar, as Chaz led her and Justin to Elly’s room. Commanding nurses and orderlies to ignore them wasn’t as elegant as the succubi’s method, but it got them past.
Cavale sat beside the hospital bed, holding Elly’s unbroken hand. Sunny and Lia had taken up the two-person seat in the corner, their arms around each other. Although Chaz had described Elly’s injuries, Val couldn’t stop her hand from flying up to her mouth in horror.
The girl was pale as the sheets, her lips grey and chapped. Her right arm was in a sling, a cast protruding from the end. Tubes and wires trailed out from beneath the blankets, connecting to drips and machines whose purposes Val didn’t know. A pad of gauze and medical tape covered the left side of her neck. Maybe the only scent in the world stronger than blood was that of a hospital, because it was all that filled her nose.
Justin gave the others the briefest of hellos. He dragged the room’s remaining chair over and took up his position across from Cavale.
“You can touch her,” said Cavale. “She’s not going to get any more broken.” He wasn’t saying it to be mean. In fact, the words had no emotion behind them at all. Cavale and Elly were always reserved, thanks to their upbringing, but this listlessness was different. Awful. Familiar. He thinks it’s just a matter of time before he loses her. His mourning had already started. Val recognized it because it was how she’d experienced her own, a little over a decade ago. Don’t feel anything. Shut it all out. Let life happen around you.
She didn’t know how to drag him out of it. Val had escaped it by fleeing eastward.
Justin didn’t have the same context. He nodded and, like a prince in a fairy tale, leaned over to drop a chaste kiss on her forehead.
Elly didn’t stir.
“She’s so cold,” he said. “Like . . . Like me.” He stood up fast, seeking out Val. “That’s it. Isn’t it? If it gets bad? If it looks like she won’t come out of it?”
“What’s it?” Don’t say it, stop even thinking it.
“We make her into a vampire. You saved me that way, you can save Elly. Or I can, if you’ll tell me how.” He looked around the room for support, the eagerness leaking from his face as it wasn’t forthcoming. “What?”
“It’s not what she’d want.” Cavale traced the bumps of her knuckles, back and forth. “So it’s off the table.”
“But she’d be alive.” Justin stepped over to Chaz. “What’s the saying? Easier to seek forgiveness than permission?”
Chaz wouldn’t meet his eyes. “That’s . . . that’s when I overrule Val on a book order, Justin. You can send books back to the publisher. You change Elly, the only way out of it for her if she doesn’t want it is to kill her all over again. You up for that?”
“Yeah, well, at least she’d get to yay or nay. If she . . . if she dies now, we can’t take that back, either.” He shifted so those yellow eyes were on her now, begging. “Val, please. Order them to stay out of it and we’ll sort it out later.”
I could do it. Part of her wanted to: she was strong enough, especially after last night’s deer blood feast. She could Command Chaz and Cavale to sit on their hands. The challenge would be Sunny and Lia, who were both watching her with grim expressions.
It had never occurred to her before, that she had power over death. Turning Justin had been a fuck you to the Jackals, a necessity to save his humanity, maybe, but not his life. When she’d turned him, she’d known she was killing him, no matter how you looked at it, but he’d consented. Shit, he’d demanded she do it. This, though . . .
She’s dying. Better I be the one to pull her back from that threshold than let her cross over it. The necromancer was still out there. What if he was waiting to snatch Elly’s spirit up? To make her fight for him when they came kicking down his door? Wouldn’t that hurt Cavale more?
I could save her. I could turn her right here or pick her up and be gone before anyone could react, do it somewhere quieter. Away from the machines that’ll go batshit if I unhook her, and the doctors who’ll come rushing in.
Another voice piped up in her mind, her more reasonable self. It was hard to hear beneath the rushing of her blood and her glorious thoughts. It’s not what she’d want. Who are you to steal this last choice from her?
Right now, I’m death’s master.
“No, you aren’t,” said a voice from the doorway. “That would be me.”
*   *   *
UDRAI.
Cavale scrambled up to get himself between Sunny and Lia and the death god at the door. Val and Chaz were in his path as well, but the more obstacles, the better. How the hell did he find us?
“Oh, relax,” said the short man. He stepped the rest of the way into the room and closed the door behind him. He shrugged off his coat and, seeing the chairs all occupied, hung it over the container for disposing of needles and biohazards. “First off.” He leaned to the side to peer past Chaz, at Lia. “You lied to me, young lady. It puts us off on the wrong foot. I know who you are now. I remembered. You can change your face, but not the flavor of what you do. What you are.” He bent farther, listing until Cavale thought he might fall, to get a look at Sunny. “Which means I know who you are, too. There aren’t a lot of succubi who run off to play house together.” He considered this, dark eyes taking in how tightly they held each other, how Lia had positioned herself half a step in front of Sunny. “You’re not just playing house, are you? Oh, wouldn’t that little twist fetch me some coin in the right places.”
Cavale wished he hadn’t left the knife in Chaz’ car. It wasn’t the sort of thing you carried when you brought your sliced-up sister into the ER, and if they’d found it on him, they’d likely have had him arrested, but it would be awfully handy now. He scanned the room for weapons: cords everywhere that could make good garrotes, plenty of heavy equipment he could heave if he needed to. He hadn’t searched the drawers, didn’t know if anything good and sharp was nestled inside.
The threat toward the succubi had helped Chaz put it together. He waded right in. “You’re not selling shit to anyone, asshole. Get the fuck out of here. Visiting hours are for family. Which you’re not.”
“Which none of you are,” said Udrai. “Glamours are easily broken, you know. I don’t think the staff would be too pleased to find you having a party in their patient’s room. Speaking of.” He shuffled to the side to better see Elly.
“No. No!” Cavale grabbed for the privacy curtain and yanked it along its track, cutting her off from Udrai’s line of sight. Justin helped, then turned to stand sentry. He reminded Cavale of a cat puffing itself up to seem bigger to its opponents, but Justin was about the least intimidating person Cavale knew. Still, the kid had a month of training with Elly under his belt. Cavale wouldn’t count him out.
Udrai clasped his hands in front of him and tsked. “How funny that the lot of you were discussing her death before I walked in, that all but the presently dead were ready to let her go, and now you’re keeping me from even laying eyes on her? Shouldn’t you be welcoming me about now?”
Cavale shook his head. “This is none of your concern.”
“Oh, you’re adorable.”
Several deliciously violent ideas came to Cavale’s mind, but he refrained from acting on them. Barely. “What. Do you. Want?”
“I’d like to offer a trade.”
In the corner, Sunny groaned.
“Hear me out. May I?” He gestured at Justin’s vacated chair. Pulled it closer and sat without waiting for permission. “There’s a man wandering your neighborhood with powers that don’t belong to him. He might not have been the one to get your friend behind the curtain hurt, but he was involved in some form. I can see the ripples even now. I want him dead.”
“So kill him,” said Chaz. “Word has it you’re a death god.” Val shushed him and got an acid glare for it, but Udrai merely shrugged.
“Slight problem with that. The deal we made . . . it wasn’t a very solid one.”
“You’re the king of shady deals.” Lia had found her voice. She came to stand beside Cavale, Sunny only an inch or two behind. “It almost sounds like you’re saying your follower got the best of you.”
“I was the king of shady deals. Spending millennia in a cage of bone and shadow tends to dull one’s edges.” He stroked his beard. “Maybe the cage broke down. Maybe the Lady Ereshkigal grew bored, or merciful, or someone simply fucked up. I didn’t stick around to find out. But a prayer got through, for the first time in, literally, ages. And I answered it.” Udrai looked at the people gathered around him and grinned sheepishly. “I made an offer and he took it. Hold my power for me, just for a little while. And when I come to take it back, you’ll be rewarded.”
“He’s human?” Sunny’s voice trembled, but she looked him in the eye. “The necromancer?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Humans can’t hold a god’s power. It’d . . . it’d eat them from the inside out.”
