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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   I sat in the passenger's side of a jeep, looking over a file. I found it just a little hard to believe that in the past six months, my Friday nights had gone from tending bar in a college dive to traveling to Bakersfield to hunt a vampire.
 
   The file in front of me was for a vampire named Anselm Bauer. Anselm had been born in Prussia in 1805, and had been turned into a vampire in 1847. He had spent some time in a few vampire courts, before relocating down to Bakersfield to work with an oil company. He didn't have a history of violent tendencies, but this new incident wasn't exactly normal violent behavior.
 
   I turned to the driver of the Jeep. “So, Amy, what motivates a vampire like Bauer to do something like this?”
 
   Amy glanced at me from her view of the road. My partner in the business of supernatural law was a tall, slender woman. She had a lovely face with a serene expression, with prominent lines on her features. She had cut her blond hair short since we had started working together, keeping what was left pulled back severely. 
 
   “I do not know, Eric,” She shook her head. “Bauer seems like he is a well-adjusted vampire. For him to do what he did makes no sense.” 
 
   I looked down at the file again. Two days ago, a security camera had caught Anselm attacking a woman and pulling her into his car. The police had tracked Bauer down to a small, abandoned warehouse on grounds that belonged to the company he worked for. 
 
   The Bakersfield Police Department had tossed this one up to Sacramento, and I got called in. As a newly minted Arcane Specialist, I was getting called in now to help occasionally with a case that the CBI or the Marshals couldn't handle. As the Knight of the Bay for the supernatural community, it meant that I could also represent the supernatural community, and that I got to get reamed out by whatever local authority didn't like the supernatural. 
 
   I closed the file and looked over to Amy again. “This makes no sense.”
 
   “Correct,” Amy's prim, soft tone replied. “It makes little sense. Vampires do not kidnap. They rarely kill, but abduction...” She shook her head.
 
   “No. So, we're meeting another Knight?” I asked.
 
   She nodded. “Indeed. Bakersfield has no Knight, and it lies outside the Counties of Gold and Iron and the County of Angels. So, it would be a joint endeavor between you and the Knight from Los Angeles.”
 
   Someone in the history of California's supernatural territories had decided to get very fancy in naming the various regions of the Duchy of the Pacific. I had slowly started to get acquainted with the ins and outs of the supernatural community, but hadn't yet met the Knight who headed up most of Southern California. 
 
   We turned off the highway, and started off on the drive to the address Bakersfield PD gave us.  We drove through Bakersfield's industrial portion for about five minutes before arriving at the warehouse.
 
   We pulled up to a horde of emergency vehicles. There were a dozen cop cars, a command vehicle, and a fire truck and some EMS vehicles already on scene. Amy pulled the Jeep up to the edge of the vehicles' circle, and we got out of the Jeep. 
 
   “I figure I'll lead off.” I said. “They don't know you, but I've got the badge.”
 
   Amy offered a small shrug as she grabbed her leather jacket from the back seat and pulled it out. “You are. And you seem to deal better with the human authorities than I do.” She remarked.
 
   “That's just because you have the social skills of a badger.” I shot back. “Come on, let's go find someone in charge.”
 
   I headed over to the line of cars, where I spoke to a uniformed officer. “Hey there, I'm looking for Owen Price?” I called. 
 
   The uniformed cop gave me an appraising look, then one for Amy. “The specialist? He's in the command van with the Captain.” He gestured over to our right, where the black command van with SWAT printed on the side with big white letters sat.
 
   I led Amy over to the van, which had its rear door open, and was packed with people. A few techs crowded around the computer screens set up in the cargo area, while several others crowded behind them.
 
   “Hello?” I called. “I'm looking for someone in charge.” I pulled out my Specialist's license to show to anyone who happened to turn around.
 
   An older woman in a charcoal pantsuit turned to me. “Mister Carpenter, correct?” She asked in a sharp tone. When I nodded, she gestured for the two of us to enter the van. “Captain Roberts, Bakersfield PD. I assume you're here to meet with Mr. Price.”
 
   Owen Price, the Knight of the Los Angeles region, was standing next to Roberts. Or, rather, hunching over next to Roberts. Price was a powerfully built man, tall and broad shouldered. He wore a leather jacket, jeans, and had a big knife strapped to his belt. His dark hair was shaved close to his head, with a few swirling designs shaved into it. 
 
   “Well, nice to meet my counterpart from up north.” His deep voice greeted me, and he extended a hand. “Owen Price.”
 
   “Eric Carpenter,” I said as we shook hands. “This is my associate Amy.” Price reached out to offer his hand to her, but Amy just kept her arms at her side. “She's not really the handshake type.”
 
   Price offered a shrug. “So, what do you know about the situation so far?”
 
   “We know that a vampire named Anselm Bauer kidnapped a woman in town, and you guys tracked him down here.”
 
   Roberts sighed. “Yeah, we just aren't equipped to head in. My SWAT unit isn't set up for a vampire. We usually ask for the BAA's help on this, but it's a delicate situation, and we want to make sure that Serena Laurent, if she's still alive, is recovered.”
 
   “Has Bauer contacted you at all?” Amy asked.
 
   Price shook his head. “No, he's been cooped up in that warehouse for about two days now now.”
 
   “Any idea if he's made any calls out?” I asked.
 
   “We've set up a cell jammer eight hours ago. We left the land lines open, though, and rerouted them to us here in the van.” Well, that left a lot of time open, I mused.
 
   “All right, then,” I nodded. “Price, Amy, and I can go in, try to talk Anselm down, and if need be, we're equipped to take him out.”
 
   Roberts frowned, crossing her arms across her chest. “I want you three wired up so we can tell what's going on.”
 
   “That's perfectly fine,” I answered. “Amy and I will need to gear up. We'll be ready to go in fifteen minutes.” 
 
   Price nodded. “Fine by me.” He said. “I'll meet you two near the front.”
 
   I nodded, and Amy followed me out of the van. We headed back to the Jeep, where I opened up the trunk. I grabbed my duffel out of the back of the Jeep, and opened it up. I grabbed my essentials from the olive drab duffel, and got ready for the undead.
 
   The first thing I grabbed was my gun. The Colt 1911 was my primary tool for fighting monsters. Sure, I was a witch, but a forty-five was just as good as anything else. I grabbed my holster, then loaded the pistol and slung it. I grabbed my knife next, a simple blade that had seen a lot of work. In situations like this, I forewent the little switch blade I had and went straight with a simple dagger. The blade was still silvered, but I wanted to have something more solid if I was fighting a vampire who was feeding off some twenty-something girl.
 
   I pulled a leather jacket over to cover my weapons, and to give me a first line of defense. When I was done, I turned to Amy. “All ready?”
 
   “Indeed,” She nodded. Amy had simply added a leather coat over her skinny frame, and was armed with a longer blade, something that looked like a machete that could also stab. Amy seemed to switch her weapons every other week these days.
 
   “Come on, let's go.” I said, and I closed up the Jeep before we headed to the ring of police vehicles.
 
   Owen was already standing there. He had a pump-action shotgun with a pistol grip on a sling hanging across his chest, and a tactical vest over his huge frame with extra shells. He nodded to us as we approached. “Eric, Amy. You both ready to get going?”
 
   I nodded. “As ready as I'll be.”
 
   He tossed both of us a little ear piece. “Put them on. It'll let Roberts hear what's going on. If this all goes to crap, the scramble word is Luna. Say that, and the SWAT team'll bust in. Got it?” We both nodded. “Great. Let's head on in.”
 
   We all headed to the door of the warehouse, a side entrance with double doors. I drew my pistol, and chambered a round with a quick rack of the slide. “You want to take point, big guy?” I asked Owen.
 
   He offered a little chuckle. “No, I think I'll let you take it.” He smirked. “I'll cover you,” He said, and shouldered the shotgun. 
 
   I shrugged, and I moved to the door. With a careful motion, I grabbed the door handle and tested it. It was unlocked, and I guessed the broken chain lock near the door was the reason. I reached out to the door, and slowly pulled it out, letting Amy and Owen cover the door.
 
   Since Owen didn't fill the doorway full of twelve-gauge fury, I was guessing it was clear. I looked back to them. “Ready?” 
 
   Amy nodded, and Owen confirmed. “We're clear.” 
 
   I turned around the door, and looked inside. Bauer had killed the lights inside the warehouse, leaving it immersed in darkness. I pulled out a flash light, and I turned it on. “Well, into the dark creepy warehouse we go.” I mumbled.
 
   “With the creepy kidnapper vampire inside.” Owen grumbled. “Don't you love being a Knight?”
 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   I had gotten a quick description of the layout from Price as we swept through the floor of the building. The warehouse was just the first floor. Above the floor of crates, loading equipment, and dust, there was a whole floor of offices for the former staff who used to work in the building before it was abandoned. 
 
   “Well, it looks like he isn't keeping her here.” I said.
 
   “Yeah, we'll sweep the second floor next.” Owen said. He nodded towards a door to the side. “Stairs are through there. I'm not even sure if the elevators work, so probably best we just to stick with those.” He said, and he led us towards those doors.
 
   I liked the idea of that just fine. I had watched too many horror movies to want to be in an elevator with a vampire around.
 
   The stairway was, like the rest of the building, dark and dusty. Due to the height of the warehouse, the stairs up to the office level were more a two story climb than just one. 
 
   I turned on my flashlight and turned it upwards, checking what I could see up there. “Bauer sure picked the creepiest place to hide out.” I murmured.
 
   “Vampires tend to feel more comfortable in darkness.” Amy said. “But this feels like there is something we do not know about happening here...”
 
   Owen shook his head. “Well, we'll get to the bottom of it.” He started up the stairs. “This vamp will-” He found himself cut off, as a dark figure appeared at the top of the stairs and shoved Owen's huge frame into Amy and I.
 
   We all went tumbling down the stairs, and I found myself thankful for the tough body that I'd developed over the last few months of dealing with things twice my strength. I landed at the bottom of the stairs, sharing the weight of Owen's big body with Amy. I grunted. 
 
   “What the heck was that?”
 
   A low voice, tinted with a slight European accent, answered. “Leave me be!” It hissed. 
 
   My first guess was that was Bauer. “Bauer, we can't just let you go.” I started to slide myself out from underneath Owen. “You kidnapped that girl!”
 
   The dark figure at the top of the stairs stood there, looking down at us. “She's mine, and you can't do anything about it.”
 
   I drew my pistol out from the holster, and focused it on the shadowy figure. “Watch me,” I hissed, but the quick shift of darkness told me he was already moving. I grunted, and looked back down to Amy and Owen. “Crap.” I knelt down, touching both of them.
 
   Amy stirred first, shaking her head. “That was unpleasant. It would appear that Bauer has fed recently, with his relative speed and power.”
 
   “No kidding.” I scowled at Owen's frame. “Can you check to see if he's all right?” 
 
   She checked his pulse, then his breathing. “He seems to be knocked out.” She said after a moment. “I will see that he gets medical attention. Do you think that you can handle Bauer on your own?”
 
   “He won't get the drop on us twice. Stay safe.” I said. “I'll give you the all-clear when we can get a medical team in here.”
 
   “That will be unnecessary.” She said, and she closed her eyes, placing the spindly fingers of one hand on Owen's forehead. Her fingers glowed with an unearthly light for a moment. “No concussion.” She whispered. “He will be fine. Go, Eric. If Bauer tries to slip on us, he will find me here, and he will not surprise me.”
 
   There were upsides to having a guardian at times. One of them was a strange power of healing that Amy seemed to have. I didn't totally understand it, and it seemed to be bound by rules I couldn't comprehend. While there were upsides, Amy's secrecy about her nature made it damn hard to work with her at times. 
 
   I looked back at them for just a moment and then headed back up the stairs. I kept my flashlight held slightly above my head, pointed downwards ahead of me. I walked up the stairs to the office floor. I lowered my flashlight and clipped it onto my belt before I opened the door, keeping my gun at the ready.
 
   The office was unlit. I didn't know whether the power was even on in the building. I took a moment to close my eyes, and I reached out with my senses.
 
   Witches could sense energies, specifically the magic in the universe. I had spent the last few months learning more about my gifts, but one thing I had learned in the past few months was that everything living had just a little magic in it, and I could sense that. 
 
   I concentrated on spreading my senses over the entire floor, extending my will to cover all the office. And with just a bit of focus, I found them. Two energies on the far end of the floor. I opened my eyes, and took stock of the floor. From where I sensed it, it looked like the two people were in the break room. 
 
   I tapped my ear piece. “This is Carpenter.” I whispered. “I'm approaching Bauer and the girl. I'm going to try talking to him.” I closed the channel, and I raised my voice. “Anselm Bauer!”
 
   Bauer stepped out between some tarped-over desks, standing in front of me. “What do you want?” He growled. In the dim office, I could make out just some of his features. He was of an average height, with a severe hair cut and a thin, pinched face. 
 
   “I'm here to make you answer for your crimes against the humans, and to make you answer for breaking the laws of this Duchy. Are you going to come peacefully?”
 
   He growled, and lunged at me. They never came quietly. I ducked down to one knee, and fired off a pair of shots. With that lethal undead grace, he danced out of the path of the shots, still coming towards me.
 
   I sprung forward and launched myself at his legs. This time, though, he was moving with too much momentum towards me, and I tackled him around the legs.  Score one for Pop Warner football.
 
   I brought him to the ground, but before I could go for my knife or try hitting him with my pistol's butt, he swung one of his fists at the side of my head. I cussed under my breath as I saw stars for a moment. 
 
   I moved quickly, and drew my knife, trying to push out the pain. I moved up and shoved the knife in the general direction of his neck, but he rolled his head to the side and I found myself just cutting carpet.
 
   “Why do you chase me? I just want what I took.” He hissed.
 
   “She's not yours to take!” I hissed. “She's just some girl!” I lifted my shoulder to take his next punch, then quickly rolled off him into a crouch position. I raised my gun, this time focusing it on Bauer's chest. “Freeze.” I hissed.
 
   But Bauer didn't. He jumped up, and this time, I let loose the rest of the magazine. Six shots later, the slide locked back, and I saw two dark red stains in Bauer's chest. I grunted, looked down at the gun, then ejected the mag and slipped a fresh one in. Sure, it was silver-alloy rounds, but I wasn't taking any chances as I hit the slide release. I grabbed my knife off the ground, and slid it back into its sheath before looking down to Bauer. 
 
   I should have put one in his head. Silver helped, but some vampires were more resilient than others.
 
   Like Anselm Bauer, for instance. As I reached out to check to see if he was truly dead, he reached out, and grabbed my wrist. 
 
   He pulled me, and with the kind of strength only a vampire could muster, he tossed me over his body, sending me sprawling.
 
   The Colt flew from my hands, and I couldn't see where it had gone in the darkness. I felt him move onto my back, hands grasping at my jacket. He grabbed at the leather, trying to pull it off my body so he would be able to reach the meat underneath.
 
   Images of being pushed against a wall, of fangs sinking into me, raced into my head. I was sure I let out a whimper, and I was completely ashamed of it. 
 
   Then I heard a scream, coming closer rapidly. It wasn't human, not entirely. The shriek was right in my ear, and I felt Bauer moved off of me, shoved off. 
 
   I tried rolling over, but the wind had been knocked out of me. “Crap, what the...” It took me three tries before I could finally pick myself up.
 
   There was a female figure on top of Bauer. She was pounding at him with fists, and I suddenly realize that this was Serena Laurent. 
 
   “Serena, Serena...” I tried to get her attention. She wasn't listening. I watched as her head reared back, and another shriek filled the air. 
 
   She sunk her head down, and I realized what happened as she bit at Bauer's throat. Blood spurted everywhere as she pierced the skin, and Bauer's moans of anguish were quickly quieted.
 
   I didn't fully grasp what was going on until Serena's jaw clamped down. She reared her neck back, and the wet ripping sound of her tearing out Anselm Bauer's throat left me watching in horror. 
 
   She focused on Bauer still for several long moment. Spitting out the flesh she had bit off, licking the blood off her body like a cat. I watched.
 
   Finally, after several long moments, she stilled. “Serena?” 
 
   Her head turned to me. She watched me for several seconds, and I didn't flinch. I knew I was being sized up. The bastard had turned her into a vampire. She needed blood to sustain herself. She had gotten some from Bauer, but that was sketchy. The vampires I knew didn't feed from other vampires. Some sort of cultural taboo. I didn't know if that stemmed from just distaste, or if a vamp couldn't really feed off another.
 
   I kept my voice calm, even. I wasn't prey. I knew that much, and I wasn't going to let Serena think that. “Serena Laurent, my name is Eric. I want to help you.”
 
   She lifted a hand, wiping at her mouth, and she spoke. Her voice was weak, raw. “Please, help me.” She collapsed, and I was wondering just what the hell was going on.
 
    
 
   Amy arrived a minute or two after the paramedics showed up to look at Owen. Serena hadn't stirred much since she had collapsed, just some occasional moaning. I was staying by her side, though. 
 
   Serena was a young woman, and she would look that way for the rest of her life. I put her in her early twenties, only a few years younger than myself. She was an African-American woman, her dark hair cut in a short faux-hawk. She was wearing workout clothes, though they were ripped and stained with blood. I had draped my jacket over her body for warmth, though to be fair I wasn't sure how much that mattered. 
 
   Amy rushed into the little break room, looking down at Serena. “What is her status?” 
 
   “She's not really conscious.” I said. “Been in and out. But that's not the problem.” I pulled up one of her lips, careful to make sure I didn't wake her. “He turned her.”
 
   “Oh no,” She whispered. Amy froze right where she is. “That...This is not good.”
 
   “Like crap, it isn't. What do you do with a newborn vampire?” I stood up, taking a step away from Serena. 
 
   She walked towards Serena. “She likely needs to feed. And we will need to get her to a vampire who can help her adjust.” 
 
   “Well, her maker's lying dead right there.” I gestured with my head toward Anselm's corpse. 
 
   As we talked, Serena stirred. “Hello?” She whispered. “What's going on?”
 
   I turned. “Serena, right?” I asked, and moved to kneel down next to her on the floor. “It's Eric. How do you feel?”
 
   She curled up, pulling her knees up into her chest. “Cold. Scared. Where is he? Is that lunatic dead?”
 
   “He's not going to hurt you.” I said. “You're safe now. Amy, can you check to see if she's hurt?”
 
   “No,” She shook her head. “Not with what happened.”
 
   “What?” Serena looked between the two of us. “What happened?”
 
   “What do you remember?” I asked.
 
   “I don't know. It's all a blur...” She shook her head. “Some pain, his muttering. He wouldn't stop talking, but I couldn't pick any of it up. I remember teeth, fangs, blood...Screaming. Who was he?”
 
   “A vampire named Anselm Bauer.” I tried to figure out how to broach this subject. “How...do you feel different? Like, physically?”
 
   She paused a moment. “I don't know...hungry. Like, for serious red meat or something.” 
 
   I sighed. “Serena, I'm going to cuff you. But it's not because you did anything wrong.” I pulled a pair of my silver-laced cuffs from the back of my belt. “Can I do that?”
 
   “Why?” Her voice quivered.
 
   I swallowed, but Amy spoke. “It I s for your own safety.”
 
   Serena's body tensed, and her pupils started to dilate, going almost totally back. “What's wrong?” She sat up, moving with a certain unnatural speed typical of the undead. She was already fast for a vampire. Most of them still took some time to get used to death. “Please, I just want this over.” She sniffed the air, an instinct that told me she was starting to just run off instincts now. “You're not telling me everything.” 
 
   “Amy...” I didn't know how to break this to Serena. I was not a grief counselor. 
 
   I wish I knew what to say. I had been here before.  Attacked by a vampire. I hadn't been turned into a vampire, but I had at least been fed on. I felt awful. 
 
   “Eric, we should restrain her before this continues.” 
 
   Serena lashed out, her dark hair whipping as she reached out to grab the front of my shirt, pulling me up easily to draw us close, so that I was looking into her eyes. I struggled, grunting. “I don't need to be restrained!” She growled. “I need to know what's going on here.”
 
   I didn't have to look to know that Amy had drawn her blade and was threatening Serena with it. “Amy, stand down.”
 
   “I cannot do that.” She hissed. “She is threatening you.”
 
   “It's all right, Amy.” I said softly. “Serena, I want you to run your tongue over your canines. Slowly.” 
 
   Serena did, and I saw the slow movement of her tongue slide across her new fangs. “No.” She let go of me. “No. No no no...This is a joke. It's a sick joke!” She touched her fangs with her fingers. “No, no....” She shook her head, repeatedly.
 
   I looked into her eyes. “I'm sorry, it's true. He changed you. For what purpose, I'm not entirely sure...” 
 
   Serena hung her head. “This is all so messed up...” She sobbed. Tears slid down her face. I didn't know vampires could cry.
 
   I placed my hands on hers. “Yes, it really is.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   We led Serena out to the police vehicles, out of the office, and I steered us out of the way of Anselm's body. I would let the cops deal with that. We went down the stairs, and I saw that Owen had already been moved. “They got Owen out all right?” I asked.
 
   “He is in the ambulance now.” Amy answered. She was tailing behind me as I gave Serena a shoulder to support her descent down the stairs.
 
   I had put Serena's hands in front of her in the silvered cuffs, and led her out to the front. Roberts was waiting out at the edge of the line of emergency vehicles. “Report, Mister Carpenter? What's going on?”
 
   “Serena Laurent, ma'am.” I said. “Bauer got to her. Turned her.”
 
   Serena looked away, closing her eyes. Roberts glared at me. “He did...what?” She looked back to Serena. “Let's get you to a medical technician. Carpenter, why is she handcuffed?”
 
   “Because she is a newborn vampire.” Amy said. “And she will need to feed very soon.” I didn't mention that she had torn out Bauer's throat, not yet.
 
   “Great. We'll call in to a local hospital and see if they can get something for her.”
 
   I shook my head. “If you really want to sate the hunger, it'll need to be fresh.” I thought for a moment. “I can take her up to San Francisco. We have a large vamp community up there, and they can help her.”
 
   Roberts looked between the three of us. “She needs to be questioned.”
 
   “We'll drive her down in a day or two once she's more accustomed. I promise.” I looked Roberts in the eye. “But right now, she needs a vampire to help her.”
 
   The captain sighed. “Fine. She's back within forty-eight hours.”
 
   “I promise.” I looked to Serena, and I smiled. “All right, are you up for a bit of a road trip?”
 
   Serena nodded softly.  “Yes.” She whispered.
 
   We led Serena beyond the row of cars, over to the Jeep. We put Serena in the back seat, then Amy and I stripped off our gear and put it back in the trunk. I got into the back seat with Serena, while Amy got into the driver's seat.
 
   Amy started the car, and we pulled away from the warehouse. What a nightmare. I looked over to Serena. “Do you think you'll be able to control any hunger if I take off the cuffs?”
 
   She nodded. “I think so,” She whispered. “I don't know.”
 
   I unlocked the cuffs, and slowly took them off her wrists. There were red lines where the cuffs had pressed into her skin. Silver just had that slight burning. When Arcanes came into contact with it, even just skin contact, it was sure to cause them discomfort. Being a witch meant getting rid of any silver jewelry you had. I had found out early on it seriously screwed with my magic, and gave me rashes to boot.
 
   “Feel better?” I asked, quietly.
 
   Serena answered by wrapping her arms around my shoulders, hugging me. “Thank you,” She said. “Just...thank you. Both of you. Even if he did this to me, I...Shit, I'm just relieved it's over.”
 
   I returned the hug, and smiled down at her. “It's sort of our jobs.”
 
   “Your jobs? You guys don't look like cops.”
 
   “Nor are we.” Amy replied. “Eric is the Knight of Gold and Iron, the Arcane's Knight of San Francisco and the Bay.”
 
   “Well, that's a title.” Serena remarked as she pulled away. “So you do this as, like, a thing, Eric?” 
 
   “It's my job. Someone's got to keep order around there, and if it means I can protect people, well, there are worse ways to use my gift.”
 
   “Your...gift?” She looked at me with a questioning glance.
 
   “I'm a witch,” I said. When I saw her confusion, I shrugged. “Yes, we're real, but I'm the only one I know of.”
 
   “Huh,” She said. “Even going to college, I didn't really have much interaction with Arcanes.”
 
   “It happens.” I answered. “But once you get your first encounter with the Arcane, well, you just start getting more involved. Serena, I know where you've been. Six months ago, I was attacked by a vamp, and I know how it feels. It's scary, horrifying.”
 
   She sighed. “It's not just that. It's that hunger in the back of my head.” She pushed herself back against the door on her side. “I don't want to lose control.”
 
   I cleared my throat. I had learned, back when I first got attacked, that there was a chance that a vampire could gain odd abilities from feeding off a witch. I had no plans of letting her feed off me when there was that possibility.
 
   “I'm on good terms with the vampiric authorities in the Bay. We can get you someone willing to let them feed off of you. After that, you'll be able to go off of Plas or bagged blood.”
 
   She nodded. “Sounds all right. Okay, so...” She ran a hand through her streak of hair. “I can still eat and stuff, right?” 
 
   “Vampires are able to consume regular food, but they gather no nutritional value from it.” Amy supplied from the front seat. “Serena, I suggest you rest. Even going as fast as we are, it is still a few hours to San Francisco.”
 
   Serena nodded. “Yeah, I guess that's a good idea. I'll see if I can get some shuteye.”
 
   I watched out of the corner of my eye as Serena curled her knees up to her chest. The gym shorts rode up a little bit, showing off athletic thighs. I wanted to hug her still. Tell her everything would be all right. It wouldn't, but I'd do my best to try to get it there.
 
   I waited until she was asleep, or at least still, before pulling out my phone. I dialed up the number for The Last Drop, a bar where the vampire court of San Francisco held itself. I waited for a few rings before I got one of the bartenders.
 
   “Last Drop,” said a thickly-accented voice. 
 
   “Hey there, Grigory,” I answered. “It's Eric. Can you put me through to Ishmael? This is important.”
 
   Grigory paused a moment. “Yeah, sure. Just a forewarning. It's a crazy night. Ishmael will fill you in.”
 
   I was about to ask what was so crazy, but I got put on hold. I put my hand over the phone, and looked up front to Amy. “Something happened while we were gone.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I don't know yet.” I said, and waited back for Ishmael.
 
   Ishmael came on the line a minute or so later. Ishmael's deep voice chimed. “Eric, it seems we've both been busy tonight.”
 
   “What happened?” I asked. 
 
   “We've had a killing. A pair of vampires in the city.” He answered. “I need you to meet Teresa at the scene.”
 
   “Listen, Ishmael, I need to talk to you about something. Anselm didn't just kidnap this girl. He turned her.” 
 
   There was a moment of silence on the line. “Hell.” He hissed. “You couldn't just be pulling a bad joke on me, could you?”
 
   “It's not a joke, Ishmael. I've got a new born vampire in the backseat with me. I need a donor when we get to San Francisco.”
 
   He sighed. “I'll see what I can do. In the mean time...”
 
   “We're still a few hours out. Give me the address, and I'll meet Theresa there in a few hours.” I told him. “Who was it?”
 
   “A couple. They weren't too active in the community, but they were vampires none the less.” He listed off the address, one I recognized as being in a decent neighborhood. “Eric, dead vampires don't sit well with me.”
 
   “I'll take a look and see what I can find.” I said. “Just let me do my work. Who's working the case?”
 
   “Not sure yet. Talk with someone on scene.” He said. 
 
   I relaxed back into the seat. “All right. I'm still staying at Matt Taylor's place. Have your donor head there.” I had had a place for a while. Until werewolves broke down the door and vampires started frequenting enough places. My landlord had decided he did not want to renew my lease. So I was temporarily crashing at a friend's house.
 
   Ishmael sighed into his phone. Vampires didn't tend to breathe audibly, especially the older ones, so that was merely for show. “You need to find a permanent place to stay.”
 
   “I'm working on it.” I snapped back. “I'll talk with you once I've finished at the crime scene. Goodbye.” I hung up on Ishmael. The last thing I needed was the Count of the Bay delving into my personal life.
 
   I looked back to Serena, still sleeping. Poor girl, what a world to be undead in.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Parking in San Francisco, especially at night, can be a matter of magic at times. I reluctantly paid my way in a lot, and hustled down the block to the address Ishmael had given me. A few squad cars were still there, along with a criminalistics van and two plain government-issue cars.
 
   I approached the front of the building, where the local vampire sheriff was waiting. Teresa did not look pleased. 
 
   Teresa was Ishmael's right hand vampire in the ruling of the vast county of the Bay. She wasn't a particularly tall woman, only about five-four. She had a dark tan of skin, though I knew it was natural. Teresa didn't sunbathe, she had a mix of blood from her nineteenth century South American roots. She had hark hair that spilled to her shoulders. Tonight, she was a representative of the Arcane community of San Francisco, wearing a blue blouse, jeans, and cowboy boots. She didn't have a jacket, even from the cool spring night. Vampires.
 
   Her lovely features were twisted in a frown, which shrunk when she caught wind of my scent. She looked to me. “Eric,” She turned to me. I could have sworn I heard just the slightest bit of a growl in her voice.
 
   We closed the distance, and we shared a quick kiss. “Hey there,” I found my voice growing quiet. “It's...been a night.”
 
   “You smell like other vampires,” She said softly. “How did Bakersfield go?”
 
   “How much did Ishmael fill you in on while I was driving up?” I looked into her big dark eyes for just a moment, then saw a puzzled look on her face. “We were too late to save Serena. Bauer turned her.”
 
   Teresa froze. “He...You mean you've got a newborn vampire in your custody?”
 
   “Yes, we need to get someone to feed her. I'm definitely not offering, as I don't want another potential problem on my hands, and Amy...well, she just can't.”
 
   She nodded. “I'll put a few feelers out, see if there's someone I can call to offer up some blood. But in the meantime, let's go in.” 
 
   “You can fill me in on what I need to know.” I opened up the door for the apartment building for Teresa.
 
   “Caveman,” She teased me.
 
   “You're almost two centuries older than me,” I teased. “Not my fault I got raised by a southern lady who'd hit me over the head if I didn't.”
 
   We crossed the lobby and called an elevator. Once we got in, I relaxed against the wall of the elevator.
 
   “Tired?” Teresa asked, her voice slipping. She didn't have any cops around her, and she let some of the guard drop. I had noticed she did that a lot., putting on an act for mortals.
 
   “I had to deal with a recently fed vampire, and a newborn as well. I'm not saying I haven't taken worse, but it's just been a night. So, who are our victims?”
 
   “Two vampires, a couple. Katrina and Luis, registered surname Otero. The two of them have been together for about twenty-five years. Luis was turned in the seventies, and Katrina has been around for about ninety years.” 
 
   “Right, so, what did they do?”
 
   “Katrina was a dance teacher, Luis an accountant. Luis did the books for a few vampire businesses in the city, but nothing particularly shady.”
 
   “Any reason why anyone might want them dead?”
 
   “None that I know.” She answered. “They kept clean. No reports to Ishmael or the police, nothing to suggest that they might have been anything other than law-abiding citizens.”
 
   I frowned. While I wanted to believe that they might have been clean, my gut told me that anything that required the Count of San Francisco to pull me away wasn't just anything by the book.
 
   “So,” I broke the silence. “Cowboy boots?”
 
   She smiled a little. “I've got my quirks, Mister high-tops.”
 
   I shrugged. “Hey, I don't see many vampires wearing cowboy boots.”
 
   “How many vampires do you see in casual settings?” She asked.
 
   “Point.” I answered, thinking for a moment on who I had seen. Most vampires tended to be snappy dressers, but most I dealt with in business settings, or when they were trying to impress.
 
   We got out on the fourth floor, presumably where Katrina and Luis lived. Teresa led me down the hall and around a corner, where a uniformed cop was standing next to an opened door. 
 
   “Hi there,” I pulled out my specialist's license as I approached. It wasn't quite a cop's badge, for sure, but it was at least identification. “Eric Carpenter, Arcane Specialist. Who's in charge right now?”
 
   A familiar face stepped out of the door. “Carpenter? Good to see you.”
 
   Detective-Inspector Hernandez was a tall man, about six-two, with a shaved head, a friendly smile. I had met him a few months earlier when I first started my business with the Arcane. He had a weary expression to his face now that he didn't have six months ago. He extended one big hand, which I shook. 
 
   “Hernandez, been a while. Did this fall into Homicide's lap?” 
 
   “No, I'm working AIU now.”
 
   “Really? You got dragged into it?”
 
   “New task force, Captain Novak asked me to join up.” He said. “And this fell on our laps as the first major case. Come on in,” He waved us in.  Contrary to Hollywood, vampires didn't need an invitation to enter a home. Most of that was politeness and natural behavior.  Vampires were extremely mindful of territory. 
 
   “So, where's the mess?” I asked. I could smell burnt flesh and blood, even from the relatively clean living room. The apartment was rather decent, with enough space that there were a few chairs and a love seat facing the home theater, and a decently-stocked liquor shelf next to the setup. 
 
   “Bedroom,” Hernandez gestured us in. We walked in, and I fought the urge to hurl.
 
   My first dead body had been simple. A vampire attack, a dumpster, and I wasn't being asked to look at it too long. The second and third were executions, one I witnessed, one I performed. This, though, was a murder scene, and I had to look at it.
 
   Both Katrina and Luis were on the blood-soaked sheets, posed. They were back to back, on their sides, with their elbows tucked in, hands clasped together to look like they might have been praying. Both were naked, with their skin splotched with red from their wounds.
 
   I forced myself to keep looking. Katrina was a woman with the usual vampiric pallor, with short blonde hair and a petite body. Luis, oppositely, had a larger frame and dark hair. They had cuts across their stomachs. I couldn't help but think that this looked almost like a ritual. 
 
   “Who found the bodies?” I asked softly. 
 
   “Landlord.” He replied. “Came by, noticed the smell, called it in. We looked in, and found this.”
 
   I approached the bed, and I leaned over the side to look down at Katrina. “Damn. Can I get some gloves?”
 
   Hernandez reached into his jacket and tossed me a pair of latex gloves. I pulled them on. “The killers here, they're either Arcanes, or someone who knows quite a bit.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “How did you find them?”
 
   “They were tied up with chains.” Hernandez said. “We sent them down to the lab for them to be looked at.”
 
   I looked at the wrists and ankles, closely. Both victims had thin red marks on their skin, presumably where they had been restrained. “They used silver.”
 
   Hernandez looked between Teresa and I. “Silver?”
 
   “It's not talked about much,” Teresa was glaring at me, and I knew I was going to get an earful about this afterwards. “But most Arcanes have a severe weakness to silver.
 Binding them in silver is a pretty sure fire way to keep one down.”
 
   Hernandez paused. “Miss Crespo?” He asked, looking to Teresa. “Is that true?”
 
   I had a feeling I was going to be paying up in chocolate soon. “It is. We don't offer that knowledge freely. But yes, we do not react well to it. It burns our skin, can be used to restrain us, and hurts Arcanes. The person who restrained these two knew what they were doing. They are either knowledgeable about that weakness as an Arcane themselves, or it is a human who knew of it. Both aren't pleasant possibilities.”
 
   “It's not, but neither is the positioning of their bodies.” I frowned. “This looks like a ritual. Like someone has done this before. Posed back-to-back, hand gestures, and the cuts across their bellies. There are better ways to kill a vampire, even two vampires.”
 
   Hernandez frowned. “The running theory right now is that this was some sort of S&M deal gone wrong. I mean, how do you tie two vampires up without trust?”
 
   I shrugged. “Poison is my guess.”
 
   “Vampires can get poisoned?” Hernandez asked.
 
   I looked to Teresa this time before I answered. “They're not dead, really. Their hearts still beat, and they still process things from blood. It's possible something might have been slipped to them.”
 
   “I'll make sure the coroner knows to check for that.” He nodded. “Any theories of your own?”
 
   I walked away from the side of the bed, and took off the gloves. “One, maybe, but I'll need to have a minute to check it.” I crumpled up the gloves and shoved them in one of the pockets in my jacket. I needed bare hands for this.
 
   I held up a finger. “Just a minute of silence,” I said.
 
   “What's he doing?” I heard Hernandez whisper to Teresa.
 
   “His thing,” Teresa whispered. That was the cover I'd been using for the past few months. Witches were still too rare. I didn't even know of any others. I was cautious. I didn't want to go into the public too soon, so I'd just stuck with a 'psychic detective' as my cover for the time being. 
 
   I closed my eyes, focusing on the task at hand. I forced myself to focus on the scene. Magic ran throughout the world, like an underlying energy that you could draw on. Witches were innately in tune with it, and can pick it up. I had never tried scouring an area to see if a spell was done before.
 
   The world of magic is like a small hum underneath the background noise of the universe. Slowly, I drew the magic of the room out. It was dark, sick, and when I reached out with my senses to touch it, I felt, almost immediately, an oily, slick sensation, pouring down my spine like ice water. Something in the back of my mind told me that this was definitely magic. It hadn't felt like the magic I used, which was full of energy and warmth. Instead, it was cold and alien.
 
   I opened my eyes, and looked back. “This person knew about Arcane stuff.” I whispered.
 
   “You felt something?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “Oh, yeah. This was a ritual killing. The reasons for it, I don't know, but this was planned.” I frowned down at the two bodies. “Hernandez, when you get the lab reports, I'd like a copy, if that's possible.”
 
   The detective nodded. “Of course. Carpenter, what do you think is this?”
 
   “Honestly?” I looked away from the bodies. When I blinked, I still saw them. “If I said that I thought this was magic, would you at least consider it?”
 
   “What?” Hernandez paused. “Magic?”
 
   “Yes. I think that these two were killed in a ritual manner to fuel a spell.”
 
   Hernandez paused. “You're not just a psychic.” He whispered.
 
   Teresa froze, but I kept going on. “No. But I'd really prefer I didn't get too much publicity around the Department for it.” 
 
   He frowned. “I thought that witches were dead. The Arcane Rights Association keeps saying that they're extinct.”
 
   “Mostly. I haven't met another one.” I said. “As far as I know, I'm the only one. I don't know if this is another one, or something else.” I glanced back to the bodies. “I've got some resources. Can I get some copies of the crime scene reports as well? I may have a few sources I can have take a look at them, see if there's anything that they can recognize.”
 
   He thought about it for a second. “Sure,” He said, after thinking. “Stop by the precinct and I'll have them for you tomorrow afternoon. Novak will want to meet you, anyways.”
 
   “What can you tell me about the Captain?” I asked.
 
   “Novak is...well, the Cap's tough. But fair. She wants the first major case of the Unit to go well.”
 
   “I'll do my best.” I promised. “In the mean time, I need to head back to my place. I've got some things on the home front I need to take care of.” 
 
   Hernandez nodded. “Sure thing. I'll see you tomorrow at the precinct.” He made a business card appear from the inside of his suit jacket, and I took it. “I'll make sure the front desk knows to let you in.”
 
   “Thanks, Hernandez.” I said. “We'll see ourselves out.” I headed to exit the bedroom, leaving the two bodies behind me.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Teresa waited until we had entered the elevator before she started in on me. “Are you mad? Why would you tell him about our weakness to silver?”
 
   “Because the cops need to trust me. If I stonewall them, they're not exactly going to reward it with open information. Besides, they're not the bad guys here.”
 
   “And when do the police start buying silver rounds for their handguns?” She sighed.
 
   “Let's hope we never give them a reason to use them.” I crossed my arms against my chest. “I told Hernandez about my heritage because...well, someone in the police force had to know.”
 
   She leaned back against the elevator wall. “I want to protect my kind, Eric, and you as well. Even from your own desires to see the Arcane accepted more fully.”
 
   I sighed, and looked into her eyes. “Thanks. But at this point, I'm starting to think that some honesty might be a better policy than us hiding things from the cops.”
 
   “Indeed. But perhaps some consultation might be a good idea next time.” She paused a moment. “So, is this magic?”
 
   “I think so. I don't know if it's a witch behind it or not. No way to tell, really, until we find out who it is.”
 
   “And the contacts you know that might be able to help?”
 
   “Well, Amy for one. I know one or two people who might know some stuff as well.” I didn't want to drop Nick's name into casual conversation. The head of the US Marshal's Arcane department was surely not someone who would get high opinions from a vampire.
 
   I heard Teresa's phone buzz. She pulled it out. “It looks like we've got a taker on feeding your friend. He was the one I was hoping...”
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “No one you'd know. His name's Vincent Beckett. Nice man, and a doctor too.”
 
   “Does it matter who it is?” I asked.
 
   Teresa looked at me seriously. “The first person a vampire feeds on...It's a very intimate process. That person, if they offer it freely, is putting their trust into a vampire's hands, and their hungers. I'll be there to make sure Serena doesn't get carried away, but assuming all goes right, there will be a connection between them.”
 
   “Oh, I didn't know that. Is it psychic?”
 
   “No, mostly hormonal and chemical. It's not like a were bonding with a mate, but it's like a small mark.”
 
   I did not think favorable on my one time being bit by a vampire. Even with the heightened metabolism of a witch and Amy's healing, the scar I wore on my collar was still faintly there. It probably would be.  
 
   “You're sure that Vincent will do this willingly? No coercion or anything?”
 
   She smiled. “Some humans enjoy the process of being bitten. Vampires have compounds in their bite that relax the humans.”
 
   I shook my head. “Darius didn't exactly show me that courtesy.” I tried to keep any bitterness out of my voice. I guessed I didn't do a good job.
 
   “I promise that Vincent is doing this willingly. It will probably be harder for Serena, honestly, to restrain herself. That's why I want to be there, along with you.”
 
   “All right, I'm fine with that.” I looked towards Teresa, and our eyes met. “So, what do you think about this? Our bodies, I mean? What do you know about them?”
 
   “Luis did work for a few vampire businesses, like I said. I can get you a list of those. The only one that might have gotten him into some trouble was the work he did for Ruby.”
 
   “Ruby?” I furrowed the brow.
 
   “It's a club that he did the books for. It's a nightclub mainly for the undead. Lots of shows, dance numbers. We're creatures of history, and Baroness Yukiko prefers to keep her business how it's been since she first started it.”
 
   “So, a vampiric cabaret? Well, it's a place to start. What about Katrina?”
 
   “I know she was a dance instructor for the Pembrooke School in the city. I know she did some work with the theaters, but to be honest, well, neither of them were particularly involved in the community. We had never received any complaints about them, and they never came to us with trouble.”
 
   The elevator opened up, and I strolled out back into the lobby of the apartment building with Teresa. “Is that common with vampires?”
 
   “The more politically disinclined, yes. Some like to play the court and levy favors with Ishmael, while others prefer to just live their lives. We have some events throughout the year, and they would show up at them as a couple, but I wouldn't say they were exactly party animals.”
 
   We exited the building, being greeted with the cool night air of the Bay.  “All right, I guess I'll look into both of their business, then, see if I can turn up anything there.” I gestured towards one end of the street. “I'm parked that way.”
 
   “Then I'll see you at...where did you take Serena?”
 
   “We've got her at Matt's place.”
 
   “You haven't found a new place to live yet?”
 
   I sighed. “You're kidding me. Ishmael, and now you? Right now I'm between places. I'm staying with a friend.  Once the various courts start paying my Knight's salary, I'll be moving into some place where I'm not going to get kicked out for stabbing a werewolf in my living room.”
 
   I tried to wonder how many times those words might have been spoken, and decided it probably didn't happen often. 
 
   “Very well. I'll meet you at Matt's place, and I'll tell Vincent to meet us there.” 
 
   I smiled, and as I walked away, I hoped that the night would at least end soon. Things just seemed to be getting worse and worse.
 
    
 
   I got to Matt's house about five minutes after Teresa did. Her Tesla was parked in front of Matt's home in Nobb Hill. The old Victorian home was, if anything, the least Matt-like thing that he owned. I got out of the car, and fished my keys on the keyring out and opened up the front door.
 
   The interior of the house matched the outside, well-kept and pristine. Serena was sprawled on one of the couches, eyes closed. She had an IV drip hooked up to one arm, with Matt sitting on the arm of the couch next to her.  Teresa was standing behind the couch, looking down at her.
 
   “You certainly run into your share of trouble.” Matt said by way of greeting. Matt was a tall, well-built man. His dark hair had grown out in the past few months, giving him the look of a six-four rock star. Of course, the twenty-something bad boy look was dampened by the fact that he wore a t-shirt for Ana Vista Elementary School. It was hard to take an elementary school counselor seriously as a bad boy.
 
   I approached the couch, and crouched next to it to look at Serena. “How are you doing there, Serena?” I asked.
 
   Serena stirred, groaning. “Feel like crap. Hungry.” She looked up at me. Her eyes pleaded for help, hungry and desperate.
 
   Matt spoke up. “I'm not too familiar with vampire feeding habits. But the IV at least should keep her from going on a feeding frenzy.”
 
   “What did you put in it?” Serena asked.
 
   “A sedative that's known to work with vampires.” Matt shrugged. “I don't practice, but I still remember the basics.”
 
   Teresa arched an eyebrow. “How do you have access to that?”
 
   Matt crossed his arms across his chest, giving her a hard look. “There's more to me than just the guy who's friends with Eric.”
 
   The vampiress waited a beat. “Very well.”
 
   I did not want to explain that right now. A knock on the door cut that awkward moment short. “I'll go get that,” I said as I beat a hasty retreat to the front door.  
 
   I opened up the door. “You must be Vincent, hi.” I smiled at the man standing there. I had learned early on that any preconceptions I had about what vamp groupies looked like were very wrong. But Vincent still didn't look the part.
 
   Vincent was a short, stocky man, with dark skin and a short haircut. He had a friendly face, and he smiled at me. “You must be Eric.” He said.
 
   “Come on in,” I said, and stepped aside. “Serena's in the living room right in here.” 
 
   I led Vincent into the living room. “Hello there,” Serena drawled, looking over Vincent. “Well, certainly more eye candy than I was expecting to go with my first meal.”
 
   Vincent grinned. “You aren't too bad yourself, Serena.” Vincent pulled off his jacket and draped it over the arm of a chair. His arms were defined, muscular, and his forearms held very faint marks, ones I guessed were from previous feedings. 
 
   He knelt down next to Serena, and he reached up a hand to touch her jaw. “I don't want to hurt you,” Serena whispered.
 
   “You're not going to hurt me,” Vincent assured her. “You're going to want to never stop. You're going to be so hungry that it'll consume you. But I've got to trust that you'll be able to stop.”
 
   “I don't know, I'm...” Serena hesitated. She sat up. “I'm not really sure I'll be able to.”
 
   Vincent looked into her eyes. “You seem like a good person, Serena. I'm going to trust you. We've got a vampire several hundred years old, and the Knight of the Bay here. If nothing else, they'll be able to stop you if it goes too far.”
 
   Serena nodded, and looked down at his arm. “You ready?” She whispered, to which Vincent nodded. “You're sure?” Vincent smiled, and he raised his arm.
 
   Serena lowered her head, fangs extended. She waited just a last moment, before Vincent said, in a low whisper, “Do it.”
 
   The young woman sunk her fangs into Vincent's arm. A soft gasp came from him as Serena started to drink. The sucking sound filled the room, and as Serena kept focused on drinking, I drew my gun and kept it behind my back. I didn't want to use it, but if I needed to, it was there. I wasn't sure Serena noticed, but Teresa tensed a moment, and I was sure she noticed.
 
   Each second seemed to take an eternity, but Vincent seemed to be doing well. Teresa watched, with her shoulders tensing. Vampires, I had found, had few physical tells once they got older. It was probably the most nervous I had ever seen Teresa. 
 
   Vincent brought his free hand to Serena's cheek. “Okay, Serena, I'm going to need you to slowly pull away. Can you do that for me?” His hand moved to her jaw and slowly pulled her away. Serena didn't resist, and with a wet popping sound, her teeth slipped free of his arm.
 
   Matt offered a hand to Vincent. “Come on, let's get you patched up.” Vincent stood with Matt, and they walked out of the living room, heading down the hall to one of the bathrooms.
 
   I looked down to Serena. “How's it going there, camper?” I asked.
 
   Serena sighed, and she rested back on the couch. “Much better.” She flexed her arms, grunting. “Damn. That was...good. Really good. Like ambrosia.”
 
   “There's nothing quite like it.” Teresa said. “There are some things that you'll have to do. If you plan on staying in San Francisco, you'll have to be introduced to Count Ishmael.”
 
   “Ishmael?” Serena asked.
 
   “Ishmael is the leader of the vampires in the Bay.” Amy answered. “It is traditional etiquette that you introduce your presence to a local leader. In return, he will give you some help locating blood, even help you buy synthetics, for you.”
 
   “Huh,” Serena cocked an eyebrow. “You guys think of everything, don't you?”
 
   “We take care of our own.” Teresa said. She reached out a hand, and touched Serena's cheek. “Vincent seemed rather taken with you. I'm sure if you asked, he wouldn't be against offering again.”
 
   A little blush crossed Serena's cheeks. I had never seen a vampire blush before. I hadn't even known that was possible. “Oh.” A little chuckle escaped her. “I suppose that wouldn't be terrible. Do all people taste like that?”
 
   “Not all. Generally, it will depend on the person. People who take care of their bodies, who are healthy, will have a cleaner taste.” Teresa explained. 
 
   We spent the next few minutes answering Serena's questions. Matt and Vincent came back, and we took some time swapping numbers. Teresa and Vincent left after a bit, leaving us all sitting in the living room.
 
   “I don't know about you guys, but I could go for a drink right about now.” Matt stood. “Anyone else?”
 
   “Please,” I groaned as I sunk into the chair I was sitting in.
 
   “I don't even care if I'm undead now. I'll take one.” Serena supplied.
 
   Amy looked between the three of us, and acquiesced. “Very well, I will also partake.”
 
   Matt disappeared into the kitchen, and a minute later returned with a few glasses and a bottle of scotch. He poured out the amber liquor into glasses, and remarked. “Honestly can't remember the last time I served you guys drinks.”
 
   “Hey, I still would be serving you drinks, if it weren't for the whole witch and knight deal.” I shrugged. “Terry was not into me having to cut and run my job when there were murders about.” 
 
   Amy nodded as she took her glass. “Indeed. So, Eric, speaking of murder, what was the crime scene from earlier?”
 
   “Two vampires were killed. They'd been tied up, and their stomachs cut open. I've never seen anything like it. There was magic at the scene. Somebody did something with their deaths. What it was, I can't be sure.”
 
   Amy took a sip of the scotch before answering. “Magic. How did it feel?”
 
   “Cold, like ice water over my spine. It wasn't like my magic.”
 
   She considered for a moment. “Eric, there is the possibility that this could be another witch.”
 
   “Seriously?” Matt looked between us. “I thought there wasn't any others.”
 
   “Not necessarily. Most of the old bloodlines of witch disappeared in the nineteenth century. After that, it looks like any who survived went into hiding. Your mother's line, for instance, Eric. The Torres line went quiet until I found your mother a few months before your birth.”
 
   “So, wait,” Serena looked towards Amy. “You met his mother? You look a few years older than me.”
 
   “And you are now an immortal vampire.”
 
   Serena paused for a moment. “Point taken.”
 
   “So, any ideas on where to start with looking for a possibly evil witch?”
 
   “Well, there are your mother's journals.” Amy said. “And if that fails...”
 
   “Nick.” I sighed.
 
   “Nick.” Amy repeated.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Nick. Head of the US Marshals' Arcane Division. The man who possibly brought my mother to some unknown ruin. I was not a fan. He had offered me a job as one of his Marshals, people who do the government's work hunting down rogue Arcanes. Frankly, I didn't trust him enough to take the job. 
 
   I decided to hold off on my call to Nick until the next morning. First, though, I had my morning work out with Matt.
 
   Since now I actually had to fight with supernatural creatures and monsters, I was hitting the gym a lot more seriously than when I was just tending bar. Three days a week, Matt and I went to his gym. He went to a place with a monthly premium that was definitely out of a part-time school counselor's wage bracket. 
 
   However, here we were. We started off with some stretches and a light jog before we did our main reps. Since we were about the same height, we were pretty great gym partners.
 
   Amy had come over to watch Serena this morning so we could do our workout. It was after we had wrapped up our first reps that Matt asked. “So, what's the plan with Serena?”
 
   “I don't know, honestly. We've got to send her to Bakersfield to deal with the aftermath of this.” I chewed my lip a moment as I grabbed my Gatorade. “As for the aftermath of this, I'm going to ask her if she wants to stay in San Francisco to get settled in as a vampire. Teresa and Ishmael are good people, and they can teach her what she needs to know.”
 
   “You think she'll be able to cope?” He asked.
 
   “I don't know. If Teresa's guiding, she'll be able to help her along.” I grabbed my towel and wiped sweat off my brow. 
 
   Matt paused a moment before taking a drink of water. “Do vampires usually turn out well?”
 
   “Most do. The first few years are hard, I'm told.” I explained. “Vamps can be suspect to acting on their hunger, aggressively. A support system helps. It's why vampires group up.”
 
   He considered that a moment. “It makes sense, I suppose. I mean, you're drinking blood and before artificial substitutes, you would have had to be careful.”
 
   “Most vampires prefer willing donors.” I frowned as I thought about it. “It's the really messed up ones that prey on people.”
 
   “And just how many are those?” Matt asked.
 
   “I don't know. The vamps don't exactly keep statistics.” I thought about it. “It makes me wonder how other cities deal with this stuff. I pass for human, so I can talk with local law enforcement. Price from LA seemed to be alright with the local cops.”
 
   “Maybe the Knights have been working with the cops since before they went public.” He said. “There had to be people in the know.”
 
   I considered it. “That's scary in itself.” We went back to our reps, and spent another half hour on our usual routine. By the time we were done, Matt had a new subject in mind.
 
   “So, Amy.”
 
   I groaned. “She is so not interested.”
 
   Matt shrugged. “A guy can try.” He paused. “I mean, what do we really know about her?”
 
   “Amy?” I started off back towards the lockers. “She's not exactly someone who opens up.” I shrugged. “I don't even know where she lives.”
 
   Matt considered for a moment. “You don't think she's one of those people who lives off the grid and steals electricity, do you?”
 
   “Wouldn't surprise me, honestly.” I said. “I don't think she's had too many friends recently.” I paused before adding. “She deserves better than just schlepping around as my guardian, though. Whatever my mother offered her...”
 
   “You don't think she might have had a say in it?” Matt suggested. “What do you think it was?”
 
   “Maybe it was protection from something.” I suggested. “Whatever, let's get cleaned up and get some breakfast. I've got to go be a detective.”
 
    
 
   After I was done at the gym, I found Nick's contact info and dialed him up. I waited a few rings before he picked up. “Mister Carpenter. Always a pleasure.”
 
   “Why do I never get your voice mail?” I asked.
 
   His rough baritone voice chuckled. “I'm a very busy man, but I always have time for a Knight of the Bay.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “You're a special project, Mister Carpenter.” That sent a little shiver down my spine. Nick was like Amy, a being with a lot of power. Amy was a guardian, while Nick had seemingly used his powers to place himself high within federal law enforcement.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Right. I need a favor. Some information, specifically.”
 
   “And what might this be regarding?”
 
   “Two vampires were found murdered last night.” I answered. “There's some things here that don't sit right with me. I want to know if there might be some history with it. Victim's names are Katrina and Luis Otero.”
 
   “What was the situation?” He asked.
 
   “They were bound with silver, drugged, and had their stomachs cut open. And there was magic at the scene.”
 
   He paused a moment. “Magic, you say? I'll have it looked into. See if there might be anything like it in our records. In return, I've got a favor I want to ask of you.”
 
   “Go for it.” 
 
   I could almost hear the smile. “I've got a job I need done in a few days, and a Marshal will be in town. I would like you to provide backup.”
 
   “That I can do.” I answered. “Just give me a call when you need it.”
 
   “Perfect,” He said. “And Eric? I heard about Miss Laurent. Very well done.”
 
   “Thank you. She's crashed in one of Matt's guest rooms right now.”
 
   “Good.” He paused for a moment, “How is she doing?”
 
   “You don't strike me as the concerned type, Nick.” I answered.
 
   “Don't presume to know anything about me, Mister Carpenter.” He growled. “When a vampire steps out of line, murders, and brings back a human girl, it is very concerning.”
 
   I sighed, waited a moment before answering. “She's...taking it well, it looks like. She fed last night, on some human guy, and it looks like she's going to be all right. She will just need some time to adjust.”
 
   “Let's hope that's all.” Nick answered. “I'll have some information for you in a few days, hopefully. Until next time, Mister Carpenter.”
 
   “Catch you later, Nick.” I hung up, and I pocketed my phone. I checked the time, and realized I should probably head over to the police station. However, I had a vampire to take care of as well. I left my room and headed down the hall to the room we'd put Serena in. I knocked on it. “Hey, Serena?”
 
   The door cracked open. A shower had done Serena a world of good, cleaned her up and restored some color to her face, though she still had the trademark vampiric pallor. “Hey there, Eric. Good morning.”
 
   “Feel up for making a little excursion? I've got to make a trip down to a precinct to get a file and talk with the new Captain of the Arcane unit SFPD is set up.”
 
   She considered a moment, and nodded. “Sure, give me a minute. Matt gave me some clothes, but I need to figure out what fits or not.”
 
   “Sure, I'll be downstairs,” I said, and headed down to fix up some coffee for a travel mug. By the time I had filled up my cup, I could hear Serena descending the steps. It made me wonder whether vampires had to learn to do their creepy sneaky routine, or if it just came naturally after a certain point.
 
   “Smells good.” Serena said. She'd dressed simply in a jeans and a white tee. Part of me wondered which ex of Matt's it had belonged to. “So, vampires can drink coffee, right?” 
 
   “Definitely. Grab a mug.” I opened up the cabinet where we kept the mugs.
 
   Serena walked over and grabbed a mug and closed the door. “So, uh, weird thing to ask, but, what's the deal with this place? I mean, it's pretty...well, it's a spiffy place, but doesn't really scream you or Matt.”
 
   “It's part of Matt's family's holdings. His mother is...well, I'll leave it at that she is very wealthy, and he keeps the house here.”
 
   “So, what does Matt do?”
 
   I shrugged as I added some cream to my coffee. “He's a counselor at an elementary school.”
 
   “Really?” She laughed softly. “Didn't strike me as the type.”
 
   “He's a good guy.” I put the cap on my coffee. “Come on, get your java and let's head out.”
 
   We headed out to the garage, where I opened up the blue Toyota that Matt was loaning me. “Hop in.” I said. Weird how things changed. I didn't even really drive six months ago. Now I drove stick, in San Francisco of all places. Life is insanity.
 
   “Retro. I can dig it.” She slid into the passenger's seat and buckled up. 
 
    
 
   We headed over to the precinct where the AIU was stationed. It was a large red brick building, that had been built in the twenties, and renovated several times since. We got out of the Toyota, and I went to the back to pop the trunk.
 
   “What're you getting?” Serena asked as I rummaged. 
 
   I found an old Giants cap Amy had used before on a stakeout, and I tossed it to Serena. “Sun's killer for you. At least wear a hat.”
 
   Serena blanched at the logo, but begrudgingly put the hat on. “All right, let's head in.” 
 
   We walked in past the front doors, out of the summer heat and into the cool air conditioning. I walked up to the front desk and showed my Arcane Specialist's license to the desk sergeant. “Hi, Eric Carpenter. I'm here to see Captain Novak, AIU. I was told to come here today to discuss the murders from last night.”
 
   The sergeant, a bald man in his fifties, nodded. “I'll let her know you two are here. Take a seat.” He gestured to the row of chairs in the lobby. 
 
   I took a seat with Serena, and started to drink from my travel mug. After a few minutes, Serena spoke up. “Hey, who was it you were talking to? On the phone earlier, there was something about a favor.”
 
   “Oh, that.” I sighed. “The guy is like Amy, but you don't need to know a lot about him. He's a big shot, and you will hopefully never have to deal with him.”
 
   “Right.” Serena took a sip from her coffee. “So, why were you asking for a favor?”
 
   I frowned, but I hadn't been told I couldn't talk about the case, so I went ahead. “The murder we're here about, and the one I was looking at last night. It's magic, I think, or at least something to do with it.”
 
   “Can't you figure it out?” Serena asked. Her head tilted to one side, inquisitive.
 
   “I don't know much about magic. I understand a lot of basics, but from what I know, magic mostly depends on who you learned it from. The stuff I sensed in that apartment, it wasn't like anything I know. So I asked someone who does know more.”
 
   “Do I get to know that mystery man's name?”
 
   I closed my eyes a moment. “I don't want you to get too involved on this already. Let's just take it slow.”
 
   “You sound like a boyfriend I had once,” She huffed.
 
   I shook my head. “So, who is Serena Laurent? Do you have a family?”
 
   Serena paused a moment. “Raised by my aunt and uncle. Mom jumped out of the picture early, and dad was never around. They did all right by me, but I struck out on my own. Went to college on a scholarship, got a degree, was living by myself in Bakersfield off unemployment when I, well, died.”
 
   I bit my lip, thinking on that. “Amy and I will help you get back on your feet. I mean, who knows, maybe Ishmael and Teresa can find something for you here.”
 
   “Here? Can't I go back home?” She asked.
 
   “Of course you can. It's just that a lot of vampires like to live in communities. To keep each other in check, to help each other.”
 
   She paused a moment. “Oh, I just...I don't know. I need some time to adjust.”
 
   I placed a hand on her shoulder. “It's okay. I understand. I had a rough transitioning into this world as well.”
 
   “What happened to you?” Serena turned her head to look at me.
 
   I reached up to my jacket, and pulled the collar of my shirt aside to expose the base of my neck.
 
   “Oh.” She grimaced. I had healed well from Lucien's crony's attack, but the scar remained. “A vampire did that to you?”
 
   “Yes.” I quickly moved to reassure her. “It's not always like that. Vincent didn't have any nasty scars, did he?” She shook her head. “The wound was sloppy, and Amy saved me. It was sort of how I got dragged into all of this.”
 
   “Sort of?”
 
   “I have a feeling I would have made my way here some way or other,” I replied.
 
   The desk sergeant called out. “Mister Carpenter? Novak's ready to see you now.”
 
   I stood and walked over to the desk. “Where can I find her office?”
 
   “Third floor, detective offices.” He passed a pair of visitor's badges across the desk for Serena and I. “Go past the door into the offices, then take the elevator up to the third floor.”
 
   “All right, thanks.” I said, and clipped the badge onto my jacket. I handed the other to Serena, who promptly put it on her shirt. “Let's get going.”
 
   We headed past the doors, and I took a moment to survey the squad house's activity. Rows of desks, stations, and dozens of officers filled the ground floor of the precinct. I found the elevator easy enough, and I hit the button for the third floor when we entered it. The trip up was quick, and we got deposited on the third floor.
 
   The detective's floor was quieter than the first floor. Some of the desks were empty, and those that were working were either typing on their desks, or engaged in a conversation with one or two other officers.
 
   “Well, look what the cat dragged in.” At the sound of that voice, I stiffened immediately.
 
   An Asian woman of medium height strode up to us. She wore an immaculate suit, and her dark hair was pulled back in a severe bun.
 
   “Ah, hello, Detective Li.” I put on my best false smile. 
 
   “I had heard that you were being dragged in on a case. Heaven help us.” She looked over to Serena. “Well, who have we here?”
 
   “No one you need concern yourself with, Li.” I growled. I took a step to place myself between Li and Serena. 
 
   Serena protested. “Hey, I don't need your protection.” She snapped, and I didn't even need to see back over my shoulder to see that she was showing her fangs. The look on Li's face, of shock and initial fear, was all I needed to see.
 
   Li took a step back. “Of course.” She looked up to me. “Carpenter.” She hissed, and retreated across the room.
 
   “Who was that?”
 
   “Someone who knows too much,” I muttered. “Come on, let's go.” 
 
   “I meant what I said. I don't need you for protection.” Serena said as she followed me across the room. “I am, you know, a vampire now.”
 
   I sighed. “You're right. You've also been a vampire less than twenty-four hours.” I crossed the room to a corner office, where a black woman with graying hair was sitting.
 
   I knocked on the door, where I was greeted with a gruff, “Come in.” 
 
   We entered, and I took a look around. There were a number of commendations on the wall I noted, as well as mountains of paperwork. “Captain Novak? I'm Eric Carpenter. I was called in to assist Detective Hernandez with Katrina and Luis Otero's murder.”
 
   She looked up. Her dark eyes scanned both Serena and I, studying us for a moment. “Take a seat.” She gestured to the chairs in front of the desk, where Serena and I both sat down. “You're Eric Carpenter? Well, a pleasure to meet you.” She nodded, then looked to Serena. “Who's your partner? The Amy that Hernandez has noted in his reports?”
 
   Serena shook her head. “I'm Serena. I was, um, involved with another case he's working on, and I'm staying with him for the moment.”
 
   Novak glanced back to me. “I'll vouch for her,” I said.
 
   “Very well,” She relaxed slightly. “I suppose Hernandez told you about what it is we do here in AIU.”
 
   “Arcane investigations, but I imagine it stretches further than that.”
 
   “Indeed.” She took a pen, and started to write on a legal pad. “AIU is involved in dealing with Arcanes, violent crimes, and illegal activities linked to them. We are equipping a unit to be able to investigate and apprehend Arcane offenders. Which, honestly, has been a rather hard thing to do.”
 
   “I'd imagine,” I said. I was all too aware of how strong, fast, and tough most Arcanes were. “I suppose the question would be, how?”
 
   “Training, and equipment. We've been working with the California Bureau of Investigation and the Feds on some new measures to prepare for most eventualities.”
 
   “Interesting,” Serena said. “So, how do you guys prepare?”
 
   “We have a few vampires who train with my officers.” She cleared her throat. “That, however, is not why I asked for you to come today.”              
 
   I nodded. “You want to know more about the guy who's offering to help you.”
 
   “Indeed,” She took a sip from a paper coffee cup. “So, talk about Eric Carpenter.”
 
   “First of all, a witch.” I watched for her reaction, which was for the most part, neutral. “I'm guessing Hernandez told you about that?”
 
   “He did, but you volunteering the information is appreciated. So, what does a witch entail?”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, Serena leaned forward. I continued. “I can use magic. It's complicated, and I'm not too proficient with it, but I can use it.”
 
   “And what exactly can you do with magic?”
 
   “Tracking spells, some minor stuff. I'm not going to firebomb a place, if that's what you're asking.” 
 
   Novak smiled just a little. “Arson on the mind?”
 
   “Absolutely never,” I shot back. “I'm not much one for fire. Besides, the energy required for something like that is immense.”
 
   “So, how does it work?” Novak asked. 
 
   I cleared my throat. “Uh, it's complicated. I could do a demonstration some time, but it's not something I just pull out.”
 
   “Very well,” Novak gave a quick nod. “So, with the Otero case, what could you tell me so far about it?”
 
   “From what I could tell so far? The killer knew their stuff. They used silver to restrain both of them. As for the killing itself, that was odd. The knife, the way they were killed. It makes me think that whoever did this, they had some idea of using this as a ritual. Or at least they wanted to make it look like one.”
 
   “And what might they have been trying to accomplish?”
 
   “That's what we're trying to find out.” I shrugged. “I'm doing some research. Captain Novak, the supernatural community of San Francisco is just as interested as your department is in catching these killers.”
 
   For a moment, a quizzical glance formed in Novak's eyes, but she seemed to recall. “Yes, you're something of an ambassador for the Arcanes, correct?”
 
   “Something like that.” I relaxed back into my seat a little. “I act as a liaison when it's required. The Arcanes can be somewhat old fashioned with the way they do things at times.” 
 
   “Of course.” She pulled a folder out from the stack she had on her desk. “Here's the reports from the crime scene and autopsies. I'll give you these, and keep you on the loop, on one condition.”
 
   There was always a catch. I gave my best polite smile. “Of course, Captain. What can I do?”
 
   She smiled. “Access. I want to be able to talk with the supernatural leaders and parties when a case concerns them.”
 
   “I can certainly help with that. A lot of them are fairly sociable people.” I didn't mention Finnegan. The were alpha of San Francisco was a jerk. “In addition, I can also offer my services on cases, help with training, or consultations.”
 
   Novak smiled. “You're very civic minded, Mister Carpenter.”
 
   “Call it a good country upbringing.” I offered a smile, and grabbed the files. “Thanks for the info, Captain. I'll keep in touch.”
 
   Novak stood with me, and offered her hand. “And thank you, Mister Carpenter. I'm looking forward to working with you in the future. Keep us in the loop?”
 
   “Yes, Captain, of course.” I nodded, and looked to Serena. “I think we're done here, Serena. Let's get going.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Serena and I departed the police precinct. I waited until we got out to the car before I spoke. “Can you drive?”
 
   The vampire blanched at me. “I can. I would rather not with this blasted sun.”
 
   I groaned. “San Francisco isn't that bad. Fine, you get to read the autopsy file out loud to me.” I offered her the file, and Serena rolled her eyes as she grabbed it.
 
   I got into the driver's seat, and started up the car. I started driving, and looked out of the corner of my eye as she started to read from the file. “All right well...Wait, vampires are still alive?”
 
   “Partially.” I said. Vampire biology wasn't something I tried to ask too much about. “Their heart still beats. It's just slowed down, approximately a beat every ten seconds. All that blood needs a way to circulate still.”
 
   She shrugged. “Well, it looks like they were drugged. The coroner doesn't recognize it, but it's being sent to the state labs for testing.”
 
   “Well, that means it's pretty useless.” I sighed. “California's lab is so backed up we'll be waiting for that for ages.”
 
   “All right, then, well, from the cut marks, they can determine the knife that was being used wasn't any standard kitchen material. The cuts suggest something like a hunting knife.”
 
   I thought on that for a moment. Amy had one or two blades that might have matched up to something like that. “All right, that's something we can maybe work with.” I thought for a moment. “Listen, we need to get you back to Bakersfield so you can submit a statement. Would you be alright if Amy drove you back there tonight, you make a statement for the cops, and we work from there?”
 
   Serena frowned for a moment. “Well, sure. I just,” She sighed. “It's been sort of interesting just working. It's been keeping my mind off what happened.”
 
   I nodded. “Right. It's...well, it's shitty what happened to you. It just is wrong. But going back there, getting it out, it's at least a step to moving forward, all right?”
 
   Serena paused a moment, considering. “All right. Amy and I will head down there, then. What about you, what are you doing?”
 
   “Oh, me? I'm going clubbing.”
 
    
 
   I never really was much one for the wild party scene. I was raised in a tiny Georgia town, was a study bug throughout college, and apart from a few things Matt had dragged me in to, I didn't do much in the way of partying. 
 
   However, it wasn't my choice a lot of the time when it came to the supernatural communities. A lot of Arcanes, vampires in particular, tended to be nocturnal. It led to them running a lot of late night attractions. Baroness Yukiko ran Ruby, a dance club in the Covens, the Arcane neighborhood of San Francisco. The Covens had been a project ongoing for several years, the product of several Arcane businesspeople to create a neighborhood where they could be themselves. 
 
   Ruby itself was situated on one of the main streets. I decided to dress like the Knight of the Bay for a change, with a button down white shirt and a blue jacket. I cut in front of the line, walking along the roped off area towards the front door. A large man stood in front of the door with a clipboard in one hand, and a headset in another. 
 
   He gave me a long look over. “There's a line,” He grunted at me, in a way that clued me in immediately. Why did shifters always get bouncer duty? 
 
   “I'm here on business. Tell the Baroness that Sir Eric, Knight of the County of Iron and Gold, is here to visit.” That one always gets some reaction.
 
   The bouncer gave me a look over, and nodded. “All right, then, go on in.” He shifted aside. 
 
   I smirked. The Knight card was one of the easiest to get me into any place in the Bay that the supernatural owned. I brushed past the bulky were and headed into the club.
 
   The sounds of house music filled my ears, and I bit down the urge to just be cranky. Vampires might be old-fashioned, but the music certainly wasn't. I moved past the front area, ignoring the coat check, doing my best to make my way to the bar, where I was sure I could find some sort of management. 
 
   There, I began the process of trying to grab a bartender's attention. Having been on the other side before, I knew a few tricks. Keep the shoulders straight, make eye contact. After a minute or two of waiting, I got the attention of a bartender, a man with blonde hair so bright I thought it was peroxide for a moment.
 
   “Why, hello here, what can I get for you?”
 
   “The Baroness. I have business.” I really needed a badge or something for the Arcane community.
 
   “Listen, not everyone gets their wish. The boss is a very busy woman.” The bartender with his bleached hair offered me an insincere smile. “Anything I can get you while you wait?”
 
   “Oh, don't even,” I snarled. “I'm Eric Carpenter, and the Knight of the Bay doesn't do waiting lists.”
 
   The bartender shrunk back just a moment. “What's the Knight of the Bay?”
 
   “You're kidding.” I sighed. With a hair do like that, I was expecting him to be a vampire. He was human. Well, get one wrong every once in a while. “I'm someone your boss really doesn't want to keep waiting. Make a call or something if you need to. And while I wait, I'd like a beer.” I peeled a bill out of my wallet, and laid it on the bar.
 
   After Billy Idol Mortal gave me my bottle, I peeled away and found myself a stool. I started to look around the place, taking in the scenery. A DJ was on stage, and a few dancers surrounded him, performing a number with contortion I thought I'd have to watch the Olympics to get. I watched them, taking in their movements, watching hips gyrate, their abs flex as they bent, and realized that the dancers were members of the undead. In the bright, neon lights of the stage, it was hard to recognize the pallor of a vampire, and as I sipped on my beer, I couldn't help but imagine that this was a pretty good hunting ground for vampires looking for a meal.
 
   An Asian man in a white muscle tee and leather pants came up to me. I offered a smile, and I summoned just a bit of magic to check his aura. He was undead, and he wasn't old enough yet to give the cool, soothing sensation that vampires gave out. 
 
   “Mister Carpenter? My Lady wishes to speak with you.” He gave a curt, polite bow, and I stood to return the favor, bowing with my beer bottle in hand. Not an easy feat.
 
   “Fantastic. And what may I call you?”
 
   “I'm James, one of my Lady's assistants.” He explained, and gestured across the dance floor. “She is in the back.”
 
   I followed James across the dance floor, heading through the crowd of people. As various dancers bumped into me, and I mumbled apologies, I could feel a number of energies. Humans with excited auras, vampires, even one or two I didn't recognize. 
 
   James led me towards the back, where he opened a door for me. The hallway I walked into had one side lined with doors, make up rooms and offices, I supposed. The other side had fewer doors, and most of the walls were covered with photos and news clippings. A number of them were from popular musical acts, as well as cast photos from various dancer groups that had worked at the club. 
 
   James opened up a door, and said. “My lady is still preparing. She requests you wait here.”
 
   I looked inside the room. There were chairs, a couch, and a table with a tall pot of coffee in the center. I walked into the room, beer bottle still in my right hand. “Your hospitality is excellent, James.”
 
   “Anything for the Knight.” James's voice was polite, almost excessively so. “We'll be with you momentarily.” He promised, and departed. 
 
   I found myself one of the armchairs and planted myself in it. I sipped at my beer, and waited. I reviewed what I knew of Yukiko. I had met her once at a meeting for high-up Arcanes. She was one of two Barons in the Bay, lesser players who answered to Ishmael. The other was Vela in Oakland. He wasn't as respected as Yukiko, who had clawed her way to the Barony by gaining a level of financial control over the Covens and supporting all the right political plays. I didn't know Yukiko's age, but she had come off the boat in the twenties already a powerful vampire. 
 
   The big question was her powers. Vampires, more than the Red Angels or weres, had an ability to grow abilities as they grew older. Some of them bordered on psychic, while others had even more extremes in terms of strength and toughness. A vampire could live to be one thousand and never develop powers, or come back as a vampire fresh with the ability to hypnotize. It was all about the bloodlines. Powerful vampires made powerful spawn. 
 
   The door opened, but who came in wasn't exactly what I was expecting. It was a vampire, I could feel the power instantly.
 
   Yukiko, however, was not a man, and certainly not a white one. The vampire was six feet even, with dark hair that fell to his shoulders. There was a lazy, easy smile on his features, giving him a look somewhere between boyish petulance and lazy promise. He wore worn black jeans and an unbuttoned blue shirt, revealing expanses of pale flesh and a six-pack. 
 
   Undead, gorgeous, and a gym rat. Sometimes life was not fair. 
 
   “Well, well, look what comes knocking at our door.” His voice had hints of an English accent, though it was significantly dampened. Centuries away from the motherland would do that, I suppose. 
 
   “I don't think I know you, but you definitely aren't the Baroness.” I said, keeping my tone neutral.
 
   The vampire gave a mock bow. “Oh, but I am so rude. I'm Caleb. I'm one of Yukiko's lieutenants.”
 
   I watched as Caleb strode over to me. He had that easy, lazy grace that vampires got after a century or two of undeath. 
 
   He leaned over the chair, placing a hand on either arm of the chair. He leaned over me, and I got the distinct sense I was being sized up.
 
   “You know, we usually do introductions before I let a vampire sniff me up.” I said. I leaned forward, so our faces drew closer. “Back off.”
 
   “Oh, of course, my friend,” He leaned in closer, and he nipped at the air before backing up. “I've never smelled a witch before.”
 
   I laughed. “You and every other vamp under two hundred. I should just make you all take a number and line up.”
 
   A smile touched his face for just a moment. “Rarities are always so sought after.” He said, voice soft. His dark eyes looked to mine, and I felt the magnetism of his eyes. 
 
   Well, that explained something. One of the varied coterie of vampire powers, hypnotism and mind games. I could feel the power of his gaze, focusing on me. “Really, the hypnotism?” I bit my lip, using the pain to focus my mind. The haze of his power started to flood back.
 
   “Come on, Mister Carpenter, I could show you so much.” Caleb whispered. He placed a hand on my arm, and I felt the pain of his grasp. 
 
   Something told me that I was not going to like Caleb in the long term. I did the first thing that came to mind. Looking back, it was either very brave, or very stupid.
 
   I whispered to him. “Then lean closer, Caleb.” I said, keeping my voice inviting.
 
   The vampire leaned forward, and I could feel his cool skin approach closer, inches away from my face, the pull of his dark eyes tempting me, his pupils swelling. 
 
   In one fluid motion, I grabbed my gun, cleared it from the shoulder holster, and jammed it under Caleb's ribs. “Cut the vampire mojo and get the hell off me.”
 
   Caleb flicked his tongue out. “Tease.” He scolded me. 
 
   I responded by twisting the barrel further into him. “Back. Off.”
 
   “Caleb, that is quite enough.”
 
   Baroness Yukiko was standing in the doorway of the room, flanked by two suit-clad bodyguards. The Baroness had the look of a young Japanese woman, with calm features and brown eyes that held a precise intelligence. She offered me a thin smile as she entered. 
 
    Caleb spoke up as he slowly rose off of the chair. “Sir Eric, Knight of the Bay, for you, My Lady.” 
 
   She looked to us, where her dark eyes focused on me. “Eric Carpenter. Have you enjoyed my hospitality so far?” The sarcasm in her tone was not lost on me.
 
   I offered my most polite smile as I stood up. I holstered the Colt before extending my hand. “Lady Yukiko. If I had any idea about the quality of hospitality, I would have come sooner.”
 
   “Caleb. Go with the boys. We will talk later.” She snapped. 
 
   Caleb looked like he was going to hesitate for a moment, but then he gave a polite nod. “Certainly, Baroness. I'll leave you be with the good Knight.” He remarked, and he departed, leaving a fuming Yukiko.
 
   Yukiko finally extended her hand, and we shook hands. “Let's get formally introduced. Eric Carpenter, Knight of the Bay.” I said.
 
   “Baroness Yukiko, owner of Ruby, Baroness of the Covens.” She took my hand and firmly shook it. “Now, what brings you down to my abode?”
 
   As our hands touched, I felt the subtle power rolling off her. Yukiko was old, older than James, at least, definitely older than Caleb. Part of me suspected that Yukiko might have made at least one of them. “Your employee of yours was killed, Lady Yukiko, Luis Otero and his partner Katrina. I've been asked by Count Ishmael to take a look into the matter, and to assist the police in finding their killer.”
 
   Yukiko's pleasant smile disappeared. “Yes, indeed. I just heard about it this afternoon. It's a terrible thing, for two of our kind to meet their true end in such a matter.” She took a seat in one of the chairs, near the one I had been sitting in. “Anything you need, I will try to provide, to help you find justice for my employees.”
 
   “We can start with a few questions.” I said, and I pulled out a roughed-up notebook from my jacket pocket. I took a seat. “I suppose the first I should ask is how well you knew the victims.”
 
   “Quite well, if I do say so myself. Katrina had been working for me on and off since before Four-Thirteen.” As she said the date of the Arcane reveal, a little shiver went down my spine. “I think we were going on close to ten, twelve years, perhaps. I hired Luis on three years ago, when my accountant didn't enjoy the prospect of working with a vampire any more. Luis wasn't as good, but it was nice to get some work for one of my kind.”
 
   “Was your relationship limited to just the workplace, or did you know anything about their personal lives?” I asked while I took down notes.
 
   “I had drinks at their apartment a few times, and Katrina and I were rather close. We would often talk while she was working with my dancers.” She sighed. “It seems so strange. How did they die?”
 
   I bit my lip. I wasn't quite sure how much information to give her. I didn't want to cause panic by telling her someone out there had tied up and ritually cut two vampires, with a knowledge of silver. “I'm not at liberty to say.”
 
   “That is very disappointing.” She said. “I would very much like to know.” She said as she looked straight at me.
 
   Our eyes met, and I felt just a simple push of will from her. A growl slipped from my lips. I pushed back with my own will, imagining a baseball bat slapping away her attempt to poke at my mind. I felt her powers recede, and I glared. 
 
   There was a much greater focus behind Yukiko's gaze. I knew immediately that Caleb was her progeny. I had been prepared this time, though, and I had enough magic to knock it off.
 
   “Don't do that again,” I warned. “You're not the first vampire to try that little hypnosis trick on me.”
 
   For just a moment, Yukiko shrunk back from me, but she shook her head. “My apologies. But I had not tested a witch in a long time. Your powers are raw, but impressive.”
 
   “Why ruin the surprise?” I leaned forward, smiling. “As for the details of the murder, all I can say is that I know for a fact our killer had some working knowledge of vampires.               Some certain things, they knew that the Oteros were vampires, and they knew some Arcane weaknesses.”
 
   She frowned. “That is...troubling.”
 
   “It is. Now, did the Oteros have any enemies? Any one they might have upset, maybe a human who didn't like getting fed on the morning after...”
 
   “We've never had any complaints, and Katrina and Luis never came to me with anything, despite me being their direct liege.” 
 
   I took a sip from my beer, considering. “What about you? Is there anyone who might be trying to do this to send a message?”
 
   She shook her head. “I haven't had any recent threats. There is the usual hate mail from human purity groups, but we haven't had anything serious in the past few months. Not even a rock thrown.”
 
   I made a few chicken scratches in my notebook, and thought for a moment. “Well, any chance it might be something Arcane? Some rival noble with a grudge?”
 
   “Please, Mister Carpenter. Those things are settled in more civilized arenas.”
 
   I forced myself to not laugh. Vampires had a lot of pretenses towards civility, proper protocol, and playing the rules, but there were a lot of them willing to skirt the rules, just for a quick kill or advancement. “Vampires, sure. But weres, Red Angels, they can be a lot more vicious if they wish.”
 
   Yukiko scoffed at that. “I steer very clear of Finnegan and his zoo, and Catherine and I have always had an excellent relationship.” She offered a pleasant smile. “Really, I can't say who might have done this. I wish I could offer more.”
 
   “Well, My Lady, it was my pleasure to meet you.” I stood, and offered a nod. “I hope we meet again under better circumstances.”
 
   “May that be the case.” She nodded politely. “I certainly hope you can find the ones who did this.” She stood, and I did as well.
 
   “I hope I can.” I extended my hand to her, and she bowed her head forward, and she kissed my wrist through the leather of my jacket. I felt a shudder run straight through me, making the rodent part of my head quiver and tell me to run. Well, go for a handshake, get crept out by a vampire.
 
   “You know, I'm flattered, but I'm already dating one vampire.” I said, making sure to keep my voice soft.
 
   She had a little smile. “I'm not interested, romantically. From a culinary standpoint, however...can you blame a girl for trying?”
 
   I returned the smile. “Baroness, good evening.” I said, and as I turned, I bumped into someone. Smooth, Carpenter. “Oh, uh, sorry.” Tingles ran through my body, and I was sure I was still hyped on Yukiko's power.
 
   “It's all right, really.” A dark-haired woman was staring up at me, dressed in a simple black blouse and slacks. She was a good deal shorter than me, I guessed about five-four.
 
   “Mister Carpenter, this is my assistant, Breanna Harper.” Yukiko said.
 
   I looked to the woman, and smiled. “A pleasure, Miss Harper.”
 
   “The same,” she replied, and nodded curtly. “What brings you here, Mister Knight of the Bay?”
 
   “He's here about the Oteros. They were killed last night.”
 
   “Oh, my.” The smile faded from her face. 'That's terrible.” 
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, it is. I'm just trying to find their killers.” I looked back to Yukiko. “Thanks again for your time, Baroness.”
 
   “Anything to help our local Knight.”
 
   "I'll be seeing you around." I nodded to her, and looked back to Breanna. "Miss Harper, good evening." 
 
   I left the room, and headed back towards the front door, moving through the people in the club. After fighting through the crowd, I found my way to the exit and reentered the cool evening air.
 
   I pulled out my cell phone, and dialed up Matt.
 
   After a few rings, he picked up. “Hey there, man, what's up?”
 
   “Got some time? I need to spill some stuff on the case, need a human set of ears.”
 
   “Go for it. How's Chau's sound?”
 
   I grinned. “Fantastic. I'll get a table.” I hung up, and headed down the block, walking through the brightly lit Covens down to Chau's.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 
 
    
 
   I had discovered Chau's while following up on a Bliss ring a few months ago. I had never met the owner, but damn, am I a sucker for good noodles.
 
   I found a table and ordered for myself and Matt. Matt came around about five minutes later, and sat down across from me. “So, what's the situation?” He asked, ordering a soda from the waiter.
 
   “Well, I headed down to Ruby. Heard of the place?”
 
   He nodded, and I wasn't surprised. Matt had a lot of party knowledge in his head, and knowing he knew about a vampire bar was no shock. “Vamp joint, lots of loud music, drinks are okay. Run by some Japanese woman, right?”
 
   “Baroness Yukiko,” I supplied. “She was the boss of the two victims I was asked to look at last night.”
 
   “Really? Well, that never sounds good.” He grabbed a pair of chop sticks as our food was delivered. “So, what did she tell you?”
 
   I shrugged. “Not a lot, really. She apparently doesn't have a single enemy, and the Oteros didn't have any problems.”
 
   “Oh, I'll believe that one.” Matt snorted in laughter. “So, what's your guess?”
 
   “I would be willing to believe that she's lying, if I had anything to tie her to it. I'm not seeing anything to tie her to the murders, and I can't figure out motive. Yet. So maybe I'll have to ask around the dancers tomorrow. See if any of them knew anything.”
 
   Matt's eyes lit up. “Dancers? Vampire dancers? Can I come?”
 
   I tried to conceal my groan of annoyance around the noodles in my mouth. After swallowing, I said. “Matt, it's a murder investigation. I am not letting you tag along.”
 
   “All right. Though, some day, I will ask questions about you and Teresa.”
 
   I took a sip of my soda, stalling for time. “We're not...I don't...” I sighed.
 
   “You guys, really? But you're all over each other.”
 
   My mind flashed to the scars on my neck. “I'm not sure I'm ready. I mean, just to open myself up to a vampire like that...” I trailed off.
 
   Matt mimed taking out a pencil. “Am I going to have to start charging you by the hour now?”
 
   “Hey, you're friends with me. I at least get some freebies, Freud.” I shook my head. “All I do is, you know, keep the Bay safe.”
 