Cavale thought of the necromancer’s cough, the blood he’d spat into his palm. “That’s exactly what it is doing.”
“It was a good plan,” said Udrai. “He holds my power, and anyone looking for me finds him. If Ereshkigal killed him, thinking she’d tracked me down, my power would come flooding back. If she didn’t, he’d die of the overload eventually and, again, back come my powers.”
“But he found a way to delay it.”
“Yup. Fucker. Clever fucker, really, which I should have realized since he learned my name and sought me out in the first place. But like I said. Millennia with no other social contact than listening to the demons who were my jailers trading gossip. I didn’t think the contract through. Forgot to put an expiration date on it.” His mouth twisted. “On him.”
“How’s he doing it?” asked Justin.
“He figured out how to foist his death onto other people. He’s been doing it almost a year now. Your dying girl there, she helped put down a ghost the other day?”
Cavale nodded. It felt like weeks ago that Elly had told him the story of the ghost in Cinda’s basement. “His gunshot wound kept manifesting.”
“That was his first victim. Didn’t do the shooting, but he turned it into a lethal one. The ghosts he had in that house this morning, lined up for touching family reunions? They’re dead because he didn’t want to be.”
James. “And what’s the point of bringing them back, then? And putting them in touch with their loved ones?”
“And working with the vampires,” said Chaz. “Where do they come in?”
Udrai rubbed his thumb across his fingertips. “All the same: money.”
“What’s he saving up for?”
“Nothing complicated. He’s had to lay low since he set me free. Now he’s in this shitty neighborhood, and it’s getting cold, and he knows sooner or later either I’ll find him or the power will kill him, trading deaths or not. Wouldn’t you want to live out your last days somewhere tropical if that were the case? If you gotta go, at least kick the bucket where the sunsets are pretty.”
In nearly any other situation, Cavale would have been asking Udrai every question that crossed his mind. He’d have dug out a notebook and quizzed him, because how often did you get to meet a god? But Elly was dying behind that curtain, and every second the god yattered on was a second Cavale didn’t get to say good-bye. “You said you wanted to offer a trade.”
“I do.” He pointed at the curtain. “She’s at death’s door. He’s, well, not at it, maybe, but coming up the front walk, let’s say. I have enough juice left to make that switch. It’s a little one, since they’re both so close to my old domain anyway. I can even get her up and walking around for a few hours. Her death for his, and when I have my power back I can fix her up the rest of the way. Easy peasy.”
“Where’s the catch?” asked Sunny.
“No catch, not this time. I’m tired of waiting for him to kick over.” He eyed her, and pointed at her and Lia. “I’ll even throw this in for free: You do this, and I won’t tell them where you are. Or that I even saw you. If you don’t . . .” He shrugged. “I’ll put bugs in the right ears. They’ll come for you before the day’s over.”
They all looked to Cavale. How is it even a question? He could see the same on all their faces. Elly was his sister; of course he wanted her alive. Udrai’s solution meant she need never spend any time dead at all, let alone become a vampire like Justin had been advocating for. Like Val was half considering, before we were interrupted.
But Elly’d been a pawn all her life: for Father Value, for Ivanov. Making this deal added Udrai to the list. He wanted her to be free. He wanted her to be able to make that choice herself. She can’t make any more choices if she’s dead. “What if we fail?” he asked. “What if we don’t get him?”
“Don’t fail.”
Cavale nodded. He pulled the curtain open and stared down into her too-pale face. I can’t let this be the end, El. You can yell at me when this is over if you want. “Do it.”
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ELLY DREAMS OF heartbeats.
Her own, traitorous, pumping out her lifeblood through the jagged hole in her throat, her side, setting her nerves afire in her broken hand.
The woman’s. The Sister. Her mother, crooning to her, holding her close. Elly opens her mouth to say How dare you and Don’t touch me, but what comes out is static.
Cavale’s, fast and frightened as he cradles her in Chaz’ backseat. The bass thump of whatever radio station Chaz has playing mixes with it, as does the churn of the Mustang’s engine and the ba-bump of the tires as they pass over breaks in the asphalt, or those wires they put out to survey traffic and speeds. Chaz curses any time she’s jostled, apologizes again and again. She opens her mouth to say, That’s 95 South for you, and I’m so sorry, Cavale, but the radio goes to static, and Chaz switches it off, and her voice is gone.
Her own heartbeat isn’t so steady anymore when the ER doctors hook her up to their machines. It’s thin and thready, she knows from the monitor and their discussion. She doesn’t try talking in here; she’s afraid the static will come again, and short out the equipment, and then she’ll die.
In her room, before they let Cavale in, she hears the nurses’ footfalls outside her door. Not blood-pumping heartbeats, but the pulse of the hospital all the same.
Cavale comes. Then Lia-Sunny-Chaz, and none of them say much of anything.
There are people in here with her sometimes, other patients, she thinks, out for a wander. No one else sees them. They don’t always see her. It’s not like she’s sitting up. Some of them get pulled backward, sharply, like they’re on a tether, and they’re gone. Waking up, maybe.
Others sit awhile, and wait, looking at her like she’s some sort of beacon. Or maybe the others are. They wait, and more people come, people they seem to know. The newcomers sometimes take the patients by the hand and lead them out the door. That’s when Elly hears alarms chiming at the nurses’ station, or soft sobbing in other rooms.
She thinks she’s in the trauma unit, or ICU, or whatever it’s called here. It’s why there are so many.
Every now and then, the wandering patients don’t leave with the visitors. They are yanked back, or led back, right through the walls. She follows one such pair, though her body stays firmly on the bed. Lia twitches as Elly goes past but doesn’t seem to see her.
A family waits, gathered around a bed. The patient stands back, awkwardly, watching them talk in hushed voices around his body, which still breathes. The elderly woman with him hugs him, pats his hand, kisses his cheek . . . and pushes him gently back to his prone form. He touches his own forehead, collapses back into himself. The body on the bed stirs. Elly turns to look at the old woman, but she’s gone.
She goes back to her own room, stands in the corner, and watches them begin mourning her. She’s not angry about it; she’s pretty sure her death’s coming, and soon. She’s sad she and Cavale fought, angry at herself for not calling Chaz back. But those feelings are muffled, unimportant.
Elly waits, and watches the door. She knows better than to be hopeful, but she is anyway. If all these others can do it, surely he can, too. So she waits, and listens to the heartbeats, and hopes.
But Father Value never comes.
*   *   *
IT HURT, WHEN your bones reset themselves. Elly awoke to pain, and the odd, stomach-churning sensation of flesh and internal bits knitting themselves back together. Her first action, on regaining consciousness, was to lean over the side of the bed and empty her stomach onto someone’s shoes.
Justin’s.
Shit.
But rather than flinch away, he pulled her hair off her face and rubbed her back while she heaved again. College kid and all, maybe he had practice with this sort of thing. It was soothing, until she realized her johnny was open and he was touching bare skin and could probably see—
“Welcome back, kiddo.”
She didn’t know the man lounging in one of the hospital chairs, but she added the way Sunny leaned way back from him to the fact she was suddenly keenly aware of her body—her uninjured body—and narrowed it down to two. “Are you Udrai, or his puppet?”
“I’m Udrai. But speaking of my puppet, your friends here made a bargain. I gave you back to them, and they’re going to go cut his strings.” He paused and tapped his lips. “And his throat. Or, y’know. Whatever gets the job done.”
Cavale was there, too, helping her shrug out of the sling she no longer needed. “I’m sorry,” he muttered, soft enough only she could hear. “We’ll get him. Or I’ll find another way. I had to buy you the time.”
He looked terrified, like she might turn aside and refuse to have anything else to do with him. Had she dreamed of them arguing about it? She thought she might have; the last few hours were a haze. Maybe she’d heard their conversation in her sleep. It didn’t matter. He was here. Everyone she cared about was in this room. “It’s all right,” she said. “I’m not exactly ready to go. Nothing waiting for me on the other side.”