   He glared at me a moment. “Don't make me fling vegetables at you.” Matt's gaze softened, and he smiled. “But, seriously, you might want to try trusting Teresa. She's not a bad woman from what I've seen of her. Hell,” He started ticking off his fingers. “She's gorgeous, intelligent. I mean, she definitely seems educated.”
 
   “She's got five degrees,” I said. “and an MBA.”
 
   “How do you even find the time?” Matt mused. “That's...”
 
   I offered him my best shrug. “When you've got two centuries and you're loaded, you can go for a few degrees when the moment suits you.”
 
   Matt thought about it for a second. “Gorgeous, intelligent, loaded.” 
 
   I was about to chide him that I didn't care about money. Well, not really, but I still was the one asking the ruling council to pay me a salary. “The last doesn't make or break a relationship for me. I'm not a coffin digger.”
 
   “Okay, fine.” He groaned. “She's great. Hell, the only thing she's got going against it is that she's two centuries older than you, and she's probably had more and better sex than you ever will.”
 
   I stared at Matt for a moment, trying to think about how to respond to that. Shit, he got me there. “You are a horrible, awful person.”
 
   Matt starred at me for a moment, then he just started to laugh. “I'm sorry, but the look on your face, man...” He shook his head. “Really. I'm sorry.”
 
   I shook my head, resisting the urge to hit him. “I'm not being ridiculous, am I? I mean, I know vampires consider it an intimacy thing. They like to have that bond.” 
 
   “Well, does she have any reason to think you aren't taking this seriously?” Matt asked.
 
   I shook my head. “No, I think I am. I mean, after college, there really hasn't been too much in the romance side of things, but Teresa? Sure, it gets crazy from work, but I care for her. A lot.”
 
   Matt stared at me for a second. “Then I don't see the problem. Jesus, seven year-olds are harder to counsel. Hey, you know what you should do?” He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “As a human being who actually considers romantic relationships healthy for our species, my best advice is you talk to her about it.”
 
   “You think that would work?” I deadpanned. “I mean, talking?”
 
   “Hey, don't knock it. Believe it or not, it works with adults and three year-olds pulling each other's hair out.”
 
   “I'm not entirely sure, but I think Teresa and I have a whole other kind of hair pulling in mind.”
 
   That earned me a left jab from Matt right on the arm. “Jerk.”
 
   “Loser.”
 
    
 
   There was still one last thing for me to wrap up my evening. I needed to report my findings, at least what little I had so far, to the boss. The boss, in that case, was Count Ishmael.
 
   While the County of Iron and Gold each had their own leader, Ishmael was the dominant one of the three interested leaders. The Fae, while they technically had some leverage, weren't too involved in the mortal world in California. Or Earth in general. I headed back to my car, and gave the Last Drop a ring. 
 
   After a few rings, I heard an all too-familiar voice. “Last Drop, Office, how can I help you?”
 
   “Teresa, I need to talk with Ishmael. Is he in?”
 
   “Indeed. Come on in through the back. The DJ's a particularly loud one tonight.”
 
   I grinned into the phone. “How thoughtful. I'll see you guys in twenty.” I hung up, and started to drive over to the Last Drop.
 
   The Last Drop was a lot like Ruby, really. Vampires, for their superior hearing, seemed to like loud music for whatever reason. It was, fair enough, good hunting grounds to pick up willing donors for their feeding habits. I parked behind the club in the employee parking, which I was technically allowed to use. I was, after all, an employee of all Arcanes in San Francisco.
 
   I went into the back, through the cool, sound-proofed corridors towards the private room that Ishmael used as his audience chamber. I saw a vampire outside, who smiled at me. “Mister Carpenter,” He grunted, and opened the door for me.
 
   “Thanks, Will.” I gave him a polite nod before heading inside.
 
   The room itself was a step above the rest of the club. A sound-proofed window looked out onto the club's floor, and lavish furniture surrounded a large table. Sitting at the head of the table was the head honcho for vampires in the bay, Count Ishmael.
 
   The Count had come from the Holy Land at some point, I'd figured out, and he was at least a millennium old. He had a dour expression, with dark curly hair. He wore an immaculate blue suit, with his arms resting on his chair, fingers templed at his chin. “Eric, Teresa tells me you have information.”
 
   I looked to his right, where Teresa had a laptop open on her lap. “Yes, sir, I do.” I gestured to one of the seats to Ishmael's left. “May I sit?” 
 
   “Of course, Eric. Please, can I get you anything?” He asked me. 
 
   “No, but thanks.” I answered, and I took a seat. “Before I begin, I've got a-” I stopped myself before I said favor. Favor was a word that could get me into a lot of trouble. “A request of you, Ishmael.”
 
   He tilted his head, intrigued now. “What might that be, Mister Carpenter?” He asked.
 
   “I need to know about Anselm Bauer. His bloodline, what to expect from Serena.”
 
   He considered, then looked to Teresa. She nodded. “I'll put you into contact with someone who knows bloodlines.” She said. 
 
   “Excellent. Now, the Oteros.”
 
   “Yes,” Ishmael nodded. “Tell me what you know.”
 
   “They were killed by someone who knew silver. They were bound by it, and I suspect the knife used on them was silver as well.” 
 
   He nodded. “Teresa mentioned that you think that the killer also had some knowledge of magic?”
 
   “I do.” I answered. “I sensed the area, and there was a distinct presence of magic upon the bodies.”
 
   “You believe it might have been another witch?”
 
   “Not necessarily. I mean, it didn't feel like my magic, so it might be something different. I don't know.” 
 
   Ishmael frowned, scratching his chin a moment. “Hmm. That is concerning.”
 
   “You wouldn't happen to know any people who know magic, or at least the theory of it, would you?” I asked.
 
   He nodded. “There is someone. Teresa, is Miss Corazon still in town?”
 
   Teresa considered for a second, then nodded. “She still should be. Last I heard she was still running her shop.”
 
   “Miss Corazon?” I asked. “Who's that?”
 
   “Renee Corazon. She's a human who does herbal remedies and some of that new age stuff.” Teresa explained. “Mostly just holistic medicine, but she does have some knowledge of the workings of magic. I'll give you her address.”
 
   “Fantastic.” I smiled. “Also, I talked with the Otero's boss, Baroness Yukiko.”
 
   At that, both of them sighed. “Yukiko,” Ishmael growled.
 
   “I'm taking it you two don't get along.” I remarked.
 
   Teresa gave her pleasant, “I'm trying to represent vampires as a whole” smile. “Baroness Yukiko is an ambitious woman.”
 
   “You mean she's a power-hungry, psychotic vamp.” I rolled my eyes. Vampires, especially, amongst the Arcanes were susceptible to power trips. I had encountered one in my first case as Knight of the Bay, a nasty master vampire from the Renaissance named Lucien.
 
   “She is my underling, and I don't particularly like her.” Ishmael sighed, and he stood up. He headed over to a cabinet, and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. It took only a glance to the label to realize that bottle was worth more than a good dinner in the city. “However, Yukiko has been in charge of her own little slice of San Francisco since the twenties, when I first took over this county. She doesn't like that I was installed over her.” 
 
   “Well, I could understand her distaste for that.” I looked at him as he poured the amber whiskey into a glass. “Does she have any enemies?”
 
   Ishmael paused for a moment, considering. “A few. I'm not particularly enthusiastic about her myself, and she has been rebellious towards me in the past.”
 
   “Any reason you would want to knock off two vampires?” I asked, and immediately regretted I did.
 
   Ishmael turned, holding his whiskey glass in his hand as he strode towards me. “Mister Carpenter,” He growled. Vampires can move fast. Really fast. I had never seen Ishmael use his powers before. I didn't even see him pick me up by the scruff of my shirt and lift me up. I squirmed, letting out a sound that I was ashamed to call a squeak. “Do not ever, ever again, question my motives.” He hissed.
 
   Teresa stood up. “Sir, I-”
 
   “-If I wished for your help in scolding an insolent witch, I'd ask for it, Teresa.” He looked me in the eyes. “Even in jest, I do not appreciate you making the remark that I would have two vampires, two of my kind, killed. Am I understood?” 
 
   “Yes, Count Ishmael.” I was able to gasp out.
 
   Ishmael tossed me back into the chair, making me relieved that it was padded. “Witches, you don't know your place.” He hissed. “Get out of here, Mister Carpenter, before I really lose my temper with you.”
 
   I pulled myself up from my seat, avoiding eye contact with Ishmael as I beat a hasty retreat. For Ishmael, this was new. Hell, this was unique. I had never seen him lose his temper before. I walked out of the room, shutting the door behind me. I pulled out my phone, and type out a quick text message to Teresa.
 
   The message that I got back from her wasn't too encouraging. “Talk later. Politics.”
 
   I groaned, running a hand through my hair in frustration. I decided that if I had to get information through Ishmael, it might be best to return when he wasn't in the most insane mood I'd ever seen him in. 
 
   After stuffing my cell phone back in my pocket, I went back to the car. I decided to head back, and see if I could find Renee Corazon on my own without prodding master vampire.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   I was checking my official “Knight of the Bay” email when I heard the front door of Matt's house open. “Hello,” I called out.
 
   “Eric,” I heard Amy and I turned my head back. She and Serena were walking through the door, carrying take out. 
 
   “How did it go in Bakersfield?” I asked.
 
   “Well enough,” Amy said as she sat across the table from me and grabbed some noodles from the bag she had brought in. “Serena?”
 
   “They asked me a bunch of questions, and they're going to make me register with the Bureau of Arcane Affairs, but it's cool now, I guess. With Bauer dead, there isn't much they need me for unless some other investigation comes up.” 
 
   I looked over to Serena as she sat down. “So how are you doing through all of this?”
 
   She shook her head. “It wasn't fun reliving that if that's what you're asking.” She pulled out her own dinner, and sighed. “Amy was nice to have though.”
 
   “I did my best to help her through it,” Amy assured me.
 
   Serena gave an indignant snort. “She did a lot more than that. She was really a good person to have there.” Her expression softened. “Really, she was.”
 
   “Aw, Amy, you big softie.” I teased, then softened my tone. “Thanks, Amy. Seriously.”
 
   “She wasn't too bad of company,” Serena said. “Even if she eats vegetarian.”
 
   I smirked. “Yeah, she does have that little fault, but I can forgive her that one.” 
 
   “I prefer not to eat flesh.” Amy shrugged. “In the grand scheme of things, it matters little. How did your investigation go tonight?”
 
   “Well, where do you want to start? There's the vampire baroness who I'm pretty sure is hiding something, or we could go with Ishmael tossing me around like a rag doll when I ticked him off.”
 
   “He WHAT?” Amy looked up from her meal, nearly dropping her fork. “You cannot be serious.”
 
   “I hit some button or something. I made a...okay, I may have made a joke about him having any reason to kill two vampires. He flew off the handle over that.”
 
   Serena frowned. “Is he usually like that?”
 
   “No, Ishmael is one of the most calm vampires I've ever met. The guy is usually a vision of control. I imagine something has been eating at him or something. Teresa mentioned that it might have something to do with politics.”
 
   Amy frowned. “Even so, it is perhaps best you do not anger the Count in the future. Ishmael is by far the oldest vampire in the Bay.” 
 
   “I don't have any plans to the contrary.” I reached up to rub at the back of my neck. “I do have one lead. Know a Renee Corazon?”
 
   “I have heard of her. She runs a New Age store. I have no idea if she is legitimately magical, though.”
 
   “We'll take a look tomorrow.” I said. “Hopefully she'll have some answers.”
 
   Serena headed over to the couch and slumped down on it. “So, Ishmael. What's he actually like?”
 
   “Insanely smart, and a good business man. I've never really figured out his background beyond his age, which is best described as very old. He's never been too keen on sharing.”
 
   Amy nodded. “He is a shrewd man. He was not happy about public exposure when Four-Thirteen happened, but he was a generous investor in the artificial plasmas that were being developed.”
 
   Serena tilted her head curiously. “So vampires could actually live off it? One of my room mates in college was sure it was a scam that the vampires had made up.”
 
   “Nope. From what I've heard, a lot less sustaining than blood, but you can drink it. Definitely easier than picking willing donors.” 
 
   Serena looked at me. “Come on, I'm pretty sure I could find lots of pretty people who'd willingly go for a bite.”
 
   “You don't want the junkies.” I said, and blanched a little. I thought of one of my old coworkers, who didn't seem too bad, but fetishizing vampires wasn't exactly something I understood. I was dating one, but I liked Teresa for Teresa, not because she was undead.
 
   Amy nodded. “Indeed. The bottled alternatives are generally hold less risk. There are still the human activist groups occasionally stalk clubs.”
 
   “Really?” She tilted her head to one side.
 
   Amy nodded. “Some of them even bring holy water to attack vampires.” She said with just a little mirth. Holy water was about as useful as tissue paper with vampires. “I am sure that, should you wish to peruse clubs for blood donors, Teresa would show you the ropes.”
 
   I paused for a moment, thinking about that. “My girlfriend showing you how to pick up people to suck blood. I am entirely unsure how to process that.”
 
   Serena shrugged. “I'm entirely sure we can figure out something that doesn't offend your sensibilities.” She teased.
 
   I shook my head. “I...” I thought about it. “I suppose she does hunt, occasionally, or just pick someone up.” I didn't equate drinking blood with sex. Definitely not. But I didn't even really know how I felt about it. How were you supposed to feel about that fact that your...well, what was even our label? 
 
   There were too many questions for dating a vampire, and way too many that I suppose I should have answered in the past. 
 
   My phone rang, and I checked the caller ID. Speak of the devil, it was Teresa. I answered. “Hey there, what's up?”
 
   “Hi there, Eric. Sorry about Ishmael. He's been under some pressure lately from the local lords. The murders didn't help matters.”
 
   I took a breath, then just replied. “It's all right. So what's up?”
 
   “I have a lead for you on Bauer's bloodline.” Teresa said. “Have you heard of Arnaud Dumont?”
 
   I thought for a moment. “Should I have?”
 
   “Not necessarily. He's independent, outside of the County. He's an information broker, and a fairly successful one.”
 
   I considered for a moment. “He would be able to help? And willing?”
 
   “Most likely,” Teresa paused a moment. “You would have to deal with him. You would be outside your jurisdiction, and while Dumont is a generally pleasant man, he would expect some sort of trade.”
 
   “Give me the directions,” I sighed, and she did. After I hung up, I turned to Serena. “Up for a little drive?”
 
    
 
   Road trips were starting to become all too common.  Tonight, to wrap up an insanely crazy evening, we were headed to visit Arnaud Dumont.
 
   “Rules,” I started. “We're the cops, but we're also fair game. We are in ridiculously murky waters.”
 
   “Why's that?” Serena asked from the passenger's seat.
 
   I sighed, figuring out how to explain it. “The Arcanes play by their own weird rules. Teresa should explain it to you, but she's not here, and I guess I'm responsible for you. They play by the “letter of the law, not the spirit' game. They're always looking to exploit.” I said.
 
   “Do you know how to use a knife?” I asked as I turned the car into Dumont's neighborhood. “And I'm not talking about a kitchen knife.”
 
   “I took a few classes. There was this European martial arts school near campus. I went a few times, and I picked up some stuff.”
 
   “Good.” I said. “Open up the glove compartment.” 
 
   Serena opened it up and pulled out a fairly plain looking knife. It was mostly a stabbing weapon, though I knew you could get a few good cuts in with it. “Awesome,” She smiled and tucked it away.
 
    “Now, things to understand. Silver blades hurt Arcanes, but don't just count on it being Achilles' heels. It hurts them better, but your average Arcane's pretty tough.”
 
   “How strong are they? I mean, compared to a newborn vampire?”
 
   “It really depends on the Arcane. Shapeshifters can be really strong. Vampires variate, but generally the older they are, the more they can dish out.”
 
   “There's more than that, though, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” I nodded. “Red Angels...well, it depends how much they've got in their system. They're not fighters, though. I mean, they can match a linebacker, but it's not going to be inhuman.”
 
   Serena looked at me for a moment. “How about witches?”
 
   “We are the absolute bottom of the totem pole.” I shrugged. “Close to human.”
 
   “Except for the magic deal.”She added.
 
   “Well, yeah. Unfortunately, I'm not entirely good at that yet. Witch's fire is the big goal, I suppose.”
 
   “Witch's fire?” She asked, curious.
 
   “Magical fire. My mother wrote about fire a lot in her journals. Witch's fire can hurt Arcanes badly.”
 
   She looked at me for a moment as I started to approach Dumont's address. “Have you ever done it?”
 
   “Nope. I'm still a relative newbie when it comes to the magic stuff.” I explained. “Fire has, well, eluded me. That's what guns work for, though.” 
 
   Arnaud Dumont's house was, well, beyond a house. The house had an approach beyond the gate up to the front, with a side road that led to a large garage on one wing of the house. I wasn't sure what the transition point between house and mansion was, I mused as I rolled down the window.
 
   “Name.” A voice crackled out of a speaker.
 
   “Eric Carpenter, Knight of the Bay, to see Mister Dumont.” I really wanted a badge to flash.
 
   There was a pause for a moment. Then the gate started to roll open. I drove us up the driveway, the large house looming even greater as we rolled up the driveway. 
 
   “I didn't ask.” She said softly. “What kind of Arcane is Arnaud Dumont?”
 
   I looked back to her for just a moment. “I have no idea, Serena.”
 
   We drove up towards the front and I shut off the Jeep. I looked towards the front of the house, scoping it out. Two guards, both of them wearing turtleneck sweaters, were standing at the front of the door. “Ready?” I asked Serena.
 
   “Ready.” 
 
   I was certainly hoping that we were. I had my Colt in its shoulder rig under my jacket, as well as the knife strapped down in an ankle holster. I hoped to not need either of them.
 
   We got out of the car, and I started to approach the mansion. One of the guards, a Hispanic man with a crew cut, approached. “Mister Dumont is expecting you.”
 
   Serena was right at my side as we walked up the steps to the door. The other guard opened up the door for us.
 
   The guard smiled. “Mister Dumont will see you in the study. If you'll follow me.” He turned to the right and gestured for us to follow. “I am Daniel, Mister Dumont's chief of security.”
 
   As I stepped over the threshold, I immediately felt something beat down on me. There was something here. Something that had magic. There was something there, and they had built something, like a net. I focused my energy, and thought on the net. I shoved it away, focusing the magic on it. Slowly, it brushed away like pushing through cobwebs. 
 
   “You okay?” Serena whispered in my ear. 
 
   I opened my eyes and shook my head. “I'm fine.” I insisted. “Just something here. Magic.”
 
   Daniel was waiting for us, paused. He had an eyebrow arched expectantly. “Mister Carpenter?”
 
   “Coming.” I grunted, and I followed him into the entry hall.
 
   To be fair, I didn't know what to call it. An entry hall sounded so blah. Matt had an entry hall. This was massive. It had two staircases, circling up to the second story of the house. A table was in the center of the hall, situated on the center of rug on top of the tiles. On it, there was an actual guest book with an actual feather pen.
 
   “Hell,” I murmured. “I could fit my old apartment in here.”
 
   Serena laughed. “You could fit my room and the two neighboring ones from my dorm in here. Life styles of the rich and Arcane?”
 
   “Get used to it.” I whispered back.
 
   Daniel led us through a door on our right, which led into a hallway. The hallway had dark woods as the walls, with fine rugs covering the floors. The rustic feel was interrupted by the glass cases on one wall. 
 
   Inside the case were several books. Each was old, incredibly so. The one that immediately jumped out at me, however, was a Bible. On a hunch, I started to count the lines, stopping only a second. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Serena whispered, tugging at my sleeve.
 
   I smiled. “He's a collector.” I whispered. “Damn.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I have a theory on that Bible.” I said quietly. “I'll bet Mister Dumont picked it up at the source. Come on.”
 
   Daniel was very displeased with how we were keeping him up. I offered an apologetic shrug as we continued on. We walked down towards the end of one wing, where Daniel stopped at a door. He opened it for us, and ushered us in.
 
   The study itself matched the rest of the house, with some notable exceptions. There was an obvious mismatch of old rustic architecture and modern technology. There was an unlit fireplace, bookshelves, and a huge wooden desk that a family of four would have felt awkward eating off of just from its size. On the desk, however, were a number of computers, each relatively new, those touch screen models. A screen was up on one wall, currently deactivated.
 
   Arnaud Dumont, however, was by far the most impressive looking thing in the room. He was a black man, who appeared to be in his early forties. He had salt and pepper hair, shaven close to his skull, though he had a beard that looked like it had been left unchecked for a few days. His face was utterly dour, with big dark eyes. I met his eyes for a moment, and they were like dark whirlpools. I had to close my eyes to keep from losing myself. Power flowed from him like a subtle aura, infesting the air around him.
 
   “Mister Carpenter. I'm sorry I couldn't have met you out front. Work, as always, is a demanding mistress.” He chuckled a little, and he stood. 
 
   He was of an average height, but he carried himself to appear taller. He wore a white dress shirt, with gray slacks and, Heaven help me, Superman socks. There was something reassuring about this. I wondered if Ishmael had secret sock choices.
 
   “Mister Dumont,” I approached and extended my hand. “For someone I didn't know existed before tonight, it's a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
 
   He replied in kind, and shook my hand. Power flowed across his hand. He didn't feel like anything I had met before, and I immediately knew he wasn't a witch, either.
 
   “I'm not a citizen of the County of Gold and Iron.” He informed me. “My house is an independent freehold.”
 
   “Oh, so I'm outside my jurisdiction.” 
 
   “But I am a very gracious host.” He patted my hand, then turned to Serena. “I don't know who you are, though. That leaves me in an unusual situation.”
 
   Serena smiled as she walked up. “Serena Laurent, Mister Dumont. I'm the reason we're here.”
 
   “Ah,” He smiled a little. “Yes, the vampire fledgling.” When Serena extended her hand, he didn't shake it, he kissed it. “What Anselm Bauer did to you was nothing short of horrifying.”
 
   “It's been horrible, yeah.” She whispered. “But Eric and his friends have been great, really.”
 
   “But you need questions answered. Anselm Bauer wasn't a part of any nest or larger vampire group, as I am aware.”
 
   Serena nodded. “Apparently bloodlines matter with vampires.” She said.
 
   “Right, right, of course.” Dumont nodded. “Anselm Bauer was an interesting vampire.” He paced back towards his desk. “In that he was entirely uninteresting.”
 
   Serena's face twisted up in confusion. “Wait, what?”
 
   “That's the thing,” He explained. “Bauer was born in Prussia, turned at forty-one.” He shook his head. “Most vampires are turned for youth, or power. Bauer was a clerk at some office. Who knows what his maker saw in him?” He offered, musing.
 
   Serena looked down at herself. “Was that why he did it? I mean, to me? I never even met the guy.”
 
   “Insanity does occasionally appear in vampires. Two centuries can take its toll in a mind.” Dumont looked between us. “I don't know who Bauer's maker was. Simply put, my sources haven't been able to find it immediately. I can put some feelers out, find some information.”
 
   “Do it.” Serena said immediately. “What's your price?”
 
   “Serena.” I took a step in front of her. “Be careful what you say around Arcanes. You don't want to give him a blank check.”
 
   Serena place her hand on my shoulder. She wasn't subtle with her strength, just pushed me aside. “And I need to know what I've gotten into. I need to know Bauer's bloodline.”
 
   “As this is a question I will answer in the future, perhaps we will exchange it for a future favor. Fair?”
 
   Warning bells went off in my head. “Serena, I-”
 
   “I need to know this.” She said. “So, we do it.”
 
   I swore to myself that if we were going to get into this, well, I was going to back Serena. This was her choice. “All right. You shake on it.”
 
   Dumont smiled, and he extended his hand again. “I don't bite.” He said, inviting her.
 
   Serena walked to the opposite side of the desk, and she placed her hand in Dumont's. The older man yanked, bringing Serena to sprawl over the table. Dumont seemed to bury his face in her neck.
 
   I drew my gun, chambering a round. “What the hell? Let her go, Dumont!” 
 
   “Patience, witchling,” Dumont growled. “She had an interesting smell, and it piqued my curiosity.”
 
   I didn't holster the gun, but I didn't put my finger inside the trigger guard either. “Harm her, and I turn your face into pulp. Serena?”
 
   I listened for a moment. I could hear Serena's breath, labored, fast. “I-I...Eric. I'm okay.” One of her hands had grasped at the desk, turning the wood into splinters in her grasp. “But if he hurts me, go for it.”
 
   “I don't intend to hurt you.” Dumont said. He lowered his head to her neck, sniffing. “Something is wrong, however.”
 
   “Wrong?” I lowered the gun to the ground, Holding up a pistol continuously was hell on my arms. 
 
   “She doesn't smell right. Vampires, their blood has a certain scent. But hers, there's...something.” He let go of Serena, and sat back down in the chair. “Has she only fed off humans?”
 
   My mind flashed back to the night I had met Serena, and when she had killed Anselm. My gun raised for a moment. “Can we trust you to keep your silence on this?” I asked, my voice quiet.
 
   Dumont nodded. “Of course. I don't just spread things around willy-nilly. I wouldn't be a good information broker if I just shouted secrets.”
 
   “I mean it.” I said. “This information can't go up for sale.”
 
   His features grew somber. “Of course. I can do that. What happened?”
 
   I looked to Serena. She picked herself off the desk, and dusted herself off. She took a second of breathing to calm herself, then she started. “When Bauer turned me, I woke up hungry. Really hungry. I was mad, and I wanted to hurt him.”
 
   Dumont seemed to catch on pretty quickly. “Oh, hell.”
 
   “I killed him. I ripped out his throat, and drank his blood.” Serena looked down at the floor. “I...I hadn't ever hurt anyone before. Not anything close to that.”
 
   “You drank his blood.” Dumont nodded, understanding. “That's not exactly a common thing. In fact, it's an extreme taboo in vampire society.”
 
   “I thought vampires couldn't drink other vamp's blood, originally.” I noted.
 
   Dumont shook his head. “Oh, they can. It's just a very frowned upon practice.” He paused a moment. “There's a reason you don't let Teresa feed off you, isn't there?”
 
   Serena looked to me, confused.
 
   “Yeah. She can get my powers if she bites me. Or at least, there's a chance she can get some abilities. We killed the first vamp that bit me for that reason.” I explained, feeling incredibly self-conscious.
 
   “Power runs in the blood,” Dumont explained. “Drinking your own maker's blood...Most accounts of it are anecdotal, fairy tales.”
 
   Serena looked between us. “So, what does it mean? I got a super kick of his blood or something?”
 
   “I honestly don't know.” He mused. “Time will show, but my first guess is that you'll have a very potent arsenal from whatever bloodline Anselm Bauer belonged to.”
 
   “Then it means I need to find his maker.” Dumont said, quietly. “I'll do some digging and sort out my contacts.” He nodded to us. “If you don't mind, I am a busy man. I'll have-”
 
   He was cut off by the door opening, Daniel rushing into the room. “Sir, we have a perimeter breach.”
 
   “Explain.” Dumont said.
 
   Daniel looked between Serena and I before continuing. “Someone, no, several someones tripped a wall alarm. We had four alarms and our outer patrolman hasn't reported in yet.”
 
   Dumont sighed. “Damn.”
 
   “Get this often?” I asked.
 
   “Every once in a while.” Dumont looked to Daniel. “Get them somewhere safe.”
 
   Daniel looked to Serena and I. “Ma'am, Sir, if you'll follow me.”
 
   “I can help.” I said as I drew my pistol. “Who's doing this?”
 
   “This time? No clue.” Daniel shrugged. “Let's get you and Miss Laurent somewhere safe, though.”
 
   I considered disagreeing, but it didn't seem like an appropriate time. “Alright, lead the way.” Let the professionals do their work, and let them stop the monsters. I was just an observer here, right?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Dumont headed out towards the front of the house, while Daniel took us towards one of the doors in the hall.
 
   I had my gun raised, and Serena had drawn her knife. Daniel didn't even question that we had weapons on us, which meant they probably knew we were armed even before we stepped out of the car. They just didn't mind. We stepped into another office, this one a study with a number of tables covered with sheets. 
 
   “Well, we can just wait here until things cool down.” Daniel said, lowering his gun.
 
   Shots rang out, muted by the thick walls. I heard someone scream. It wasn't a sound of fear, it was full of pain and anguish. I looked between the two of them. “Crap. What do we do?”
 
   Daniel's voice was tinged with fear. “We stay here.” He looked around, as if sure something was going to go wrong.
 
   “Serena, how are you doing?”
 
   Serena was holding on to her knife with both hands. “Something's out there. I can smell them. A lot of them.” 
 
   “How do they smell?” I asked, voice soft.
 
   Serena closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them with huge pupils. “Like wet dog.” She hissed.
 
   “God damn,” I groaned. “Werewolves.” 
 
   Growls started to come closer. They were coming from outside, I realized. They were stalking the house.
 
   “How many guards are on the grounds right now?” I asked Daniel.
 
   “I...” He paused a moment. “Shit. Seven. Two on the patrol, five in the house.”
 
   “So five.” I said. “Maybe four, if that scream is anything.”
 
   He worried a lip with his teeth, and I could feel the tension. A growl rumbled from outside, closer, right from outside the window. 
 
   “Shit,” Daniel hissed. “They're getting closer.”
 
   I lifted my gun, pointing it towards the window. I wasn't fast enough.
 
   The window had already shattered, a mass of black fur and muscle streaking through the newly created space. I reflexively raised an arm to shield my eyes from the glass. 
 
   A shot rang out, presumably from Daniel's gun. I heard a snarl and a wet ripping sound, and I spun around.
 
   Most shapeshifters played by the rules of conservation of mass. The common gray wolf could top out at about one hundred pounds. A good-sized human male, transformed into a wolf form, made them look like monsters. The werewolf inside the room was a man-wolf that stretched out to almost seven feet tall, all long limbs and claws and bunches of muscle. 
 
   I immediately lifted my gun and put two silver rounds into his back.  The wolf howled, and spun around on me. Its orange eyes bore down on me, and I tied to go for a head shot.
 
   The wolf sprung on me next, and my body protested in pain as it slammed me onto my back. “Hell!” I hissed as I tried to struggle. The wolf snarled, and I lifted my arm again to shield my face.
 
   The wolf howled, and slumped down against me. I grunted as I felt two-hundred-plus pounds of dog fall on me. “What the...”
 
   Someone pulled the wolf away from me, and I looked over. There was a knife in the wolf's back, and I recognized the knife. “Serena?” I turned back to look up.
 
   Serena was standing there, hands shaking as she looked up at me. “I did that.” She whispered.
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. It was messy, but you saved my life.” I pulled myself up off the ground, and took a look at Daniel. His throat was missing, ripped with a violently efficient tear of powerful wolf jaws.
 
   I looked over to Serena, who was staring at the wound. “Shit,” She whispered. “Help me out here, Eric.” 
 
   Immediately I stepped in between her and Daniel's body. “Serena, you're not going to feed on him.”
 
   I watched as her eyes narrowed, focusing on me. “It's there. I want it.” She groaned.
 
   “We need to keep our focus on getting out of here alive.” I explained. I took a step back. “Can you use a gun?”
 
   She nodded. “My uncle has a pistol. Taught me how to shoot it. Said I should always know how to defend myself.”
 
   “Good.” I knelt down next to Daniel, and grabbed the gun off his corpse. “We're going to make a break for the Jeep. This isn't our fight, this isn't my territory.” I held out the gun to her. 
 
   Serena took the weapon and inspected it. She then stepped around me and plucked the magazines from Daniel's shoulder holster. “What about them?”
 
   “My first priority is us.” I said. “I don't know what's going on, honestly. If we can help people, we do, but we're getting out of here. I brought you here, I'm getting you out.”
 
   Serena checked the magazine on the weapon, then nodded. “Alright. We go out through the front?”
 
   “I think so.” I said.  “I don't really relish going out the window and going across the grounds.”
 
   I walked to the door, and opened it, looking out into the hallway. There commotion was coming from outside the hall. I gestured for Serena to follow, and I bit my lip as I waited. I didn't know how Serena would hold up in a prolonged fight. It was best for us to just get out as fast as possible. 
 
   We hurried down the hall, past the relics in the case, and towards the entry hall. I opened the door into mayhem.
 
   There were two guards still standing, another two sprawled out on the floor, bloody messes. The other two were holding compact machine guns, firing at the assailant shapeshifters. 
 
   The werewolves had busted through the front doors, tearing them off their hinges. Wolf men, all with varying fur colors, poured in through the space where those large doors had been. They advanced in, moving fluidly, trying to spread out to surround the guards.
 
   Dumont, however, wasn't having any of that. The ancient Arcane had a pistol in one hand, and a blade in the other. I hesitated to call it a dagger just from the sheer heft of the blade, but it certainly didn't look big enough for a sword. He stood in between the two guards, firing well-aimed shots at any shapeshifter that dared advance too close.  
 
   “Carpenter!” He snarled, seeing us.”Where is Daniel?”
 
   Shit. Just calling towards us had sent two weres shifting their heads towards us. They charged, and both Serena and I raised our weapons. 
 
   We took shots at the charging wolves, and one of them fell. The remaining one lunged at me with a claw, and I stepped back out away from it, dodging it narrowly. I raised my gun, and put a round into its gut.
 
   It hissed, wheeling on me again and striking. This time, its claws cut into my flesh, and I immediately felt warm wetness on my shirt. 
 
   Serena spun on the werewolf, and slammed her knife into it. I heard a bone crack as Serena slid the knife through it, a sickly sound that made me worry for the knife. That quickly dissipated when the wolf started to thrash around in death throes.
 
   It howled, sending a chill through me. I slammed my knife into its throat, sending warm blood gushing over my hand. I groaned, pulling the knife free. 
 
   There were two more wolves charging towards us. “Serena!” I called.
 
   I rolled away from the now-dead first wolf, dodging away from the charging pair. Fear rushed through me, and I had to glance over at Serena for a moment. I saw her dancing away towards the wall of the entry hall, but that cost me in itself. 
 
   The momentary distraction pulled me away from the werewolf charging me. It moved faster than I could raise my gun, and the blow of its claws striking me sent me spinning away. 
 
   The floor rose up to meet me below. I covered my head with my arms, softening the blow slightly. I grunted still, and I felt the weight of the wolf settle on my back. 
 
   Its hot breath hit the back of my neck, and I tried to wiggle out from underneath it. It grabbed me, its claws tangling in my hair. 
 
   “Let's see how you taste,” It growled into my ear. I froze, realizing that I was totally at its mercy. I sure couldn't reach the wolf with my knife,  and my gun was on the ground.
 
   Then the sound of wet flesh and metal filled my ears again, and for the second time in the night, a wolf fell on me.
 
   “Come on, Carpenter.” Dumont hissed. His face was twisted in a fury, his eyes focused down on me. “They're falling back..” He held out his hand to me.
 
   I took his hand, and I felt the brush of his power as I was helped up. It was unlike anything I had ever felt before. It was old, and subtle, but definitely there. It wasn't like any vampire or were I had felt before. 
 
   “So, what was that?” I asked as I looked over to Serena. She was cleaning off the blade on a werewolf's fur. 
 
   Dumont reloaded his pistol. “I have my enemies. Some of them like to hire mercenaries. I don't know why they chose tonight. I'll have a car follow you back to San Francisco.”
 
   I bit my lip, thinking for a moment. “I think I know where I'm going to have to go next. Have you had any one look into it?”
 
   “I know who's responsible for hiring them. I'm forced to take indirect means of retaliation.” It seemed weird for a guy to be talking about indirect means of retaliation while wearing blood-stained Superman socks.
 
   I shook my head. “Those are still mercenaries operating in my territory. I'm going to talk to Finnegan.”
 
   He gave me a little look. “Well, best of luck in that.” He remarked. “As soon as reinforcements arrive, you can leave and I'll have two of my men see you safely back to San Francisco.”
 
   I thought about that. “We'll wait half an hour.” I said. I looked away from him, and I walked towards Serena. “Hey, how're you holding up?”
 
   Serena had placed the gun on the floor, and was just wiping the knife off on her pants. “That...shit.”
 
   “I know.” I slid my gun into the holster and then sheathed my knife in the ankle. “I wasn't a fighter before I got into this.”
 
   “From how you were getting whipped around, I would say you still aren't.” Serena smiled slightly. 
 
   “It's the magic that got me the job. Still learning how to keep myself alive.” I nodded towards Dumont. “He's offering us an escort back to the City.”
 
   “I think I'll take it. Did he say who was responsible for these goons?”
 
   I offered a shrug. “Out of my jurisdiction. He's independent, and he brushed it off. I'm not going to push.”
 
   “So, what's the game plan for what comes next?”
 
   “Simple, we go visit the shifters.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Connor Finnegan was the local shapeshifter boss. Irish as hell and almost two hundred, he wasn't one of my favorite Arcanes. In fact, he ranked pretty low. He and Amy had history, and I wasn't sure that any of it was positive. 
 
   Before we left Dumont's, I got my cuts looked at. They were mostly superficial wounds on my chest, and I ended up just getting some bandages. I changed out of my now-bloody shirt and into my back up that I kept in the trunk. Yes, an Atlanta Hawks tee was totally a great back up. Hindsight is twenty-twenty.
 
   The drive back to San Francisco was quiet. The SUV behind us was unnerving, but knowing it had Dumont's men in it at least kept me from freaking on it. 
 
   It was outside of Finnegan's shipping business hours, so I pulled my trump card with the weres. I dialed up Jackson Miller on speed dial and set it to speakerphone. Pesky California laws about Bluetooth and all that. 
 
   It wasn't the werebear that answered though. Instead, a little girl's voice answered. “Hello, Miller Residence.”
 
   I chuckled softly. “Hey there, Callie, it's Eric. Is your dad around?”
 
   “Hi, Eric!” She said, enthusiastically. “Is Miss Amy there?”
 
   “No, she's not, I-” I should have known better than to engage a five year-old in small talk.
 
   “Next time she's over,  I want to make her try mac 'n' cheese. I know she doesn't eat meat or drink milk, but we have almond milk. That's all right, right? Mom turns into a giant zit, or that's what she says, if she drinks milk. What's a zit?”
 
   I glanced over to Serena for a moment, who was trying not to break out into laughter. Evil vampire. “Callie, I need to talk to your dad. I promise I'll drag Miss Amy over soon. We can braid her hair.” I heard her inhale to start talking again, but I interrupted. “But I need to talk to your dad real quick. Okay?”
 
   She let out a little groan of indignation. “Fine,” She said and I heard her scream. “Dad, it's Eric!”
 
   Both Serena and I winced as it came over perfectly clear on the speakerphone. As adorable as Callie could be, she had little notion over how loud she could be. She was going to be a hellion, if her voice was any indication.
 
   A few moments later, I heard the awkward shuffling of a phone as it changed hands. “Hello, Eric. It's good to hear from you.”
 
   Where Callie was a bouncing ball of energy, Jackson Miller was one of the most cool and centered people I knew. His voice was calm, low, and even. 
 
   “Hey there, Jackson. I've got a problem. You know Arnaud Dumont outside of town?”
 
   He paused for a moment. “The information broker? Yes, I do. Why?”
 
   “I was at his place tonight, and there was an attack. Shapeshifters. I'm going to assume they're out of towners, but I need to talk to Finnegan. Where can I find him?”
 
   Jackson paused a moment. “Eric, why do you think I-”
 
   I groaned. “Because you're second in command, and you know where he spends his nights.”
 
   “Are you alone?” He asked.
 
   “No.” He probably couldn't tell that Serena was in the car with me, but I wasn't going to lie to Jackson. He could hear it in my voice. “I have a vampire with me, one I trust. And no, it's not Teresa.”
 
   A soft chuckle escaped Jackson. “Wise answer, Mister Carpenter. May I have this vampire's name?”
 
   I nodded to Serena. “Go ahead.” 
 
   “My name's Serena Laurent.” She introduced herself. “I was at Dumont's with Eric.”
 
   “I would ask what you were doing with a new face at Dumont's estate, Eric, but I get the feeling that's a dangerous question.”              
 
   “Thank you.” I chuckled to myself a little. Let Jackson think whatever he wanted. “I need to know where I can find Finnegan, and you still owe me for that Bliss crap back before I was knight.”
 
   Jackson sighed. “You're calling that chip now? Fine.” He sighed, and he shook his head. “He's got a table at Callahan's Speakeasy.”
 
   I snorted. “I know the place. I tried applying for a job there, once.” There was a moment's silence in the car. “What? I was a bartender before.”
 
   Serena screwed up her face in confusion. “Huh.”
 
   “Well, if you'll excuse me, Callie is up way past her bedtime....”
 
   “You said you were gonna read The Hobbit to me!” Callie protested in the background.
 
   A little sigh escaped Jackson. “Parenting. Good night, Eric, Serena. I'm off to do my best Thorin.” 
 
   After he hung up, I shrugged. “Off to Callahan's. You can get into a bar, right?”
 
   “Twenty-three forever.” Serena shrugged. 
 
   “Great. Now, before we get there, let me fill you in on Finnegan...”
 
    
 
   Callahan's Speakeasy was situated on a corner of a street, and it definitely had a seasoned look to it. It had been there, as best as I could tell, since Prohibition. It had been a restaurant at that time, with the speakeasy accessed in the back. Now it was partly a museum of the period, as well as still being a restaurant and bar. 
 
   As Serena and I entered, we were instantly greeted with the sounds of boisterous music. Irish folk music blared as we walked to the front desk of the restaurant.
 
   The maitre d' looked us over. He was a thin man with jet hair and green eyes. He was dressed in a dress shirt and vest that fit him nicely. He didn't feel like a were, but I got the sense he wasn't human. Something about his energy. 
 
   I smiled. “Hello there. I'm Eric Carpenter, and this is Serena Laurent. I'm here for Connor Finnegan.”
 
   He paused for a long moment, then said. “Eric Carpenter, Knight of the Bay?”
 
   “They don't give me a badge to flash.” I said. “But any Arcane here will verify it.”
 
   He paused for a moment. “One moment.” He gestured towards something in the back, and another waiter came up. “If you'll follow Alessandro, please.”
 
   We followed a waited past the bar towards the back of the restaurant, where I spotted Finnegan quickly. He was a thin man, with a bony face and sharp features. His blond hair had gotten a haircut, but I was noticing that there was more gray than usual in his hair. He was clean shaven, and he wore a dark suit with a red tie. His blue eyes looked over me, recognizing me immediately. His eyes then darted to my side and took in Serena. 
 
   Finnegan was sitting alone at the table. His plate was nearly empty, and he was picking a few vegetables off it to eat. 
 
   I approached the table, and figured that I wasn't exactly in a great mood to deal with Finnegan tonight. I pulled out the chair and sat right across from him. “Finnegan. No Guinness?” I gestured to the amber drink he had next to the plate.
 
   “You know what the greatest invention of the twentieth century was?” He lifted his glass. “The micro brew.” He took a sip of it. “Beer became tolerable again. Werewolves enjoyed it, especially. We own a good third of the local companies.” He took a long drink from the glass, then turned his attention back to Serena. “You've changed partners, Carpenter. Blonde out of season?”
 
   I mentally counted to three. Serena spoke when I got to two. “Serena. New in town, but I'm backing Eric up tonight.”
 
   Finnegan leaned forward slightly. His sharp face scrunched as he sniffed. “You smell like you're fresh from the grave, vampire.”
 
   Serena hissed. “We're not here for a meet and greet.”
 
   “Indeed.” Finnegan looked back to me with a bored expression. “So, before we get down to business, a drink, perhaps?”
 
   I shrugged. “I'll pass. Not really in a festive mood, considering I just got back from werewolves trying to ransack Arnaud Dumont's house.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Finnegan tilted his head to one side, curious.
 
   “We were visiting Dumont for some information. Dumont got attacked by shifters. They were mercenaries, attacking a free lord, but they still had to run through the Bay first.” 
 
   Finnegan considered a moment.  He took another sip from his glass. “What concern is it to you what shapeshifters do?”
 
   I told myself to count to three mentally. “My concern, Finnegan, is that as the elected Knight, I've got to answer to two other lords, as well as any Arcanes in this town.” I resisted the urge to just punch him. That wasn't going to solve anything. “You have to understand how it looks. We can't have mercenaries running around town.”
 