No one waiting, she meant.
Cavale helped her up out of the bed. Sunny held the johnny shut in the back while they peeled off adhesive tape, detached her from the IV drip, and removed the various contacts stuck to her for monitoring purposes. Elly was glad her healing body had pushed the most invasive items out while she was still unconscious; she shuddered to think how it would’ve gone if she’d woken up with tubes protruding from her skin. Lia went out to stand sentry and make sure the staff didn’t come in. On her way out the door, she’d put on someone else’s face, probably one of the doctors’. Her voice drifted in, Lia’s but not, sending people off on other duties.
Her clothes had been taken as evidence, so Justin slipped out and, moments later, returned with a set of scrubs and a pair of paper slippers for her. She missed her work boots already. While they waited for him to get back, Chaz and Val came and claimed hugs. Chaz tried to speak and failed, tried and failed, until Elly thought his voice might have been replaced by static. He eventually choked out, “Don’t do that again, okay?” and made room for Val.
“When this is done,” Val said, “Ivanov and I need to have a talk.”
Those last few minutes came flooding back to her now: Katya’s allies turning to enemies, Ivanov ordering Elly down to help, the Stregoi woman upright but only barely, as Oisín and possessed Stregoi alike moved to bring her down. “I don’t know if they made it out of there.”
Chaz found his voice. “We saw the Renfields doing cleanup. They’d have scattered well before dawn if Ivanov were dead.” He winced. “Elly . . . I’m pretty sure he’s still alive and kicking. I think . . . I think Ivanov orchestrated this whole fucking thing.” He told her about his visit from Marian, how she hadn’t specified which vampires the necromancer was working for. How she’d still been in the warehouse when he and Cavale arrived, surrounded by Ivanov’s Renfields, who ought to have been her enemies.
It made a sick kind of sense. Elly fought another wave of nausea. Dunyasha was making a power play. Ivanov figured it out and outmaneuvered her. She looked at Val. “What will you say to him?”
“I don’t know yet.” Val passed Elly her coat. “Here, I don’t need this. Wear it home.” The coat was a distraction, Elly thought, to keep her from asking more questions. It worked, long enough at least for Justin to return, and Udrai to disappear.
*   *   *
“NONE OF YOU have to do this,” Elly said an hour later. They were gathered in Cavale’s kitchen. She’d showered and put on her own clothes, including a spare pair of work boots. Sunny and Lia had gone home and returned with their keris knives. Chaz and Justin were sorting supplies while Val and Cavale gave them a refresher course on how to fight ghosts and ghouls. They all looked up at Elly where she stood by the coffeemaker. “You don’t. This is my fight. You’re not . . . None of you are assassins. This guy, he’s doing bad stuff, but he’s human, not a Creep.”
“He’s killing people, El.” Cavale set down his canister of salt. They’d filled her in on what Udrai had told them on the way back to Crow’s Neck. “Even if I hadn’t made that deal, this is where it was probably heading anyway. If we don’t do this, more people will die before he’s done. It’s not like we can turn him in to the police and have him thrown in jail. Three hundred years ago, they’d have locked him up if we accused him of witchcraft, but today?” He shook his head. “You’re not doing this alone.”
The others nodded. It wasn’t so much Cavale she was worried about. Val had seen ugly, nasty things during her time as a Hunter, and Sunny and Lia were demons beneath those human facades. Chaz and Justin, though . . . Neither of them had ever done something like this.
I haven’t, either.
But this was her life in the balance. If it kept her up at night, she had her justification ready. Theirs wouldn’t be as concrete. “Just . . . just keep his ghouls off me. Get me close enough, is all I ask.”
Not long after, they set off down the hill. Cavale had his pendulum out, and his scrap of silk with Udrai’s sigil. He’d tweaked it, filtering out the misdirects the necromancer had planted. This time, it led them down to the bottom of the hill, then to the right along the intersecting road. It was just past ten o’clock, early enough for lights to be on in some of the houses. Quiet as their group was, seven people wandering down the sidewalk at this hour weren’t exactly inconspicuous. Elly saw curtains twitching, felt many a set of eyes watching their progress. Stay inside, she thought. This isn’t a night to be curious.
Improved scrying device or no, Cavale’s crystal only led them so far before it quit working. It hung useless on the end of its chain in front of a vacant lot, its point describing tiny circles above the cloth. “I’m going to have to adjust it again,” he said. “But I don’t know what I’m not accounting for.”
Val sniffed the air, frowning. “I’m not sure it’s actually broken.” Another sniff. She glanced at Justin, who nodded. “I smell corpses here. It’s faint, but, definitely there.”
That was when Sunny held up the shorter of her wavy-bladed knives. Under the streetlights it was hard to see, but you could hear the metal singing as it resonated with . . . what, exactly? “It’s here, very close.” She turned, pointing the tip like a compass needle. The pitch increased until she was facing the vacant lot. “Here,” said Sunny. “Watch.” She stepped forward, into the weeds, and plunged the knife into the earth.
It was like coming out of a fog bank into a clear night, even though none of them had moved. The air shimmered, a ripple that started with Sunny’s blade and fanned out over the dead brown grass. As it dissipated, a gasp went through the group.
The lot wasn’t vacant at all.
The house occupying it was a two-story McMansion. The door to the two-car garage dominated the front, and the house otherwise looked like several structures mashed together. Three different facades in addition to the garage, each requiring its own roof that joined the other at odd angles. In what must have been a nightmare for the architect, a balcony wrapped around the whole second floor.
“Holy shit,” said Cavale. “I’d forgotten about this house. Few years back, this developer decided he was going to build a bunch of these. But only the one ever went up, because that’s when the economy tanked and the housing market shit the bed. This place was listed for months, but no one could afford it.”
Chaz looked at the other houses on the street. “So what we’re seeing is, this guy picked the one place in the neighborhood that probably doesn’t come with its ghosts preinstalled.”
“Yeah.”
“Why do I feel like that’s not as much a point in our favor as it sounds?”
Elly turned to Sunny and Lia. “Okay. You two go around the back, make sure he doesn’t try to run. Take Justin with you and meet us inside.” He seemed about to protest until she grinned at him. “Don’t worry, he’ll have sentries up if he’s smart. You’re not going to be twiddling your thumbs.” To the others she said, “No use sneaking. He knows we’re here by now. Ready?”
They were.
They stepped onto the lot. Sunny pulled her dagger from the ground, but the house didn’t vanish on them.
“Let’s go.”
A few hours ago, Elly’d been sure she’d fought her last fight. It felt damned good now, the ground pounding beneath her feet, her spike—which Cavale had rescued from the firehouse floor—heavy in her grip, and a roomful of ghouls waiting for them inside.
The front door was unlocked and opened onto a massive, empty great room. The hardwood floors were dull with a layer of dust; the light fixture hanging high above sported ropes of cobwebs. Dotted across the floor like dancers waiting for their partners were the ghouls, half a dozen of them in various states of decay. Val darted past as soon as Chaz invited her inside, Cavale right behind.
Chaz cursed and stepped up beside her, holding the tire iron he’d taken from the Mustang like a baseball bat. “I was sort of hoping we could go straight to their boss. Oop.” A ghoul wandered close. Chaz met it halfway, swinging for the fences, the socket end of the tire iron lodging deep into its skull. “Aww, you’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” he said, and wrenched it out with a dry cracking of bone.
Another followed it, and Elly pushed past Chaz to get to it. The ghoul bellowed as its fist looped around. She ducked beneath the blow, coming up behind it. Too dark in here. Despite the massive bay window, the weak light from the streetlamps didn’t penetrate all the way toward where she stood. Thank God for penlights. She pulled hers out of her back pocket as the ghoul spun, seeking her out. The light was thin enough that she could hold it alongside the spike and not need to worry about her grip. It sent a beam of light along the point, precisely what she needed.
Behind her, Chaz had recovered the tire iron and got in another good blow. He put his whole body behind it, and this time, the ghoul’s head tilted at a sickening angle. It dropped to the ground, down but not out. Chaz bent to finish the job.
Elly’s ghoul swung again, and again she dodged its fist. She stayed half a step out of its range, making it chase her, making it move. No sigil on its neck that she could see, none on its hands. The next time it made a grab for her, Elly dragged the spike down the rotted fabric of its sleeve. The material tore easily, exposing the ghoul’s withered forearm. There.
Carved into the wrinkly flesh—what was left of it—was Udrai’s mark. Elly had a palmful of salt in her free hand. She lashed out with the spike, splitting the mark down the middle. The spike clattered to the floor as she caught the ghoul’s wrist and pulled its arm out taut. A couple Sundays back, Elly’d helped Sunny prepare the steak she was cooking for dinner. Sunny had uncapped a jar of her special grill rub—salt, pepper, cayenne, other spices—and asked Elly to slather it on the meat. She was reminded of that sensation now as she ground the salt into the ghoul’s torn flesh, the crystals grinding wetly against her skin.
She thought maybe she’d hold off on steak dinners for a while.
It worked, though. The ghoul gave one last sigh and collapsed, dead again.
Retrieving the spike, she looked around for another to fight, and found there weren’t any. As she watched, Val kicked a head away from a prone body. Chaz had another in a wrestling hold—his arms up under its armpits, his hands locked behind its neck—while Cavale swooped in with his knife and destroyed the sigil. Two other bodies lay in a heap by the gargantuan fireplace.
They all looked at one another, then at the grand staircase. Elly nodded toward it, and the others got moving.
Up the stairs and down the hall, the open side of the passageway offering a lovely view of the great room. Or, what would have been a lovely view if they hadn’t left corpses strewn all around. Even the sitting rooms had sitting rooms in this house, it seemed. The hallway led them on a labyrinthine path, but it was all architecture, nothing supernatural. Father Value had taught them to keep track of which way they were facing, always, and Elly didn’t lose her bearings.
Toward the back of the house, they came to the master bedroom. In here, there was a light on—one table lamp with no shade, sitting atop a milk crate. Through a set of French doors, Elly saw the flagstones and balustrade of the wraparound balcony. Carpet that had once been cream-colored was tracked with dirt and rot. One corner was filled with fast-food wrappers and empty cans of cold pasta.
Where the designer had likely imagined a four-poster bed fit for royalty was only a thin mattress, covered in blankets that needed a wash.
Sitting primly at its edge was a woman Elly recognized.
Dunyasha.
Elly hadn’t seen her since that night at Ivanov’s, when the Oisín had asked for their meeting. She had a long, rectangular face, that upturned nose. Everything about her was hard angles and jagged points; she’d grown thinner since that day in the bar. Gaunt. Creating a small legion of vampires in a short span of time probably took a lot out of you. Dunyasha held up her hand with all its rings. They clattered loosely against one another. “You should go,” she said. She looked at all of them, her gaze lingering on Val. “It’s not safe for any of you.”
“Where is he? The necromancer?”
She didn’t answer at first, twisting one of her rings around her bony finger. At last she said, “We’re leaving, you know. Ivanov will kill me if I stay, after . . . after what I did. Another hour and we’d be out of your hair. You could just . . . go.”
“No, we really can’t,” said Elly. The others had filed into the room, Cavale to her right, Val and Chaz to her left. Sounds drifted up from other parts of the house: Sunny, Lia, and Justin, getting closer but not quite broken through whatever surprises had been left around back. Maybe she could end this before they were all together. “Where is he?”
Dunyasha sighed and stood. She wore an ice blue camisole over a pair of tailored black slacks. The top was inappropriate for the season, out of place in this neglected house. Her shoes’ silver heels dimpled the carpet. “He’s not receiving visitors.” Her mouth twisted with disdain—haughty Dunyasha, relegated to the role of secretary.
Val’s head whipped up. She inhaled sharply and stared at the balcony, just as two shapes appeared on the other side of the glass. A cold blast of November air whirled in as the door opened. She didn’t know the taller person—a man in his twenties when he’d died, his shaggy red hair sticking out from under a Red Sox cap—but Elly groaned as Deirdre strode into the light to flank Dunyasha.
“You could run,” said Elly softly. “Take them and go, join some other coven or start your own. You must have money tucked away. Do you even know Ivanov took the Oisín away from you? He used the necromancer to do it, got him to play both sides. Or do you really believe you gave them all those orders yourself?”
Dunyasha looked startled. “He . . . Ivanov? No. He couldn’t have. He . . .” She shook her head. “Why not just kill us all, if he knew?”
“To make an example of you,” said Val. “Your life was already forfeit at that point.”
Elly didn’t care about Dunyasha in the slightest. She felt nothing—no pity, no satisfaction—as the woman’s cheeks flushed with anger and her hands curled into fists as she realized how thoroughly she’d been used. Far as she was concerned, Dunyasha had started this whole damned mess, even if Ivanov had co-opted it for his own means. But Deirdre . . . she was a pawn in a war between two ancient vampires. She didn’t deserve to die for either of them. If that meant letting Dunyasha go, too, well. Ivanov’s politics weren’t Elly’s concern outside Southie. “Please. We don’t have to fight.”
“Yes, they do.” Val sounded sad. “They’re not in control of themselves.”
The others moved at human-speed, but even with the necromancer in control Dunyasha was fast. She streaked toward Val, fangs and claws out and turning her into a monster from a cocktail party gone wrong.
Val caught and deflected blow after blow, taking the brunt of the hits on her forearms. Dunyasha screeched as she drove Val backward, a sound almost matching the whistling air as her claws ripped through it. Some of the swipes got through, until the sleeve of Val’s sweatshirt hung from her arm in bloody tatters.
The farther back Dunyasha forced her, the more Elly could see Val’s strength beginning to flag. Val was good, but Dunyasha was old.
On top of that, Elly suspected the necromancer could make her keep going well past exhaustion if he wanted. She was a puppet, and he was the one pulling her strings.
Still, Val held her own. For the moment.
Cavale, meanwhile, had wasted no time with the unnamed redhead. Elly couldn’t have tracked Val and Dunyasha for more than a few seconds, but Cavale already had the vampire on the ground, curled into the fetal position with a length of cedar protruding from his back.
They spotted Chaz at the same time, fending off Deirdre with his tire iron. “Guys? A little help here? This is steel, not silver.”
Maybe don’t tell her that.
She and Cavale reached Deirdre at the same time. Cavale was ready with his stake, but Elly shoved herself between him and the vampire. “No. Not if we don’t have to.”
Deirdre’s head turned at the sound of Elly’s voice. Her body went right on scrabbling at Chaz, but her eyes found Elly. She opened her mouth—raw, bloody holes where Katya had torn out her fangs—and let out that terrible moan from the morning they’d attacked Ivanov’s. She’s still in there. Fighting him.
“We’ll get you out,” Elly told her. Then, to Chaz and Cavale: “Find the sigil.”
Chaz took advantage of Deirdre’s distraction, skirted around those flailing claws, and—shaking his head like he was going to regret it—got in behind her. He planted his feet between hers, slipped his arms around her, and got her in that hold he’d used on the ghoul. Deirdre snarled and spun, but Chaz moved with her. “Hurry up before she takes my arms off. She’s fucking strong.”
Her shirt pulled up as Deirdre struggled to get free. There. The sigil was on the lower part of her belly, a dark smudge against her pale skin. Elly’s spike flashed out, dug a gash in its center. Deirdre howled as the poison silver stung, the flesh burning and cracking and oozing as though splashed with acid.
But she didn’t stop fighting.