   Finnegan looked me in the eye. “Who said I knew anything about these mercenaries?”
 
   Suddenly I realized that it might have been possible Finnegan didn't know anything. But how insane would that have been? It seemed unthinkable. Ishmael and Catherine ran such tight ships that I was sure either of them could have told me how any of their people took their coffee. It seemed inconceivable that Finnegan might not have known about it. 
 
   “What you're saying's dangerous.” I whispered.
 
   “Indeed,” He looked up to Serena, then back to me. “Either I knew nothing about the mercenaries, which indicates negligence on my part, or I knew and allowed it, which means I've been aiding and abetting mercenaries as they went to make a hit on an independent power in this area.”
 
   “Or,” Serena said, softly. “You knew and disallowed it, but they did it anyway.”
 
   He looked over to Serena, smiling. “Now, that would be truly surprising. Imagine if a group of shape shifters would not respect the rules and word of an Alpha.”
 
   I swallowed. “You would be instantly seen as weak, a target for other Arcanes in the community.”
 
   “And within my own power structure. Now, I disavow any intelligence of these mercenaries. I knew nothing of it.” Finnegan grabbed a napkin and cleaned off his mouth. “I don't have anything else I can offer you, Mister Carpenter. Is there anything else?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, sir, I hope you have a lovely evening.” I pushed my seat out and stood. 
 
   “I wish you the best in your investigation, Carpenter.” He smiled a little. “I heard about what happened to those two vampires.” 
 
   I shook my head. “Your concern is appreciated.” I gestured for Serena to follow, and we left the Speakeasy.
 
   By the time we got outside, Serena shook her head. “He's a real load of work.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” I groaned. “But crap. If he didn't know, that means Finnegan's losing his touch.
 
   “And if he's losing his touch?” 
 
   “It means that the shape shifters are going to go through a major upheaval soon.” I sighed. “No one's going to like that. Jackson would want to be the next leader of the shape shifters, but that would mean blood shed.”
 
   “I don't suppose werewolves and werebears handle power struggles through games of checkers.” Serena deadpanned as we walked back to the Jeep. 
 
   “No, from everything I'm heard, a dominance fight like that's exactly the last thing the Bay needs.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   When we drove back to Matt's place, I was only mildly surprised to see Teresa's work Tesla parked on the street. I wondered for a moment how long she had been there, and then realized it meant that Teresa and Matt had been talking, most likely. I diverted my attention from the potential disaster to focus on the matter at hand. 
 
   We parked the Jeep and got out, and I whispered. “I'll take the lead on this one.”
 
   “Chances that she knows that we saw Finnegan?” Serena asked.
 
   “One hundred percent. Let's go.”
 
   Serena gave a grave nod, and we walked to the door. When I opened it, I was greeted with the sound of Teresa's laughter. “You're serious?”
 
   “Absolutely. He had a poetry final the next day, and I-”
 
   I rushed into the house and into the living room. “Don't you dare finish that story, Matthias Bartholomew Taylor.” I hissed.
 
   Matt was sitting on the couch, and he started laughing like crazy. “Oh my God, I told you he'd do that!” He snickered. 
 
   Teresa was sitting in one of the chairs, stifling a chuckle. “I could hear the car park.” Her smile turned on Serena. “I hear you two had quite the adventure with Dumont.” 
 
   I sighed. “If you would call surviving a werewolf attack an adventure, sure.” 
 
   “You're quite right. That sounds more like Friday night.” She mused, then took a sip from her drink, making a satisfied sound. “Matt, you have excellent taste in liquor.”
 
   “She knows her whiskey.” Matt smiled. “Makes me wonder what she sees in you.”
 
   “Hey, I like my hard stuff. I just happen to have worked in a college bar and I have my appreciation of fruity stuff.”
 
   Serena looked me over. “A bartender?”
 
   I offered a shrug. “Everyone's got those jobs. Listen, I dealt with Dumont, a bunch of werewolves, and talked with Finnegan. I need something before I'm ready to talk about it.”
 
   “My booze is your booze, yadda yadda.” Matt said. “Go nuts.”
 
   “Serena,” I asked as I walked towards the kitchen. “Drink order?”
 
   “Got the stuff for a Moscow mule?” She asked.
 
   “Have you seen Matt's fridge?” I retorted.
 
   A few minutes later, we were situated back in the living room. I had my absinthe and root beer, and Serena had her concoction, complete with copper mug. I was spoiled so bad by Matt's set up. 
 
   “Where's Amy?” I asked as I settled into my usual chair.
 
   “Home already.” Matt said. “She left about half an hour ago.”
 
   I nodded. “I'll fill her in on the details tomorrow.” I would have preferred her to be here, but that would just have to wait.
 
   “So, who were the shapeshifters who you encountered tonight?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “I don't know.” I said. “Dumont wasn't very open with it. They weren't local, though. I don't think I've ever even seen that many local wolves together at once. They were out of town talent, I'm sure of it.”
 
   “Hence the meeting with Finnegan.” Teresa took another sip from her glass. “The second time in six months that out of town shifter mercs have come in. What did he have to say on the matter?”
 
   “He,” I hesitated. If Teresa knew that Finnegan was out of the loop with vampires, it meant that Ishmael would know as soon as we were done talking here. In the Arcane world, information like that was deadly. “He didn't know that they were operating here. He didn't even get their permission.”
 
   Teresa blankly stared at me for a long moment. “I can't believe it.”
 
   “That's...really bad, isn't it?” Matt asked.
 
   “Terribly, from the way Eric freaked.” Serena noted. “You, I mean, well, Arcanes seem pretty...” She trailed off, searching for a word.
 
   “Cutthroat, Machiavellian, power hungry, chess masters?” Matt suggested, ticking each off. “Powerful people with very long life spans.”
 
   Teresa shot him a look. “Thank you for your analysis, Mister Taylor.”
 
   “My pleasure, Miss Crespo.” He shot back. “I don't even charge.”
 
   I snorted, and shook my head. “Back to the matter at hand. Teresa, are you going to tell the local shifters about this?”
 
   She considered it, seriously, for a moment. “I'm not sure. That is entirely up to Ishmael. He will need time to think on it. I may wait until after the Otero investigation is resolved to tell him.”
 
   “What?” That surprised me. “That seems like it would be information that be, you know, Ishmael priority one.” 
 
   Teresa glanced towards me, and we shared a look. Suddenly, I realized it. Ishmael's irrational behavior. His near-assault of me tonight. It made sense. Teresa didn't want Ishmael drawing the wrong conclusions. Who knew what the master vampire could think of if he believed that Finnegan had lost control of the community?
 
   “Right,” I said, quietly. I was sure Teresa had heard me. I wasn't sure if Serena could pick up on it, but Matt just looked between us.
 
   “I should be going.” She looked at the empty glass. “Blasted vampire metabolism. Can't get a good buzz without blood mixed in.” She set it down, then stood. “Walk me to my car, Eric?”
 
   “Why, of course.” I stood up and set my glass on a table. She gathered her purse and coat and we walked together outside into the cold San Francisco night. 
 
   When we got to the car, she said. “It seems rather silly, but when I heard about what happened at Dumont's, I worried about you.” She quickly added. “Not that I think you're incompetent, but Serena was new, and with all the battle around her...she held onto herself well?”
 
   “She did very well.” I said, keeping my voice soft. We turned to each other. She looked up to me with those large, dark eyes. She had the most beautiful eyes I could ever remember seeing, a deep brown that could hold my soul if she wanted. 
 
   She leaned into me slightly, and I leaned my head down to kiss her forehead. I raised a hand to run through her hair. “That's very unfair.” She whispered.
 
   “What's that?” I couldn't keep the amusement out of my tone.
 
   She laughed, and she pressed her lips to the column of my throat. “You're too tall.”
 
   “I'm sorry, that's a problem?” I asked. 
 
   She scraped her teeth across my throat, which sent a shudder through my body. I had seen what a vampire's fangs could do, experienced it myself. It had been one of the most painful moments of my life. I knew Teresa would never hurt me on purpose. I also was sure that if I ever let her really use those fangs on me, I was likely to have a hell of a time. 
 
   She made a soft humming noise against my skin before kissing my neck, right on my pulse. “Witches should not be tall blond men. It's much too unfair. Even worse, you smell divine.”
 
   I desperately wanted to ask her to stay the night. I knew that if we did that, though, someone would be tasting someone's blood tonight. I wasn't sure I was fine with that, though. 
 
   “You are hardly innocent yourself, Teresa.” I slid my hand up to her jaw, and lifted her face up. “A witch could get into a lot of trouble with you.”
 
   Our eyes locked, and I decided that I wasn't quite ready to offer my blood tonight. I was sure she saw that too. She wasn't disappointed, wasn't mad. 
 
   That was when I realized I cared for Teresa a hell of a lot more than I had been telling myself. She was incredibly important to me, and she understood why I couldn't go full steam head just yet. 
 
   I looked away from her for just a moment, turning back to the house. I didn't need magic to know that we had voyeurs. “We've got an audience.” I whispered.
 
   Teresa turned her head, and she laughed. “Well, I suppose throwing you down on the streets and making you my love slave will have to wait for a night when we don't have an impressionable newly dead vampire and whatever I would call Matt watching us.”
 
   I leaned my head down, and I kissed her slowly, our lips pressing to each other. She pressed her body up into mine, and I embraced her. She molded to me, and I slid a hand up to the back of her head. 
 
   We kissed until I had to pull back for breath, panting. “It's unfair that you don't have to breathe.”
 
                 She laughed, and she stood on tiptoes to give me a love bite on the ear. “I'll let you think about the applications of that when you sleep tonight, my enchanter.” She teased. When she pulled back, I was pretty sure her smile could have been measured in yards.
 
   I'm pretty sure that my smile when I came in was just as ridiculous.
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, I was in the kitchen fixing my breakfast. Serena had a bottle filled with a dark red liquid that I knew all too well. “So, Matt was able to pick up those Plas bottles?”
 
   “They are vile, you know that?” She said as she sipped on the bottle.
 
   “No, I wouldn't. I hope I don't ever have to drink one of those things.” I smiled. “I have, however, been told that they make a good mixer with orange juice.” 
 
   She looked over at the fridge. “Huh. I'll give it a shot.” She stood up from the table and went to find a jug of juice.
 
   Matt entered the kitchen, carrying a bowl of cereal. “How are my two favorite Arcanes?”
 
   I snorted. “Already passed Amy, has she?”
 
   Matt grinned. “What can I say? I like her hair.” He remarked, and took a seat at the table.
 
   “Aw, thanks,” Serena gave her most angelic smile, working not to flash fangs. 
 
   The breakfast conversation was cut short by my phone, ringing out Steve Miller. I smiled towards the rest of the table. “I've got to take this.” I said, and headed into the living room, and answered the call. “Hello, Nick. What can I do for you?”
 
   “Good morning, Eric. How's Serena?” I shuddered. The man had a way of making me shiver, and not in a good way.
 
   I bit back a sarcastic response. “She is fine, but I imagine that a newborn vamp isn't why you're calling me.”
 
   “No, I need a favor.” He said. “Think of it as some advance payment for the information I provide.”
 
   I paused a moment. “All right, fine. What do you need?” 
 
   I could almost see his big grin. “Go to Hannibal Meats. They're a local butcher's shop, and they have something that I require for the job I'm having you participate in.”
 
   “This isn't going to be like a goat's kidney or something like that, is it?”
 
   He laughed. “No, no, it's nothing organic. Just pick it up and stow it away until my contact comes.”
 
   “All right. Nick. But if it bites my hand or stinks up the car, I'm footing you the bill.” 
 
   “Just get it done.” He growled, and hung up. 
 
   Nick had a bad habit of being snappy at times. I shrugged, and put my phone away. I peeked into the kitchen. “Hey, gotta make a run, guys.”
 
   Matt looked up. “Wait, what?”
 
   “I've got some case stuff to look into, going to do it alone. Hey, Serena, how are you with kids?”
 
   “What?” She looked between us, panic setting in.
 
   “Matt works at a school. I mean, if you don't feel comfortable, you don't have to go with him. I just don't want you alone so close after all this.”
 
   Serena sighed. “I'll be fine, really. But I'll give you or Matt a call if I do need anything. All right?”
 
   Both Matt and I smiled. “All right,” Matt offered a warm smile. The man knew how to be reassuring. I guess they teach you that when you become a therapist. 
 
   “Well, I'm going to go chase down a lead. Catch you all later.” I offered my best, pleasant smile, and departed.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Hannigan Meats was a bistro in the Covens. I decided that, since I was on business related to Nick, I had best go prepared. I wore a leather jacket over my hoodie, the best choice I had for body armor on a city street. I slipped my pistol into one of the inside pockets of the jacket, keeping it hidden from plain view. And as always, my knife was on my left ankle for a quick draw. 
 
   The butcher's shop, however, wasn't exactly a fortress of evil. There was a fruit cart outside the shop, and as I walked up to it               I bought an apple. I walked in, the smell of fresh meat and salt and all other delicious aromas hit me like a freight train. I approached the counter, where a large redheaded woman lurked behind the counter. “Hey there, what can I get for you?”
 
   I smiled politely. I get nervous around butchers. People with that much experience with knives can creep me out. “I'm here for a delivery. Eric Carpenter, for Nick.”
 
   She paused for a moment, and I saw one of her hands disappear beneath the counter. I tensed, the urge to grab my gun rising. I fought that urge. “Did Nick happen to give you a keyword?”
 
   Oh, Nick. You jerk. I decided to just place my hands on the counter. “Nick didn't give me a keyword.”
 
   The woman behind the counter relaxed, and she smiled. “Professional tip. Nick doesn't do that stuff. He told me you'd be coming. Your face was priceless, though. Eric, Knight of the Bay, right?”
 
   “Yeah, that's me.” 
 
   She smiled. “Wait just a second, I'll be right out with something.” 
 
   I started to snack on my apple as she left for the back, and I stated to wonder just what this was. Did Nick just have civilian contacts all throughout town? Knowing Nick, I wouldn't have been too surprised.
 
   The woman came back out just a moment later. “Here you go, Mister Carpenter.” She had a small wooden box about the size of a pencil case in one hand. She placed it on the counter.
 
   I smiled. “Thank you very much, ah....”
 
   “Winifred Hannigan, at your service.” She stuck out a big hand, which I shook. 
 
   “Pleasure to meet you, Winifred.” I nodded, and I picked up the box. “Did Nick have any instructions over whether to open this or not?” 
 
   “Go ahead and open it. It's not like he's having you pick up Pandora's box.” Winifred shrugged.
 
   I undid the little latch on the front of the box to open it. Inside were a few dozen bullets, placed in perfect little slots. “He wanted bullets?”
 
   A little smile crept across the butcher's face. “They're iron bullets. Not as well-balanced as your typical lead, but they are made to take on certain things that lead and silver usually aren't as effective against.”
 
   “Wait, what?” I looked back down to the bullets. “What are you talking about?”
 
   She shrugged. “I don't ask questions. All I know is that you were supposed to pick up iron bullets. I can't tell you, because I don't know, what they're for.” She gave me a smirk. “I try not to ask too many questions. Safer that way.”
 
   “With Nick, my routine is more trust, but verify. I know enough about him to have my suspicions.” 
 
   Winifred nodded. “Of course. Well, Eric, good luck with whatever you need these for.”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, let's see.” I looked down at the bullets. Forty-fives. Nick knew me too well. I closed the box and nodded. “Thanks for this.” I said. “Cheers,” I nodded, and I left the butcher's shop with my apple and my box of bullets.
 
   I went to the car, and put the box of the bullets underneath a blanket. After that, I went to the car and looked up New Age stores in the San Francisco area. Trying that with the extra search term Corazon, I found the Corazon Shoppe. I checked the address, and got into the car, driving my way through the streets of San Francisco.
 
    
 
   The Corazon Shoppe was situated underneath an apartment building, a hole-in-the-wall joint. The shop had a hand-painted sign hanging over the door, and as I entered, a bell clanked overhead. 
 
   The store held a number of aromas. I could only pick out a few. Sage, oak, cinnamon. I looked around the store, where a number of shelves stood with product. Many of them had books, on a variety of subjects ranging from diets to practice of magic, while others held various objects or totems. 
 
   I walked to the counter, where a woman in her thirties with glasses was pouring over some accounts. “Hello, I'm looking for Renee Corazon.”
 
   The woman looked up and smiled. “Well, you've found her, cher.” She took off her glasses, looking up at me with brown eyes. “I'm Renee Corazon, owner of this establishment. How can I help you?”
 
   I returned the smile. “My name's Eric Carpenter. I'm working with the police investigating a homicide, and I was hoping you could help me with something.”
 
   Renee nodded. “Of course, sure.” She stood, and offered her hand to me. “Are you a detective?” 
 
   “Ah, no,” I shook her hand. “More like a consultant. I help with Arcane-related cases, on occasion.”
 
   She looked me over for a second, then came out from behind the table. She was a woman of average height, with dark skin and short hair. She wore a vest over her t-shirt and tattered jeans with cowboy boots. “Well, something Arcane-related? Show me what you've got.”
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about magic, actually. Blood magic.”
 
   She stared at me for a long moment. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “Two vampires were murdered a few nights ago, Miss Corazon. And I think the killer used their blood to do something magical with them.”
 
   Renee looked at me for a long moment. “You're not human, are you?”
 
   “What makes you say that?” I asked. 
 
   She moved back behind the counter, sitting down and reaching underneath the desk. “Because people usually preface things they say like that with 'oh, it's crazy', or 'I know this sounds nuts, but'. Normal humans don't just jump into things and not preface it with a warning.”
 
   I thought about that for a second. “Well, we do live in a world with vampires and all that.”
 
   “Still. It's magic you're talking about.” Renee pulled a thick leather-bound tome from underneath the counter. “You look human. You don't have a vampiric pallor, and you haven't been sniffing the air constantly so you aren't a were.”
 
   “So you want to know what I am.” I surmised.
 
   “Frankly, yes.” Renee pointed down at the book. “This is a book of secrets. It's been passed down in my family for generations.”
 
   I frowned. I didn't know such books existed. My mother had her journals, but nothing so formal as this thing that looked like it was pulled off the set of Charmed. “I'm a witch,” I said quietly.
 
   “You mean a warlock.” Renee responded. 
 
   “Witch. Homo arcanis or something.” I shrugged. “I can see magic. Manipulate it. Use it.” 
 
   “That's more than I can do.” She said. “I can do some minor rituals, but I can't just...see magic, or manipulate it.” Renee kept a discerning look on me. “How long have you been able to do this?”
 
   I offered a shrug. “Six months or so. I guess you're not too in on the Arcane politics.”
 
   “No, I'm not.” Renee said. “I'm human. Non-arcane in every way except my practice.”
 
   “I'm the Knight of the Bay, it's sort of my job to help the Arcanes here.” I looked back down at the book. “So, does that thing have anything about vampires?”
 
   “Depends on what you want to know about vampires.” She opened the book, flipping through the pages. They were written on older paper, vellum, by the looks of it. The penmanship was flowing, intricate in some places. 
 
   “Specifically, I want to know what magic you can do with the blood of a vampire.” I said. “Can I ask you to keep quiet about this?”
 
   Renee glanced up from flipping the pages, looking at me for a long moment. “Sure, certainly, Eric.” She said. “I don't suppose there's any way I can send the police a bill for my time, is there?”
 
   I shrugged. “You'd probably be better off trying to bill Ishmael.” I saw her look up again when I mentioned the Count's name. “You're not a fan?”
 
   “I try my best to stay away from the players of the city.” She said. “Between running a business and the like, I don't have much time for power-hungry vampires.” As she started to flip through the book, she said. “Pull up a chair, and we'll see what we can find.” She gestured towards a small reading area near the window of the shop.
 
   I grabbed a chair from the reading area and returned to the counter with it. I watched as Renee skimmed through the pages. “It's not in English, is it?”
 
   Renee shook her head. “No, it's mostly in French. My family lived there until the seventies. Most of the contributions to the book are centuries old, however. It's a collection of recipes and spells, rituals and the like.”
 
   “What kind of spells?” I asked.
 
   “Things like weather spells, divination.” 
 
   “And you can just do it? You don't need to be a witch?”
 
   She shrugged. “There's a little bit of magic in all of us. Most people ignore it, or never realize that it exists. There are names for those humans with no innate talent that learn to sue it. Warlocks, wizards, Wiccans. But witches? There are notes about witches in some of the earlier parts of this book. Those were written in pre-Revolutionary France. After the Revolution, those mentions of witches stop.”
 
   “Huh. I've been asking around, and it seems like that it was a global thing. Around the turn of the nineteenth century, the witches just disappeared off the face of the earth.”
 
   “It's curious, certainly.” Renee said. “Now, can you tell me what these murders were like?”
 
   “Certainly. They were a married vamp couple, the Oteros. Both were naked, and bound by silver. They had a large cut across both their stomachs, from chest to navel. Their blood had been spilled all over their sheets.” I reeled off the facts of the case. “No signs of forced entry, no signs of a struggle. It makes no freaking sense. What vampires just let themselves be butchered?”              
 
   “I don't know. It's strange.” She shook her head. “There aren't too many notes of vampires in these works, but if it is, I'll need some time. Can you wait for a day or two for me to look through this? My ancestors did not exactly have the clearest of writing.”
 
   I smiled and stood up. “Sure, I'd be all right with waiting.” I just hoped that there would be something that would be helpful. I reached into one of my coat pockets, and pulled out an old cigarette case. Inside were my business cards, and I placed one on the coutner. “Gimme a ring. Any hour. I'll be there.”
 
   “Really?” She smiled. “I'll keep that in mind. See you around, Eric Carpenter.” She said as the door bell chimed. 
 
   I had been taking a moment to check my phone when whoever that new customer was bumped into me. “Oh, sorry!” A male voice said.
 
   “Oh, ah, no prob.” I shook my head, and pulled my jacket around me. I headed out back to my car, when my cell rang. 
 
   I checked the caller ID, and rolled my eyes. “Yes, Nick, I got your bullets.” I grumbled as I headed back to the car.
 
   “That's good. I was calling because I did find something in our files.” 
 
   “You did? That's great!” I felt a surge of confidence. Finally some information. 
 
   “Yes, there's a murder with a similar MO in it.” 
 
   “Really? That's...interesting.” I opened up the car and got into the driver's seat. I pulled a notebook from the glove compartment.
 
   “This was back in '03 down in San Diego. I'll send you a copy of the file to your work email.” He said. 
 
   I paused, confused. “Wait, it happened back in '03? That was before four-thirteen.” 
 
   Nick laughed. “You think the Arcanes came out of nowhere? They didn't just magically appear.”
 
   “Right. So, the murders match?”
 
   “Most of the details. Vics were two vampires, both restrained the same way. Bellies were slit open, left to bleed out. We didn't have any witches, obviously, so we weren't able to deduce it was real magic. It went cold pretty fast.”
 
   I frowned as I wrote everything done. “All right, Nick, now I-” My phone, which was on speaker on my lap, started vibrating. I looked down, and saw that it was a number from Ishmael's offices. “Nick, this was very helpful, but I've got another call. Business.”
 
   “You're very welcome, Mister Carpenter. Tata.” He hung up, and I picked up the new incoming call. “Eric Carpenter,” I answered.
 
   “Eric, it's Teresa.” I relaxed into the seat of the car. “I need you at Wilson Managements.”
 
   “Wilson Managements?” I furrowed my brow. “You guys have never had me come to the home office.” I plugged my phone into the car as I started up.
 
   “Well, Ishmael is holding a press conference. We'd like you to be here for that.” 
 
   “When you say 'we', did Ishmael request my presence?” 
 
   She paused a moment. “Yes. The community's been finding out about the Oteros. Someone in the police talked, and now Ishmael wants to address the situation to both the Arcanes and the general public.”
 
   I hit my head against the headrest of the driver's seat. “He's punishing me. Great.” I sighed as I put the car into drive. “Well, okay, I can be there in...fifteen minutes?”
 
   “You're wearing a suit, I hope?”
 
   “Oh. It's that kind of press conference. Make it thirty.” I sighed. “See you then.” I started to pull onto the street. “Hey, how's your evening look?” Part of me dreaded this. I hoped I wasn't going to get grilled. Public speaking was not my deal.
 
   “I'm sure I can finagle something. How about a coffee?”
 
   “Coffee, I can do. Say, after this whole press conference?” 
 
   “I look forward to it.” She said. “See you then.”
 
   “See you,” I said, and changed my destination. I needed to change. Suits, great.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Working in the official business of working with the arcane powers in the city had taught me an appreciation for suits. Even amongst vampires who had lived for centuries, appearances were everything. I'd picked up a few suits for the work, and I didn't.
 
   I wasn't exactly red carpet material in it, but I felt good. That's half the job of a good suit, my grandpa had said. I walked to the front desk of Wilson Managements, which was situated in a building of its own. For a business owned by the undead, it was well-lit, clean, and gave every sense of professionalism. The only sign that it might have been anything but every other firm in San Francisco was the coat of arms that was the company's logo, Ishmael's personal crest.
 
   I smiled at the admin manning the desk. “Hi, Eric Carpenter for the presser?
 
   The admin, a man in his twenties with brown hair and a sharp gray suit, smiled. “Of course. It's the meeting room to the left.” He gestured, and I saw the ajar double doors.
 
   “Thank you, Mister Perry.” I said as I nodded to the man, taking a quick glance at the desk plate. 
 
   I headed into the meeting room. In the past six months, I had spent as much time as I could learning how to be an investigator. Part of that was watching tape of press conferences, learning the speech for dealing with journalists, and how to dodge barbed questions. I saw a seat open at the table where Ishmael and Teresa were settling in, and Teresa gave me a gesture to come. I sighed, and walked around the pool of chairs were various reporters. I took the seat, which ended up being on Ishmael's left. I swallowed down a lump at my throat, looked over to the Count.
 
   Ishmael had his hair slicked back, and he wore a dark suit that fit his solid, stocky frame quite well. “Mister Carpenter, before we begin,” He whispered. “I do wish to apologize for my outburst last night. It was uncharacteristic of me, and while I do not appreciate your possible accusation, I did act out of line.”
 
   “And I apologize for making such a claim without founding, Count Ishmael.” I replied. “Let's feed the rabid predators now, shall we?”
 
   Ishmael broke a smile. I considered that a victory for the day. “Very well.” He signaled for the microphone to turn on in front of him, and he began. “Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to thank you all for coming.” While most people didn't notice the change in his voice, Teresa and I certainly did. When speaking to crowds, Ishmael's voice grew slightly deeper, a tactic he used to assert control. “I am Ishmael Giat, and I have asked you here today to answer questions regarding two vampires in this city, and their untimely demises.
 
   “Katrina and Luis Otero were murdered in their home two nights ago. Their killer chained them, and murdered them. With me today are Teresa Crespo and Eric Carpenter, who are currently liaising with the San Francisco Police Department to investigate the matter.”
 
   I had to force myself from just whipping my head around to stare at Ishmael. What was his play here? One of the reporters spoke up. “Mister Giat, do you believe these killings to be racially motivated?”
 
   Ishmael paused a moment. “I believe they are. Two vampires, brutally murdered. They had no enemies. There have been no threats, no promise to kill again, but the Life-First groups do have their more militant factions.” He frowned. 
 
   “Have you come up with any leads?”
 
   He looked to me, then said. “I don't wish to comment on that at this point. It is an ongoing investigation. The reason I have called this meeting is-” 
 
   He never got to finish that statement. Automatic fire rang out like a long cloth being torn. I didn't see who it was at first, I only reacted.
 
   “Get down!” I really hoped the tables were at least solid. I knocked the one I was sitting behind over, getting a makeshift barricade. Screams and cries of terror filled my ears, and I could only imagine the carnage on the other side of the table. I turned to the master vampire next to me. “Ishmael?”
 
   He snarled. “I can't explain it all. Something must have broken through security.”
 
   I peeked my head over the top of the table, then ducked back under it. There were three men, dressed in suits and ski masks. Just great. There were several real reporters on the ground, wounded or already dead. “How are you two?” I turned to the two vampires. 
 
   Ishmael had a huge wound on his shoulder, dark blood seeping from the wound. I didn't smell the tell-tale steam of silver. “Wounded,” The count replied. “Disabled.”
 
   Teresa, though, was flush with anger. “Bastards.” She hissed. “It's daylight. I'm not as strong as I usually am. Are you armed, Eric?” 
 
   I pulled my Colt and chambered a round. “Ready.” I said as Teresa drew a small batch of throwing knives from her purse.
 
   “Good. You lay down suppressive fire. I'll see what I can do about them.” I trusted Teresa's aim a lot more than my own. The gun was my secondary tool. I preferred to just not get into fights.
 
   We gave a silent nod, and we took our separate jobs. I rose, bringing my pistol to bear. I laid out a pair of shots, catching one of the assailants and sending him grabbing his shoulder as he spun to the ground. 
 
   I ducked back under as they turned their attention on me. How did these guys sneak automatic weapons into a presser? I saw Teresa as she tossed one of her knives towards the attackers. A curse in what I'd come to recognize as Portuguese told me that she wasn't satisfied with her shot. 
 
   I saw one of the bullets send wood shards flying behind us. I checked again on the wounded Count between Teresa and I. “How're you hanging in there?” I asked the Count. 
 
   Ishmael glared at me. “I've got a bullet wound. I've never been shot before. How do you think I'm doing?” 
 
   I shrugged. “You're conscious. That's a start.” I looked at the wound for a moment. How did you treat first aid for a vampire? “Teresa? How's it on your end?”
 
   The vampiress had ducked back down. “One's wounded, but still firing. Other one has placed a few chairs between us. Can't get to him.”
 
   Another rattle of fire sent more wood chips flying above us. Two guys were putting out quite a bit of firepower. I needed something, anything. I slid Teresa my gun. “Cover me.” I said, and tossed her my spare magazine as well.
 
   “What?” She looked at me with concern. “Eric, I thought you couldn't.”
 
   “I need to try. I'm going to clear your line of fire.” I focused, and closed my eyes. I reached out, pulled on the ripples of magic. I drew them around my hand, mentally looping it around my hand like a piece of string again and again, hundreds of times in my mind in a matter of a second. 
 
   Actual, physical magic was hard to do. At least for me. I had first summoned it in the home of magic, the Other Side. But now I was in trouble, and masked gunmen were just as, if not more, dangerous than a master vampire who had kidnapped a friend of mine. The little magic I had summoned in our world would not be enough for what I had in mind.
 
   I nodded to Teresa, and she and I moved in one fluid motion. Teresa rose and fired the pistol, originally her weapon, with a fluid precision. It kept them down, and I rose.
 
   I flung out my hand, pushing it towards the two attackers and the rows of chairs. I shaped the magic in my mind, imagining a wrecking ball and the force of it. At first, nothing came. I saw one of the gunmen turn, and I ducked back down. Too slow.
 
   Pain blossomed in my right shoulder, and I cried out. The searing sensation of the wound was indescribable. I probably didn't sound very macho at the moment, but there were people all around me in pain, crying, moaning in agony. The pain wasn't the worst I had felt. I looked down, and saw the bleeding. I couldn't reasonably assess it, but I knew it hurt like a bitch. 
 
   I took the pain and forced it to shape my magic, using the pain to focus. There was nothing so focusing as imminent demise. I thrust my hand forward again, drifting all my thoughts into one single word. Force. 
 
   A crack-boom whipped through the air, and I felt the pure energy leave my hand, invisible yet entirely potent. The chairs bowled over, and the wave of force toppled over the camera stands and any hope of cover that the gunmen had. It was quickly followed up by a pair of shots from Teresa, who took down both gunmen with well-aimed shots.
 
   I slumped down, feeling the immediate drain that magic placed on my body. I fell behind the table, groaning as I grabbed at my shoulder, placing pressure on it. Warm blood oozed out, and I hissed. “Crap crap crap.” I groaned, forcing my eyes open. You were supposed to stay conscious, right?
 
   Teresa moved in front of me. “Eric,” She cupped my face. “Stay awake.” She bundled up her jacket, pressing it against the wound. “Stay awake, you. You have to explain to me what you just did.”
 
   “Magic, baby,” I smiled, though it was probably a bit more goofy than I intended. “Someone call 911?”
 
   “Emergency services are on their way. Security called it in.”
 
   “Fat load of help they did. Who were those people?”
 
   “Television crew.” She looked back towards the front. “Several vampires are now patrolling. It's one of our contingency plans.”
 
   “I need to activate one of my own.”
 
   I closed my eyes, now, focusing. The pain wanted to drag me to unconsciousness, but I needed to do this. Amy. Amy, I need you. 
 
   “Eric,” The cool, calm voice of my guardian came into my ear. I opened my eyes, turned my head.  Amy was kneeling next to me, her fierce eyes burrowing into mine. “Eric. What happened?”
 
   “Shot.” I grunted.
 
   “Where did you come from?” Teresa asked.
 
   Amy narrowed her gaze at the vampire. “That is none of your concern.” She looked back to me. “The wound went through.” She nodded. “That is good.”
 
   “What do you plan to do?”
 
   “Something to speed along the healing.” She pulled the jacket away. “See to your master, Teresa. I have my own ward to tend to.” She spoke with a crisp, commanding tone.
 
   I had never seen Teresa take orders from anyone other than Ishmael. But she nodded, and she paid attention to Ishmael. I watched as she slashed her own wrist with one of her knives, and offered her blood to her maker. Ishmael drank slowly from her, and I watched as his tongue lapped at her dark skin. It was so far from my mind that I was watching Teresa feed her own master, that I realized getting shot really distorts priorities. How often did those two share blood? Was she an emergency blood pack for him?
 
   Amy was nowhere near as gentle. She placed her hands on me. She spoke in a language I didn't recognize. Was this magic? Whatever it was, it burned like hell. It felt like every nerve in my body was on fire, spreading from my shoulder. I clung to the sound of Amy's voice, whispering in that weird language. I panted, groaned, cursed.
 
   I just started rambling. I'm pretty sure that I started quoting Faust at one point. I did not handle delirium well. Finally, I heard Amy's voice, back in English. “Rest, Eric. You have earned that reward for a short while, but you will be needed again shortly.”
 
   Sweet oblivion.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   I know hospitals anywhere. The rhythmic sound of the EKG, the smell of hardcore sanitary environments, the unyielding discomfort of a hospital bed. It had been six months since my last visit as a patient, but I had been starting to get familiar with it.
 
   I didn't open my eyes for a while, but when I did, I saw Teresa, Serena, and Amy were all waiting at the edge of the bed. 
 
   “You're all standing,” I grumbled, and desperately wished I wasn't wearing a hospital gown. 
 
   Serena offered a shrug. “Amy said she knew when you'd wake up.”
 
   “What was that you did?” I asked, rubbing at my head. Downside of letting my hair grow out was that it was a mess whenever I woke up. 
 
   “I healed you, but I also placed you in a...reboot cycle, setting your body to rest through a REM cycle.” 
 
   “Fantastic,” I grumbled as I sat up. “So, I've got three wonderful ladies at my bedside. I have not been that good this year. What's up? How's Ishmael?”
 
   “Recovering,” Teresa answered. Her fingers drummed against the foot of the bed. “But there is a more pressing concern.”
 
   “Being?”
 
   Teresa frowned. “There's been another murder. We need you to take a look at it.” 
 
   I paused for a moment, and I looked to Amy. “How mobile am I?”
 
   “Ah, Eric, I know you are left-handed, but perhaps it is best you look at your right arm.”
 
   I looked down, and cursed. “You have got to be kidding me.” My right arm was in a sling. Perfect. “How long?”
 
   “A few days, enough for you not to disturb your stitches.” 
 
   Just my luck. “Great.” I sighed, and reached up to my shoulder. “So, where did you guys find the body?”
 
   “San Jose.”
 
   I frowned at that. San Jose, the often-forgotten southern cousin of San Francisco. Most Arcanes ignored San Jose, unless they worked there. There wasn't enough nightlife to hold a vampire or Red Angel's attention. “All right,” I nodded. “Serena, you drive, right?” She nodded. “Amy, I need you to head over to Corazon Shoppe. Grill Renee for whatever you can on the research I asked her to do. Serena, you're driving me down to the South Bay.” I used my left arm to steady myself as I lumbered out of the hospital bed. 
 
   All three of them watched me. My first thought had been that the gown had ridden up or something, but that didn't turn to be the case as I looked behind me. “What is it?”
 
   “We need to talk,” Amy said. “Teresa said you conjured magic.”
 
   “Yeah, I did.” I nodded. “It wasn't pretty, but I was able to summon it.”
 
    Amy smiled. “She said you conjured quite a bit of force.”
 
   Serena looked between the three of us. “I thought that's what witches did.”
 
   I shook my head. “Never been able to manifest it in this world.” Serena's questioning look forced me to add. “Don't ask about metaphysics. We'll talk about it on a day where I haven't been shot. Do I have clothes?”
 
   Teresa nodded.  “We brought a bag.” She said.
 
   “Will you need assistance?” Amy asked. 
 
   “Ah, yeah. Never had to put a shirt on while I was wearing a sling.”
 
   “Very well,” She looked between the two other women in the room. “Some privacy?” 
 
   Teresa considered it for a moment. “I am not a jealous type. I have every belief Miss Amy's intentions are noble.” She looked to Serena. “Let's grab some coffee for you two for the road.”
 
   After a slow, torturous process of Amy and I working to get me dressed, I asked. “Done this much?”
 
   “I have dressed wounds on many fields of battle.” She answered. “Modern medicine still impresses me.”
 
   “How long am I really going to have to wear this?”
 
   “The wound should be fully healed by tomorrow, provided you get a decent night's rest.” At my snort, she added. “I could force you to heal normally. That would not be comfortable for either of us.”
 
   “So, what do you know of the new victim?”
 
   “Another vampire,” She said. “That is all I know.” She stood up, and placed a hand on my shoulder. “You truly manifested magic?”
 
   “Yup,” I nodded. “Tried it once, didn't get it, but after I got shot, well, the pain focused me, I suppose.”
 
   “It could be a start,” Amy suggested. “Perhaps the first time was the hardest. I have heard of magic initially being difficult, but once the first time has passed, it becomes much easier to manifest energy.”
 
   “Let's hope you're right.” I reached around with my good arm and hugged her. “Be careful, all right? There's a killer out there, and some people have taken a shot at some vampires.”
 
   “Why are you worried about me?” She asked as she returned the hug, if a little stiffly. 
 
   “Because I'm associating with vampires, and you're close to me. I don't know what they want, but all of us need to stay on their guard.”
 
   “You most importantly. I will try to keep a sense out on you, to see if you are in danger.”
 
   I pulled away slightly. “Amy, I don't want you to just be my guardian. I want you to be a partner in this. I don't want you at my beck and call. Your talents are wasted babysitting me.”
 
   She took a step back, resting back against the window sill of the room, which looked out into the lit San Francisco night. “Dangerous words, Eric Carpenter.”
 
   “Why? Because you made a deal with my mother?” I picked up my jacket off the bed and draped it over my shoulders. “What do you want to do with your life?”
 
   Amy's eyes cast down to the floor. “I wish to help people. That is all I have ever wanted to do.”
 
   “You could help more than me. There are a lot of Arcanes out there, and a lot like Serena who could use your help.” I reached out my good hand, offering it to her. “When this is over, and we've got some time, I want to talk about renegotiating our business relationship.”
 
   “You do not wish my protection?” She frowned, disappointed. “Have I been unsatisfactory?”
 
   “No, but I think a lot of people could be helped. It'd be selfish of me to hoard it all.”
 
   “Once this case is over.” She placed her hand in mine, and we shook hands. “Until then, call on me if you need my help.”
 
   “Will do, Amy.” 
 
   Someone knocked on the door. I turned for a moment, seeing it was Serena waiting for me. When I looked back to say goodbye, Amy was already gone. The woman was like Batman, just disappearing on people like that. 
 
   “Come in!” I called to Serena.
 
   Serena peeked her head in. “Car's outside. Let's roll.”
 
    
 
   The ride down to San Jose on 101 was traffic-free. Late nights be praised.
 
   “So what were you two talking about in there?” Serena's question broke my thoughts. 
 
   I shrugged. “Oh, stuff. I think it's pretty selfish of me to just have her as my guardian. She could be helping other people.”
 
   Serena grinned. “I dunno, if I had a blond girl in combat boots ready to kick butt for me, I'd be all in for it.” 
 
   I shrugged. “Amy taught me initially about the theory of magic. But now, now all that stuff is in my mother's journals. I think some of it, at least, was designed as an instruction manual for witches. About theory, but not a lot about execution. There's some spells, rituals, but...I need to figure that out now.”
 
   “So what could she do? What you do?”
 
   “I don't know. Amy's pretty smart about Arcanes. I think she could be a Knight, or something similar. Who knows, I think she'd make a really good private investigator. For all that old speak, she's good with people.”
 
   “Yeah.” She paused a moment. “So, uh, change of subject. You and Teresa.”
 
   “What about us?” I asked, already dreading the direction of this subject.
 
   “Well, okay,” She sighed. “What's sex with a vampire like?”
 
   I did a double take. “Uh, wait...” I palmed my face. “Teresa and I aren't...”
 
   “Wait. You're together, right?”
 
   I shrugged. “We haven't had sex.”
 
   Serena frowned. “Why not? I mean, I don't want to pry.” She paused a beat. “Okay, I sort of do.”
 
   “I...listen, Serena. My first experience really with a vampire wasn't pleasant. It wasn't sexual, but the bite wasn't good. It's not a matter of whether I find her attractive, or if I care for her.” I looked away for a moment, and tucked a loose strand of my hair behind an ear with my good arm. “It's a matter of time. We've talked about this. When I'm ready, I'll tell her, and we'll talk about it. I trust her, and all, but I'm just not ready.”
 
   Serena nodded. “That's cool. I mean, that's probably more communication than any relationship I had in college.” She waited a second. “Hey, let's get you some calories after we've finished with the scene.”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, sure, I could go for some burgers or something.” I agreed, and I slumped in the seat as we entered Santa Clara County.
 
   We got to the crime scene in downtown San Jose relatively quickly. It was the middle of the night, and there was barely any traffic around the location of the murder. We parked in a lot, and we got out of the car. 
 
   I walked across the street, towards the familiar commotion of police activity. The crime scene was in a parking lot, and the two street corners nearest the lot were blocked off by emergency vehicles. 
 
   A uniformed cop held up a hand. “Sir, ma'am, this is a crime scene.” The officer, a white woman with short red hair, glared at the both of us with the look of someone who had been shooing people away for a while.
 
   “My name's Eric Carpenter.” I pulled out my wallet and flashed the Arcane Consultant's badge. “I'm here with my associate Serena Laurent. We got asked to come down from San Francisco.”
 
   “Oh. Hold on a sec.” She reached for the radio on her shoulder strap. “Captain Francis, Officer Martinez. We've got someone who says he's a consultant. Eric...” She looked to me to supply my name again.
 
   “Carpenter. Eric Carpenter.” I supplied, patiently.
 
   “Carpenter.” She went back and forth for a minute or two. “Captain Francis. There with your Detective Hernandez.”
 
   “Thanks, Officer.” I nodded curtly and we headed into the parking lot, past the concrete barriers surrounding the lot and signed in. We continued on towards the mass of cops, and Hernandez turned to see us.
 
   “Hey, Carpenter. Got a new gal this time?” He asked, which earned him a dirty look from me. “Ah, hi. D-I Hernandez, SFPD.” He extended a hand towards Serena.
 
   “Serena Laurent. I'm driving him around. Promise I won't touch anything.”
 
   Hernandez glanced back to me, and he saw the sling. “That from the attack earlier today?”
 
   “Yes,” I grunted. “I got lucky on the hit. Still, getting shot is a new experience.”
 
   He nodded. “Never been shot. Got stabbed once, it wasn't pleasant at all.” Hernandez turned back to the crime scene. “Here, this one's different, but once you see it...” He trailed off, and gestured for us to follow.
 
   We walked past the ring of cops. The scene was a few hours old, but the body was still there.
 
   I could tell the dead man was a vampire right away. His mouth had lolled open in death, showing his fangs. He was white, with dark curly hair that was surrounded by a halo of his blood. There was a cut across his neck, where blood had spilled out from it, forming a neat little pool at his head and shoulders.
 
   I looked further down. He wore a black coat of a decent make, a blue button down shirt, and slacks that spoke to a professional background. He had a clip on his belt for a cell phone, with a rather recent smart phone still holstered. “ID?” I asked softly.
 
   A rough smoker's voice spoke up. “Yeah, right on the body.” 
 
   I turned my head, and saw a black man in what I guessed was his late forties. He had salt-and-pepper hair, a grim frown, and the hard glare in his eyes had me guessing on who this was.
 
   “Captain Francis, I presume?” I stood. “Eric Carpenter. I'd shake hands, but I'm currently...” I gestured to the sling.
 
   He gave a gruff nod, then looked to Serena. “And you are?”
 
   “Serena Laurent,” She introduced herself. “I'm his assistant for the evening.” She said, and extended her hand. The two shook hands firmly, and I saw a little smile play across Serena's face. Was she enjoying this?
 
   “Well, pleasure to meet you.” He said, then addressed both of us. “The victim's name is Robert Cole. We ran a quick check on him, he works for a marketing firm downtown.”
 
   I nodded. “So, any idea what happened?”
 
   “Vampire physiology isn't exactly a specialty of our criminalistics team. However, our first look is that the slash of the throat did him in. There were some of the signs of your case up in San Francisco.” He knelt down and pulled on a glove. “Notably this.” He pulled the sleeve on the coat up to show burn marks, similar to the ones on the Otero's bodies.
 
   “Yea, the killer knew how to restrain him.” I grabbed a glove from one of the crime scene techs, and I awkwardly pulled it on my left hand. I reached down to check the other wrist. There too. “But the wounds don't match. Our couple were killed by a slash in the stomachs.”
 
   He nodded. “We got told that your killing might have had some ritualistic ties in it.”
 
   “That was a theory I was working with.” I paused a moment. “There's something else.”
 
   “We have a witness,” Francis chimed in. 
 
   Holy crap. I stood up, careful to keep myself steady. “Who?”
 
   “A homeless man. He saw it all happen.” Hernandez supplied. “Says he saw the killer talking to the vic.”
 
   I frowned. “Can I talk to him?” I asked.
 
   “He's been getting coffee from one of our officers. He's over by the pay booth.” He gestured towards the entrance to the lot.
 
   “Thank you very much. I'll talk to him in a second.” I looked to Serena. “How about you see if you can break the ice with him?” I asked her.
 
   “Who, me?” 
 
   I shrugged. “I've got faith in you. I'll join in after a minute. Just get his name, drink a cup of coffee with him. I'll join in once I'm done here.” I didn't want to gang up two-on-one with a homeless man. Serena didn't have any association with law enforcement. 
 
   “All right,” She shrugged. “I'll give it a shot.” She turned towards the entrance to the lot, and started walking.
 
   I bit my lip, chewing it unconsciously as I crouched next to the body of Robert Cole. I closed my eyes, and let my Arcane senses search over the body.
 
   The first thing I noticed was the same, dark sensation of magic. The slick, cold sensation of the killer's magic washed over my senses. However, I could feel something else lying beyond that blanket of dark energy. I shaped a hand in my mind, and visualized brushing away the magic. It slowly cleared, until I saw what I wanted.
 
   There were symbols, glyphs magically imprinted on Robert Cole's neck. They were variations on the same theme, of wind and smoke. I recognized enough of the symbols from my mother's notes. Lines with curls on the end, segments crossing the neck. Like stitches. 
 
   I swallowed deeply, and I focused my senses on one of the images. It was like tapping a whole new line of magic, and something entirely new filled my mind.
 
   It was that same oily sensation from before, but it still felt new. Instead of the cold, ice water feel, it was like a volcano, hot fire rushing through my body. It felt alive, and like it was angry at me, angry for touching upon it when I shouldn't have. I gasped in pain, and I heard Hernandez's voice.
 
   “Carpenter? Mister Carpenter?”
 
   I wanted to pull away, but it felt like it was trying to draw me in even as I fought to pull away from my Arcane sense. I could feel it. It was intelligent. Whatever it was, this was deeper than what had been done with the Oteros. 
 
   “Carpenter!” I gasped, and my eyes flew open. Hernandez was standing over me, hands on my shoulder. He had been shaking me.
 
   “Wha...” I murmured, groggily. My body ached, particularly my Amy-sealed wound. I felt like hell had ripped it open. 
 
   “You looked like you were in pain, man.” Hernandez knelt down. “Was that...” He lowered his voice. “Was that your magic?”
 
   Novak must have told him. “Yea.” I whispered. “I need to talk to this witness.”
 
   I stood and headed over to the little toll booth at the entrance to the parking lot. I saw Serena standing there with an older man, dressed in a long overcoat that had seen better days. He was a black man with grayed hair, and even in the dim lighting of the lot, I could tell the signs of malnourishment.
 
   Serena turned to me. “Eric, this is Anthony. Anthony, this is my friend, Eric.”
 
   The man looked me over for a long moment. “Hello there, Eric.” He said in a rough voice. “Serena tells me you're helping the police.”
 
   “I am, we both are.” I said. “The cops say you saw the murder happen.”
 
   He nodded. “I...You won't believe me, though. I don't think they did.” He took a sip from the coffee he had in his hand, then looked up to me. 
 
   I offered a smile. “I'm listening. I've seen some weird stuff, Anthony.”
 
   “All right, well, I saw the man. I guess his name was Cole?” At my nod, he continued. “Well, Cole was opening up his car, when someone in a hoodie comes up to him.”
 
   “What color was the hoodie? About how tall was this person?” I asked.
 
   “Ah, black. She was shorter than him.”
 
   “She. You could tell it was a woman?” I asked.
 
   Anthony nodded again. “I heard her voice. She wasn't speaking English. Some...I don't know, some weird stuff. It was distorted. I wasn't really close, so I couldn't see or hear it. But she grabbed him by the wrists and did something to him. She said something, and the vampire, his voice changed.”
 
   I looked closer. “Changed?”
 
   “Yea, like it was growling or something. It was speaking English, but I couldn't really hear most of it.” He looked down. “I was scared. Hid behind a car.”
 
   “That's all right.” I said. “This woman, she is very dangerous.” Hell, I hadn't even seen her, but she scared me. She knew more than I did, or at least knew things that I did not. “Can you describe the woman?”
 
   “Average height, I guess. Don't know much else that I saw.” 
 
   I frowned. “No chance you could tell if she was white, black, Hispanic?”
 
   “Naw, I'm sorry.”
 
   “Then, how about where she left after she killed him?”
 
   “She went up north.” He gestured to one of the streets. “Probably went to one of the garages or something.”
 
   “This was very helpful, Anthony.” I smiled. “You were very helpful.” I looked over to Serena, and she nodded in agreement. 
 
   “Yeah, anything to help you guys out. Just hope you catch this woman.” Anthony said.
 
   “I do too,” I said, and I turned away, gesturing for Serena to follow. We headed back towards the body. “So, I think we can rule out your run of the mill killer.”
 
   “How so?” Serena asked.
 
   “She was doing magic. Using the vampire for...something. I think she was using his blood as a magic source.”
 
   “You can do that? Use blood as magic?”
 
   I shrugged. “Metaphysics. Not my best subject.” It probably should have been. “Hey, how're you doing on hunger?”
 
   “I could use a drink. I've got a bottle or two in a cooler in the back. We packed accordingly.”
 
   “Remind me to thank Amy on that.” I said. We walked back to the parking garage before I decided to talk more about the case. “So, how're you doing?”
 
   “I'm...okay, I guess.” She shrugged as she fished out the car keys. “I don't know. It's been so crazy. I mean...blood. I drink blood.”
 
   “I'm pretty sure you could also bench a hybrid.”  I remarked. “Vampiric strength and stamina isn't anything to laugh at.”
 
   “Oh, I know it.” She flexed her hands a bit before moving to open the door. “I know I'm stronger, but I'm not tearing doors off on accident or anything. That's something, at least.”
 
   “I know that the vampire side of you knows how to control that. It gets...shaky when you get angry or upset.” I opened my own door and got into the passenger's seat.
 
   “Know that from personal experience?” She asked.
 
   “All too well.” I said. “You should talk with Teresa. She can either teach you herself, or she can find a vampire who knows how to show you how to adapt to your new capabilities.”
 
   She smiled a little. “Oh. All right. There's not a peace offering or anything for it, right?”
 
   “Peace offering?”
 
   “I don't know, they seem all so...tense and focused.”
 
   I leaned back in the chair as Serena took us out of the garage and drove us towards 87. “How's your hearing?”
 
   “Better than it ever was. I can hear your pulse in your throat.” She took a deep breath. 
 
   “Imagine hearing that every day. For centuries. And being able to smell fear on someone, to hear their breathing.” I lowered my voice. “It's grating, from what I've been told. Meditation helps. Lets you focus, sort out the white noise.”
 
   “So, the tenseness is...”
 
   “Concentration on filtering out the bugs. Us.”
 
   “You're not a bug.” 
 
   I shrugged. “Vampires like Anselm, they see humans like that. As food, insubstantial, or as resources to become exploited.” I reached my good hand over the middle of the car, offering it to her. “Please, Serena, promise me you won't ever become like Anselm. Remember the little people.”
 
   She placed one of her hands in my good one and squeezed. “Deal.”
 
   We had a moment of silence, which was interrupted by my cell phone ringing. I withdrew my hand quickly. “Oops. Sorry.” I reached inside my jacket. I didn't recognize the caller ID. I put the phone on speaker. “Hello?”
 
   “Eric Carpenter?” The voice of Renee Corazon inquired.
 
   “Yea. Renee? What's up?”
 
   “Well, I know it's late, but Amy stopped by, and I've got some stuff. Can we meet?”
 
   I smiled a bit. “Sure. You're not a vegetarian, are you?”
 
   “Uh...no. Why?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   I'm going to die early, I'm okay with that. I don't expect to live long in my line of work. Policing vampires and weres, hunting down criminals. I was going to make a lot of enemies and die young. The idea was to do as much good as I could in the time I was kicking around as Knight of the Bay.
 
   Between that and a witch's metabolism, diner food was the best. High-cal, meaty foods. I was pretty sure I could never go vegan. After an upbringing of my grandparent's cooking, fried and unhealthy things to me were like blood to a vampire. 
 
   We were at Midnight Blue, a place I had started frequenting when I moved in with Matt. Burgers were off the menu. I didn't want to do one-handed eating with the messy burgers I preferred. So fried chicken strips it was. Serena was on her third coffee when Renee came in, carrying a messenger bag over one shoulder. 
 
   “Eric, nice to see you again. And who's this?” Renee asked, gesturing to Serena.
 
   “Serena Laurent. Vampire. I'm tagging along with this.” She explained.
 
    She looked at my sling. “What happened?”
 
   “It's not really a big deal.” I answered. “Take a seat. Your bill is being covered by Count Ishmael, so order what you want.” Well, eventually it would be. For now I was just charging it. Expense reports weren't going to be fun.
 
   “All right,” She sat in the opposite booth, and unslung her bag. “So, the second murder. It's connected, right?”
 
   “Yea, it is.” I nodded. “We're pretty sure it's the same killer, but the methodology was different.”
 
   Renee flagged down a waiter and ordered coffee. “How so?” She asked once the waiter walked away. 
 
   Both she and Serena watched the waiter as he walked away. Serena even licked her lips. I gave Serena a look, and she shrugged. “You try living on that bottled stuff.”
 
   “Anyways,” I shook my head. “the difference is that she didn't just kill the vic. She used silver to restrain him, then did something. I think she was communicating with something.”
 
   “Communicating? Like with the vampire?”
 
   “No. A witness said he heard the vampire's voice change.”
 
   A little frown crossed Renee's face. “It...changed, you say?”
 
   I nodded. “Witness described it as like it was growling.”
 
   “Growling.” She thought for a moment. “Okay, work with me here. I looked at the killing you described. It looked, at least, somewhat familiar. I mean, in the theoretical stuff I have.”
 
   “You have literature on magic theory?” I asked. “Real magical theory?”
 
   She nodded. “A little bit. But the point is, I found something that might link up. There was some writing in some notes about blood magic.” Renee reached into her bag and pulled out a small leather journal. I placed it as old, how old I didn't want to guess.
 
   “So, magic fueled by blood sacrifice is a solid theory.” I remarked. I hadn't thought of it before, but it made sense. I used magic with occasional blood letting.
 
   “It's an old, difficult magic. The reason I thought of it was that, supposedly, it was a form of magic that didn't require any actual ability.” She opened up the journal, flipping through it. I looked over the table, and looked down at the pages. They were written in a precise cursive, compact. “Blood magic is built on the basis that there's magic in life, and the easiest way to get to that is through the blood.”
 
   “How do vampires factor into that?” I asked.
 
   “Basically, a vampire is kept alive by blood. Because they drink the stuff, they've got some potency in it that humans lack.”
 
   I nodded. “So vampires basically have magically resonant blood.”
 
   “Simply put. Because they feed off it, it's more...potent.” Renee said. “Now, blood magic has a few uses.” She explained. “It's not like you can use it for just anything. Because its source is violent, it's got specific uses.” She flipped to a page that showed a series of paragraphs written in more of that precise cursive. “One is contacting beings it calls Other Siders.”
 
   I froze for a moment. Finally, I found the composure to whisper. “Say that again.”
 
   “You use it to contact Other Siders. Now, I'm going off a translation. It made the best sense. It's capitalized. What's it mean?”
 
   I ran my good hand through my hair, letting out a heavy breath. “Okay, basic metaphysics of Magic 101. There's stuff beyond our plane of existence. There's another plane, called the Other Side. It's...I don't know. It's another world, parallel to ours. The Fae live there, but there are other things there. Things that aren't benevolent at all.”
 
   Renee leaned forward, her eyes concentrated on me. “How do you know all of this? I'd never even heard of this until I read these journals.”
 
   “The Arcane leaders kept mention of it out of any documents. I know, however, because I've been there. Six months ago with Amy.” I said. “We were tracking down a murderer. He went over there. It's not a place you go to. If the killer is trying to talk with something there, it's not good. Especially if she's racked up two bodies to do it.” 
 
   “So, what does this tell us, really?” Serena asked. “I mean, beyond her end goals?”
 
   “I think it means she's not done yet.” I said. “We've got to bring this to Ishmael. Make it so we can warn the other vampires.”
 
   “What, stay away from women with silver handcuffs?”
 
   “Something like that.” I shrugged. “Until we can stop her, the entire vamp population's in danger.” I looked back to Renee. “So, what else can those journals tell us?”
 
   “Read French?” She replied.
 
   “A bit?” I said, hopefully. High school French was a little too far back, but I could give it a shot.
 
   Renee turned the journal around to face me. “This is the part that talks about the blood magic. Maybe you'll be able to make a bit more sense than I could.”
 
   I lifted the journal with my good hand and started to read. Our food arrived as I started to look through it. My French was damn rusty, and I consulted with Renee when I could. I worked my way through the chicken, alternating between handling the pages with a napkin and eating my dinner. 
 
   After several minutes and a demolished plate, I declared. “All right. It looks like that the blood magic for the Other Sider is an escalation thing.”
 
   “Escalation?” Serena asked.
 
   “Yeah, there are three rituals.” I explained. “The first was our double murder. It's designed to create a link of some sort between the caster and the Other Sider. For communication, I guess, and a baseline. The second is a ritual for direct contact.”
 
   “Why do you want to contact it?” Serena asked, then added. “I feel like this is already a bad question.”
 
   “Because the Other Sider can cross over with the third ritual.”
 
   Renee looked at me, blankly, for a moment. “Cross. Over.”
 
   “Wait, why couldn't it in the first place?”
 
   “I don't know that. I mean, I could be on the Other Side perfectly fine. I did it once. Maybe it works differently for Other Siders. If our killer can bring one of them over...” I shook my head. “Don't want to think about that. We need to stop this pronto.”
 
   “So, what do we do?” Serena asked. 
 
   “We tell this to Ishmael.” I looked back to Renee. “I need you to see if there are any other journals that talk about the Other Side. I need to know why our killer needs an Other Sider.”
 
   “I'll see what I can find,” Renee said. 
 
   “Great.” I looked back to Serena. “Let's go.”
 
    
 
   We rolled on up to the Last Bite at around two in the morning. Still prime vamp time. We headed in through the back door as I briefed Serena. “Okay, basic vampire nobility rules. First of all, address Ishmael as Count. Or Lord Ishmael. Don't wise-crack, and wait your turn to speak, if you have anything to add. Vampire nobles are very touchy.”
 
   Serena nodded as she grabbed the back door for me. I grumbled under my breath, and she shot me a look. “Oh, don't play gentleman with a wounded ego.” She snorted. “You're terrible, Eric.”
 
   “Am not,” I protested. “I got raised properly, that's all.” 
 
   “Raised properly.” Serena huffed. “Come on, let's go deal with some bigwigs.”
 
   We headed up the stairs to the private rooms and Ishmael's presiding room. Serena knocked, and I heard Teresa call “Enter!” This time Serena opened the door for me, and she shot me a funny glance, daring me to comment on it. I didn't. I have my moments of brilliance.
 
   The room already had visitors in it. The first was Baroness Yukiko. She was dressed in a gray suit, and was seated in one of the many chairs of the little court. I didn't recognize the other man. He was a Latino man, with dark hair pulled back into a loose pony tail. He wore an immaculate blue suit, and his chestnut eyes scanned over me, sizing me up instantly.
 
   “I assume this is our esteemed Knight.” The man said. He had a crisp tone, seasoned with local accent. “Baron Vela,” he said with a quick nod of his head.
 
   “A pleasure, Baron. I'm Eric Carpenter, and this is Serena Laurent.” I gestured to Serena when I introduced her. Serena gave a curt nod. She looked between the two Barons, and the other two vampires in the room.
 
   Ishmael and Teresa were in their usual spots. Ishmael was in his usual chair, and Teresa stood to his right, holding a tablet. “We are all assembled, then. Shall we begin?”
 
   Yukiko cast her gaze towards Serena, looking her over. “I'm not sure about her, though. She's a vampire, but...”
 
   I cut in. “Serena's working with me on the case. Whatever you say, you can say to her as well.” 
 
   Vela smiled. “That's perfectly fine. Let us get underway.”
 
   I took a seat, as did Serena. We waited for Teresa to begin. “We don't usually gather all the nobility of the region together, but this is important. Someone is targeting vampires across the Bay.”
 
   “A double homicide led you to this conclusion?” Yukiko asked. “I thought there was just the Oteros.”
 
   “There was a new murder tonight,” I said. “A vampire was killed in a San Jose parking lot. Same MO, with some minor differences.” 
 
   “A new murder?” Yukiko frowned, and looked to Ishmael. “This is serious.”
 
   Ishmael nodded, a growing frown on his face. “Indeed. I want you to advise your subjects, put out a warning that there is someone targeting vampires.”
 
   “A woman,” I added.
 
   “What?” Everyone apart from Serena turned to look at me.
 
   I paused a moment before continuing. “Our killer is a woman. She's also in touch with the Arcane.”
 
   Vela frowned. “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “I think she's a magic-user of some sort.” I explained. “The scenes have shown some residue of magic on the bodies. It looks like she's been using the killings for some sort of spell.”
 
   Both barons stared at me for a long moment. Vampires didn't blink much. One of their more creepy traits. “A spell. What kind of spell?”
 
   “We think that our killer is trying to make contact with someone or something using the murders as fuel. I've been consulting with a local expert, and from what we've been able to find, that's our best guess.” I didn't feel comfortable discussing the Other Sider in public.
 
   “Can we expect more murders?” Vela asked.
 
   I bit my lip. “I believe so. I think she needs more to complete the ritual or spell or whatever it is.”
 
   Silence fell through the room for a long moment. Teresa broke the silence. “So, is there anything we can do?”
 
   I shrugged. “If you know anyone with magical talent, ask around.” At a shake of her head, I continued. “We need to figure out who's even capable of doing this.”
 
   “Beyond yourself, you mean.” Yukiko added, looking over at me. 
 
   “I don't like that tone, Baroness.” I shot back. 
 
   She arched one of her fine eyebrows. “Why? Because you are the only known practitioner of magic in the Bay, and because you are the only source of knowledge we have that this is Arcane.”
 
   “Yes, because I'm going to kill three vamps and tell you how I did it.” I shot back. That drew a hiss from her.
 
   “Let us behave civilly,” Ishmael said. “We also have the matter of the attack earlier today. Pro-human attackers in the middle of a press conference, during which you performed admirably.”
 
   I shrugged, which caused a brief flare of pain from my shoulder. “Just doing my job, Count. Have the police found anything?”
 
   “Not much,” Teresa sighed. “The attackers aren't talking. As to how they smuggled automatic weapons in and posted as a news crew, the police seem to be lacking answers for those.”
 
   Vela snorted. “The humans don't care.”
 
   “No, they certainly don't seem to.” Yukiko agreed. “It does seem odd, considering the amount of donations we raise for their charities.” 
 
   I felt the need to step in there. “They've had twelve hours. Give it a rest, Yukiko.”
 
   The baroness glared at me. “The witch speaks out of turn.”
 
   “Oh, you didn't.” Serena stood from her seat, her fangs bared and a rumbling growl rolling from her lips. Well, that was new.
 
   The vampire baron didn't budge. “Save it, whelp,” She drawled.
 
   Vela cleared his throat. “So, what do we do next?” He asked. Yukiko relaxed back after a moment, though Serena didn't sit.
 
   “I'm tapping a few resources. There might be a connection to some deaths in San Diego a few years back.”
 
   “San Diego?” Ishmael frowned. “That's mostly were territory these days.”
 
   “At least since Count Ricard bit it.” Vela added.
 
   Serena frowned. “I thought open warfare between Arcanes didn't happen.”
 
   “It doesn't.” Ishmael's voice was quiet. “It was an assassination. Ricard proved incapable of protecting his subjects. Anarchy ensued.”
 
   A silence hung around the room. I had learned early on in my dealings with the Arcanes, particularly vampires, that their near-immortality made death a touchy subject. This wasn't easy for them by any stretch, three of their own dead, coupled with an attack on their leader. Hell, I wasn't comfortable with it. 
 
   Teresa broke the silence. “Your attendance has been appreciated. Are there any other matters that require attention?”
 
   “Nothing, beyond the request that we are kept in the loop.” Vela replied as he stood.
 
   Ishmael nodded. “Of course, Vela, my friend.”
 
   “Very well. Good evening, Count, Miss Crespo, Baron, sir Knight, Miss Laurent.” He nodded to each of us as he bid farewells. He then departed the suite, leaving with quiet, fluid movements.
 
   Yukiko then stood, looked to me, then back to Ishmael. “My Lord, good evening,” She said, and left just as quickly.
 
   “A ray of sunshine, isn't she?” Serena grumbled after the Barons left.
 
   “Unfortunately, not everybody can share our wonderful disposition.” I said. “So, I guess I'll chase down leads, and I'll also be getting the info on the San Diego cases hopefully.” I relaxed back into the chair. “All in a night's work, I guess.”
 
   Ishmael looked over to Serena and I. “I think it's time we get properly introduced. I'm Count Ishmael, Serena.”
 
   Serena nodded. “It's a pleasure to meet you, Sir.” She said. “I'm told it's customary for vampires to introduce themselves to the local nobility”
 
   Ishmael nodded. He stood, and looked down towards Serena. “I am sorry for what happened to you. What Anselm Bauer did was unforgivable.”
 
   She nodded. “I appreciate it, Count. But frankly, it's in the past, and I'm trying to get past it.” Serena looked over to me for a second, then back to Ishmael. “He wronged me. He killed me and didn't even have the courtesy to let me stay dead.” She shook her head. “And now he's dead, so I won't ever figure out why.”
 
   Teresa looked to Ishmael, and I wondered if they had some telepathic thing going. That, or they just had been together for a long time. Ishmael nodded to us. “I'll take my leave. I'm still recovering from the gunshot wound.” 
 
   “Hurts like hell, doesn't it?” I lifted my arm in the sling, wincing. “I hope I'll have more info when I talk to you next.”
 
   “As do I.” Ishmael said as he took his leave.
 
   Once he was gone, Teresa smiled. “Well, finally. Serena, welcome to the Last Drop.”
 
   Serena walked to the soundproof glass that overlooked the dance floor of the club. “Cliche much?” She asked.
 
   Teresa gave a weary sigh. “Ishmael bought it in the Nineties. Owned it under a shell of some sort, I forget the name he was using, but since the turn of the century it's been a vampire nightclub. People just didn't notice it until Four-thirteen. It's a profitable venture, and Ishmael likes to hold court here.”
 
   Serena smirked. “Ah, hey, uh, spur of the moment idea.” Her face lightened up a little. “I'm going to let you two be, I'm going to head down, go see if there's something alcoholic that takes the edge off of the hunger.”
 
   “The bar staff knows about you, they know a few recipes to take the edge off the hunger.”
 
   Serena smiled and she started for the door. “Thanks. You going to be alright, Eric?”
 
   “I'll be fine.” I said, and I waved my good hand. “Now shoo. I want my alone time too.”
 
   I heard Serena's snort as she left. I resisted the urge to toss something at her, the little punk. When the door closed, however, my attention shifted to Teresa. “The things it takes to get us alone,” Teresa murmured. 
 
   I moved to one of the chairs in the room and sat, groaning softly. “Yeah, we set a date and I get shot.” 
 
   Teresa smirked. “How's that going?” She walked over, and she leaned down. She sniffed the wound. “Looks like it healed well. Want some help with that, Eric?”
 
   I frowned for a moment. “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Vampiric blood has medicinal properties, naturally. May I?” 
 
   I hesitated for a moment. I had been wary about sharing blood. There was a small chance that a vampire who took witch blood could end up with powers. I hadn't let any vampire near my blood since my first bite on the night I found out I was a witch. But receiving blood? 
 
   “Got something you can mix it in?” I asked.
 
   A wan smile crossed her features. “I might just have something.” She walked over to a cabinet in one corner of the room, and retrieved a bottle of whiskey. She poured out the whiskey into two glasses and then nicked her finger on her fangs. She stirred the finger in one of the drinks for just a moment, then brought them over. She offered me the one that I'd seen her stir.
 
   “That's pretty clever.” I said. “I sure hope that's not your usual practice for serving here. Health Inspector probably wouldn't let you do it.”
 
   “Definitely not,” she chuckled. Teresa lifted her glass. “To us getting some time together.” 
 
   I tapped my glass against hers. “Amen.” I sighed. I took a sip of the whiskey. It was good stuff, with a good smokey taste. It went down smooth, and the effects of the blood became almost immediately apparent. The ache in my shoulder started to fade. Between Amy's healing power and the blood, it was starting to feel as good as new. That was...unbelievable. Could vampires heal that fast from feeding?
 
   I leaned forward and set the glass on a table. “Wow, that's good.” I reached for the sling with my good hand, and wiggled my way out of it. I flexed my right arm, testing it. I grunted softly. “Feels good.” I murmured. 
 
   Teresa perched herself on the arm of the chair, looking down at me. “Feeling better?” she asked. At my nod, she smirked. “So, how's life with the young vampiress?”
 
   “Serena's great. Really.” I said. “My thing, though, is that I want to find out why this happened. I need to ask a favor.” 
 
   She looked down into my eyes. “Name it.”
 
   “I want to contact Anselm Bauer's maker. I want to find out what made him do this.” 
 
   Teresa nodded. “Absolutely. It'll take some time to ask around. But I hopefully should be able to get us into contact once Dumont gets his information.” 
 
   I smiled, and leaned up to kiss her. Our lips met for a moment. Her lips held the taste of the whiskey. She smelled of coffee and cinnamon, two of her habits. I sighed as I broke the kiss. “I owe you one.”
 
   “Damn straight you do.” She smirked, and she slid from the arm down into my lap. I slid my arm around her, and she sighed. 
 
   “How are things on the work front? Really. Ishmael seems stressed lately.”
 
   Teresa shook her head. “A vampire lord has to protect his people. People are starting to question things. The murders are too vicious to be ignored. Three deaths in a few days.” She looked away for a moment. “I want to find who this is and rip out their throats.”
 
   I let myself pause for a moment. “Seriously?” I hadn't ever heard her express such a violent outlook.
 
   “They're my brothers and sisters, my kin, and someone is killing them.” She looked back to me, and then took a long pull of her whiskey. “You will find them, and you will bring them to justice.” 
 
   I thought about that. “What if it's a witch?” I asked softly. “I'm the only one I know about, sure, but if it's another...They'd be too dangerous to keep in custody. Should I kill them?”
 
   Teresa leaned her head down, and she kissed my jaw softly. “Eric, you've been a good Knight for several months. Whatever you do, Ishmael will support your decision. Catherine also likes you, so no matter the route, you'll have a majority support.”
 
   I chuckled. “Good thing it's only two out of three immortal, immensely powerful creatures I have to keep happy. Finnegan is a dick.”
 
   “From your mouth to anyone's who's listening.” Teresa placed her hand on my chest. “This whole ordeal is...confusing. Magic was dead by the time I had been turned by Ishmael. The witches were gone. Dead, hunted, simply extinct, I don't know.” She shook her head. “Your expedition into the Other Side was the first I'd heard about, other than the Fae.”
 
   “I've still never met one of them.”
 
   “Consider yourself lucky.” Teresa said, her voice quiet. “They are strange, alien creatures. They wear the masks of humans, but they are more interested in their own glamours and the Other Side than they are with us.”
 
   I smirked. “No, I just have three strange races to take care of. Catherine and her Red Angels keep to themselves, at least.” I lifted my glass, and downed the rest of the whiskey. More of the blood touched my palate, giving more of its boost. As it did, I became even more acutely aware of Teresa's unique scent. “Were there any side effects you didn't tell me about?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Teresa said, giving me an innocent enough look in her dark eyes. “It does get the blood pumping.” She ground herself against my lap, drawing a grunt of desire from me. 
 
   I looked up at her, and I leaned my head forward. I nipped at her lip, and whispered. “You evil woman.”
 
   Teresa kissed my jaw, and started to work her way up it, towards my ear. She nipped at the lobe, whispered. “Oh, what else am I?”
 
   A hiss escaped my throat as she bit at my ear. Her fangs were in play, at least, and it sent every nerve of my body alive. “Wicked, clever, beautiful.”
 
   “Keep going.” She whispered. “You're on a roll tonight, enchanter.”
 
   I already had had her blood tonight. I wanted to share myself with her. I had to think about it, I wanted to word it right. “I want you. Could you promise not to bite me? I'm not ready for that, yet.” I didn't want to even think of her hopped up on my witch's blood. 
 
   “Absolutely.” She whispered. “Blood and sex aren't the same. They are both very intimate,” She kissed down my face towards my neck again. “But I can separate the two. I am willing to have whatever you will offer, Eric.”
 
   I pulled back just slightly, and looked into her eyes. “God damn, that is the hottest thing I've ever heard.”
 
   “Text Serena. She can get herself home tonight.” 
 
   I pulled my phone from my jacket. Texting with a vampire nibbling on me was a feat in itself.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   My phone was ringing. It was the standard ring tone, no personalizing or anything. Huh. I reached out and grabbed the blasted thing. “Carpenter,” I grumbled into the phone. I looked at the little clock. It was only seven. I probably hadn't been asleep too long. I sure didn't feel like it.
 
   “Mister Carpenter? I'm John Foy.” A rich masculine voice answered. “Nick sent me. I'm out in front of your residence, and I'm here to pick you up for a job.”
 
   I stirred, trying to find the glass of water I kept by my bedside. “You're kidding.”
 
   “Nope. I thought you two had a deal.”
 
   “Give me fifteen...” I looked at Teresa. Her arm was still draped over me. “No, thirty minutes.”
 
   I heard his tongue click on the other end of the line. “I do have a schedule.”
 
   “Oh, don't even.” I groaned. “Let yourself in. Door isn't locked. I'm going to get cleaned up and ready.”
 
   “All right, Mister Carpenter.” He replied, and I hung up. Nick was, and always would be, an asshole. He hired morning people, of course. 
 
   “Mm, what was that?” Teresa stirred next to me. 
 
   I leaned down and kissed her neck. “Business. Got a lead, possibly. Federal stuff. I've got to go get dressed.”
 
   She frowned. “Mm, very well.” She stared at my naked body. “You will call me later so we can actually get coffee.”
 
   I smiled down at her. “Of course.”
 
   “Promise.” She reached over and grabbed my rear, using just a bit of the vampire strength. 
 
   “I promise...” I groaned. “Let go of my butt so I can shower.” She let go of her tractor-beam grip.
 
   While I was showering, I noticed just how good I felt. Granted, I had just had sex with a woman I deeply cared about and it was great sex. Suck it, Matt. But my body felt refreshed. My shoulder didn't hurt one single bit. The bangs and bruises of the last few days were clear. Score one for vampire blood. 
 
   By the time I got down to the living room, I was a little less PO'd at whoever John Foy was. Foy was sitting in one of the chairs, sipping coffee out of my Atlanta Hawks mug. Our relationship was not off to a great start. 
 
   John Foy was a middle-aged black man, with salt and pepper hair. He wore a blue dress shirt and tan slacks. He had a jacket draped over the arm of the chair. He didn't feel human, but I was pretty sure he wasn't dead. A shapeshifter of some sort, I guessed.
 
   “Marshal Foy, I presume.” I said, nodding to him. “I'm Eric Carpenter.”
 
   “Hmm,” He frowned as he gave me a once-over. “Taller than your file suggests.”
 
   “Really?” I shook my head as I headed into the kitchen. I needed coffee if I was going to be dealing with one of Nick's cronies.
 
   “Your file states six-foot even.” He called.
 
   “I grew four inches in college. Late growth spurt.” I grunted. “Never had the DMV stuff updated.” 
 
   I heard shoes tap on the tile of the floor, and I turned to see Foy. He wasn't particularly tall, but he was broad-shouldered and held himself with a cool demeanor. Even holding a coffee mug and a jacket, he looked like he was sizing me up for the kill. 
 
   “How much did Nick tell you about the run?” He asked as I waited for the coffee to brew from the little Keurig machine. 
 
   I shrugged. “Absolutely nothing, beyond the fact that I have some new iron bullets that a butcher gave me.”
 
   A little chuckle escaped Foy's throat. “Oh, yeah. That's Nick.” He took a sip of the coffee. “We're taking a little trip to Modesto. You remember your time with the were-gangs of San Francisco, the drug called Bliss?”
 
   I shuddered just at the mention of it. I'd taken a splash of it straight to the face. And it was good. I didn't particularly enjoy the aftereffects, where I had spent several hours unconscious. Apparently witch physiology didn't work well with it. Some happy feelings for a bit, some unconsciousness, then nothing. Most boring drug experience ever.
 
   “I'm guessing this has got something to do with it.”
 
   “Correct,” Foy nodded, and he took another sip from his mug. “We've found the manufacturing site for all the Bliss north of LA.”
 
   “Wow, okay.” I scratched at my head. “So, why am I going on this field trip? And why is it just us?”
 
   “Nick doesn't want a big scene.” He answered and walked over to the sink with the mug. He set his jacket down and started to rinse the mug. “We're going to go in fast, quietly, and hopefully get everything done without too much of a commotion.” 
 
   “Great.” I looked down at the mug, and after a moment's decision, poured its contents into a travel mug. “So, I'm here because...”
 
   “Well, Nick said you were free labor for this job.” He smirked. “Maybe he likes you.”
 
   “There are so better ways to show your affection,” I grumbled. “Fine. Let me get ready, and we'll hit the road.”
 
    
 
   I went with my full gear for once. I loaded up my tactical vest and weapons into the back of Foy's black government-issue SUV. I had dressed sensibly for the occasion, going with just a black tee and jeans. I had my jacket that I had tossed into the back seat, but we would see how the weather held up. The Central Valley in March wasn't exactly chilly conditions. 
 
   After about an hour in the car, I asked Foy. “How long have you been with the Marshals?”
 
   “Officially?” Foy smirked over at me as we drove. “Thirty years. However, I had been unofficially on Nick's payroll for fifty years before that.”
 
   “That would put you as working with the government since the Depression.”
 
   Foy nodded. “I immigrated from Algeria after the Great War. Nick kept tags on me, knew I was a powerful shapeshifter. I started helping him at first. A case or two, like this, in fact. I was in your seat. After about a half-century of that, I decided to take up Nick's officer of steady employment.”
 
   “So you've been with the Marshals for eighty years, in some shape or form?”
 
   “There have always been things that hurt people, Carpenter. Just because humans didn't know didn't stop them from being victims. The Arcane always needed to be policed. The Marshals let Nick do that as best he can inside the confines of the US Government.”
 
   “I did some research after I first met him. I've never seen him attached to any official documents.”
 
   Foy chuckled. “Yes, well, Nick's not much for publicity. Occasionally a marshal would be attached to a news item relating to our cases. We even get our less dire cases publicized now that the Arcanes are public. Four Thirteen made our jobs a lot easier to track down rogue Arcanes. We can even openly work with local law now.”
 
   “I didn't know about Arcanes coming out for several days. I was in a finals-induced coma back then, found out about it on the news several days after.” I admitted.
 
   Foy laughed, paused for a long moment. “Nick offered you a job, yes?”
 
   “He did. I wasn't interested. Nick lies. I'm not interested in working for someone who'll lie to me.”
 
   “So you work instead for the court of the Bay.” He scoffed at me, and my cheeks burned for a moment. “You work for self-interested local nobility.”
 
   “I won't argue that, because we'd be here all day, and I'd probably agree with you in some shape or form.” I said. “Nick's lies are a bit more personal.” I thought about it for a moment. “Does the name Victoria Torres ring a bell?”
 
   Foy smirked. “Your mother.” At my nod, he answered. “She worked with the Marshals occasionally. I did not know she was a witch, but she was quite the intelligent woman, from my brief acquaintance with her.” He shook his head after a moment. “There was some trouble between her and Nick.”
 
   “So I've been able to deduce.” I noted. “So, it's just Nick. Does he have a last name?”
 
   “When you work for the Marshals, Nick's lack of a surname is the least of your concerns.” He said. “But we aren't even sure Nick isn't some code name or something.”
 
   “What, like Q or M?” I asked. 
 
   He shrugged. “Who's to say that it's not the case?”
 
   “I know someone who seems to know Nick from before his Marshal time, or at least is personally acquainted with him.” I thought back to Amy. “She called him Nick, but who knows?”
 
   “Indeed,” he said, his voice soft. “But on to other matters. The main target we're after here is a man named Mariano. He's a were, a coyote.”
 
   It was my turn to scoff. Body masses stayed the same when a shifter changed. Two hundred pounds of coyote was no longer a coyote, that was an Ice Age monstrosity. “All right. Any plans of how much muscle he's going to have?”
 
   “Our surveillance suggests at least two people working on sight. Nick's given us the authorization to dispatch them if necessary. Mariano is the one we want alive.”
 
   “Right,” I nodded. I wasn't a fan of killing. I'd taken one life so far in this job. I could see his face whenever I closed my eyes. I wasn't keen on adding more to the tally.
 
   “We'll be there in half an hour.” Foy said. “If you want any last meditation or whatever, better do it now.”
 
   I spent the last half-hour loading my magazines and checking my gear. When Foy stopped the car, it was on a residential street. “Which house?” I asked, looking up and down the street. The houses were all one story, with very little that stood out and screamed 'drug manufacturing plant'. Nearly every car had an SUV or truck in the driveways or out front at the curb. 
 
   “Seven-nineteen.” He gestured to the house across the street from us. Painted a light tan color, it looked like any other of the houses. From here, I could see that they had a truck that had seen use during the Clinton years with a tarp draped over the bed. 
 
   I nodded, and I reached over into the back, pulling at my Kevlar. The Modesto spring was warm, and I wasn't looking forward to sweating it out. Small sacrifices. I unbuckled my seat belt and started to put my gear on. “So, what's the plan?”
 
   “Simple. We go through the front. Sweep room to room. Find Mariano, subdue him. Figure out their operation. This is the first time we've had a chance at a Bliss plant. We want to gather as much evidence as we can to give over to Nick.” As Foy explained, he loaded up his own gun, a much more modern piece than my own. He got out of the car, pulled off his suit jacket, and tossed it in the driver's seat. He pulled a slim body armor vest out, and pulled it on. “You ready, kid?”
 
   “Let's do it.” I said, and I opened up the door. 
 
   We walked across the street. I imagined we made an unusual sight, two armored and armed men quickly crossing the street in the morning. We walked up the sidewalk to seven-nineteen. The porch was empty apart from a few trash bags. 
 
   At Foy's gestures, I moved to one side of the door, and he took the other. He reached into a vest pocket, and pulled out a small clay-like object. “Now for the fun.” He whispered as he placed it near the door nob. We both drew our pistols. 
 
   Foy drew a remote out, and he pressed a button on it. The clay exploded with a fiery pop, and Foy took the lead. He slammed his shoulder into the door, sending it flying open. “Federal Marshal!” He called out, his voice a roar. I moved around the corner of the door frame in one fluid motion, centering my sights down the hallway. 
 
   He gestured for me to go right. He was already moving left. I turned right into what I guessed was the living room. Shag carpets covered the floor, and a desk with a laptop was sitting in the corner. There was no TV, so the couches in the room were just haphazardly arranged, it seemed.
 
   I rounded into the room and found myself face to face with an angry were. The guy was just in his boxers, and his were tats went from his neck to knees.  He lunged at me, lowering his shoulder and going for my abdomen. I tried to step out of the way, but I was too slow. He got me in the side, sending me spinning. 
 
   I grunted and I brought my elbow down, jabbing it into the were's back. He grunted, and stumbled for a moment. The were pushed himself off the ground with his arms, going into a roll. I brought up my pistol and fired a pair of shots. 
 
   Both shots missed, and I considered reaching for the knife in my holster with my right hand. I wasn't as ambidextrous as I wanted to be. Instead I pursued the were after he rolled behind one of the couches. 
 
   Hindsight being what it is, I shouldn't have done that. The were leaped up and tackled me to the ground. The impact of my back against the carpet blossomed through me, and I grunted. Two hundred pounds of were. Lovely.
 
   I had spent the last few months trying to get the better of things that were stronger than me, however. I grunted as I pushed at the were, using my forearm against his waist. 
 
   He rolled off with a thud against the carpet, and I drew my knife. Even with my weaker right arm, I could still deal a blow. I sunk the knife into his thigh, and listened to the sizzle of silver and his roar of pain. I pulled the knife away, and rolled across the ground away from the were. 
 
   I picked myself up to one knee, and brought my pistol up. The were was just picking himself up. I placed two shots on the were's center mass. The crack of my pistol filled the living room, and I could smell gunpowder and the sizzle of silver meeting Arcane flesh. The were slumped over, and I felt a little shiver run down me. 
 
   The were was clawing at the carpet, but he was momentarily down. I stood up and turned, moving into the next room. The kitchen, as it turned out to be, was tiled with linoleum, and there were various chemistry implements on the counter. The clear liquid inside one of the beakers had the sweet scent of Bliss on it. I grunted, feeling just a sensation of faint memory. I wasn't a fan of Bliss. Well, my head wasn't. My body sure remembered it fondly. 
 
   I wheeled around, bringing my pistol up. However, the only person in the kitchen was John Foy. The Marshal had a slash across his cheek, but it looked superficial. “Mariano's not here.” He said. “I got one guy tied up. You?”
 
   “I shot one. He needs medical attention. Is Mariano supposed to be here?” I looked to the screen door of the kitchen, open into the back yard. “Think he jetted?”
 
   Foy took a long moment, and sniffed the air. “Someone did.” He growled. “Come on.” I pulled open the screen door, and after a moment of gathering the scents, he pulled off his tactical vest. “Can you run?” He asked.
 
   “What?” I shrugged. “Uh, sure.”
 
   He gave a grunt of approval. “Good. Keep up.” He started unbuttoning his shirt. “I have a scent, and I think it's Mariano's. I need to shift, and I need you to keep up.”
 