“What’s going on?” asked Chaz. His muscles were corded with the strain of holding her. Elly could see the tremble building in his arms. He can’t hold her much longer. “She’s . . . Fuck.” The last came as Deirdre whipped her head back, hard. He had time to duck, a little, but there wasn’t far to move and keep the hold. Their heads met with a crack, and when Chaz peered at Elly and Cavale over her shoulder, his forehead was a red mess.
Forehead wounds bleed a lot. He’s fine.
She’s not.
Deirdre didn’t drop. The only thing that changed was the pitch of her moan, as another sigil formed above the old one. “Shit.” Elly slashed at the new one. Same effect—black-edged, ruined skin, the mark destroyed. And, a heartbeat later, another took its place.
Cavale was beside her. He met her incredulous stare. “I’m sorry,” he said. “He’s so close by it doesn’t matter. We have to—”
“I know.” She hefted the spike and made sure she could see Deirdre’s eyes. “Chaz, keep her still.”
“Fucking trying.”
The moan softened, stopped. It was like watching a clockwork toy wind down, the way her limbs slowed and her head hung. She’s fighting the spell. But it wouldn’t last. All Deirdre could do was buy Elly a precious second for a clear shot.
She pulled a cedar stake from her belt, said, “I’m so sorry,” and drove it into Deirdre’s chest.
Chaz staggered as she sagged, regained his balance as the ash swept over her and she crumbled in his arms. He didn’t have time to parse what had just happened, though: across the room, Dunyasha had Val pinned in the corner.
The single bulb splashed three long shadows over the walls as Elly, Cavale, and Chaz fanned out to help.
They were halfway to Val when their shadows came alive. They melded together, weaving into one another like a braid, darkening, deepening. They split apart, two instead of three, and flowed down to the floor where they collected in inky puddles.
Out of those puddles rose the succubi.
Gone were the gentle women who shared their cozy house in Edgewood. Seven feet tall they were, their skin the violet of the sky after the sun has just set. Sunny was the taller of the two now, her hair barely more than a dark fuzz over her scalp. Lia’s eyes were black pools in her narrow face. Long, brown dreadlocks hung past her shoulders. Both carried their keris knives—one long, one short in each pair. Smoke curled up off the blades.
They flowed over to Dunyasha, each taking an arm, and dragged her off Val. The Stregoi thrashed and kicked, one of her spiked heels sailing off and barely missing Justin as he skidded into the room. He was bruised and bloody, but alive.
“Stake her,” Elly said. She didn’t much care who followed the order, already scanning what she could see of the balcony for signs of the necromancer. This was so close to done. Justin raised a brow, went to where she pointed without argument. They got into position on either side of the doors.
Behind them, Dunyasha shrieked one last time as the stake pierced her heart.
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DUNYASHA FELL, AND that was when it all went pear-shaped.
Chaz remembered Dunyasha vaguely, from the few times he’d accompanied Val into Boston those first few years. She’d mostly avoided them, treating Val like one of those out-of-town cousins you don’t really want in your house, but you have to make nice with. Chaz she didn’t even acknowledge. Her own Renfields were hardly more than household staff to her, sent to fetch and carry and otherwise stay the hell out of the way.
It didn’t surprise him she’d been plotting against Ivanov, aiming to make the Stregoi hers. She’d given her vampiric liege the same snotty reception she gave everyone else.
Still, he felt a twinge of guilt when Val walked up to where Sunny and Lia held her. Knowing how strong Deirdre was, how strong Val was, how impossibly fucking strong Dunyasha must be, for those two to stand there like it was no big thing made Chaz resolve—not for the first time—never to piss the succubi off.
It was over fast. No last words, no begging. Dunyasha didn’t stop her squirming like Deirdre had, but maybe she thought she had a chance to get away.
Val raised her stake and struck true.
The Stregoi woman turned to ash.
The necromancer stepped into view out on the balcony.
Elly saw him at the same time as Chaz, probably reflected in the glass of the open doors. She darted around, wasting no time, that silver spike of hers in her grip. Then Justin was there, beside her, following her out.
He stumbled.
“No,” said Chaz, dread rising in his throat, choking him. “No, no. Elly, watch out!”
Justin recovered his gait. He reached for Elly, snatched a handful of her sweater, and yanked her backward, into his arms.
His arms, with Udrai’s sigil etching itself on his exposed skin.
Elly oofed at the impact. She hadn’t seen the sigil, but she wasn’t someone you randomly grabbed at, either. She stomped down hard on Justin’s instep, latched onto him while he was off balance, and perfectly executed one of the throws Lia had made Chaz practice for a whole afternoon.
Chaos broke out behind him.
Val gasped and shoved herself away from where Sunny and Lia stood. “Get away,” she spat, when Lia stepped toward her. “I can feel him. He’s in my head.” Her hands fluttered up to clutch at her skull. The movements were jerky, like two puppeteers pulling on the same marionette’s strings. She lurched half a step at Lia, then propelled herself backward. One step. Two. Forward again. “Run. Run, get away from me. Run.”
Justin scrabbled after Elly on all fours, got her around the ankle, and yanked her down. He dragged her toward him, climbed atop her chest, and pinned her. Didn’t matter how hard she bucked beneath him; she couldn’t throw him off. He shook his head like a dog with a bee-stung nose. “Nnnnnnn. Nnno.”
But his body wasn’t his. He swiped out with a claw, got her in the midsection. The wound Udrai had closed not two hours earlier gushed open again, as though Justin had torn away a layer of fake skin. All the color drained from her face, her lips gone grey, Udrai’s . . . gift? glamour? fading.
Her grip loosened on her spike. It rolled away from her hand.
Cavale flashed past Chaz and scooped up the spike. Elly had her hands up to fend off another blow from Justin, but it never came. Cavale grabbed him by the hair, pulled him off Elly, and shoved him away. Justin rolled. Cavale followed. He caught Justin before the kid could regain his feet, hefted the spike, and drove it into Justin’s shoulder. He was screaming, words Chaz couldn’t quite make out, but he didn’t think they were a spell. Grief, and fury, and fear, they didn’t really need words.
I know how all this goes.
Chaz could see it, clear as if it were projected on a screen, as if it actually were happening:
Val loses the fight against the necromancer’s control. Her arm snakes out, fingers hooked into talons as her claws tear out Lia’s throat.
Sunny sees Lia fall. Throws herself at Val, that smoking blade seeking vengeance, severing Val’s head neat as you please, but not before Val gets in one last swipe. They all die together, Sunny cradling Lia in her arms.
On his other side, Justin beats Cavale into a pulp; the warlock has no fight left in him, doesn’t even resist. Then the silver sickness spreads, and Justin lies down beside Elly. His eyes are the last part of him to turn to ash; he dies watching the life leach out of her.
And missing from all of the carnage is Chaz, the last one alive because he’s no goddamned threat at all, made to watch the necromancer, West, make his exit.
Left to pick up the pieces, even though with all of them dead, there are no pieces left worth picking up.
Or maybe if he was lucky, West would drag him to the balcony and pitch him off it, trading his death off one last time before he got out, got on a bus, a train, an international flight.
The scenario flashed through his mind in the space of a heartbeat, though whether it was simple logic or a vivid imagination or an actual, bona fide vision, he didn’t know. All he knew was he’d be alone, in the end, if he let this play out.
Fuck. That.
Chaz stepped up to where Lia stood, still looking for a way to help Val. Her daggers were in their sheaths at her hip. He plucked one out, the shorter one.
It doesn’t like me. Of course it didn’t; it wasn’t his. It thrummed in his hand, and he could feel the spirit bound within the metal. It didn’t like him, but it was hungry, and he could feed it.
Lia looked down at him, and he had time to think she didn’t look all that surprised. Sad, maybe, but not surprised. Not angry at the intrusion. “I’ll give it back,” he said, or thought he did. Everything was moving so damned slow around him, like he was wading through a still frame.
He didn’t think he was alone in his head, but whoever it was, they were just along for the ride. Udrai? That you?
No answer, but it felt right. One smartass recognizing another. “Watch this,” he told the god, and strode over to meet the necromancer as he crossed the threshold into the bedroom.