   “Got it.” I nodded, and I checked my magazine. I swapped it out with a fresh backup, and I waited for Foy to finish stripping. 
 
   “Follow my lead. I won't be able to talk, so I'm going to need you to be good at picking up on me, all right?”
 
   I nodded. “Sure thing, Marshal.”
 
   “One more thing.” He said, before tossing me a pair of handcuffs. “Good hunting.”
 
   Foy crouched down, and in a matter of seconds, fur spread out from his skin and his body contorted, wet popping sounds filling my ears. After a five-count, a lion was crouched in front of me. It was smaller than ones I had seen in zoos. Foy simply didn't have the mass to recreate a real lion, but it was still impressive, a powerful hunter. 
 
   “Lead the way, Marshal.” I said. Weres kept their intelligence, so I didn't have to worry about mistaken directions. Foy took off towards the fence. When he reached the gate separating the front and back yards, he didn't wait for me to unlock it. He leaped over the wood fence, feline agility surpassing any foolish ideas of gravity.
 
   I unlatched the gate and went after Foy. One thing that weres immediately had over humans was speed. Four-legged creatures could really haul ass. I had to hit a break neck speed just to keep up, my legs pumping. I was suddenly glad for all the running I did with Matt. 
 
   Grunts grew from my throat as I mentally cursed Nick.  Foy was about 20 yards ahead of me. I could see Mariano, or who I assumed was Mariano, about twice that distance. “Federal Marshals!” I called. Well, okay, I wasn't sure, but we'd deal with that later. 
 
   Mariano hesitated for just a moment, and it was all we needed. He stumbled over an irregularity in the street, stumbling. Foy was on him before he could even try to react, pinning him with two large forepaws. 
 
   I was only a few moments behind, rushing in and providing Foy with support. I lowered my pistol at Mariano. “Don't move.” I commanded, though Mariano already seemed to get it from the fangs at his throat. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   I used my silvered handcuffs to restrain Mariano. I led him back to the house, where we called an ambulance for the were I shot. We made sure that cops were going to see to the were's hospital room, before we sat Mariano down in the living room on one of the couches. 
 
   Foy had shifted back. He left his tactical vest off, though he had redressed in his shirt and slacks. He looked down at Mariano as he paced around the living room. “So, we're going to ask some questions. I'm Federal Marshal John Foy. This is Eric Carpenter, Knight of the County of Iron and Gold.” He introduced the both of us. “Having a kitchen full of Bliss isn't looking good for you, man.”
 
   Mariano wasn't all that impressive. He was short, a man in his thirties who I suspected was going prematurely bald. I placed him as a Pacific Islander, though where I couldn't even begin to guess. “Marshal? Fuck you.” He hissed.
 
   I restrained a sigh. “Well, how about one of the Knights?” I asked. I stepped closer to Mariano. “Ishmael hates Bliss. I know Modesto is a gray area, but if the Marshals don't scare you, Ishmael certainly should.” I lowered my voice. “Or even the Duke.”
 
   Mariano froze. The enigmatic Duke of Sacramento controlled most of California, and no one wanted to have his attention. “What do you want?” He whispered.
 
   “Where did you get the Bliss?” Foy asked. “How do you make it?”
 
   Mariano shook his head. “You're not going to believe me.” He said. 
 
   Foy looked at him blankly. “Try me.” He said.
 
   “It's Faerie blood.” 
 
   I looked back to Foy, who gestured for me to go to the other room. I followed, and I spoke in a hushed tone once we were in the hall. “Faerie blood? He can't be serious. Where's he even getting it?”
 
   “I think that's a question for people higher up.” He sighed. “Faerie blood does have stimulant properties. It's possible that some mixture in fact yields narcotics.” 
 
   “So, what do we do?” I asked.
 
   A voice behind us answered. “I get called in.” Nick was behind us. I hated it when he did that. The head of the Federal Marshals was a tall man, with dark hair that went below his shoulders. He had bronzed skin, and he had a Mediterranean look to him. The man could make an entrance, and he was damned impressive. “Marshal Foy, Mister Carpenter.” He nodded to each of us in turn. 
 
   “Sir,” Foy nodded brusquely. “We've got Mariano restrained here. He's told us that his Bliss is made with Faerie blood.”
 
   Nick focused his gaze on Foy. “You're kidding. Faerie blood?” 
 
   “That's what the man said.” I shrugged
 
   “I've got to wonder how he even got it.” Foy said. “The Faeries don't have a presence in California. Hell, I didn't even know they were active these days.”
 
   “Probably a rogue.” Nick sighed. “Well, Eric, you're getting deputized for the next six hours. I need you to find a Faerie.”
 
   I froze. “Wait, what? You can do that?”
 
   He shrugged. “Posse rules. I need a witch to track blood. If it's in that Bliss, we need to find the source. That means the Other Side.”
 
   Foy and I both froze. The Other Side, which I had visited once previously, was a place beyond the earthly plane. The place I had seen was a large city, where I had made my first kill as a Knight, and where mysterious spirits roamed. 
 
   “Sir,” Foy spoke softly. “We can't just go to the Other Side. The Faeries-”
 
   “Are screwing with US soil, and giving drug dealers Faerie blood to make narcotics.” Nick gestured to Foy. “Get Mariano down to Modesto PD, then get back here. With any luck, we'll be in the Other Side, and we'll need you to make sure we're all right when we get out.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” Foy nodded, and he hefted the were up. “Come on, Mariano. We're going to go on a ride.” He grinned and he yanked at the bulky were, and dragged him through the hallway out the front door. 
 
   Nick turned back to me. “Time for some of that voodoo you do so well, Mister Carpenter. Kitchen, now.”
 
   “Wait, just a minute.” I crossed my arms. “Nick, Amy told me that the Other Side was a dangerous place, and I'm not exactly too keen on returning.”
 
   “That's hardly a choice we have right now.” Nick said. “I want to get this guy, and a witch is the best shot we have at getting there.”
 
   “So, you can teleport, but not cross dimensions?” I snorted. “Well, learn something new every day. So, you're going to teach me how to open a door.”
 
   “It's actually relatively simple.” He remarked. “Kitchen, now.”
 
   I followed him into the kitchen. “Listen, what are we even going to do when we get there?”
 
   “Well, if you do this right, the blood in the Bliss will take us straight to the Faerie it came from.” He said.
 
   “And what about the spooky shades? I'm sure those were totally factored into your travel plans.” I leaned against the counter in the kitchen, next to the drug-filled chemistry set. 
 
   “If we don't kill anything, the shades won't come for us.” Nick stated. “Now, we need salt.” He said, and he started to look through the cupboards. 
 
   “Why is it always salt?” I sighed, and started to look through the cupboards near me as well. I found a canister of salt and pulled it out.
 
   Nick shrugged. “It has properties conducive to magic. The opposite of silver, actually. Now, make a circle.”
 
   I started to pour it into a large circle. “I know how to do a spell, Nick.” I grunted.
 
   “Really? From the lack of arson reports in San Francisco concerning you, I was inclined to think otherwise.”
 
   “Oh, don't even start.” I shot back. “I don't know why, but I can't do much physical magic. The only time was when I pushed Lucien in the Other Side.” I didn't think I would mention the press conference from yesterday. Not quite yet.
 
   “There is more magic in the Other Side, and you were emotionally motivated at the time. Magic stems from emotion, passion, energy, and your ability to control it.” 
 
   I sighed as I sat down in the circle of salt I had poured, folding my legs underneath me. “I need a sample of the blood.” 
 
   I watched as Nick grabbed a turkey baster from a drawer and got a few drops of the Bliss. He set it in front of me. “Ah, low budget witchcraft. It's been a while since I've done a spell.”
 
   “When was the last time?” I asked, keeping my voice soft as I thought about how to proceed. “Get me a bowl or something.”
 
   He stood and started to look through the cabinets. He found a small bowl and set it in front of me. “Thirty years ago, perhaps?” He shrugged. “In the eighties. Your mother, but that's unrelated to what's at hand. What else do you need?”
 
   “At the moment, silence.” I closed my eyes and focused myself for a long moment. I waited, kept myself concentrating on the flow of magic around me. Once I found the rhythms, the natural magic around me, I opened my eyes. I drew my knife, and drew it across my thumb. Blood welled on the pad of my finger, and I winced at the feel of silver, burning across my skin, a hot sting. 
 
   I dropped the knife and picked up the baster. I squired its contents into the bowl, then I put my thumb over the bowl. Several drops fell, and I watched as they fell into and dissolved into the clear drug. I reached into my tactical vest, and I pulled out a bandage, taping up my thumb quickly.
 
   The scene before me was like a tracking spell, the first I'd ever learned. I used the same values I'd learned then. I placed my hand over the bowl that had the Bliss and my own blood. Energy moved around me, like wind that passed beyond walls and doors. 
 
   Mentally, I wrapped magic around my left hand, visualizing the coils of energy moving through my palm. I thrust my right hand forward, placing the hand over the bowl. I let the magic seep from my hand, rolling into the bowl in soft waves. 
 
   Slowly, images started to seep into my head.  A house, stone walls and floor, with rugs all over them. I kept my focus on it, and I reached. I opened my eyes, and saw the sliver of gray light. A grin of victory crossed my features. There it was, the door to the other side. 
 
   The sliver grew larger, more expansive, as I pushed more energy into it. It grew to the size of a dinner plate, then a beach ball. The light continued to grow, and by the time it was the size of a person, Nick had a small predatory grin. 
 
   “Well, Mister Carpenter, that's quite impressive.” He said. He offered a hand to me. “It should stay open until you come through. We'll open a new door back when we're over there. You would be too stressed holding it open.”
 
   I nodded. “Right. Do this often?” I took his hand and stood up, brushing myself off.
 
   “Hopping dimensions?” His eyes twinkled with mischief. “Not as often as I used to. Now, before we go, did you bring the bullets I gave you?”
 
   “Of course.” I held up two mags from my vest. “Iron bullets on demand. Want me to load them?”
 
   “Only if I tell you to. Remember, we don't want to kill anything once we're over there. The shades...”
 
   I shuddered as I remembered the shades of the Other Side. The alien creatures still sent shivers through me. “Right. Iron bullets only if necessary.” I took a step towards the portal. “You go first.”
 
   “Sure thing, Mister Carpenter.” He smirked, and he ducked his head a little to step through. Just like that, Nick was gone. 
 
   I could feel the flow of energy, still drawing from me, as I was still drawing from the magic and feeding it into the door. I lowered my shoulder, and closed my eyes. “Let's face it, Eric, you're not exactly aiming for senior benefits.” I walked through the portal, even if I didn't know what was waiting on the Other Side.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
   I didn't know Nick wouldn't move his stupidly firm body from the portal after he had exited. This kind of crap didn't happen in Stargate. My head collided with the back of Nick's shoulders, and the strange man wheeled around, grabbing me in a tight grasp. I could feel a blade at my back, poking at me but not piercing. 
 
   “Why, Mister Carpenter, we must stop meeting like this.” He took a step back, and drew his hand away from me. He had a broad, leaf-shaped blade in his hand, a look I couldn't quite place. “Draw your knife.” 
 
   I drew my knife, which drew an approving nod from Nick. After that, a survey of the room was in order. We had come out into the house in my vision. The house was compact. A dull gray stone formed the floor, walls, and ceiling. Red and brown rugs covered the floor, and the fireplace along one wall had several chairs facing it. They reminded me of Roman lounges, designed to lie across. Stairs, again stone, led down to another floor, and there were two wooden doors across from the fireplace. 
 
   “So, we're in the Other Side,” I said, more a statement than a question My voice was hushed. If we were dealing with our blood donor, we had to be on our guard. 
 
   He nodded, and his face twisted in thought as he thought about what I assumed our options were. “Search the house.” He ordered in hushed tones. 
 
   Nick took a step towards one of the doors, and I moved to one side of the frame. Nick took the other, and he reached across, grabbing the door, handle and slowly depressing the handle. The lock clicked, and he slowly pushed the door open.
 
   I peeked my head inside. A table, wood, easily ten feet by five, sat in the middle of the room. It was surrounded by trays with tools on them, metal and ornate. The lavender soiling of the tools let me draw my gaze away from the horrid scene on the table for just a moment.
 
   A man lay on the table. He looked human, but a twisted joke of one. His ears were long, the tips and lobes both pointed. The eyes were large, dark pools, with no iris or whites. It was a Fae, I realized. His skin had a greenish hue, but I couldn't tell if that was from decomposition, the blood loss I assumed it would have suffered from its lacerations across its thin chest, or just natural.
 
   I took several steps towards the table. “Nick,” I whispered. “I...” The energy of the blood was still fresh, flowing through my body. I could feel it, the connection to the magic I had so recently drawn on and used. “I think that's our donor.”
 
   The Marshal was silent for a long moment. I didn't even realize he had stepped to my side before he spoke. “He was a prisoner. A lab monkey. Crap.” He examined the table, and he reached out. He lifted up a set of leather bonds. “Someone restrained him. Drained him.” 
 
   “What do we do with him?” My voice was softer than I had intended.  The sweet smell of our target-now-victim reached my stomach. It was unfamiliar, but it still rolled the stomach. 
 
   “You will tell me why you are here.” The voice didn't come from Nick. Both Nick and I looked for the source of the voice. I crouched slightly, and I held my knife at the ready. 
 
   Nick mimicked my motion, and he spoke. “We are investigating a crime.” He said. “It led us to another.”
 
   “You trespass.” In front of me, I saw the air ripple. I frowned. It was bending the light. A cloaking. I reached out with my senses, and could feel it. 
 
   I felt my probes buffeted back, like a telepathic whiplash. My eyes shot wide open, and a sting flashed through my body, settling on my recent wound and flaring the nerves. “Nick...” I gasped.
 
   “Mister Carpenter,” Nick moved in front of me, placing himself between me and...it. “I am Nick. I come here in accord with the Treaty of Haunts. I represent the mortal government of the Unit-”
 
   “I know who you are, and your treaties, bright one.” The voice seemed to slide around the room, like the source was moving in separate directions. One second I could hear it coming from my left, another behind me, then in front. Nick shifted with the voice. “But this is my home and work place.”
 
   I rose up, shaking away the pain. “You're the one giving the blood to the mortals.” I said.
 
   “What an accusation.” The voice said. I could feel a cold, dark energy, sliding up my arm. I jabbed at it with my other, swatting my own arm with my bare hand in the process. “Oh, this witchling is feisty. Tell me, bright one, is he yours?”
 
   I saw Nick stiffen. “He is not my property, but he is under my protection. Who are you?”
 
   The voice considered for a moment. It seemed to ponder for a long moment about the question. A hiss escaped the creature. “Oh, but you know better than to ask this question. Names are rather powerful, bright one.”
 
   “What are you?” I asked. 
 
   “Mister Carpenter, you can't just ask invisible voices what they are.” Nick hissed.
 
   The voice slithered right around to behind my ear. It spoke softly, like a lover's whisper. “I acquire. I deliver. I give people things they want, and acquire things that I might profit from.”
 
   I considered this a moment. “You're a fence.” I murmured.
 
   “Fence. I like that. You may call me...Fence.” The voice seemed happy with that. “A temporary name that suits the purposes of conversation.”
 
   “Very well, Fence. I am to assume that you supplied the blood to the shifters who are making narcotics.” Nick turned to face me, and took a few steps back. “We have to put an end to that.”
 
   “There is no reason for me to.” Fence's voice was right at my ear again. “It is a very profitable venture.” I felt the cold touch of Fence's presence right on my shoulder. It started to slide against me, and I felt a cold shiver start at my shoulder, spreading out to my spine and arm.  
 
   I spun around, slashing with a wide swipe of the knife. I found nothing there. “Nick, tell me what it is so I can fight it. Is this a Fae?”
 
   A cackle came from my shoulder. I spun around again, and this time found myself face to face with Nick. “I am no Fae.” The voice spat, this time seemingly coming from the shadows.
 
   The shadows forming Fence started to coalesce into a single shape. It was vaguely humanoid, eight feet tall, with batches of several long tentacles for arms. The room wasn't well-lit enough for me to make out any real features beyond that. 
 
   “Nick...” I whispered. “What is this?”
 
   “A daemon, Mister Carpenter.” Nick's voice was soft, growling. “A spirit.” 
 
   “Daemon?” I repeated. “Like, a Satan, hell, brimstone demon?”
 
   “No, it's Greek. Spirit. It's not necessarily good or evil. But it shares the Other Side with the Fae and others.” Nick explained. “They usually avoid direct confrontation.”
 
   Fence leaned down, stretching its long arms in a threatening gesture. “But when the opportunity arises to hunt, well, I certainly do like to make new acquisitions.”
 
   “How do we hurt it, Nick?” Shivers ran down my spine. I could feel the temperature start to plummet, like Fence was sucking the heat out of the room.  
 
   Nick looked between me and Fence before answering. “We're in the daemon's domain. We need to get out of here. It's got power here.” He flipped his knife into a reverse grip. “We run.”
 
   “We run?” I looked back to Nick. “Seriously?”
 
   “Seriously.” Both of us turned and hurried straight for the door of the laboratory. Neither of us had thought to close it, and it was still wide open.
 
   Nick barreled through the door, and I was straight behind him. I was half-way through the door when I felt it slam on me. The wind was knocked straight from my gut, and pain blossomed across my entire torso. I fell down into the opening my body wedged between the door and the frame. “Crap!”
 
   “Carpenter!” Nick shoved his wide frame against the door, pushing at it. When I felt it budge just a moment, a strong arm grabbed me by the shoulder of my Kevlar vest, and dragged me from the door. “Come on, get up.” 
 
   The dull ache of the door's collision still pounded through me. I brought myself up to my knees.  “Nick, how do I fight this? We can't just run if it's going to go all haunted house on us.”
 
   The Marshal helped me up to my feet. I reached down to pick up my knife, which I had dropped on the initial hit. “Silver will work if it's a direct hit, but it's only partially corporeal. Iron can slow it down if you get enough of it into it. Magic is most effective, because that transcends the physical.”
 
   “You're saying our best bet is for me to try and hit him with magic.” I repeated. “Damn.” I looked towards the stairs. I had no clue where they went, but it was better than here. “We run.” With just a few steps, we were at the stone stairs. I rushed down them, feeling the cool touch of the walls as I used them for a brace to correct my less-than-stable walk.
 
   I could feel Nick right on my trail as a large boom sounded from upstairs. I imagined that was Fence blasting the door open. “Hurry, Mister Carpenter,” Nick hissed. “He doesn't sound too happy.”
 
   “Who got hit with the freaking hardwood door here?” I snapped back. The bottom of the stairs led us to a common area, with chairs arranged around a table. The air started to drop temperature again, and I spun around to see the shadows that were Fence filling the staircase. 
 
   It was now or never. If I couldn't save my skin in the Other Side, magic was never going to come to me. I let all that emotion flow into me for a half-second. Fear, pain, fury. I thrust a hand forward towards the shadow, and just let loose with the magic gathered in my body, no magic words.
 
   I could feel the back blast of the telekinetic force I had unleashed. White light flashed from my hand, and slammed into Fence. It knocked the shadows back, sending it up the staircase, retreating from the light. 
 
   The use of the magic burned through my body, as I hadn't taken time to gather any from the environment. A mixture of exhaustion and excitement. “Nick!” I shouted. “I did it!”
 
   “Great, Mister Carpenter, but let's get going!” The Marshal grabbed me by the vest again. “It's stunned. We've got to get out of here.”
 
   We headed through the common area to what was obviously the front door. The windows on that wall showed a stony road outside, and I was ready for anything other than Fence. This time, I took the lead. I crossed the room in a sprint and yanked open the door.
 
   The first time I had been in the Other Side, I had come into an open street with buildings on either side. What we came out to seemed to be a variation on that theme. Instead of a single open street,  the door led out onto a walk way that led to a street which branched off in two directions. On every side of us, there were stone buildings stretching up and down, like a huge labyrinth of cityscape. There were people, Fae, I supposed, walking along the streets. Their elegant bodies moved gracefully through the light crowds. I could even see a few merchants' stalls, selling food and clothes and other wares. 
 
   “Nick. I have no idea where we are!” I called back to him as I saw him rushing out the door. 
 
   He slammed the door behind him, and held on it, before looking around. “Well. Wonderful.” He grunted. 
 
   “Where are we, Nick, and why does the Other Side look like Blade Runner meets Dungeons and Dragons?”  I sheathed my knife, not trying to cause a scene for the Fae. 
 
   “Welcome, Mister Carpenter, to the Other Side. Faerie proper, the Eternal City.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Nick and I had moved into the crowd of Fae quickly. I took his lead, following. Where the Fae seemed to move with grace that seemed to border on foresight, I found myself having to stick very close to Nick to keep from bumping shoulders.
 
   “The last time I was here, I was only on a single street. I didn't look like New York on steroids.” I whispered to Nick.
 
   “I guess Lucien only knew how to reach the outskirts of the City.” Nick explained. “The City has existed in this form for as long as we have had contact with the Fae. It is like a puzzle itself. It had no architects. It simply has been, is, and will be. Or so the Fae say.” He snorted in derision. “Mysterious little buggers.”
 
   The Fae themselves were astounding. They ranged from heights of four and a half feet to nearly seven. They were of all different shades of color, ranging from near-human skin tones to a deep red, forest greens, or obsidian. Their ears all held the same pointed manner, though those differed as well. Some had piercings, others were only pointed on one end, either the lobes or tips. Some even seemed to have their lobes trail into their jawbones.  
 
   They dressed in all manners of clothing as well. Some wore flowing robes that hid their bodies. Others wore next to nothing, exposing their chests and legs. Some went barefoot, others wore heavy duty boots, and others still wore slippers.
 
   “They're very varied.” I whispered to Nick as we continued through the crowds. Nick would make a turn here or there, blending us as best he could in the crowd. I imagined in our modern clothing and Kevlar we made a sight still. 
 
   “Humans think they're so varied,” he chided. “Star Trek spoiled you all. You all have the same organs, the same basic cranial structure, and vary in skin tones only as much as melanin will allow. Human genetics is ridiculously narrow. The Fae, well, they're curious bastards. Trolls, goblins, true Fae, they'll mix with anything they can breed with, and occasionally some they can't normally.”
 
   I considered this for a moment. “So, where are we headed?” I asked Nick.
 
   “Our goal is to find a constabulary station. The City Guard will recognize the treaty we have, and offer us shelter for at least long enough for us to get back.”
 
   “Why do they speak English?” I asked. “That doesn't make sense.”
 
   Nick smirked. “You ask good questions. They aren't. Your mind is being affected by the City. It's got some magic inlaid in it, and it translates it best as it can.”
 
   I frowned. That seemed rather complex. “Is the City alive?”
 
   “Ask the philosophical questions, why don't you?” He answered with a shrug. “Come on, let's keep going. I don't think we lost Fence that easily.”
 
   “Probably not,” I agreed. I kept my eyes open, scanning the crowds as we hurried through the expansive streets. Nick turned us right at an intersection, which took us up a steep ramp. As I looked up and down, I realized that the streets were much more complex than they had originally seemed. The entire place was streets, towering buildings, and ramps getting from one level to another. “Crap, this is huge. How do we find anything here?”
 
   “City Guard watch houses have signs. We'll be able to find it.” He said as we hurried up the ramp. 
 
   My shoulder continued to protest my lack of tender care. Tough luck, body, I was giving it some temporary discomfort to give it the opportunity to, well, exist back in my native dimension later. 
 
   I had been following Nick for around twenty minutes when a chill ran down my spine. The tingle was like Fence's earlier attack. “Nick, keep an eye out.”
 
   He didn't even get a chance to respond. A dark ball of energy slammed out of the crowd, and people ducked out of the way of the energy. This must have been pretty common here, I mused as I lunged off of one foot, trying to leap out of the way of the ball of energy. The crowd reacted to it like most humans would to gunfire.
 
   “What the hell?” Nick growled as the energy clearly missed him. “Fence.” He scanned the crowd for the source of the energy. “There.” He gestured.
 
   I didn't realize what I was seeing at first. I couldn't see the same construct of shadows or tentacles that we had seen earlier. In its place was a tall, androgynous figure. It took a moment to realize that the figure I was seeing was Fence. The form of the daemon was a mask, or some sort of costume it put on. It lacked the pointed ears of the Fae, with deep obsidian skin. The demon's eyes were golden, brilliantly so. It wore a set of long robes, obscuring its limbs apart from two large hands with spindly fingers.
 
   “Oh, hello, witchling, bright one. You left so quickly. It really was quite rude.” Fence scolded us in its soft tone. The daemon's voice was quiet, but still seemed right in my ears. “It's even worse form to blast your host with magic.”
 
   I shoved one hand out as I searched for magic to gather around me. The magic was there, the flow of it natural, gentle. I brought it into my body and focused it. “Well, good thing we got out of your place. I'd hate to be rude.” As I brought my hand into a fist, I briefly considered that I wished I had looked more into what my mother had said about magical interaction in her journals. Was this a “Don't cross the streams” thing? 
 
   Fence's face broke with a wide smirk. Its mouth was unnaturally large, enough to make it unsettling as it brought a hand up, shadows forming in its fist. It shoved forward, and I responded, releasing the energy in my body. White light streamed out, battling with the ball of shadow and merging together. The two spells seemed to cancel each other out at the point of impact, dissipating in a hissing flash of gray smoke.
 
   “Whoa,” I whispered, shocked at that. Were they two different energies that didn't mix together? I would ask about the theory later. Fence didn't seem too interested in answering my questions. He shoved his fist again, punching the air as another ball flew from his fist. 
 
   I sprung to my left, dodging out of the way of the ball. It zipped by me, leaving me with a cold sensation as it crashed into the stone of the building behind me. Fence reached out, one long arm outstretched towards me, and its other pointed straight at Nick, who was still picking himself off the street. “Nick, magic! Get out of there!”
 
   Nick's dark-haired head spun around, and he pushed himself off the ground as a ball of shadow blasted a chunk of cobblestone off the street, sending a small cloud of debris up. Another shadow ball flew in my direction, and I had to duck and lunge to my left to narrowly dodge it. 
 
   “Way to aim, Fence!” I grunted as I forced myself up. Whatever Fence was, it could summon a lot of magic fast. 
 
   Nick wasn't faring as well as I did. The daemon's attentions seemed to be focused on the Marshal, advancing as it tossed numerous shadows at Nick. Nick couldn't dodge them all, with two of them catching his jacket, tearing right through his Kevlar and burning away part of his shirt. 
 
   I needed to end this quickly. I dodged out of the way as Fence swung around and tossed another shadow ball at me, making me jump towards a pocket of Fae who were trying to distance themselves from the fight. Several of them hissed in quiet tones at me, wondering just what I was and what I was doing here. 
 
   I reached inside my jacket and drew my gun. With a fluid motion, I drew it, hit the mag release, and I dropped to one knee while I slammed a magazine with iron bullets home.
 
   Killing things on the Other Side wasn't an option. Things came when you killed people. But Nick was more important than the shades that would come. I took aim, and put a three round grouping straight in Fence's chest.
 
   The sharp report of the gun went off and the street went silent. I couldn't tell if Fence was bleeding from the large, flowing robes. It slowly turned towards me, and hissed at me. “You...you brought silver and iron here?”
 
   I took a step forward, keeping my aim straight at Fence's torso. “Back off. I've got five more shots and it's really hard to miss this close.” 
 
   Fence's lips peeled back and it hissed at me. Its teeth, all of them razor sharp, were arranged in a set of two rows. “I will remember your name, Carpenter.” It took in a deep breath, made a sissing noise, and it slowly started to fade. After ten seconds or so, it was gone. 
 
   I looked around, checking the situation. Most of the crowd had hit the streets, causing a pileup in some areas of the street. Even a few merchant's stands looked vacant, their owners likely hiding behind the stalls. Deciding no one else was threatening, I headed for Nick.
 
   The Marshal was slumped down to one knee, nursing his wounds and clutching his wounds. He had a tear in his vest and the shirt underneath, as well as a smaller one on his right arm. “Impressive. How did you know the gun would work and you wouldn't need a blade?” He asked.
 
   I offered him a hand. “I didn't, but I've yet to find something that a bullet doesn't hurt.”
 
   He placed his hand in mine, and I helped him up. “He wasn't trying to hurt us. Just toy with us, perhaps to detain. I'm not sure what his intent was, but it wasn't likely to be pleasant.” He brushed himself off, and grunted.
 
   I was about to make a reply when I heard clanking sounds coming our way. I turned to see a number of armored troops hurrying towards us. They carried large spears, and the swords at their hips and their armor told me that they weren't just the homeowner's association.
 
   “I think we got the attention of the City Guard.” I said softly.
 
   That suspicion was confirmed when the troops lowered their spears. A woman spoke up, who I assumed was their leader. She wore a cap with a cloth hanging from the sides that obscured her ears. She had a slight bluish tint to her skin, and her white eyes seemed nearly cat-like. “Both of you are coming with us.”
 
   “Uh, why?” I asked as I slowly put my hands up, opening my hand slightly so my fingers weren't close to my pistol's trigger. 
 
   “Assault with a mortal weapon, for one.” The woman hissed. “But I suspect that he might have something to explain.” She turned to my companion. “Nick, it's been too long.”
 
   Nick's face caught in a grin. “Why, Saris, I'm shocked you recall me.”
 
   Saris snorted. “Spare me. You and your witch are going to have a lot to explain.”
 
    
 
   The troops escorted us through the streets, surrounding us in a diamond formation as we were led back to the guard's watch house. It took us about five minutes of walking to reach it. We were ushered into a waiting area, which was a common room with a number of tables and chairs. Members of the City Guard lounged around the large room, with their armor in various states. 
 
   Fae of differing skin colors, heights, and ear shape were around the room, though the most common of them looked close to human. One of the Guard patted me down and frisked me, taking my gun and knife away from me. He set the weapons on a table, then repeated the process with Nick. Nick apparently had a brace of throwing knives secreted on him somewhere, and the Guard set a little case of the knives on the table along with his longer combat knife. 
 
   “So,” Saris began as she grabbed a chair and took a seat behind the table. “We don't get visits often from the mortal world, so there better be an interesting story as to why you came over, got a daemon attacking you, which required you to fire off a firearm in the middle of a crowded street.”
 
   “To be fair,” I cut in. “It had cleared out by the time I had pulled the gun, and I was at a close range.”
 
   Saris turned her icy features over to Nick. “Why were you here?” She asked.
 
   “We were investigating a new narcotic being introduced into Knight Carpenter's territory. When we discovered it, we found that Faerie blood was being used as an active ingredient. We used the blood to open a portal to the Other Side to track down the donor of the blood.” Nick's voice was level, calm.
 
   Saris's features were calm, reflective. Her eyes were locked on him for a moment as she took in his end. “What happened when you found the source of the blood?” She asked, prompting him to continue.
 
   Nick paced towards a chair at the table and sat down, with such a casual nature the Fae didn't even move to object or tell him to sit down. Apparently if you walked the walk, the Eternal City Guard wouldn't immediately assume you were a threat. 
 
   “We came out of the portal to a home, and in that home we found our Faerie. Dead, dissected by a daemon who identified himself as Fence.” 
 
   Saris held up a finger, interrupting him. She turned to another Fae. He looked closer to human than any Faerie I had seen so far. His skin was dark, with a less pronounced point to his ears. His voice was low, melodious. “The daemon is a known distributor of illegal goods, Captain. No confirmed appearances, but there is evidence to suggest one with that description heads a smuggling ring of Earthly materials.”
 
   “Perfect,” the captain sighed. “Callan, can you work with our street officers, see if any of us can find a place of residence for this Fence?”
 
   The man nodded. “By your command,” He said, and started towards the door to the watch house. 
 
   Nick arched an eyebrow at Saris. He waited until Callan had left. “Is he...”
 
   “Half,” Saris replied. “But he's one of my best officers. Can't get a promotion because of his blood, though.” She leaned back slightly. “So, I am guessing this Fence didn't appreciate you snooping around his house.”
 
   I nodded. “Some small talk was made, but it ended in a fight. We ran out onto the streets, lost him.”
 
   “Can you remember the location of the house?” Saris asked.
 
   “Probably not,” I said. “I got lost just walking here.”
 
   “I can give you my best recollection,” Nick said. “Though to be honest, I imagine Fence has already abandoned what he could.” 
 
   The Fae nodded. “Of course. Still, if you could work with one of our officers, it'd be appreciated.”
 
   I made my way to one of the chairs and sat down. This time some of the guards bristled, but Saris calmed them with a glance. “I'm going to need some time to recover before I can open up another door, Nick.” 
 
   Nick looked over to me, and nodded. “Yeah, it's best we give you some rest. Saris, have you got some place our witch can grab some shut eye while I gather what he needs for the spell? I'll try to give you more for your officers to go after for the location of the house.”
 
   Saris nodded. “Yes, he can rest in one of the bunks we keep in the watch house.” She nodded to one of the Guard. “Officer Morven!” She called. 
 
   A shorter female Fae with a reddish tint to her skin stood up. She had been playing a dice game with some other guards at a table. “Yes, Captain?” She asked.
 
   “See Mister Carpenter to a bunk. He needs to sleep so he can magic his way back to where he came from.”
 
   Morven offered a little nod to me, and gestured for me to follow. “Come on,” She led me towards the staircase at the back of the station house, We headed up there, and we arrived at a room with a half-dozen cots, arranged in two rows of three. “We keep these for troopers who need to crash or grab a nap.” She explained. “Just grab one and get some sleep.”
 
   I walked to the first one. It wasn't until I had sat down on the bed that I realized how tired I was. Between the magic of opening a portal and slinging energy at Fence, my body was coming off the adrenaline high. My body ached for rest. “This is perfect, Morven.” I started to unlace my boots.
 
   Morven stood at the foot of the cot, watching me. “You're from Earth.” She said, her voice plain. It was a statement, not a question.
 
   “Yeah, I am.” I pulled off one boot, than the other. “From what I know, most humans are.” I had to remind myself that well, I wasn't totally human myself. “And witches.”
 
   “I've never seen Earth.” When I looked up to look at Morven, her eyes, a vibrant amber, locked to mine. “Travel between this Side and the mortal world is restricted.” She tilted her head to the side. “From what I have been told, there's very little magic in your world.”
 
   “Witches are nearly dead,” I said. “But there's magic of its own sort.”
 
   Morven gave a little, important sniff. “You're an endangered species.” That was such a recurring theme. People liked reminding me how bad off my race was. It made me feel like some rare animal.
 
   “Maybe,” I offered her a shrug. “I don't like to think of it like that. It's not very productive.” I pulled off my jacket and the Kevlar next, laying them out next to my boots next to the bed. “Have Nick wake me in four hours.” I told her as I grabbed at one of the blankets. 
 
   I didn't look back to see Morven walking away, though I could hear the lightest pat of her boots on the floor of the guard house. 
 
   Sleep came quickly. Rest was a whole other issue.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Ever since my magic awakened, dreams got frustrating. 
 
   To be specific, I dreamed of my mother, Victoria Torres. My mother was an abstract concept to me. She had died only a few weeks after my birth. I had learned only a slight bit about her from her journals. 
 
   The problem was it wasn't my mother. It was a construct created by...something, that chatted with me on occasion.
 
   I was dreaming of the kitchen in Matt's house, where I was dreaming of eating breakfast. I was sitting nibbling on toast. 
 
   The construct of my mother was sitting on the counter, legs dangling off the edge. She was a striking woman, with dark hair and icy eyes. Laugh lines played at the corners of her mouth, as she looked down at me. Her hair was in the same long braid that was in the one picture I had of her that she had with my father.
 
   “Hey there, Vic.” I knew that it wasn't my mother, but out of a lack of ideas of what she actually was, I had settled on the nickname recently. “Come to offer vague-yet-mildly helpful advice?”
 
   Vic smiled down at me. “You're in the Other Side.” She said, and tilted her head to the side. “That is unexpected.”
 
   “It's part of a job.” I said, and shook my head. “Not the point. I've got a question to ask you.”
 
   She pondered this for a moment as if weighing the possibilities. “Proceed.” She said after a long moment.
 
   “Are witches the only mortals that can do magic?” I asked. 
 
   “No,” She answered immediately. “Humans are capable of it, in limited capacity, and some human blood lines can carry magic aptitude.”
 
   I frowned. “I thought witches were the only people who could access the magical energy around us.”
 
   “There are more sources than just the background energy witches can draw from.” She explained. “You've read about blood magic.”
 
   I nodded. “Humans can use it?” I asked. 
 
   “Indeed. With the right training, they can use blood magic. Vampire blood is highly potent.”
 
   I sighed. “Crap. The only problem is I've got no leads. How do I track magic?”
 
   Vic shrugged its shoulders. “I don't have that information. Perhaps-”
 
   “My mother's books.” I sighed. “Great.” I thought about it for a moment. Something had always been scratching at me. I was closer to my magic in the Other Side, and I wondered if the same was true for my dreams.
 
   I forced myself to close my eyes, an odd prospect in any dream. I focused on my magic, and reached out with my senses there. I could feel the presence of my mother, but what it was, I couldn't tell. The presence wasn't like a vampire, were, or even a Red Angel. The sensation was warm, soft, and intangible, like touching the steam rising from tea.
 
   Like the carpet being pulled out from me, I felt a shove of energy snapping back at me. My eyes shot open, and I saw a frown on Vic's face. She clicked her tongue.
 
   “Oh, Eric, gotta let a girl keep her secrets.” She scolded, like a teacher who'd discovered a student being just a bit too clever. 
 
   I stood from the table and crossed the kitchen to her, a few steps closing the distance. “I know you're not my mother. You're a-”
 
   “A construct,” She cut me off. “We have been over this numerous times.”
 
   “I thought it was just something put in my head. But I sensed you. You've got someone pulling the strings.” I leaned forward, looking into the eyes of the faux-Victoria. “Does Amy know about this?”
 
   “No, but I'd perhaps prefer if it was our little secret.” She smiled, sheepishly. “Don't suppose I can convince you of that?”
 
   I frowned, and shook my head. “Nope. You're in my head, and I want to know why.”
 
   “It's a backup plan, simply. In case Amy died.” Her lips parted in a toothy grin. “She'd deny it, but she's a rather prideful person. The idea that she would fail wouldn't occur to her.” She reached a hand out, and placed her fingers inches from my nose. “Now, I believe we're done here, Eric.” She tapped my nose, and my eyes filled with light.
 
    
 
   I groaned as Nick jabbed a finger into my shoulder. “Asshole,” I groaned as I came back to consciousness. The guard house was a little more active when I opened my eyes, looking around.
 
   The rest of the cots were filled with sleeping troopers. I looked up to Nick who tossed my boots onto my stomach. “Get up. We're leaving. You're strong enough to open a gateway?” At my nod, he continued. “Good. We've got to get back. The more time I spend here, the more I have a feeling that you're needed back in San Francisco.” 
 
   I grumbled and grabbed a boot as I sat up and pulled it on. “What makes you say that?” I asked him.
 
   “Your killer.” He said. “You've fulfilled your end of the bargain, so I tell you what I know.” Nick paused a moment, then continued. “There was a series of killings like this in San Diego, thirteen years ago. Back then, the section of the Marshals that dealt with Arcanes were spread out thin. I can't give you numbers on what it was like, but the current numbers of Arcanes living in America are huge miscounts. A lot of Arcanes haven't revealed themselves, and we didn't have local police departments who were in the know.”
 
   “Is this just you saying that you don't know what the hell was going on?” I asked. 
 
   “Not at all. We have a file.” He noted. “Five vampire deaths, same sort of MO. Ritual murders. Restrained, cut open. We didn't have a witch on staff, so we couldn't ID whether it was actual magic or not, but the suspicion was that it was an attempt at blood magic.”
 
   I listened as I pulled on my boots and jacket, and ran a hand through my hair in a half-hearted attempt to tame the messy blond locks. “Did you have any suspects?”
 
   “We were led to believe that it was a contractor. It's an old concept,” Nick explained. “A person who uses violent magic like that, especially if they're not a witch, is always looking for more practice, and they hire themselves out as a mercenary of sorts.”
 
   I thought about it. “Ishmael's situation is pretty rough right now. Maybe one of the other vampires...” I thought about it for a second. “Vela and Yukiko are the two barons in Ishmael's territory.”
 
   “What about Finnegan, or Catherine?” Nick asked me.
 
   I shrugged. “Catherine, I don't know. Finnegan's not really the type to work through intermediaries outside of the shifter community. He also isn't a fan of magic.”
 
   “And Teresa?” He asked. “Miss Crespo is his number two, right?”
 
   “That's a possibility I can't one hundred percent rule out.” I admitted. I had no evidence to connect her with it, but vampires by nature were ambitious. “Could a vamp be directly responsible?”
 
   Nick considered a moment. “Magic is hard for a vampire to conjure up. Part of the whole undead deal. Even with blood magic it's very unlikely. You'd have been able to sense it, most likely.”
 
   “And with a human dabbler?”
 
   “Harder to detect, I suspect, unless they had just recently performed it.” Nick nodded. “Now, let's get us home. Remember how to open the door?”
 
   I gave him a petulant scoff. “Please,” I reached out, gathered the energy. It came rather easily to me, the energy flowing through the Other Side in abundance compared to the small streams that were on Earth. I quickly had it spooled around my body, and I felt like I was practically humming with energy. I thought of home, of the kitchen that I had coffee in every morning. Slowly, I pulled at the air, and a white rip appeared in the air. 
 
   A little grin crossed my face once it was almost six feet high and wide enough to fit two people. “I am so good.”
 
   We stepped through, and returned to planet earth.
 
    
 
   I was glad that there was a counter in front of me as I stumbled out of the portal. As it closed behind Nick and I, I stumbled forward. I caught myself on the cool tiles of the kitchen counter.
 
   “Eric!” Amy's voice came immediately as she stormed into the kitchen.
 
   Dressed in jeans and a loose black tee, she was glaring at me. “Just where did you-” As soon as she saw Nick, a knife was in her hands. “You.”
 
   “Hello, Amy,” Nick chuckled as he looked over at her. “How's your day going?”
 
   “You do not play the 'how is your day' routine and get to pretend like I did not just lose Eric for several hours.” She grabbed at his shirt, which looked almost comical from their difference in height. “What happened?”
 
   “Amy, I-” I started, but she cut me off.
 
   “Eric, I am very glad to see you, but I might have to kill Nick at the moment, and I would prefer to do that without interruption.” She looked up into Nick's eyes, and growled. “What. Happened?”
 
   “Other Side.” He croaked, his easy confidence breaking. It was almost stunning to watch, as he swallowed and looked over to me. “We were tracking a criminal. Found a daemon.”
 
   “A daemon?” I watched as Amy lifted Nick by his shirt. Even though I could guess that Nick was possibly even twice her size, she picked him up like he was just a mildly inconvenient grocery bag. “You stupid, arrogant bastard.”
 
   Nick's face froze, watching her. It took him several long moments for him to find his voice again. “I am sorry. I'm so sorry, Amy. I made sure no harm came to him.”
 
   She let him go, depositing him on the floor with little ceremony. She turned to me. “You went to the Other Side. I would have preferred you called.”
 
   “Sorry about that. I'll give you a ring next time I cross dimensions.”
 
   She frowned, but eventually just shook her head. “Stupid witch.”
 
   I shook my head, then looked down at Nick. “Are you going to help us find a killer, or are you off on whatever you've got next?” 
 
   “We've got some drug dealers upstate now to take care of.” He stood and dusted himself off. “Toodles.” He headed for the front door. 
 
   I didn't see Nick out. I had limits on how much of a gentleman I was willing to be. I looked back to Amy. “Nick thinks that the person doing this is a merc, a contractor. He thinks a vampire couldn't do this on their own, supposing that this is in fact a power grab.”
 
   “So that means that we need to figure out which vampire is seeking to supplant Ishmael.” She nodded. “A fair assessment.”
 
   “That's what I thought. It's why we're going to Ishmael's, and we're going to pull this off as fast as we can. We don't want another victim.” I pulled out my phone, checking the time. “We've still got two hours til sundown, so I'm guessing Ishmael's still at the office.”
 
   I headed upstairs, where I found my leather jacket and pulled it on. I grabbed my gear, stowing them in the inside pockets of the jacket. My knife, gun, and some more rounds for it. 
 
   By the time I had made it downstairs, Serena was coming in the door. She was wearing a white tank top and jeans, and looked to have a bit more color in her face than last night. “Heard you had an adventure,” She said as a greeting.
 
   “I'll tell you about it later.” I said and looked over to Amy. “Ready?”
 
   “As I can be.” She shrugged, and looked back to Serena. “We are going to go after a possible lead with the killer.”
 
   “I can help,” Serena's eyebrows perked up. “Like, just provide back up and all that.”
 
   Amy paused for a moment, then she looked at me. “I'm not sure.” I said, trying to keep my voice soft. “This isn't just some questions. We're going to probably be going after a magic user.”
 
   “I can help.” She said. “I'm a vampire, I'm strong. I handled myself at Dumont's, right?”
 
   I looked over to Amy. “I...Okay, listen. If things go south, you are not going to be a hero. If Amy or I tell you to do something, you do it. Clear?”
 
   Serena nodded. “You got it. Now, where are we headed?”
 
   “Wilson Managements, we're off to talk to Ishmael.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
   This time when we went to Wilson Managements, the place was buzzing with activity. People in suits were filing in and out of the office, carrying briefcases, carrying folders, and looking very important.
 
   We passed by them, and I nodded to Perry at the front desk. “We're here for Ishmael.” I said without any ceremony. “Tell him Carpenter's here.”
 
   Perry, the twenty-something man behind the desk, stared at us for a second. All three of us were wearing leather jackets and heavy shoes. He finally picked up his phone and pressed a few buttons. “Yeah...yeah. Uh-huh. All right.” He said before hanging up. “Third floor. He'll see you immediately.”
 
   “Thank you,” I smiled politely, and headed straight for the elevator. 
 
   Once we got in, Serena asked. “So, how do we figure out who's the...what do you call a human practitioner?”
 
   “There are several names. If they are self-taught, wizard is the preferred term.” Amy shrugged. “Though it varies from culture to culture. Witches are their own species. Sorcerers are humans with no talent, but receive powers from deals with other...sources.”
 
   “You mean there are things that can give you magic?” Serena asked. Though it was surprising, I thought, it made sense. I could just imagine a daemon like Fence selling magic to people. The thought sent a little chilling sensation through me.
 
   “Yes, and while it is hard for a human to make contact with such a being, there is always a way for those things.”
 
   Part of me wondered how common that was. Sure, Amy said they were rare. Things that wanted to prey on the desperate and hungry always found a way, however.
 
   When the elevator door opened, Teresa was standing at the doors. She wore a crisp red blouse and dark skirt. “Mister Carpenter. Miss Laurent. Amy.” She nodded to each of us in turn. “Ishmael is waiting to speak with you. If you would follow me.” She turned and started off.
 
   I picked up my pace to move right next to Teresa. “Sorry about the quick exit this morning.” I whispered. 
 
   She looked over to me, and met my eyes. “I think I'll excuse it. This once.” She gave a mirthful chuckle. “You have an interesting smell on you.”
 
   “We'll talk about it later once I'm sure things have settled down.” I promised her.
 
   I heard Serena's voice in my other ear. “Ooh, walked out on her this morning?”
 
   “God, I hate vampiric hearing.” I groaned. “Private conversation, Serena.”
 
   Teresa looked around me to look at Serena. “It's all right, Eric. Once Miss Laurent learns to control her various...advantages, she can learn to tune out that which she shouldn't be listening to.”
 
   I chuckled when Serena's face tinged with blood. “Looks like you got some yourself last night.” I teased.
 
   “I, uh, ran into Vincent.” She smiled a little bit. “The guy who gave me blood the first night?”
 
   “Oh, I remember him.” I said, recalling the man. “He was at the Last Drop?”
 
   Serena nodded. “We spent some time together, got to know each other. He's a great guy. Really.”
 
   “You'll have to have him over some time. I'm not a half-bad cook, you know.”
 
   “If you like things that are extremely unhealthy.” Amy snorted.
 
   “You mean taste delicious.” I shot back.
 
   We cut the chatter when we reached the office I knew had to be Ishmael's. It had a large wooden door, which Teresa rapped upon. After a moment, I heard. “Enter.” Teresa opened up the door, and we all stepped in. I took the lead.
 
   Ishmael's office was spartan, practical. You couldn't even really tell what Wilson Managements did from his office decor. There were a few pictures of him with local San Francisco politicians, which went back about twenty years. There was even a picture of him with the Governor displayed on his large desk.  The desk itself had a large touch screen on it, which had reports, emails, and a muted stream of the news playing on it.
 
   He looked up and smiled at us. “Ah, the dream team, are we?” He said with just a slight tease in his voice. 
 
   “What I could round up at the moment, but I'm not complaining. Now, I've got a theory.” 
 
   Ishmael pinned me with a half-interested glance. He sat back in the leather office chair, and said. “Well, give it a shot.”
 
   “I think that the person targeting you is one of your subordinates. One of the barons.” I didn't mention Nick's theory of Teresa. I didn't believe it, or at least I didn't want to. We didn't need baseless suspicion cropping up either. “I want your permission to raid Yukiko and Vela, and to question them about the sorcerer they're using to kill the vampires.”
 
   “A sorcerer?” Ishmael frowned. “So you can confirm they are arcanely focused?”
 
   “San Diego. Same MO.” I answered. “They're using the murders to stage you as incompetent to protect them. I want to figure out who, fast.”
 
   He nodded. “Yukiko will be at her club. Vela's got a restaurant he owns that he has a private room at. I'll text you the details.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.” I nodded, and looked back to Serena and Amy. “We'll get this done. We go in, question them, find anything related to magic.”
 
   “What if they resist?” Serena asked.
 
   “Well, that would be pretty telling. We hope it doesn't come to that.” We left the office, and I checked the address for Vela that we had been given. Vela first, then Yukiko, I decided. 
 
   As the three of us took the elevator back down to the lobby, I started to feel queasy. My stomach rolled around like it was trying to escape via my throat. I wasn't happy with it, for sure. I grunted softly, and I grabbed one of the walls to steady myself.
 
   “Hey, Eric, are you okay?” Serena asked, placing a hand on my shoulder. 
 
   I stayed still for a moment. It passed after a moment, leaving me with just a little dizziness. “Uh, yeah. I'm fine.” I insisted. “Just a little sick. Maybe a side effect of the jumps.” 
 
   Amy looked down at me, and her hand touched my forehead, her cool skin pressing to it. Her brow furrowed in concentration, but after a moment, she shook her head. “I don't feel anything wrong, but that's just physical.”
 
   I shrugged it off as I stood up. “Could be nothing.” I said, dismissing it as the doors opened up. 
 
   We walked out into the lobby, past Perry and his constant talking on the phone. We had just passed the desk when the doors at the front of the building opened, and a half-dozen vampires walked in. I could tell they were vamps instantly. They moved way too fluidly to be human, and they had the lithe composure of the dead. 
 
   Alarm bells rang in my head. They weren't dressed in suits. No, they wore heavy jackets, and they way they moved, with a favoring of one side, spoke of concealed weapons. 
 
   I walked over to Perry's desk. “Do you recognize those vamps?” I whispered.
 
   Perry took a second to realize I was talking to him. He looked up, said. “No, I d-”
 
   Hell broke loose with the sound of automatic fire. One of the vampires had brought out a submachine gun and was trying his best to fill the air of the lobby with as much ammunition as possible. 
 
   “Cover!” I called to Serena and Amy, who were already hurrying to hide behind pillars in the lobby.
 
   With a move I knew I would regret, I vaulted over the top of Perry's desk and took cover behind it. My knees protested immediately. I drew my pistol and chambered a round. “Well, crap.” I grumbled. “Perry, get help.”
 
   The receptionist, now cowering behind his desk, nodded furiously. I waited for the first thunders of automatic weapons to die down, before I peeked my head up.
 
   There were two vampires carrying machine guns, while the other four of them were all drawing wicked-looking knives. The knife-wielding vamps were spreading out around the pillars that lined the middle entrance of the lobby. 
 
   I checked for Amy and Serena. Both of them had dodged behind the pillars closest to the desk. Each had drawn a blade, with Serena holding the knife I had given her, and Amy holding her blade that bordered on a short sword. 
 
   I raised my gun as the two vampires with guns quickly reloaded. I let off a pair of shots, which missed but got them ducking at least.  One of them, a dark-haired male with a nose that looked like it got in too many bar fights, slammed his magazine home and leveled his gun in my direction. I ducked fast enough to hear bullets fly over where my head used to be, and cursed. We needed a plan, but I wasn't going to be able to communicate with Amy and Serena without getting over to them and exposing myself. 
 
   Even as I thought that, the dizzy, queasy feeling started to return. It wasn't as bad before, but a new ache in my stomach had started. I grunted, and looked to Perry. “Where the hell is our backup?” I grunted.
 
   Perry started to stammer. “Th-there's been an-an-another attack.”
 
   “Crap.” I summarized my feelings and my situation right now in about one word. Five years and student debt and I get “crap.” I grunted and pulled myself up to my feet, crouched behind the desk's raised front. “Amy, Serena!” I called. “Two goons with knives, trying to flank each of you!”
 
   Serena looked back to me for a second, her dark hair whipping around in a fast look, before the first of the vampires rounded the corner. 
 
   She looked back just in time, and she immediately ducked the first attack by the vampire. She went with an uppercut stab, jamming the knife towards the vampire. Her attacker knocked the blade with his free hand, then the second came around and tried to press her out into the open. Serena, for her part, was able to dodge the attacks, keeping her back as best she could to the pillar.
 
   I focused back on the gun vampires. I peeked my head over the raised edge of the desk, and started to fire. I fired a three-round group at Broken Nose. Two of them hit home, but even with my silver rounds, they didn't kill the vampire instantly. He did shout and curse, as he brought his weapon back from Amy's direction to empty his magazine in my direction. 
 
   I ducked back down again. While the bullets hadn't killed the vampire, it had slowed him down a measure. Those bullets flew about ten feet above my head. He had lost focus.
 
   I kept myself crouched, and waddled over to the edge of the desk. I checked to make sure a gun man wasn't focused on Serena, then I ran across the space towards Serena and her two attackers. One of the vampires had its back to me. I made him pay
 
   I jammed my gun into his back. Images raced through my head, of Lucien standing below me. I hesitated, for a crucial moment.
 
   The vampire spun around, his fangs bared in a hiss as he wheeled around to attack me. He knocked at my wrist, sending my gun skidding across the floor at the force of a vampire-enhanced blow. I hissed as I tried to reach for my own knife, but I knew I was too slow.
 
   Serena wasn't. A knife point protruded from the throat of my attacker, the silver blade thrust through the vampire's neck with a supernaturally strong push. She grabbed my attacker, and slammed him into the still-living vampire, letting out a hiss of rage. 
 
   I caught her dark eyes for a moment. Rage and pain was in her gaze. We would sort that out later. I reached down and scooped up my gun. “You've got this last guy?” I asked Serena, as she grabbed the knife out of the dead vampire and started to advance on the remaining one. 
 
   “I've got him.” She snarled as she started to thrust and slash with the knife, the vampire attacker clearly on the defensive now. 
 
   I kept moving forward, using the pillars as cover. The sound of fire was more sporadic now, and I was starting to suspect Amy was playing it safe with her attackers. 
 
   When I heard a lull and the sound of magazines being ejected, I popped out from behind the pillar. The vampire I had shot previously was on a knee, while the other was still standing. I didn't hesitate this time. I put two into the standing vampire, one in the chest and one in the head. 
 
   Before the wounded vampire could try to launch at me, I shot him as well.  Both the gun-wielding vampires slumped over, dead. A part of me, the human part of me that scared easily, wanted to put another round in each of them. I looked at my pistol, and the slide that had locked back. I ejected the magazine, reloaded, and hurried over back to the knife fights. 
 
   Amy and Serena had finished with their vampires. I looked towards Amy's side, where two vampires lay on the ground with slashed throats. She had pulled a cloth from her jacket, and was wiping her blade. “Good catch,” She said, her voice soft, to me.
 
   “Someone's getting brave,” I said. “Attacking in daylight?”
 
   “Indeed,” Amy frowned, and looked back to the elevator. “We should head back up.” 
 
   Serena nodded. “Yeah, sounds good.” She walked over to the elevator and hit the call. The button didn't light up. She tried again. “Huh,” She frowned and looked back to me.
 
   I shrugged, and looked towards a door. “We take the stairs.” I said. As I turned for the door, I felt it again. The stab of sickness. This time, I bowled over. I felt bile rise in my throat, and I fought the urge to lose my lunch.
 
   “What's going on?” Serena asked. I felt her hand on my shoulder. “Eric?”
 
   I looked down at the softly colored tiles of the floor, trying to focus on something. The sick feeling spread across my body, my skin going clammy. I coughed, and drops of blood appeared on the floor. Was that my own blood? I tried to speak, but I couldn't.
 
   Pressure built around me, like gravity had gotten cranked up to eleven. I gasped, trying to breathe. More blood started to drip, and I could feel the warm blood falling from my nose. 
 
   And then it got worse.
 
   A cold, slippery feeling was starting to grow in my spine. Like ice water, it trickled down my spine, spread through my body. I recognized it, instantly.
 
   I summoned every inch of strength. It was hell, just to try and speak. It took what felt like an eternity, but I was able to croak out. “It's the sorcerer.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
   I had dished out magic before. I had unleashed it as an emotional response to protect people I cared for. 
 
   I had never been on the wrong end of magic. Vampire powers, sure. I had even been on the wrong end of a Red Angel's mind mojo at one point. Never had I encountered cold, calculated ritual magic being tossed against me. 
 
   The crushing sensation was hell. My vision started to fog as I lost concentration. It was an effort just to stay up on my hands and knees.
 
   Amy's voice seemed distant, distorted. “It is a hex. Someone has placed something on his person, and they are using it to cast a spell on him.”
 
   “What, like a voodoo doll or something?” Serena asked. I felt someone's hand start to pat me down.
 
   “Or something,” Amy scoffed. “Check his pockets.” She ordered, and I started to feel her start to pat me down as well.
 
   I lost my footing then. The pain was starting to get to me. I couldn't focus on their words any more, the pain filling my body. 
 
   The real world started to drift away. I could feel the presence of the sorcerer. It enveloped me, and I could feel their power. The dark, oily feeling, I realized, wasn't the sorcerer's. It was their contact. The Other Sider. 
 
   I pulled myself together, my focus straining from the pain. I don't know how I gathered the energy, but I screamed in pain. I couldn't hear the scream, but it sure felt like I was screaming.
 
   Then there it was. The sorcerer. I could hear something, a pulsing bass line. It was in my head. There were lights, and suddenly, I thought I knew where the sorcerer was.
 
   Reality snapped me back. The pain receded, leaving me just with an incredibly dull feeling. Hearing started to come back, eventually. I grunted. 
 
   “What was that?” I heard Serena asked.
 
   My vision returned. My face was lying on the floor. I could feel warm blood on my lip. 
 
   Amy was crushing something underneath her boot. “Curse marker. A magical signal that sorcerers use. It is similar to a signal flare, used for targeting hexes and dark magic.”
 
   I tried to ask how they had found it. It came out as “Ughhhhughuhhhh.” 
 
   Serena crouched down, and tapped my shoulder. “How're you doing?”
 
   It took me a while before I could find words again. “Like I just had someone crushing my entire body.”
 
   “It seems that someone placed this on your person.” Amy said as she scattered the thing she had crushed. It looked to be some sort of little doll. How had I missed that in my pockets, and where had it come from? 
 
   “Great.” I grunted. “Give me a minute, then we'll head up.” I was able to pull myself up into a sitting position, where I looked between the two of them. “Go get Perry.” 
 
   “Perry?” Amy asked.
 
   “Desk guy.” Serena trotted over to the desk, and peeked over. “Hey, you can come out now. Coast is clear.”
 
   Perry stood, walking out from behind the desk. He still had his headset on. “Are you all right?” He asked us. 
 
   “I need to know what's going on up there.” My voice was weaker than I wanted it to be. 
 
   “Phones are dead.” He said.
 
   “Did you try cell phones?” I asked. He hesitated a moment. “It's all right. This isn't exactly clear thinking time.” I turned to Serena. “Think you can handle a machine gun?”
 
   She looked back at the two gun men, now dead. “It can't be that hard.” She said and started to walk to collect their guns and ammo.
 
   Amy looked down to me. “What do you think happened?”
 
   “I think I know who our sorcerer is working for. I could reach out, touch the person who was hurting me. They were on the stage at Ruby.”
 
   “Ruby? So Yukiko is involved.”
 
   “Involved? No, she's behind it all.” I grunted. I pushed myself up to my knees, and when Amy extended a hand, I took it to stand. “This is all a ploy to usurp power.” 
 
   “If she usurped the title of Count, the only real opposition she would have is Catherine. Finnegan would not mind a disruption in the vampire court.” Amy noted. 
 
   I nodded. “I think she's sent a squad upstairs to kill him.” 
 
   Serena came back a minute with one of the guns, a small black compact thing that you could have easily held in one hand. It wouldn't have been practical for a human, but I had seen a vampire wield an M16 one-handed before.
 
   Serena shoved two magazines into her waist band, and she looked back at me. “Are we heading up now?” She asked.
 
   I double-checked my magazine, then nodded. “Yeah. I'll take the lead.” 
 
   I started up the concrete steps. After two flights, I found the third floor entrance. I could hear a noise beyond the door, a constant noise that pounded against the door. 
 
   Opening the door, I saw sprinklers spraying water across the office. Cubicles had been torn down, with several people lying, wounded or worse, on the floor. A shudder ran down my spine when I realized that we had gotten the easy end of things on the front end. 
 
   I rushed to Ishmael's office. The wooden door had been torn away, but by what I wasn't sure. I entered the room, which had a sprinkler going in there as well. The desk had been overturned, slammed against the wall, with Teresa next to it. She had a stomach wound, and I saw dark blood staining her shirt. 
 
   “They took Ishmael,” She gasped. 
 
   I hurried to her and knelt at her side. “Took him? Who?”
 
   “Weres. They used flash bangs. It disoriented the vampires, and they tore through us in a matter of seconds.” Teresa looked at me. “Didn't use silver bullets, at least.” She hissed. “I'm still losing blood.” 
 
   “Perry up front's called 911. It shouldn't take too long.” But something was wrong. I could see that. Teresa was panting hard. Vampires breathed, sure. They did it twice a minute, or something like that. They had a faint pulse even. Vampires only visibly breathed like that when their bodies got in serious trouble.
 
   Teresa's dark eyes looked into mine. “Nasty wound.” She panted, and she looked around. “Eric. I...I need your help.” 
 
   I took her hand and squeezed it. “Tell me what to do.” I said.
 
   “If I get blood, I'll recover faster.”
 
   I didn't even think about it before I offered her my wrist. “Do it,” I said. I didn't care about the repercussions. Teresa was hurt, and I could help.
 
   “Eric. Please, I...”
 
   “We don't know who else can consent right now. You're not drinking Serena's, and Amy sure won't.” I held my wrist in front of her lips. “I am so not leaving Yukiko to run this shit because you're dead.”
 
   Teresa leaned forward, and she pressed her lips to my wrist. Her tongue flickered out, wetting my arm with her saliva. And then she bit.
 
   Her sharp fangs sunk into my skin, giving me a moment of pain. Vampires could make sure that the bite was painless, with a venom that they could release. Teresa didn't have the control for it right now, and only a little bit of it spread through my arm. 
 
   The mix of pleasure and pain rocketed through my body. I groaned, and my eyes closed for a moment out of the sheer sensation. As her fangs released, and she started to suck at the blood that welled from the small wounds, I tried to suppress any sound my throat wanted to release. I didn't have much self control at the moment, though, and I moaned. 
 
   The first time I'd been bit, it was painful. It had been an attack. This time was a bit easier. After a few long moments, I pulled my wrist away. Teresa mewled in hunger. “Is that enough?” I asked her.
 
   She seemed to think about this for a moment. I saw her eyes, which had pupils dilated so far as to overtake the irises. I placed my other hand on her cheek. 
 
   “Come on, Teresa, don't let the hunger win out.” I pleaded. “Come on, Teresa.” 
 
   She let out a soft growl, and I watched as she lowered her head. She took a deep mockery of a breath, then looked up to me. “It's okay,” She whispered. “I've got it now.”
 
   I embraced her, pulling her up into my lap. “Good.” I whispered, and I hugged her tightly. 
 
   “Give me your wrist,” She ordered. “I'll lick the wound closed.”
 
   “What, you can...”
 
   “Absolutely.” She grabbed my wrist, and her little tongue flicked at the wound. They slowly healed, aided on by whatever magic enzyme or whatever she produced. 
 
   “So, they took Ishmael.”
 
   “Yes, for what reason, I'm not sure.” Teresa drew her head back. Her eyes were back to normal as she looked into mine.
 
   “It's Yukiko. She's hired a sorcerer.” I paused a moment. “I think that sorcerer is going to use Ishmael for the last murder.”
 
   Teresa nodded. “Where's she going to take him?' She asked.
 
   I thought about it. “Her sorcerer was using the club's stage. I think that's where their final ritual is going to be.”
 
   “You need one of the city head's permission to make a kill order.” She said softly.
 
   I sighed. “That means Catherine or Finnegan, as I can't exactly ask Ishmael.”
 
   “I suggest Catherine.” Teresa said, with enough dryness that I had to laugh. I pulled out my cell phone, still holding Teresa against me. She settled in my lap, hands curling into my jacket. “You smell like you were in a fight.”
 
   “Half-dozen vamps downstairs.” I said. “Serena, Amy, and I took them out. They were the distraction, it looks like.”
 
   As I started to dial Catherine's number, Amy and Serena entered. Serena looked down at us. “We're not interrupting something private, are we?” 
 
   “Oh, quiet.” I sighed, and put the call on speakerphone as it was ringing. “I'm calling Queen Catherine. We need a kill order.”
 
   The phone rang several times before we heard a voice on the other end. “Hello, Mister Carpenter, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Catherine's voice was like silk on skin, even through a phone. Red Angels were succubae, put plainly. They fed off lustful energy. Immortal, beautiful, and a little strange. They could seriously screw with your mind too. A phone cut out a lot of that, but not quite all of it.
 
   “Well, long story short, there is a human sorcerer who has been killing vampires. They've been working for Baroness Yukiko, and for their last killing, they've gone after Ishmael and kidnapped him.”
 
   Catherine paused for a moment. “Well, cut to the chase, why don't you? You're sure it's Yukiko?”
 
   “They're operating out of her club.”
 
   “You wish for me to grant a kill order.”
 
   I sighed. “I'd prefer to bring them in alive, but if I have to do what I have to do...”
 
   Catherine sighed. “Bring back Ishmael. Use whatever means you have to.”
 
   “Thank you, Majesty.” I said.
 
   “Good luck, Eric.” She said, and she ended the call. I swallowed down a lump in my throat. Well, here we were.
 
   Serena piped up. “So, uh, why didn't we just call the cops?”
 
   “Yeah, unfortunately the cops don't trust magic as evidence. Also, cops aren't equipped to deal with most Arcane threats. It's why I've got a license for it.”
 
   “The cops will try to contain it. We want to stop this all.” Amy explained. “You said that our sorceress is at Ruby?”
 
   I nodded. “Yukiko will probably have her own defenses.” I looked between Serena and Amy. “I should be able to tackle the sorceress. The problem is that she's got vamps and weres on her side.”
 
   Teresa stood. “Four against a hit force of Arcanes? We'll take it.” She nodded.
 
   “Teresa, I-” I stood up with her, and hesitated. “You'll be good for it?”
 
   “I won't hamper you. Vampires heal fast. Those weres weren't even good enough to use silver.” She looked up to me. “Ishmael is my maker. He is not leaving the city in this big of a mess for me to deal with. We'll take my car.”
 
   And so it was decided pretty quickly. Ten minutes later, Teresa had grabbed her pistol, a modern USP compact, and a machete, and she had them tossed into the back seat of her Tesla. I went back to the Jeep and grabbed more ammunition.
 
   We were off to go save Ishmael. Two vampires, a guardian, and a witch. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Dark was falling over San Francisco by the time we parked the car. We had parked in a parking lot across the street from Ruby, when we unpacked the car. Teresa, of course, had her trunk of goodies.
 
   She pulled four cylindrical canisters from the trunk and handed one to each of us. “Flash bang grenades. They are a bitch for vampires. Sensory overload. If you're tossing one, call out 'daylight' as best as you can to give everyone else notice.” She then handed us each half a dozen zip ties. “Unless it's a vampire who is feeding or a shifter in his animal form, use these to secure them. We don't want deceased if we can help it. If it goes to hell, though, we go weapons free.”
 
   I clipped the grenade to my belt, and Amy stowed it in her jacket. Somewhere. We all pocketed the zip ties. “What's the entry plan?” I asked.
 
   Teresa thought about it for a moment. “We take two teams of two. One goes in the front entrance, and the other takes the employee's entrance.” 
 
   “I'll take the front. I've been in that way. Serena can go with me. We've got the most firepower, so we should be able to spray a lot of trouble around and distract them so you can get in the back.”
 
   Teresa looked over to Amy. “Care to work with a vampire, Miss Amy?”
 
   Amy broke a smile. “I believe I can, this once.” She said, and she nodded. “You will lead through the employee entrance.”
 
   “Excellent. The employee entrance will lead us to the stage.” She said, and she grabbed a few extra magazines for her pistol. “If you two can at least hold on until we get there, you'll have a fighting chance.” She lastly gave me an ear piece. “A radio, so we can keep in check and coordinate.” 
 
   I fit the earpiece on. “How do I activate it?”
 
   “Just tap it. It's on a link with my own.” She said as she grabbed another and fitted it on her own ear. “Any questions?”
 
   “I have one,” Serena said. “Ishmael's rescue is our first priority, right?”
 
   “If he's still kicking.” I said. “If he's dead, capture of Yukiko and the sorcerer becomes top priority. Alive, Ishmael prevents a succession crisis. Dead, we bring his killers to justice.”
 
   Teresa nodded. “All set?”
 
   “All set.” We agreed, and we headed out of the garage down to the street. 
 
    
 
   Ruby wouldn't be open for a few hours, which was lucky for us. The dark still let us cross the street and mostly conceal our weapons. 
 
   The front door to the club wasn't even locked. I nodded to Serena. “Take up a position on the other side of the door.” She moved with a vampiric fluidity. Serena was adapting rather well to undeath, I thought as I grabbed the handle to the door. I held up three fingers, and I counted down silently. When I hit zero, I yanked open the door.
 
   I pulled out the flash bang, pulled out that little ring pin, and tossed it in. “DAYLIGHT!” I called. I shut the door, waited for the detonation. Even through the heavy wood door, I heard the flash bang go off. It was damn loud. 
 
   When we opened the door next, we filed in. I took point. I rushed in, saw a man with huge muscles at the coat check. He had a gun in his hand, but he was holding his face.
 
   I raised my pistol and put two in his chest. His pained howls filled the entry area, and I had a feeling that the were was at least down, if not dead. “Secure him!” I called to Serena.
 
   As she broke open the thin door to the coat check booth, I headed to the edge of the front area. The front hall opened up into the floor of the club. 
 
   The stage lights were on, and I could see Ishmael. He was on a raised table, his shirt stripped away to reveal his chest, scored with several knife marks. 
 
   I looked up on the sage, and saw the sorcerer. It took a long moment for me to even recognize the sorcerer. The dark-haired woman was dressed in form-fitting Lycra pants and a tank top which showed off her athletic body. From this distance, I had to think about where I had seen the face before.
 
   “Breanna Harper, right?” I called, my voice carrying across the floor. The floor was empty for the moment. Just me, Harper, and Ishmael. Yukiko's assistant turned her body slowly to face me. “Freelancing for the Baroness? What, you're just taking money for talking with an Other Sider?”
 
   Harper's voice broke in a laugh for a moment. “So nice for the last witch to remember me.” She focused her gaze on me. “Yes, Carpenter. That was what she offered me. However, my associate on the Other Side has offered me plenty more.” She had a knife in her hands. It had a long, nastily curved blade, and she drew it across Ishmael's chest slowly. Blood seeped from the wound. I could feel power seep into the magic-rich air. “A one-thousand year-old vampire is an appropriate sacrifice. Don't you think?”
 
   “What's Yukiko think of this?” I asked. “Does she mind you playing with other factors?”
 
   “On the contrary, she is rather fascinated by it.” She said. “She remembers magic, when people could more freely communicate with the Other Side. It's a powerful ally to a new regime, our friend is.” 
 
   I brought up my gun. The distance was too far. I was a decent shot, but I had as much of a chance at hitting Ishmael right now. I needed to get closer. 
 
   Serena came out of the coat check area. “The were is dead.” She said as she took up a position next to me. “Is that our sorcerer?”
 
   “Yeah, Serena, that's Breanna Harper.” I nodded towards the stage. “So, how did you tie down the Oteros?”
 
   “Oh, silver and gags will get you so far. Poison and blood in alcohol for the rest.” She grinned. “Now, I believe I have a ritual to finish.” She snapped her fingers, and doors on the far end of the floor opened to reveal several guards, who I guessed were Yukiko's cronies.  “Keep them busy.”
 
   They had guns. I swallowed, and it took only a split second for me to start running.
 
   Gun fire filled the air, automatic weapons spraying the area as Serena and I scurried towards the bar. Bullets chewed at the hardwood of the bar, sending splinters flying as we took cover. 
 
   “Holy crap. Holy crap.” Serena panted. “What do we do?”
 
   “I have no clue. We fight.” I swallowed, and I peeked my head out. Fire chased my head back, but I had at least enough time to take stock of the situation. There were a dozen cronies, six on each side. They were advancing on us. 
 
   “Okay, lay down suppressive fire.” I said to Serena. “Short controlled bursts. Get them ducking.”
 
   Serena nodded, and she checked the trigger grouping for a second. She flicked it to fully automatic, and she scurried behind the bar further away from me. She popped her head up, firing the submachine gun from her shoulder. Brass flew across the rubberized floor behind the bar, and automatic fire thundered from the little gun.
 
   I popped out from the side, and saw the group that Serena was shooting at taking cover in the booths. Bringing the pistol up, I fired off several shots. I fired until the slide locked back empty, and I ducked back down without checking to see what I had hit.
 
   When I looked back to see Serena crouching behind the bar, I saw blood dripping from her left arm. “Son of a...bitch.” She growled, and her fangs were showing. “They shot me. They freaking shot me!”
 
   “That is sort of the idea!” I called back as I reloaded. “Are any down?”
 
   “Didn't check.” She gasped. “Crap. Do you think Teresa and Amy are all right?”
 
   I thought about it for a moment. “I hope so. Keep the suppression up if you can. Don't get hit.”
 
   Serena hissed, and she grabbed her own flash bang. “Daylight, bastards!” She growled and tossed the flash bang. over the bar. 
 
   I made sure to look away. I covered my ears as best I could, but it was still loud as hell. Thunder rang in my ears, and I saw Serena's face contort in pain. 
 
   I quickly spun out from the corner of the bar, and lined up my shots. I put two in a were who was covering his ears, then shot at a vampire holding an AK.  Both went down, and I hurried back behind cover, still looking out to see if anyone might be trying something.
 
   One vampire had gotten particularly brave. He charged ahead, an ax drawn. I shot at him, but he skirted off to dodge the shots. He was good, anticipating my shots. I fired until my gun ran empty, but he dodged out of the way. 
 
   I drew my knife, and I rose into a low crouch, waiting for the vampire to make the next move. He lunged at me with the ax, bringing it down in a hard chop. I dodged back with one foot, twisting my body away. 
 
   I countered and shoved the knife into the vampire, finding the space between his ribs. The silver sizzled as it found purchase between his ribs, steam rising. I kicked him in the groin, then shoved him away. The silver wound had the vampire stumbling, weakened. I ejected the mag, reloaded, and put one in the vampire's head. 
 
   Another were had a shotgun, and he was bearing down, belching a whole lot of led from a drum magazine. I took cover back behind the bar, glass and shattered bottles flying. I covered my head as the liquor shelves got blasted to pieces. We had taken down a few, but there were too many. Serena had taken another hit that I could see, cuts on her face from what I guessed was shrapnel. Her eyes were lost in the blacks of vampiric anger.
 
   I couldn't risk getting up. If I got up, I was going to get mowed down by shotguns, automatic fire, or just hacked by blasted glass.
 
   Then Teresa's voice was in my ear. “Eric!” My heart thundered in my chest. “Where are you?”
 
   “Teresa?” I gasped. “We're behind the bar.”
 
   “Take cover, Eric. We're coming in fast and hard. Daylight!”
 
   I only thought long enough to relay the message to Serena. “Daylight!” 
 
   More flash bangs came in, and I swore this time I could feel the vibrations of sound in my body.
 
   Gunfire erupted, and I peeked my head out, holding my gun at the ready. 
 
   Teresa had her machete and pistol in her hands, a whirlwind of violence, death, and blood lust. She hacked at the back of a knee of a vampire, and thrust her gun into another vampire's mouth. She blew its brains out with one quick squeeze of the trigger. 
 
   Amy was dodging a were, her short sword flickering dangerously at him. She wrested his gun away, tossing it so she could engage the were without firearms in the way. That was Amy, archaic to the bone.
 
   The dozen weres that had started now were halved. I looked over to Serena. “Can you keep their heads down? I need to get to the stage.”
 
   Serena nodded. She lifted the submachine gun in one hand, and she sprayed a few rounds in the direction of some weres who had knocked over a table for cover.  I dashed across the back of the bar, heading to the other side, which was closer to the stage. I ducked under the counter to protect myself from flying bullets and shrapnel.
 
   I came out near the melee that Teresa and Amy were in. I skirted around and ran to the steps to the stage. “Harper!” I shouted.
 
   Now that I was closer, I could see that there was a light blue smoke, flowing from Ishmael's wounds into Harper's hand. I focused my gun on Harper, and I fired, aiming for the head.
 
   Her other hand had sprung up, and white light flashed as the bullet hit something. It was like a wall of light had met the bullet before it reached its destination.
 
   “Come now, Carpenter.” She scolded me. “You didn't think it would be that easy, would it?” She said. “I've got magic flowing right into me, all from this vamp.”
 
   I didn't think much. I just charged with my knife in my other hand, and I closed the distance in a few quick strides.
 
   Harper tossed her hand up, and I was knocked back. An invisible hand picked me up and tossed me back like a kid's toy. I stumbled and found myself knocked onto my back. “What...what the hell are you?” I asked.
 
   “The blood's power, Carpenter. You may have the natural talent, but you have no idea how to use it.” She lifted the knife. “No idea how to really wield the power.”
 
   “Breanna, please!” I thrust a hand forward, trying to thrust magic at her. White light flashed from my hands, and I felt my body ache as I channeled my own life into the strike. 
 
   She dismissed it easily with a wave of her hand. “Fool. Let me show you now what cc power, true magic is.”
 
   Breanna Harper sunk her knife into Ishmael's heart.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25
 
    
 
   Bright lights exploded out of Ishmael's eyes. I could feel ripples of the dark energy, dripping through my body, radiating from Ishmael's body.
 
   This felt wrong. I was sure this was bad. I just didn't have any means to stop it. With that shield of hers and Ishmael's blood fueling it, I didn't have a chance.
 
   I drew myself up to my knees, steeling myself for what would come next. In that moment, as the roars of pain from Ishmael's death ripped through the air of the club, I noticed that the gunfire had stopped. I took only half a moment to look away from the scene to check on the situation. 
 
   The ladies had been victorious. Amy was bleeding from her leg, limping as she headed towards the stage. Teresa had some superficial cuts at the most, and she was loading a fresh magazine into her compact forty-five. Serena had discarded the submachine gun, and was now toting an assault rifle picked off from one of Yukiko's cronies. The three of them slowly moved towards the stage.
 
   “Amy!” I called. “What the hell is going on?”
 
   “She has set up a ritual! Ishmael's blood will fuel it! I do not know what the end goal is, but it will not be pleasant. We can't get up there.”
 
   “Just great.” I sighed as I put away my knife. I didn't want to get into a knife fight with a sorceress right now, not with how casually she had tossed me around. 
 
   I watched as the light started to fade from Ishmael, and slowly it was gone. The vampire noble's body slumped slightly against his restraints. I felt a little sense of dread run through me. What had just happened?
 
   Ishmael's head lifted, and a voice that was entirely not his own came from his mouth. It was low, growling, like a beast that had just been given a human mouth. “Breanna Harper?” Its voice made me want to run. “Is it done?”
 
   “It is done, my lord.” She nodded. “We have given you the body of Ishmael, a master vampire in this realm.”
 
   “It is a daemon.” Amy said, her voice was soft. “She summoned a daemon.”
 
   “Fuck.” I think that was the most eloquent answer I could have given. 
 
   Breanna smiled in a victorious manner. She called out. “Yukiko, it is done!” 
 
   “Excellent.” Yukiko's voice came from one of the doors that the goons had come from.
 
   The vampiress was wearing a simple blouse and jeans, but she was holding a large chrome pistol in one hand. She lifted it up at me, and I ducked down.
 
   “Baroness, let our new friend take care of Carpenter. He brought friends, after all.” Breanna bowed to Ishmael's body. “Camelai. I have brought you the last witch to feast upon.”
 
   Ishmael's face turned to mine. While I had seen Ishmael with violence in his eyes, there wasn't anything like that now. Instead, his eyes had been replaced with swirling red pools, like whirlpools of rage and blood. Ishmael wasn't home any more. 
 
   “Amy.” I looked down to them. “You guys handle Yukiko. Try to get Harper too.” 
 
   Yukiko strolled to the edge of the stage, looking at my three comrades. “Teresa, so nice of you to come. I'm going to enjoy tearing out your throat.”
 
   Teresa raised her gun, and she pointed it at Yukiko's head. “Off we go, then, bitch.”
 
    
 
   Mayhem ensued instantly. Harper dashed off the stage, her knife in hand as she charged at Amy. I spun my head around, focusing on the daemon that called itself Camelai. 
 
   I raised my gun and shot at Camelai. Just one shot to the head. 
 
   One of Ishmael's arms ripped through the silver chains, sending pieces scattering everywhere. His hand was up, clenched in a fist in front of his face. Had he...
 
   His fist opened, and a flattened silver forty-five round fell to the floor. Holy crap. 
 
   I watched as the other arm broke free of the chains. Steam sizzled from burns on his arms, the smell of burnt flesh filling my nose. It took its time to unwrap the chains, more and more steam filling the air. It was like bacon, if bacon was burnt and mixed with blood. I was never eating pork again.
 
   It was still hurt by silver. It was still Ishmael's body. The arcane still reacted to silver. Camelai, whatever it was, just didn't care. It could ignore the pain. 
 
   It looked down at me. Its swirling red eyes focused on me, and I swallowed. 
 
   “Torres,” It hissed. “I can smell your blood.”
 
   I shuddered. Torres, my mother's name. I raised the gun. I wondered how many times it could pull that bullet catch trick. Part of me figured I could at least try. 
 
   “Yeah, Torres. My name is Eric Carpenter. My mother was Victoria Torres, and I'm a witch.” I used my free hand to ball into a fist, and I pulled at the magic around me, the air thick with it still. 
 
   Camelai slid a hand forward, and it punched the air. Power rocketed from it, and this time I was ready. I shouted, and forced magic out with my fist. 
 
   A loud clap fanned out from the point of their meeting. I stumbled back from the impact's power, and I had to put my gun hand on the ground to steady myself as I went to a knee. No one had told me what happened when magic interacted. It wasn't pretty. The air vibrated with the energy, and splinters had blasted all over the stage.
 
   Camelai didn't give me any time to recover. He rushed forward, and he had my gun hand in a hold quickly. He squeezed on my wrist, and I dropped the gun, clattering to the stage.
 
   “I'll drink your blood, witch,” Its growl penetrated my skin, striking deep into my heart. “And when I'm done I'll break every bone in the females' bodies.” His hand curled tighter around my hand, and I'm pretty sure I heard a wet noise. Something warm seeped over my arm.
 
   Pain shot up my arm, and I screamed. I'm not macho. I'm not afraid to scream and holy shit. I had broken ribs before. This was at least more immediate, sharper. 
 
   Camelai licked his lips, and he leaned in closer. “I've a vampire's fangs. A master vampire's fangs. All I need to do...” His voice cut out as a snarl ripped from him. He dropped me and spun around. 
 
   I saw a blade sticking out of his back. It wasn't a good placement, especially for who I saw there. 
 
   Amy was standing on the stage, holding her short sword in her hand. “Get your hands off him, you bastard!” She screamed. 
 
   Camelai struck out, Ishmael's long arms striking out at her. Amy dodged out of the way, and she slid her blade in a strike at his arm. Steam from the silvered blade rose, and she spun around, striking at his knee. 
 
   The daemon wouldn't have it, though, and its unnatural speed swatted the blade away, sending it down. His fist this time connected, hitting her into the ground. 
 
   I wasn't going to let him hurt her. I reached across my body, and I grabbed the pistol off the ground. It wasn't my good hand, but I wasn't asking for great aim. I emptied the magazine into Ishmael's body, the reports of my gun filling the club. 
 
   Camelai's shouts of pain were tinged with Ishmael's own tones. It hurt to hear that. But right now I needed to keep him away from Amy. I loaded the last magazine from my belt, hit the slide release.
 
   The daemon turned back to me. Steam was rising from its body as the silver ate at his insides. He lifted a hand, and I shot at it. This time, the bullets were hit away with the same kind of wall that Breanna had made. 
 
   “I'm going to eat you, witch.” Camelai growled. Ishmael's body was still a few feet away. I wondered if I emptied the magazine into him could he block them all? “And then I'm going to kill the bright one. Her kind doesn't come around the Other Side any more. I'll have fun with that.”
 
   Camelai paused several feet away from me. His jaw opened, and I suddenly felt very very sick. His mouth stretched like a snake's, wide enough that I'm absolutely sure he could have bit off my head in one bite. The large vampire's fangs seemed twisted now, and I am sure I made a noise of pure fear.
 
   I lifted the gun, and I fired. Again and again. I didn't stop for any reason. I just emptied the magazine until the Colt's slide locked back. 
 
   The daemon wasn't even scratched. It raised a hand, and I felt pressure slam down on my body. It was like an entire football team was holding me down, invisible but still very present. I gasped, croaking, as I started to feel the same pressure on my throat. 
 
   “Any last words?” The daemon growled, its voice distorted by the misshapen jaw. It grinned a fanged smile at me.
 
   “No,” I whispered, coughing just to breathe. “She does.”
 
   Amy, bloodied and battered, jumped onto Ishmael's back. Her compact frame clung to him as she wrapped an arm and her legs around him. Her free hand, however, had the last of the stun grenades in them, which she shoved in Camelai's distortion of Ishmael's mouth. “Daylight, bastard.”
 
   The utter shock of it must have disrupted Camelai's concentration. The force lifted off me, which I was utterly relieved for. 
 
   I rolled onto my stomach, landed on my wounded wrist. I cried out, but I was grateful I had done it. The detonation of the flash bang had my head ringing. It was a combination of every injury I had had in my life, topped off with the world's worst hangover. 
 
   It took me several seconds before I could even try to open my eyes. I pushed myself over, and what I saw actually had me shouting.
 
   “How is this bastard still here?”
 
   Ishmael's body certainly looked worse for wear.  Half of his jaw was missing, blown away to reveal bloody, torn flesh. Only half his jaw bone remained, and there was a distinct lack of teeth. I fought the urge to heave at the sight.
 
   “Amy?” I asked. “How the hell do we kill it?”
 
   “There has not been a daemon on earth in over a century!” She said. “I...” She paused a moment.
 
   “If you have a suggestion, I would be glad to hear it!” I started to push myself away from Camelai, using my good hand to push myself along the wooden stage. 
 
   “Hit him, hard!” Amy urged.
 