Val lost her fight. She roared and flew at Lia. Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look.
West didn’t see Chaz coming. He was too busy watching the tableau of Elly, Justin, and Cavale at his feet. His skin had gone grey, the corners of his mouth tinged with dried, rusty blood he hadn’t wiped away after a recent coughing fit. His bluish lips flickered into a small smile as the vampires danced to his tune.
“Hey,” said Chaz, grabbing him by the shoulder and making him look.
He brought the keris blade up. He touched it to the man’s throat, watched West’s eyes widen in surprise. “Fuck you, buddy,” Chaz said, and sliced.
The keris sang with it, the first drops of blood disappearing into the wavy blade before it began to gush. The necromancer dropped to his knees, trying to speak, to form a spell, but all that came out were gurgles.
Something hit Chaz from behind.
The wind went out of his lungs as arms snaked around him. He saw the spill of Val’s red hair, felt her fangs at his throat. Justin was up, too, lurching toward him despite the spike sticking out of him.
Then West thudded forward, face-first on the carpet.
Val said, “Oh God,” and let Chaz go, backing away in horror. At the same moment Justin collapsed to the floor and groaned. Cavale hadn’t hit his heart with the spike, but a wound like that, he had to be in a lot of pain.
It was Udrai who pulled the spike out of Justin’s shoulder. Chaz hadn’t seen him come in, not from the balcony, not from the bedroom door; but then again, he was feeling fairly numb himself as he stared at the necromancer’s body. I did that. Me.
He was going to kill them all.
I did that.
“Good job, there,” said Udrai. He leaned over the body, dabbed his hands in the dead man’s blood, and rubbed them together like he was washing up for Sunday dinner. The blood seeped in.
It wasn’t that he changed in any visible way. Udrai was still a short bearded man with curly salt-and-pepper hair and brown skin, wearing slacks and a sweater that wouldn’t be out of place in an office. Still, he seemed . . . more present, more real. And though his stature wasn’t very big, the spacious room felt awfully crowded with him in it. “Ohhhh, that feels nice,” he said. He flexed his fingers and looked over at where Elly lay, her color gone grey and waxy. “Now, young lady, I believe we had a deal.”
Cavale made room for him as he leaned down and touched her side. The warlock’s face was haggard, lined like he’d already started mourning her. Probably had. Probably never stopped, even after she woke up at the hospital. When Udrai pulled his hand away, Elly’s skin was mostly smooth, except for a small scar that twisted its way along. “She’s gonna have to take it easy for a bit,” he told Cavale. “I’m still not at a hundred percent. But she’s not dying anymore.”
Elly stirred in Cavale’s arms, then bolted upright. Or tried to, before Cavale caught her shoulders. “Shhh,” he said, murmuring softly until she focused on his face. “Everyone’s all right. Everyone’s safe.”
“But I didn’t . . . The necromancer.” She twisted around despite Cavale’s protests. When she saw the body a few feet away, the blood soaking into the carpet, she said, “Oh.” And, “But who . . . ?”
Both Cavale and Udrai looked to Chaz. Elly followed their gazes. Chaz caught the little double take, the way she looked at her brother and the death god again to make sure she was seeing that right. “I know, right?” said Chaz, forcing a jollity to his voice he certainly didn’t feel. “Last one of us you’d have pegged for . . .” He lost steam, heard how fake he sounded. “For that.”
Udrai broke the awkward pause that followed, pushing himself up with a groan. On his way to Chaz, he stopped and peered down at the bloody spike he’d pulled out of Justin. “That’s rough, kiddo. Gonna leave a mark, but you’ll be okay. Chicks dig guys with battle wounds.” Justin gaped at him. Chaz couldn’t blame him; what did you say to the god offering a post-trauma pep talk?
Then Udrai was grinning up at Chaz. “I meant it, good work. And thanks for the ride. You, uh, ever need anything, you know how to find me now.” He clapped Chaz on the shoulder, tipped an imaginary hat to Sunny and Lia—“Ladies”—ambled out onto the balcony, and was gone.
Lia came and pried her dagger from Chaz’ fingers. She stood and waited, not speaking, not touching him. Whether it was her succubus instincts at play, or simply knowing what he needed—or didn’t—right then, Chaz appreciated it. If she’d reached out, he might have flinched. He might have screamed. He might have burst into tears. “I’m sorry,” he said, when he figured out how to make his mouth work again. “I know they’re . . . sacred somehow. The blades. If I fucked up their mojo, uh.” Fucked it up by killing a guy, let’s not forget.
She shook her head. “You did what you had to. Her sisters are jealous, but they’ll get over it.” She sheathed the knife, where it sat smoking just a bit more enthusiastically than its peers.
Sunny appeared at Lia’s side, slipping an arm around her waist. Do either of them know how close they were to biting it just now? “Chaz, if you need to talk about what happened . . .”
About killing a man. About opening his throat and letting his life spill out. About that, Sunny? But he forced a smile. “I’m okay. But I know where I can find a good shrink if I need one, yeah?” She nodded. “Got something more important right now.” He felt their eyes on him as he walked away. Pitying. Worried for him. He shook off the cry of frustration that rose in his throat. Poor fragile Chaz, let’s all fret about him now. Clearly he doesn’t know how to handle killing a dude.
He paused, took a deep breath. Stop it. They’re only doing what friends do.
Val was in the corner, rebuilding her composure. She wouldn’t meet his eyes, but that was a relief—she was the last person he wanted a poor Chaz side-eye from. Turned out, she had something more pressing on her mind. “I almost killed you,” she said.
“Wasn’t you doing it.”
“But I felt it. I should have figured we’d be close enough that he could do that. Reach out and . . .” She moved her hand as though she held a puppet’s strings.
“Don’t. It’s over.”
She looked at him at last. “Because you ended it.”
“It needed ending. Val, shit was about to get really, really bad. I saw it.” He couldn’t explain the vision, whether Udrai had planted it, or he’d simply imagined a likely way things were about to go. It had been strong, and real, and though he could still feel the way the necromancer’s skin had slit like a ripe tomato beneath the blade, he was pretty sure he’d made the right decision. Pretty sure.
“I underestimated you,” said Val, frowning at the way he was opening and closing his fist.
“You did.”
“I was scared. No, that’s no excuse. I won’t do it again.” She took his hand, gave it a squeeze. “That said, I’m going to have to go in and talk with Ivanov. Will you come with me, when everyone’s all settled?”
He grinned. “Can I punch him in the mouth?”
“No.”
“Damn. Ah well. I’ll go with anyway. Let’s get these kids home first.”
*   *   *
IVANOV’S BAR WAS quiet tonight. Almost all the patrons were human, and the few Renfields hanging out in the back hunched over their drinks listlessly, like they hadn’t slept in days. They probably hadn’t.
One, a Korean girl who looked like her pool cue was the only thing keeping her from sliding to the floor for a nap, pushed herself off her stool as Val and Chaz approached. “Help you?” she muttered.
“Is Ivanov in?”
She opened her mouth, the no clearly forming on her lips, when she got a better look at Chaz. “You were at the firehouse. You came for Elly.”
“Yeah. Were you cleanup crew?”
She nodded and asked, almost shyly, “How is she?”
“Alive,” he said, but he didn’t give her any more than that.
“That’s what we’re here about,” said Val. “Can we go back?” She was only asking as a courtesy. If the girl tried sending them away, Val fully planned to push right past her.
But she bobbed her head yes and returned to the stool. “When you see Elly, tell her Ji-hye said to get better soon.”
“Like she has a fucking cold,” Chaz muttered when they were out of earshot. “They all saw her half-fucking-dead.”
“Easy, now. Ten minutes and we’re out of here. Five, if I can.”
He took a deep breath. Another. Sighed. “Yeah, okay. I’m cool. Let’s do this. Sooner I get out of this monkey suit, the better.”