   I watched as Camelai stalked towards me. I had to do something. 
 
   The daemon stalked towards me, and it reached out a hand. I could feel the air tighten around me. I searched my mind. I picked the only thing I could think of. 
 
   I had tried fire once before. I had failed, and just used raw force to save Amy then. I knew what I was dealing with now. I had a freaking daemon right in front of me. I wasn't going to fail this time.
 
   Forcing my hand forward, I gathered energy from the air around me. It was thick with magic, and it sang through my body. 
 
   Anger, pure rage and fury, focused my magic. I shoved a hand forward, and yelled the first thing that came to my mind. “FIRE!”
 
   A stream of blue flame, the color of a summer sky, spouted from my hand. It streaked across the stage, racing at Camelai. I realized almost immediately that I didn't feel the heat pouring from my palm, but it certainly was not cold. Fire was the one thing all living things were weak to. 
 
   Even daemons inhabiting thousand year-old vampires. The flames buffeted his body, and burns immediately started to appear. It started first on his face, with his torn away jaw and broken mouth. Flames consumed him, capturing his face in blue tongues of fire. 
 
   Screams of agony filled the air as Camelai sunk to his knees. It roared, and on all fours, it kept crawling to me. I raised my hand, and gathered more energy.
 
   “Fire!” The next blast was a more fine gout of flame, striking his shoulder. Ishmael's suit caught fire, and the flames started to spread over his body. The screams grew louder, like a constant wailing as he crawled towards me.
 
   “Amy!” I shouted. 
 
   “Hit him again!” She encouraged. “Do it, Eric!”
 
   I gathered all the energy I could. I focused hard, aiming right at Ishmael's face. I had to stop him. I couldn't let Breanna and Yukiko succeed, and I could not let a daemon inhabit Ishmael's body. 
 
   I didn't need a magic word this time. I just thrust my hand forward, and this time, the flames utterly consumed him. I watched as blue fire ate up his body, the torrents of fire singing it. The daemon howled, monstrous as it finally gave up. It slumped down to the ground, defeated, finally.
 
   Exhaustion came over me. As the flames trickled down, I took stock of the situation. Amy was sitting on the stage, nursing her wounds. Serena and Teresa were still below the stage, holding down a struggling Breanna Harper. Yukiko's body was on the floor, the vampire's throat slit and blood pouring onto the floor.
 
   I grunted as I realized I had to make sure Ishmael, or Camelai, or whatever wasn't getting back up. Tired, and with one good hand, I dragged myself over to the body.
 
   I drew my knife, and slid the silvered blade into the vampire's heart. Ex-vampire. Whatever it had been. 
 
   “We did it. We saved the day.” I murmured.
 
   Amy looked at me with her big eyes, and nodded. “Yes, I suppose we did.”
 
   A lot of dead people, we didn't save Ishmael, and a daemon had nearly gotten to wreak havoc on our world.
 
   What heroes we were.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26
 
    
 
   Two hospital trips in a week was a new record for me. The doctors patched up my wrist, and told me that I shouldn't do anything high-energy with my arm for at least a week. They didn't want the stitches popping. With my metabolism and witch's healing, I was sure I'd be back much earlier than then.
 
   Amy had taken some serious blows. The grenade had given her some moderate burns, and the daemon's shots had left her body with a boat load of bruises and broken bones 
 
   We got beds next to each other in the hospital. I may have proved to be a pain in the ass to the doctors enough that they relented to my requests. 
 
   Either Teresa or Serena was in the hospital with us during visiting hours. We were never alone. I don't know how she did it, but Serena had concealed that submachine gun she had stolen from one of the hit men and snick it into the hospital.  
 
   It was Hernandez who came the morning after the battle to formally interview us.
 
   Hernandez was dressed in a dark gray suit, marginally better than what I had seen most civilian-wearing cops wear. Detective-Inspectors must have better taste.
 
   The doctors had told him to take it easy on us. He glared between the two of us. “Trouble likes following you two.”
 
   I raised the cast, looked at Amy, then shrugged. “It's what happens when the Arcanes in the Bay ask me to help their affairs.”
 
   He looked over to Serena. “Miss Laurent, if you could wait outside, I'd like to speak privately with Amy and Mister Carpenter.”
 
   Serena shrugged and stood. She looked between Amy and I. “I'll be right outside.” 
 
   “We'll be fine,” I insisted.
 
   When Serena had left, Hernandez turned to us. “So, what happened at Ruby, And who was that toasted vampire we found?”
 
   “It was Ishmael.” Amy said softly. “Detective-Inspector, Ishmael was dead before this happened. He was killed by Breanna Harper.”
 
   “Yes, her. You said in the initial report that she's a sorceress.”
 
   “I did.” I confirmed. “She is a human with magical ability. Not blood-born, but given to her by a daemon.”
 
   “A daemon? Like, Satan or something like that?”
 
   I shrugged again. It was the most complete gesture I could make at the moment. I was exhausted, plain and simple. “No. Daemon. Spirit. It's old Greek. Basically, a spirit not of this world. Its name was Camelai. It offered Harper power and knowledge in exchange for ritual murders to fuel it.”
 
   “Huh.” Hernandez looked between the two of us.  “So. A daemon. How does this work into Ishmael?”
 
   “Camelai was possessing Ishmael.” I said. 
 
   Amy continued for me. “Harper had killed Ishmael in a ritual, allowing the daemon to cross over into his body.”
 
   “Right.” Hernandez paused for a moment, considering. “So, a daemon.”
 
   “There's a lot of stuff out there the common Arcanes don't talk about.” I said. “But daemons, they're spirits from the Other Side. Very powerful.”
 
   Hernandez nodded. “Miss Crespo stated much the same.” He shrugged. “There is, however, the matter of the dozen werewolves and the dead Yukiko.”
 
   I frowned. “Yeah.”
 
   “Detective-Inspector,” Amy said. “Does Eric's Arcane Consultant status not grant him certain leverage in response to Arcane threats?”
 
   “It does.” He said. “You're going to have a fun time explaining this to the Bureau of Arcane Affairs, though.”
 
   I shook my head. “Compared to the mess that I get to deal with in the Ruling Council, the California BAA is nothing.”
 
   Hernandez smiled just a little. “With Ishmael gone, who takes the vampire spot?”
 
   “Teresa or Baron Vela. Vela's a minor player.” I explained. “I think Teresa gets it. She's got two centuries of undeath under her belt, and she was Ishmael's right-hand vamp.” 
 
   Hernandez nodded. “She'd be better than Ishmael was with cooperating with us, at least. Teresa has been amazingly open.”
 
   “She's pretty good like that.” I said. “Is there anything else you might need?”
 
   Hernandez shook his head. “The statements you two gave should be fine.” He said, and he shook his head. “It's a mess, but it should be sorted out. You two get better.”
 
   “We will do our best.”
 
   I lifted my good arm, and waved. “Keep in touch, Hernandez.”
 
   He nodded. “You too, Carpenter.” He walked to the door, then paused for a moment. “Li's still sniffing after you.” He said.
 
   “I know. If you ever have the time, ask her why she's got a mad-on for me.”
 
   Hernandez smiled. “I might just do that if I feel like an early grave.”
 
   I got released from the hospital the next day. Amy took some more time. A full week passed before Amy got released. 
 
   When I asked her why she had taken longer than I had, she only gave the reply that she didn't have her “full arsenal.” Camelai had hit Amy with something that she didn't want to share with me. I let her keep that to herself. Pushing Amy for her secrets wasn't healthy. 
 
    
 
   “You're absolutely sure you're ready?” I asked Serena as we sat in the Jeep. We were parked in a cul-de-sac in Rancho Cordova, staring at a house with a big red truck parked in the driveway.
 
   Serena frowned, then nodded. “Yeah, I'm ready. Now, let's run through it one more time.” 
 
   We did, and I concluded with, “I let you take the lead. This is yours. If you need my help, just say so.”
 
   She reached over and squeezed my hand. “I've known you a week, and my life has gone from being some unemployed gal in SoCal to...well, being a vampire who just helped stop a daemon. I think I can handle my own kin.” She quickly added. “I appreciate the backup, though.”
 
   We got out of the car, and crossed to the house with the red truck. Serena strode with all the confidence in the world. 
 
   The house itself was a single story house, painted a rustic brown color.  The front yard was well kept, without even a hint of unkept lawn. “It's James and Krista, right?” She nodded. “Take the lead?” I asked Serena. 
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, thanks.” She absently adjusted her jacket, pulling on it a little before she walked up to the porch. She knocked on the door, and put her hands in her pockets. She slouched, and she looked all a bit more like a teenager who was coming home than a vampire badass.
 
   I didn't have any family left. Anyone I shared blood with was dead and buried. I had Matt, who I considered a brother, but I would have given anything to have my grandparents.
 
   The door opened to a tall black man wearing an oversized plaid shirt and jeans. He smiled down at Serena. “Hey, Rocket.” He stepped out onto the porch. James Laurent had a big smile on his features, an honest one. He hugged her, an I immediately recognized it. She may not have his been biological kid, but she was his. 
 
   “Hey, Uncle James.” She pulled back slowly. “I know I left you a message, but you deserve a better explanation of this.”
 
   James looked over at me. “This the guy who saved you?”
 
   “She's done her fair share of saving me recently.” I extended my hand. “Eric Carpenter, Mister Laurent.” 
 
   He slapped his big hand in mine and we shook hands. “Call me James. Let's get both of you inside. Krista's here.”
 
   We walked inside and turned the corner into the living room. The woman I assumed was Krista Laurent got up and hurriedly embraced Serena. “Oh, love, it's so good to see you. We were worried about you when we got the phone call.”
 
   Krista Laurent was a much shorter woman, with graying hair pulled back. She held onto Serena until she made a gagging noise. “Auntie. Auntie. Jeez...” Krista retreated just a little, and reached up a hand to ruffle Serena's hair.
 
   “It's good to see you.” Krista said. “The police haven't been telling us much. Just that you were involved in a kidnapping.”
 
   “I know, I know. And I really should have called, but I wanted to talk in person.” Serena backed away towards the entry to the living room. “Can you two sit down?”
 
   “Sure,” James nodded as he walked over to Krista. “Let's let Serena explain things.” He said, and he led her back to the couch. 
 
   Serena stood there, and I just waited off to her side. She took a minute to compose herself. “That guy, who attacked me down in Bakersfield,” She paused for a moment, keeping her lips tight. “He was a vampire.”
 
   “Oh, God.” James made as if to stand, but Krista's hand on her husband stilled him. “Did he...”
 
   She shook her head. “He didn't force himself on me.” She said quickly. “He killed me.” 
 
   There was a long moment of Krista and James staring at their niece. “He...” Krista murmured.
 
   “Killed me, and I got brought back.” She balled her hands into fists, and took a breath. “I'm a vampire now.” Serena looked away, her head down. I placed a hand on her arm. She looked up to me after a moment, tears in her eyes. 
 
   “Can they get up and hug you now?” I whispered to Serena.
 
   She nodded. “If they want to.”
 
   I gestured to the two of them on the couch. Both got up and embraced her. “Oh, sweetie.” Krista whispered. “It's okay.”
 
   “It...” Serena sobbed as she tried to speak. “You guys are okay with it?”
 
   “Why wouldn't we be, Rocket?” James whispered. “Just means you need some more sunscreen at ball games.”
 
   We spent the next hour or so talking to James and Krista, explaining to her the dos and don'ts of vampirism. Vampires got a lot of bad press, and the Laurents didn't need any convincing to know that their niece was still her, just with some different dietary requirements.
 
   We left the house as the sun came down. As we walked back to the car, I had to ask. “Rocket? Really?”
 
   “Track and field. I was a hyper-competitive maniac when I was a kid.” She shrugged. “You mention it to anyone, and I'll kick your butt.”
 
   “Sure thing, Rocket.” Okay, I guess I earned that dead arm.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27
 
    
 
   It was a Thursday morning when the Council called us all down. The Ruling Council of the County of Iron and Gold consisted of Queen Catherine, Finnegan, the now-deceased Ishmael, and Gawyn, a Faerie Lord who hadn't shown up to a meeting in decades.
 
   I had expected the meeting to take place in Pax, the Arcane bar was where the meetings had been previously kept. However, Teresa's message on my phone told me that we were meeting at Catherine's business.
 
   Catherine Salvai ran Nimbus. Nimbus had started back before the reveal of the Arcanes to the general public. I remembered those days, back when we thought that monsters were just in Buffy and horror flicks. 
 
   A vampire had been caught on camera and the video had gone viral. Vampires were quickly thrust into the spotlight of the nation. Weres came quickly after. Nimbus, a fledgling news channel on YouTube, had done a series of interviews with vampires, most notably Hannah Bridgemont. The daughter of famed Senator Terry Bridgemont had given a face to Arcanes. They just wanted to be people like us. 
 
   Congress had passed Hannah's Law, which extended the protections of citizenship to Arcanes. Overnight, a lot of Arcanes went public. The Supreme Court had a backlog of cases they had to deal with regarding every possible facet of Arcane rights.
 
   Nimbus had been pulling the strings all along. Catherine was a Red Angel, a succubus, along with most of the staff at Nimbus. Red Angels were one of the lesser publicized Arcane species, and the ones I had met were pretty decent folk.
 
   Nimbus's studios were situated high in the San Francisco skyline. They had bought out their entire floor in recent years, expanding to be a news station, website, and even an educational provider.
 
   Amy, Serena, and I rode up on the elevator, listening to a muzak version of “Born to Run.” We watched the numbers slowly peel by. 
 
   “So,” Serena started. “What's the rules of these meetings?”
 
   I shrugged. “The Council is actually fairly democratic. You two are my guests, for lack of a better term. I'll be held responsible for your actions at the meeting, but you can contribute to the conversation.”
 
   “Eric's duties as knight leave him in an odd position. He has a non-voting seat on the ruling council. He can propose actions, as well as give his input on them.” Amy explained further.
 
   “Right. So he's like Puerto Rico.” Serena chimed in.
 
   “That's about the gist of it. Puerto Rico that's called in to clean up after the other fifty states when they screw up.” I sighed.
 
   I actually dressed nice for the Council Meeting. I didn't give a crap about what Finnegan thought of me, but now that I had just received my first check for my services rendered as Knight of the Bay, I figured I should actually look like I wanted to keep the job. I wore a dark blue suit and a red tie for the event.  Amy was dressed in a simple blue blouse and slacks, while Serena wore jeans and a leather jacket over her faded tee. 
 
   When I had asked Serena about her choice of outfit, she had shrugged and told me, “All my best stuff's still in Bakersfield.” 
 
   I took it, and I didn't mind attending a meeting with Serena as back up and muscle. Truth be told, I had an idea for her.
 
   When we got off on the fifteenth floor, we emptied out into the reception area for Nimbus, a small room with a desk and several doors, leading to different parts of the business.
 
   The receptionist behind the desk had a very androgynous look, with a smooth face and thin lips. “Welcome to Nimbus, Sir Eric, Miss Laurent, Miss Amy.” His voice was smooth, rolled across my body. I recognized the sensation. It was the Red Angel's own brand of magic, one that I could identify just by feel.  “I'm Chris. Catherine's waiting for you.”
 
   I had never met a male Red Angel before. It was interesting, to say the least. “Thank you. So, where are they meeting?”
 
   “You'll be meeting in our staff room. There's coffee and other refreshments already there.” He stood from behind the desk. He wore a blue shirt tucked into jeans, the cut of which spoke of a high end brand. The shirt was unbuttoned perhaps a button too far, showing off his collarbone and a smooth long neck. 
 
   He walked towards one of the doors and led us through. We came out into an office that looked like the epitome of a Bay Area start up. There were some desks, though none of them had a desktop on it. A few were working at their desks on tablets or laptops, but more were scattered around the room on couches or chairs. There were a group of three Red Angels at a white board, bouncing ideas off each other.
 
   I heard Serena pipe up first. “There is way too much sexy in this room.” She murmured. 
 
   I turned back to her. I could feel the magic rolling off them all, like little waves of warm feelings. Did Reds just do that without thinking? “Yeah. Agreed.” I said, and was really glad I did not have Teresa watching that. “Uh, Chris, lead on.”
 
   We walked across the office to a white door with a frosted glass window and the words “Meeting Room: No Negative Nancies” on the door. Chris opened up the door for us, and we all filed in.
 
   The meeting room had a circular table situated in the middle of the room. On it was coffee, a little array of bagels and fruit, and various silverware. Catherine and Finnegan were already at the table. Catherine sat at the far end of the circle, in front of a large wall-mounted monitor. 
 
   Catherine Salvai was a beautiful woman, but that was obvious enough. She wasn't a succubus queen for nothing, after all. Her smile could make hearts melt. She didn't look like a new media magnate. She had soft features, with violet eyes that looked like they could hypnotize. To complete the look, she wore a green sundress, showing off her toned biceps and a little tattoo of runic script on her right shoulder. 
 
   Finnegan, however, looked like he was the epitome of everyone who wasn't a morning person, bless his heart. He wore a blue suit that looked like it belonged in the last century. “Carpenter, Amy. New Girl.” He growled.
 
   “Finnegan,” Amy just nodded and gave him an icy stare as she sat down and gathered some fruit onto a little plate. 
 
   Serena took the lead. “I'm Serena Laurent, vampire and associate of Eric.”
 
   “I could smell the vamp on you.” He said, and he shook his head.
 
   I resisted the urge to just sling magic at Finnegan. I took a seat at the table, and looked to Catherine. “Has Teresa given us an ETA?”
 
   “She should be here very soon,” Catherine said in a cool tone. “I would prefer to begin before she got here. At least, informally.” She looked between Finnegan, then me and my two partners. “Ishmael was the oldest of us three, by a far margin. That gave him a slight edge in politics. He was here first in San Francisco. He claimed the rulership of the County, and higher...powers affirmed him.”
 
   I paused a moment. “You're talking about the King.” 
 
   “Yeah, Carpenter. The goddamned King.” Finnegan looked like he was going to spit at the floor. “Doesn't even live in this country.”
 
   We had never formally talked about the King before. I knew that we were part of the Duchy that sat in Northern California. The Duke, who I hadn't met, resided from Sacramento. But it was just a smaller part of the Kingdom of the West. The King, I knew, ruled from south of the border. 
 
   “Does the King get a say in who's now ruling?” I asked.
 
   Catherine and Finnegan looked between each other. “Only if the King decides.” Catherine's voice was soft, cautious. “I would hope that doesn't happen.”
 
   “I'm guessing he's not a well-loved benevolent dictator.”
 
   “She, actually.” Finnegan said. “Gender-neutral title. But the King doesn't get in unless she has to.”
 
   “Why are we discussing the King?” Teresa's voice came from the door. All five of us in the room turned to face her. Teresa was dressed in a black pantsuit, and she was looking over us all with mild interest.
 
   There was a pause for a moment before Serena answered. “Well, we're talking about what-ifs and what we don't want happening, I guess. Like higher powers getting involved in picking the new head vamp.”
 
   Teresa was followed by Baron Vela. Vela had dressed in a light blue suit that mixed well with his Latino look. He had a genial, passive smile. 
 
   “Ladies, Gentlemen,” Vela nodded to the assembled people. “Let's get started.”
 
   The two newly arrived vampires sat to the right side of the table. It put us with Amy, Serena, and I at one end, the two reigning nobles on the other, and the vampires to our right. “So,” I looked around them. “Who will moderate this?”
 
   “Well, despite Mister Finnegan's dislike for it,” Catherine began. “I am the senior member of the Council.”
 
   Finnegan let a sound that sounded close to a disappointed growl roll through his throat. “Aye. We have two candidates.”
 
   Catherine gave him a pleasant smile. “Indeed we do. Teresa Crespo and Baron Vela. Both are well known to us. Baron, give us a short summary over why you believe you would be the appropriate choice.”
 
   Vela poured himself a glass of water, then took a careful sip before beginning. He had a smooth voice, and he sounded genial. “Where to begin? Well, I have lived in San Francisco for forty years. I have been a contributing member to the vampire community for all that time. I'm a small business owner, as you know. I have a good relationship with all arcanes, not just the vampires, with whom I am well-respected.” He paused for a moment, then he looked to his right towards Teresa.
 
   “I was Ishmael's heir-apparent.” She began. “I was made by Ishmael two hundred years ago. For most of that time, I have served him, and contributed to the safety and well-being of every holding he has controlled.” She looked to Catherine, then Finnegan. “I know the territory, I know my vampires, and I have worked with both of you in the past. I have the experience.”
 
   “Technically,” Vela said. “I outrank you, and would be the appropriate heir.”
 
   “I was his sheriff.” She hissed. “I was above you.”
 
   “A sheriff with no rank.” He clicked his tongue. “What did that say for his trust in you?”
 
   Finnegan spoke up before Teresa could reply. “You know, my only problem with Teresa as a candidate doesn't lie with her. It lies with our Knight, Mister Carpenter.”
 
   “What?” I had to restrain myself from shouting.
 
   Catherine and Finnegan both looked at me, giving me a level look. Finnegan spoke, however. “I can smell Teresa all over you, witch.”
 
   “Well, that's bullshit. I-”
 
   Teresa cut me off. “Eric, please.” She only glanced back to me. 
 
   I could feel the anger bubbling up in me, and I wanted to shove a fireball down Finnegan's throat.  “You didn't have a problem when she was the right-hand vamp of Ishmael's.” I said.
 
   “To be fair, Eric, we hadn't established a relationship, then.” Teresa said. “Though the matter has not been brought up since.” She looked back to Finnegan and Catherine. “Can I move that non-voting members be expelled from the room?”
 
   Catherine and Finnegan looked to each other, then the Red Angel nodded. “I believe that might be best.” She turned to me and said. “You and your companions can leave.”
 
   I wanted to protest it. Wanted to shout at Catherine and Finnegan. Hell, I wanted to slug Finnegan. That wasn't going to help anyone, though. Maybe myself.
 
   I let out a frustrated groan, then I pushed myself up from my chair. “All right. We'll wait outside.”
 
   We left the conference room and headed out into the office area. I felt someone touch my arm. It was Amy. “You must not let your emotions get out of control with Finnegan like that.”
 
   “I know.” I looked down to Amy. She was smiling up at me. I shook my head, then I started towards a couch that was currently unoccupied. “I'm just...God, Finnegan is a jackass.”
 
   Serena gave an indignant snort. “No kidding. I take it you two don't get along.” She found a chair and sprawled herself over it. “So, we just wait for them to make their decision?”
 
   “I suppose so.” Amy was standing still, and I looked over to her. “We have a talk coming, Miss Amy.”
 
   Amy frowned for a moment. “Yes, I suppose we do.” She walked to join me after I sat on the couch.
 
   I waited until she was seated before I spoke. “You said that I could break you from your promise to me.” 
 
   Amy nodded. “When I negotiated with your mother for your guardianship, there was always that clause worked into the deal.”
 
   I crossed my arms across my chest. “Well, all right. I want to give you that out. Because I've got an idea. And I need you to make this choice of your own free will.”
 
   Amy's eyes flicked to mine, and she asked. “What are you thinking?”
 
   “I think that the Bay is too big for just a knight.” I looked back to Serena. “Deputies would help.”
 
   Amy frowned, and she considered it for a moment. “It is not without precedent. London has always had a Knight and several deputies. The practice has stretched for centuries.”
 
   Serena thought about it for a second. “We'll get paid, right?”
 
   “Most likely.” I shrugged. “I'll do my best to make sure you even...” I looked back to Amy. “Do vampires need dental?”
 
   “Most likely.” Amy noted, then she looked back to me. “As for your offer, Eric, I would accept it, on one condition.”
 
   “Name it.” I said.
 
   Amy looked down for a moment. “It has been a very long time since I have been anything but a guardian. I would like some personal time, to figure out what I am apart from someone I guard and guide.”
 
   “Just so long as you keep in touch.” I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Now, is there a ritual or anything?”
 
   “No,” Amy shook her head. “Nothing so mundane. It is words, an agreement.”
 
   “Words?” I asked.
 
   “Words have a magic of their own, particularly with a witch.” She said. “Your words end the bargain I set with your mother.”
 
   I thought about that for a second. “Amy, I release you from the bargain you made with my mother. You are no longer my guardian.” 
 
   I felt it there, a little weight that lifted off my shoulders. I had never noticed it was there before, but I could feel just a bit of magic rolling off of my body. 
 
   I looked between Amy and Serena. “Did...did you guys feel that?”
 
   “I did.” Amy said. “My bargain was sealed with words, it was broken the same way.”
 
   “What changes between us now?” I asked.
 
   “I can no longer be summoned with just my name. That little trick is very specific to my charge.”  She sighed. “My healing powers will also be much more limited.”
 
   “But you're free to do what you want now.” I clarified.
 
   She nodded. “I am free from the bargain.”
 
   “That's what I wanted to hear.” I smiled, and I offered her my hand. “When you've figured out what you want to be doing, well, if you'd like to work with Serena and I, that door's open.”
 
   Amy's growing smile was all I needed to know. Part of me wondered just what the bargain had been. My mother had put a woman in a bond for three decades to just protect me. 
 
   “You're free from the bond now.” I whispered. “Is there anything that you can tell me that you couldn't before?”
 
   “Eric, I only met your mother once, and our business concluded quickly. It was only on your twenty-fifth birthday that I sought you out, with some minor checkups along the way.”
 
   “Why?” Serena asked. “What did Eric's mom offer you that you would agree to it?”
 
   “Witches need to survive.” Amy replied. “Victoria Torres knew that. I did.”
 
   “You didn't do this just out of some charity.” I said. “You nearly died for me when we first met.”
 
   “She offered me information, information that I deeply wanted.” Amy looked down towards the ground. “It was a trade, and one I gladly made for my own protection.”
 
   I frowned. Who the hell had my mother been?
 
   The conversation was cut by the opening of the conference room door. I saw Vela storming out, and that was all I needed to know. “Come on,” I said, looking to Amy and Serena. “Let's go get you two jobs. I have a feeling at least one council member will go for the idea.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
    
 
   As it turned out, both Catherine and Teresa, new Countess of the Bay, went for the idea. The triumvirate would start looking into locations for an office for the Knight and his deputies, and I was left with a new vampire to take care of. 
 
   If someone had told me a year ago that I'd be at a pharmacy picking up Plas for the vampire living with me, as well as for the vampire I was dating, I probably would have asked what crazy pills I was on.
 
   Plas had come out a few years ago. A big local biotech company had come up with the stuff. While not a true substitute for human blood, it was a holdover, and it provided a good fix for any vampire.
 
   The only problem was that there was a whole rack of them, and I had no idea what to buy.
 
   “Can I offer a suggestion?” Oh, that son of a gun.
 
   I turned around and saw Nick had been standing just behind and to the right of me. His sleek, suit-clad body was distracting. I looked up to his eyes, a deep chocolate brown, which were lit with amusement. 
 
   “Amy doesn't use that little trick for fun.” I remarked.
 
   “No, she certainly doesn't.” He walked to the rack, and pulled off a brand that read “SangVit.” The six pack were in plastic bottles with childproof caps. He tossed them into my basket. “We need to have a talk.”
 
   “I'm starting to think that you come out to California just to have fun with me.” I shot back. “What's up?”
 
   “If the classified reports I read were correct, you were witness to the first daemonic incursion in America in over a century.”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. Breanna Harper killed Ishmael, and used his body as a host for the daemon.”
 
   Nick considered that for a moment. “So how did you stop it?”
 
   “I burned his body.” My voice grew quiet. “I was able to summon fire.”
 
   At that moment, Nick just froze, looking at me. “You...you really used witch's fire to kill it?” He asked.
 
   “I stuck a knife in his heart for good measure. I honestly don't know how you kill a daemon.”
 
   “You don't.” He said, almost plainly. “They just lose their hold on this realm. It's back on the Other Side now. Witch's fire is one of the few true ways to hurt a daemon. It's made the two species rather natural enemies.”
 
   I nodded, and watched as he stepped closer. I looked up at him, and I asked. “Why hasn't one come over in a hundred years?”
 
   “My Marshals help. They're here to keep the realm safe. Other countries might have been a little more lax, but they also haven't had a lot of reason. It might be that the Reveal is making some of them more bold. Using Faerie blood for narcotics is a new trick. They're trying to raise capital, for whatever reason.”
 
   “If my fire can hurt daemons, this means you're going to want me more, isn't it?”
 
   Nick's normally calm demeanor hardened for a moment. “My people are about prevention. We do our best. However, there may come a day when a car stops by your door. They'll show you a badge, they will play a message to you from me. You'll get in the car, you'll go wherever it takes you, and you will drive a daemon from this world.”
 
   “Jesus,” I whispered. “You're honestly scared of them, aren't you?”
 
   “A daemon is no laughing matter.” His voice was quiet, but I didn't need to strain it. His voice was still perfectly clear. “And I hope you never have to get plucked out of your life because it will mean a lot of good people died.”
 
   I nodded, feeling all of a sudden like I was part of a much larger world. Or maybe I just felt a lot smaller. “I'll do what I can.” I promised.
 
   “Keep fostering those abilities.” He said. “From what I've been hearing, Miss Laurent is quite the fighter. Train her well, and I think she'll be a good partner.”
 
   “That's the idea. She's got the hard part out of the way, and she doesn't want people to be hurt like she was.”
 
   Nick patted my shoulder. “That's the ticket. Keep it up, and you'll get a nice little following. Now,” He pulled the six pack out from the basket. “Microwave each bottle on medium for eighty-five seconds. It'll get it to a warm enough drink for a vampire. It mixes well with rum and whiskey, but not vodka.”
 
   “How do you know so much about artificial blood?”
 
   “What, you think I don't hire vampires?” He scoffed. “Come on, Carpenter, it's the twenty-first century. Vampires are people too.”
 
    
 
   There was an odd feeling to looking at the new offices of the Knight of the Bay. Namely, it wasn't an office.
 
   As I stood with Serena and Teresa outside, I asked. “So, I ask for an office, and the Council buys a house?”
 
   To be fair, it was a lovely house. The house was the color of sand, with a small garage on the right side and a porch that led up to the house. It looked more like a place for a well-off family than a supernatural lawman's place of business. The room was painted just a slightly darker shade, and peaked over a window on the second floor, which looked out onto the street.
 
   Teresa offered a little shrug. “We wanted some place low key, and that would be out of the way from other businesses.”
 
   “So you picked a place that had more zeroes attached to it than my entire dorm's student loans?” Serena asked.
 
   “We negotiated a pretty good deal for it.” Teresa said as she started to walk up to the porch. “We've got a good agent, and the place did have some historical issues.”
 
   “Wait, what?” I asked. I picked up my pace to pull up beside Teresa. “What 'historical issues'?”
 
   “The previous tenants died in...unusual circumstances.” 
 
   “Explain,” Serena had a little growl in her voice. “I may be a vampire, but I've seen horror movies. I am not living in the murder house.”
 
   “It was a fire.” She sighed. “But the law says we have to be informed of any deaths on the premises.”
 
   Serena considered this for a moment. “All right. So, this place seems a bit...big for just a business.”
 
   “This may solve one other problem.” I noted.
 
   Teresa smiled, and she pulled out the keys. She unlocked the front door, and said. “Let's take a look.”
 
   The place was furnished. That was a surprise in itself. It wasn't anything incredibly fancy, but it was still furnished. The sun room to the right of the front hall had been converted into an office, with a pair of desks on the far end of the room, with a coffee table and seating for guests on the near end. 
 
   “Well,” I looked around the room. “This looks...good. Really good.”
 
   Serena frowned. “I suddenly feel like I need to buy suits. Oh god, I actually need to buy work clothes.”
 
   “What did you do before this?” Teresa asked. 
 
   She shrugged. “Worked at a restaurant. Waitress. Nothing that required an office.”
 
   Teresa smiled just a little. “No one ever said vampires had to come from the same backgrounds. I look forward to showing you what we can do.”
 
   Serena looked to Teresa, and smiled a little. “You should know I have a terrible problem with authority.”
 
   “Oh, I know I'm just going to enjoy that.” She sighed. “Serena, can you leave Eric and I for a moment? Take a look at the upstairs. We've been setting up the rooms, I think you'll like what we've done with it.”
 
   The younger vampire sighed, and shook her head. “All right.” She walked towards the hall, where the stairs led up to the second floor. 
 
   I turned to Teresa, and I asked. “So, is this some sort of house and work situation all in one?”
 
   “Matt's place is fine, but you need a place of independent operations.” Teresa explained. She gestured for me to follow.
 
   We walked to the kitchen, which had a screen door leading out to a back patio. Hell, we had a back yard. What were we supposed to do with a yard? The kitchen itself had a tile floor, with an island separating the kitchen from the dining area. The table itself was large enough for six, and part of me wondered who had stocked the house. 
 
   Teresa walked to the kitchen. “Beer?” She asked.
 
   “Yeah, definitely.” I leaned against the counter as I watched her walk. There was something so entrancing about her grace, so completely effortless. Hell, she made just about everything she did look effortless. She could take on most humans without breaking a sweat.
 
   She pulled out two bottles of Blood Moon, a local were brew that we both enjoyed. She grabbed a bottle opener and popped the caps. “First drink in the new place.”
 
   “I can live with that,” I said as I approached her. She handed me a bottle, and I lifted it. We tapped out bottles together, and took a drink. I made a soft noise of enjoyment. “So, why did you get me alone?” I asked.
 
   “This is big. If I'm the new vampire count, it means that our relationship got a lot more complicated.”
 
   I shrugged. “We can roll with it, try not to let our relationship interfere with our jobs.”
 
   That got a laugh from her. “Oh, that's grand.” She placed a hand on my arm. “But we can work with that, Eric. Want to go drink on your porch?”
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   We headed out. Serena joined us a bit later. I watched from the porch of my new home-sure, it was owned by three of the nastiest monsters in San Francisco, but it was my new home. A home I shared with a vampire now, one I hadn't even known two weeks ago.
 
   Witchcraft has all sorts of surprises no one tells you about.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 29
 
    
 
   One of those surprises is that everyone expects you to know everything. Take Breanna Harper, for instance. She had been taken away by the SFPD, but she left the city with the question of what to do with her. Sedation had worked for keeping her subdued while she was being detained. There was now been the question of what one did with the first magical captive of the state of California.
 
   Witchcraft was new to them, and the BAA wasn't sure they wanted it released to the public yet. Vampiric powers weren't even that well known. This was all new territory. 
 
   I got a call a few days after Teresa showed us the house. The man on the other end of the line was named Patrick Nguyen. He was the Deputy Director of Arcane Security, a title that had been invented in the last six months. He gave me an address in Alameda to go to. 
 
   I ended up at the old Alameda Naval Yards, where I was stopped at a guard booth. A man with a Desert Eagle on his hip strolled out to the car. He had a California State BAA patch on one shoulder. “Name and photo ID.” He demanded.
 
   I pulled out my wallet, showing my ID and the Arcane specialist's badge. “Eric Aiden Carpenter.” 
 
   “Go on through. Park in one of the spaces designated, and wait for Deputy Director Nguyen.”
 
   I did as he asked, parking in one of four spaces that were not occupied by government vehicles. I got out of the car, and waited. As I waited, I saw two troopers walking by, around the warehouse this space was devoted to. Each carried an assault rifle, and they glanced at me from behind sunglasses.
 
   I waited five minutes for Nguyen. He was a heavy set man, though he moved quickly. I guessed that he knew how to use a lot of his bulk. “Mister Carpenter. Peter Nguyen, Arcane Security. Welcome to Site One.”
 
   “Site One?” I asked as he got closer.
 
   “We needed a plan to contain Arcanes. For now, the only occupant of Site One is Breanna Harper.”
 
   I looked at the warehouse. “You know, there's two distilleries right down the road from you. You're planning to stash dangerous Arcanes here?”
 
   A little smile crossed his lips. “We're very courteous neighbors, Mister Carpenter. Now, I want to get your opinion on our facilities.” He reached into his suit jacket and pulled out a little visitor's tag. I clipped it to my jacket.
 
   “I'll do my best to give my opinion, sir.” I said, though I wasn't sure how much I could help.
 
   He smiled. His small eyes looked me over, then he shrugged. “Call me Peter. I'm not big on formality, for the assault rifles, black uniforms, and top-secret government facility.” He paused. “By the way, you can't ever, ever discuss this with anyone.”
 
   “Is this one of those 'I can tell you but I would have to kill you' things?” I asked.
 
   Nguyen gave me a pleasant smile. “No, you would just go to jail for a very, very long time.”
 
   I decided to change the subject. “So did my suggestions for how to hold Harper help?” I asked.
 
   “They did, thank you.” He nodded. “She's kept in a cell with padded walls, constantly monitored. She isn't allowed access to sharp objects, and anything she says is recorded and sent off for analysis.”
 
   We approached the door, where Nguyen held out his ID tag for a scan. He then pressed his thumb to a pad, and said. “Peter Nguyen, Arcane Security, plus one Eric Carpenter, Knight of the Bay.”
 
   There was a moment's delay before the door clicked and swung open slowly. It definitely looked too heavy to be the original doors. We walked into the warehouse, which was a large open area. Large metal blocks were arranged in rows and rows, filling the building. Each box was large enough to be a cell. Jesus.
 
   “Like it?” He asked.
 
   I looked up towards the rafters of the warehouse, and saw more uniformed men patrolling them.  “I think, for one sorcerer, you have spent quite a lot of my tax dollars.”
 
   “Come on, you really think that ten cent bag tax was going to something like the environment?” Nguyen laughed. “Come on, let's go talk with Miss Harper. Or as she is known these days, subject M-One.”
 
   “How much do you know about Arcanes and their capabilities, Mister Nguyen?” I asked. Something just didn't feel right about this. I wanted to think that this seemed a little too intense for one human sorcerer.
 
   “Right now? What our inter-department coordination can tell us. We know about the Arcane weakness to silver, though all of our tests have shown that Breanna Harper is, in fact, human.”
 
   “Probably not a drop of Arcane blood in her.” I noted. “She's a dabbler. She communicated with Other Siders, and she used that communication to make a deal with them. Power in exchange for favors.”
 
   Nguyen nodded as we walked through one of the aisles of metal boxes. He stopped in front of one, and he whistled. Two uniformed guards came almost immediately, and they stood to either side of the hatch of the box. “We will be transferring M-One to visiting area. This is done by my authorization.” He turned to me. “Let's go, Carpenter.”
 
   As we walked, I saw Nguyen take out a small little silver charm from his pocket. He started to fiddle with it as we walked to the end of the row, and then through another door into a room with a table and chairs. 
 
   “Am I allowed to tape our conversation, Mister Nguyen?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head. “Sorry, can't allow that. Just the acknowledgment that Harper is alive can cause some unwarranted attention by people who might want to bail her out for her services.”
 
   “Of course,” I nodded and I took a seat in one of the chairs. I waited for a few minutes before the door opened again.
 
   Breanna Harper didn't look any better for her short stay here. Her trim, athletic form was already slimmer, and her face had lost much of its coloring.
 
   I hadn't ever paid Breanna much close attention before. Previously, she had been either just Yukiko's assistant, or we had been too busy stopping a daemon to really pay attention. 
 
   She had bright green eyes, though the rings of exhaustion took away from them. She wasn't tall,  and in fact she wasn't very physically imposing at all. She wore a simple jumpsuit, and I noticed it didn't even have zippers, just large buttons.
 
   “Hi, Breanna.”
 
   Breanna turned to Nguyen. “Permission to speak?” She asked. Her voice was soft, tired. At Nguyen's nod, she continued. “I'm not allowed to speak without permission or unless I'm asked a question.”
 
   I winced, and sighed. “Right. Listen, I wanted to talk to you.” 
 
   There was just a little smile there. “You want to talk to me? A washed up human dabbler?”
 
   “You're the only other magic user I've met so far.” I replied. “I only met you twice, I think.”
 
   She nodded. “And yet, we have so much in common.” She noted. “Were you the one who told them that magic required calories?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, I told them that.”
 
   “They've got me on a bread and water diet.” She said.
 
   I thought about that. “You don't naturally use magic, though. Without blood or other external forces...”
 
   “I am absolutely harmless.” She laughed. “Besides, my athame is sitting in an evidence locker somewhere waiting for the trial I am going to get eventually.”
 
   I looked at her, curious. “You're getting a trial?”
 
   “Well, the proceedings, at least. I have nothing to prove my innocence. I wasn't coerced. I was doing it for money, and I am a public threat now. I don't expect to leave here. But, since you're here and consulting with these...” She looked towards Nguyen. “People, I'll offer you a deal.”
 
   “A deal?” I asked, tilting my head to one side, curious.
 
   “Indeed.” Breanna leaned back slightly, and she crossed her arms across her chest. “Work with them, let them understand that I am the last threatening thing they could ever try to put into a place like this, and I'll share my craft with you.”
 
   I looked to Nguyen. “If I said it was safe, that she could at least have some fruits and vegetables in her diet, would you trust me?”
 
   “Monitored, sure. Nothing that requires utensils.” Nguyen immediately said. 
 
   Breanna looked to Peter, then to make. “Thank you, Mister Carpenter. May I call you Eric?”
 
   I thought about that for a moment. “We're colleagues, in our own weird way. Sure.”
 
   “I have a warning for you, Eric.” She said, her voice dangerously quiet. “The matter of the Other Side...Since the Arcane went public, the Other Side has grown more active. They know that magic is due for a return to this world.” 
 
   “A return?” I asked.
 
   “After witches went, well, nearly extinct, human sorcery filtered out as well. Industrialization became king. Shapeshifters resisted, and vampires embraced urbanization. Vampire populations have skyrocketed in the past hundred years, and do you know why?”
 
   I thought about it for a moment. “Why?”
 
   “Vaccines!” She snapped her fingers. “Pesticides, tractors. Technology has boomed the human population. Vampires could support better feeding habits, larger groups. Then, with the synthetic plasmas and that Red Angel manipulation of the media, suddenly...boom, the Arcanes are there. In the real life. People are now exposed to the real world of the mysterious around them.”
 
   I considered this for a long moment, looking at her. “You're saying that Four-Thirteen was on purpose?”
 
   “Maybe not the way the Arcane leaders would have liked it, but it happened.” Breanna seemed to be on a roll now. Her eyes now held a little fire. “But even before that. I worked in San Diego examining antique books. It was what sparked my interests in the crafts. I used a ritual to see into the Other Side.” She smiled, fondly. “It's how I first contacted Camelai.”
 
   “Are all daemons like him?” I asked.
 
   “Most daemons couldn't possibly care less about our world. A few, like Camelai, saw that the worlds were growing closer. He predicted that Arcane society would be public soon, and that would further weaken the line between worlds.”
 
   “So you attempted to bring him over then.” I said.
 
   She nodded. “I took my first steps into the underworld of magic and Arcane politics. The rituals, while allowing me access to Camelai's power, were not a success. We decided that we would try later, when there was more magic available.”
 
   “What made you pick San Francisco?” I asked her. The way her eyes lit up at the question, I immediately knew my answer.
 
   “You. I was in Los Angeles, as a human employee of a vampire there. There was mention of a new Knight up north, one who had killed Lucien, a master vampire I knew well. One who reportedly was not one of our big three. It meant you were a fae, or something...else.”
 
   She laughed a little. “I couldn't believe my luck when I found out you were a witch. It was a sign. Magic was truly back. This time, I ingratiated myself into vampire community via Yukiko. Told her how I could use the mystic arts to give her an ally beyond imagine, to make her Count of the city, or maybe even Duke of Sacramento.” She smiled. “She was a sucker for it.”
 
   “This time the rituals worked, though.”
 
   “Indeed. Had Camelai not been banished, I could have gotten the power.” She shook her head. “However, just because the results are not what I would have liked, it does not mean that the experiment itself was a failure.”
 
   I frowned. “I'm not sure I understand.”
 
   “It means, Eric,” She placed her hands on mine on the table. Everyone tensed for a moment, but I let her do it. “That things are coming. Things that have not set foot in our world for a very long time. The line between our world and the Other Side is so thin that soon, it won't need someone on our side to bring something over.”
 
   That was it. Magic was coming back.
 
   Our world was going to get a lot more crowded soon. 
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