They’d both dressed for the occasion, Chaz in the same charcoal grey suit he wore to any event that required a jacket and tie, Val in black slacks and a maroon silk shirt. They ought to have been going out for a fancy dinner on the town, not visiting the back room of a dive bar.
“Come,” called Ivanov as she knocked, but Val didn’t wait for him to finish the word. She’d hardly waited for him to start it.
He sat behind his desk as always, impeccably dressed in a suit that must have run him thousands. Nothing had changed in the office since Val had been here a little over a month ago, but the space seemed . . . different somehow. Emptier.
Realization dawned. “Where’s Katya?” The Stregoi woman was always hovering at his shoulder, or perched on the edge of the desk. Tonight, Ivanov was alone.
He smiled. “So good of you to ask, Valerie. She’s resting. The fighting got . . . particularly nasty, and she needs some time to recover.”
She wasn’t part of it. She really wasn’t. Everything Val had planned to say, the speech she’d rehearsed and re-rehearsed, flew out of her head. “You don’t have one damned lick of shame, do you?”
The affable How may I help you? smile disappeared. “Shame is a waste of an emotion. Besides, what have I to be ashamed of? My people were attacked. We fought valiantly and well, and those of us who remain standing won the day. The Oisín are no more; my Stregoi hold our piece of the city. We mourn the dead and celebrate those who, in battle, made names for themselves. Speaking of, how is our Eleanor?”
“She’s not yours. That’s what I came here for. I’m tendering her resignation.”
“Surely that’s for Miss Garrett to do herself?”
“She’s not coming back here. You can’t be trusted.”
He raised a brow. “I? Valerie, whatever it is you think, I assure you you’re mistaken.” He ought to have clapped a hand over his heart to complete the wounded effect.
The feigned innocence was too much. “No,” said Val, “I’m not. You put this all together. Oisín versus Stregoi, the whole turf war was your hand at work.”
“The turf war was a vampire’s reach exceeding her grasp. Dunyasha began her betrayal years ago, when she made that street rat into one of us.”
“Dunyasha played the long game. Ten years is far too soon for her to move. No. You found out about it. Or maybe you knew all along, and you were playing a different long game. Either way, this necromancer comes to town, you get wind of him, and you see your chance.”
Ivanov didn’t answer, but cold fury drew his mouth tight.
Val kept going. “I don’t know if Dunyasha went to him herself first, or if you let her think it was her own idea. But the Oisín haven’t been hers for months, not really.” She leaned in, far closer than anyone aside from Katya ever dared. “They were yours. You set this whole turf war up.”
She couldn’t prove it, but Chaz’ theory felt right, that the necromancer had been working for Ivanov. It would be just like him, watching his enemies plot against him, turning their grand plans into their own downfalls. Cementing his rule.
And when she’d talked to Elly early this morning, she’d told Val about Ivanov staying up above it all, how he didn’t seem afraid that one of the Oisín would venture up there to attack him. That had made Val sure.
She didn’t know how much deeper it went, whether the Stregoi who’d died fighting the other night had been random casualties, or if Ivanov had used it as an opportunity to thin his own herd and made sure only specific vampires fell. It wasn’t Val’s job to find out, or to seek vengeance on anyone’s behalf: these weren’t her people.
“Dunyasha’s dead,” she said. “And the last of the Oisín. And the necromancer.”
Ivanov hadn’t moved. Val was inches away, all too keenly aware he could snap a hand forward and tear off her head if he wanted. Chaz shifted uncomfortably behind her. He was likely aware of that, too. She stood slowly, putting distance between herself and the Stregoi leader that would do fuck-all if he decided to attack.
After a moment, that smile returned. Pleasant. Infuriating. “It’s sad that Dunyasha is gone, but I won’t waste tears on a traitor. As for the rest . . .” He waved a hand. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
She hadn’t expected a confession. Even if she got one, what would she have done? Tattled on him? Expected the Stregoi who remained to rebel? They’d be his most loyal now. No one would ever find her or Chaz’ bodies.
What she really didn’t expect was Ivanov’s next statement: “Come back to the fold, Valerie. You need us.”
I guess we’re done with the accusation portion of the visit? “I don’t.”
He spat, bright red against the pale wood, a gesture that had followed him from Russia: spitting on the devil, the Father of Lies. “You’re a vampire without a coven. Without a pack. Without a circle, or whatever term you’d like.”
“I came from the West Coast, remember? There are plenty of independents out there.”
“Rabble. Uncivilized. This is the East. There’s still a touch of the Old Country here. You’ve been on your own long enough, and I’ve allowed it, but it’s time to put this foolishness aside and come back to us. We can protect you.”
She didn’t ask from what. “I have my friends. I don’t need a coven.”
Ivanov snorted. “You have a pair of unbound succubi playing house until their master comes calling. You have a fledgling boy who the Jackals mistake for their alpha, whose balls they’d willingly lick if they could only get close enough. You have a Renfield you barely keep in line. You have Father Value’s pair of feral whelps, and don’t for a second think the Brotherhood isn’t watching them closely.
“You need our strength behind you, before one of the others comes calling and simply takes what little you have. I can name you regent of your little towns, as long as you bend knee to me.”
She realized, then, that the list he’d rattled off—Sunny and Lia; Cavale and Elly and Justin; Chaz—they were her pack. “I don’t need you,” she said. “New World, new rules, just like you said. I have a coven. Two vampires makes a coven, and we have that.”
“Are you declaring, then?”
She drew in a breath. This had not at all gone as she’d planned, but there was no backing down now. “Yes, I suppose I am.”
Ivanov sat very, very still. Val could almost feel his claws at her throat. When he spoke, it was so softly she almost had to lean in to hear, but she wasn’t quite that stupid. “Then you realize, don’t you, that you’re a regent in enemy territory?”
“Are we enemies now?”
“I’ve not decided yet. You’d best go while I ponder.”
She turned and ushered Chaz out of the office, down the hall, and out of the bar, the whole time expecting to hear Ivanov come roaring after them. But he didn’t, and they made it to the Mustang without incident.
“What the fuck just happened?” Chaz was a multitasker. He asked the question while slamming the keys into the ignition and getting them the hell out of there. “Did I hear that right? Edgewood’s its own little vampire fiefdom now?”
She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes and let the car’s acceleration comfort her. “Uh. Yeah. And Crow’s Neck, too, I guess.”
“And you’re its queen.”
“Oh God no, don’t call me that.”
“Yes, Your Highness.”
“Chaz.”
“Yes, Your Ladyship? Oh, no, wait, Your Nibs?” He glanced over at her. “Get it? Because vampires nibble on people? Ow, don’t hit the driver!”
He had her laughing, which was good, because inside all Val could think was What have I done? What utter clusterfuck have I gotten us into?
Chaz got them on the highway and sped south, toward home.
Toward her new territory.



EPILOGUE
CAVALE WAS GETTING damned good at soup. Tomato today, with milk instead of water. He’d topped it with a spoonful of sour cream and a pinch of fresh basil. The bowl sat next to a grilled cheese sandwich, artful in its execution: bread buttered and crispy from the pan, cheddar and provolone melted and oozing where he’d cut it on the diagonal.
Elly sat up when he came into the living room with the tray. She still winced when she moved too quickly, even though she tried to hide it. When she let Cavale touch the skin around her scar, it was tender and warm, puffy with healing. She’d been slathering salves on it for two days, asking him to draw spells on scraps of cloth she attached over it with adhesive tape. It wasn’t that they didn’t trust Udrai, but . . . they didn’t trust Udrai.
For the most part, though, she seemed to be on the mend. Cavale had started to suspect as much this morning, when he heard her scuttle back to the couch seconds before he poked his head in to check on her. At first she’d insisted she was ready to get back out and get to work, but Val had been by before sunrise, asking to see her in private, and whatever the two had talked about left Elly quiet and thoughtful. By midmorning she was smoldering.
At lunch, she’d told Cavale she wasn’t going back to Southie. It wasn’t just that Ivanov had given her the Command that could have—should have—killed her, she said. It was the games he’d played with his own people. Elly didn’t know for sure, but she didn’t think Katya was aware of his machinations. His own right hand, fighting a battle that was a sham almost from the start.
Elly’d never expected the vampires to act like a family. She’d heard every word of warning Val and Chaz and Cavale gave her. But still, she’d expected . . . something else. Something better, from creatures with centuries of wealth and experience at their disposal. “They should be wiser than we are,” she’d said. “Kinder. Maybe that’s it. Maybe I’m just disappointed.”
He’d played it cool as he could, slipping back into the kitchen and turning the faucet on full blast, pretending to do dishes. It was just in time, really. His white-knuckled grip on the counter was all that held him up as the first sob tore through him. Cavale let himself give in to it, the weight of the last week crashing down on him at last. He hoped the rushing water and clattering plates would cover the sound of him crying with relief. For two days he’d been terrified she’d go right back to it, go wherever Ivanov sent her and die for it, this time for good.
When he recovered, he’d sent flowers to Val at the bookstore, since she couldn’t answer the door at her house during the day.
Now, Elly switched off whatever ghost hunting show she’d been watching. She loved picking them apart, snarking at the screen as though the team could hear her and feel ashamed. “Ooh,” she said, craning to see what was on the tray. “My favorite.”
Cavale joined her on the couch. “There’s dessert, too.”
“What, did you bake a cake or something?” She scooped up half of the sandwich and dipped the corner in her soup, like he’d taught her to do when they were small.
“No. That girl from down the street. Cinda?” She nodded. “She came by with another box of cookies for you. You were asleep. She said to say thank you again. And left me a list of her prices for lawn mowing and snow shoveling.”
Elly grinned. “Well, you didn’t exorcise a ghost from her basement.” She munched her sandwich for another moment, then said, “Hey, aren’t you going to eat dinner, too?”
“Yeah, I was just bringing yours in first.” He got up to retrieve his own tray from the kitchen, but paused in the doorway. “Hey, El?”
Elly froze, halfway to another bite. They hadn’t talked about it much. Not yet. Their argument, her nearly dying. She took a deep breath. “Yeah?”
Here, on the threshold, was a safe place to say it. Beside her was too close; she’d pull away. “I was really scared.”
For a moment, silence reigned. Too soon, he thought, but then she nodded. “Me too. Cavale?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m . . . I’m glad you made the deal. In case you were ever questioning that. I am.”
“Good.”
“Hey, do you think . . .” Elly hemmed, then dug under the pillow to find her phone. She woke up the screen and pulled up her call history. He knew what she was looking at: the call Marian had placed to Chaz from Elly’s phone. “Do you think she knows I made it? Do you think she’ll try to get in touch?”
“I don’t know.” There was more he could say, things like: She’s Brotherhood, she can read cards or entrails if she wants to find out, or She ought to have called Night Owls by now looking for Chaz. Killing the necromancer had ended her reason to be down this way. If she wanted to check on Elly, it was up to her to find another way. Unless . . . “Do you want to go looking for her? When you feel better?”
“No. But I think I owe it to her.”
“Think about it, then,” he said. “Take some time. Wherever she is, we know there are Creeps. You’re not in any shape to fight right now.”
She nodded and tossed her phone onto the coffee table. “Go get your dinner. It’ll get cold.”
“That’s what the microwave’s for.” He meant it as a joke, but before he could duck into the kitchen, someone knocked on the front door. Cavale detoured down the hall and peered out the window.
Justin stood on the porch, one arm in a sling, holding a lavender plant in a little clay pot. He looked terrified, leaning back as though he were about to run, fingers tapping out a nervous rhythm against the pot.
Things didn’t improve when Cavale answered the door.
They’d parted fine the other night; the group had returned here after placing don’t-see-me wards around the necromancer’s house. Sunny and Lia had said they could take care of the bodies in a day or two, as long as the wards held. Then, safe at Cavale’s, Elly had packed the hole in Justin’s shoulder with herbs soaked in myrrh and ordered him not to carry his heavy backpack full of books around campus or lift anything big at the bookstore. She was one to talk—she’d done the job propped up on the couch, and fallen into an exhausted sleep as soon as everyone left.
They hadn’t seen him since, though Val said this morning he was doing better. Now he shifted uneasily and said, “Um. May I come in?”
Cavale stepped back. “We haven’t rescinded your invitation, if that’s what you mean.”
From Justin’s blush, it was obvious that was exactly what he’d meant. “I just thought . . .”
He thought we’d blame him for what the necromancer made him do. If Elly weren’t sitting in the living room right now, if she were under the ground rather than under a blanket, he might have been right. But she was all right. If she wasn’t holding a grudge, Cavale would try not to, either. “Come on in. I’ll see if she wants visitors.”
She did, of course. Her whole face lit up when Cavale announced him; she finger-combed her hair, brushed crumbs from the blanket, made Cavale promise there wasn’t any basil stuck between her teeth. It didn’t surprise him—he’d seen them outside the other night, kissing up against her car. He figured Elly’d tell him about it when she was ready. For now, he let Justin in the room, saw the smile that broke like a sunrise on her lips, and left the two of them alone.
In the kitchen, he heated up his soup and sandwich and sat at the table to eat. Tomorrow, as long as Elly could get around okay, he’d go back into work and see if he could find Trina’s number. He didn’t know what to say to her yet, how to tell her there wouldn’t be any more visits with James.
What the necromancer had done was wrong, but it had brought her comfort. A few days ago, Cavale had thought Trina should move on, let the promise of seeing her husband again go, give him up the way other people did cigarettes.
He understood now how hard it was to let go.
He’d told Val and Justin no, when Justin wanted to save Elly by turning her. It wasn’t a life she’d want, and he knew it. But while they were standing there arguing, while Chaz was saying the words Cavale himself should have been saying, he’d been so damned close to telling them to do it. To make her a vampire so he wouldn’t have to lose her.
He’d been saved by the death god showing up and making an offer he told himself he couldn’t refuse. In truth, it was one he didn’t want to refuse. Elly telling him she was glad he’d taken it didn’t make him feel much better about it. Because he knew how close he’d come to taking that first one, the one that would have made her hate them all.
But he’d taken the better deal, the right one. In Cavale’s nightmares, Chaz didn’t always take Lia’s knife and kill the necromancer. Sometimes he was too late, and Val tore him apart before he even moved. Sometimes he strolled over—Chaz always strolled in Cavale’s mind—and slit Elly’s throat instead. Sometimes he turned the dagger on himself and plunged it into his own eye. Through all of these, Cavale sat to the side, unable to help, unable to change a damned thing.
That wasn’t how it went down, and he knew it—if Cavale hadn’t gone after Justin, Elly really would be dead. He’d made sure not to hit him in the heart, though he’d had a second to wonder what the silver would do to him. Justin’s yellow eyes weren’t the only thing that made him seem Jackal-like at times. The spike might have done him even more damage, and Cavale had known it. In that moment, he hadn’t cared.
And Chaz had killed the necromancer. And they were all alive because of it.
How do I even start to say thank you? Chaz had waved it off when he’d tried the other night, and this wasn’t the sort of thing you sent flowers for. Plus, Cavale had a sneaking suspicion Chaz would leave them in a vase until the water turned slimy and stank. Possibly at the bookstore.
He got up to put his plate in the sink and saw Cooking for Beginners where he’d left it propped.
“Thanks for killing a dude for us, here’s some fudge”? That’s stupid.
Or maybe it wasn’t. Chaz had been a great fan of Helen Clearwater’s fudge. Not that Cavale thought he could replicate it exactly, but it was a start. It was an opening. It gave him the excuse to talk to Chaz and find a way to show his gratitude.
As he flipped to the dessert section, Elly’s and Justin’s laughter echoed down the hall.
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